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1.0 OBJECTIVES 

On going through this unit you should be able to: 

outline evolutionary processes in societies and social stratification; 

discuss its organizing principles: status, wealth and power; 

describe social stratification in India: caste and class; 

distinguish concepts and theories of social stratification, and 

describe social stratification and social change. 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Social stratification is a process through which groups and social categories in societies 
are ranked as higher or lower to one another in terms of their relative position on the - 
scales 9f prestige, privileges, wealth and power. A distinction could be made between the 
criteria which place emphasis upon the ascribed or innate qualities with which the strata 
are relatively endowed and those which are acquired by the strata though their own 
achievement. Ascription and achievement are, therefore, two types of scales which 
generally define the normative principles which work as determinants of social 
stratification in all societies. 

5 



Introducing Social Stratification Social stratification is also historical process. It emerged as a social instirution of societies 
at a certain level of social evolution and social development. The hunting and food 
gathering societies had individual levels of social differentiation, for exanlple, a top-hunter 
or shaman acquired higher status due to his personal qualities or skills wh~ch society 
considered to be mystical or divine in origin; or differentiation could be in terms of age 
and sex of the members of the society. But owing to the limits on the popu1;ition growth 
due io less developed prod~lction technologies and precarious and often nomadic nature of 
these societies, their social structure was quite sinlple endowed as it was with elenlentary 
skills anlong people for conuounication (linuted language vocabulary), sinlple 
technologies, elementary forms of belief systems, and rules of social control such societies 
did not produce any produce any substantial econo~nic surpluses and accunlnlation of 
wealth for any member was in~possible. Such sinlpler societies did have social 
differentiation, but were withold the institution of social stratification. 

1.2 THE EVOLUTIONARY PROCESS 

Social stratification as a institution evolved when the technologies of production under 
went basic changes. Innovations of animal husbandry and agriculh~re necessitated more 
complex technologies and settled forms of community life. These economies also began to 
generate economic surpluses and accumulation of wealth either in the form of cattle or 
food gmins. With assured food resources populatioi~ began to grow as never before and 
barter and exchange, or commodities began to take place on a larger scale. In course of 
time. tools of exchange were invented which could reflect values of conunodities in a 
growth of sections of societies who had more control on wealth and power. with 
development of relatively complex technologies and division of labour, not only 
specialized groups emerged but a division between the rural and urban centres also cane 
into existence in course of time. The complexity of social structure ~lecessit~rted nore 
elaborate institutions of social control over the emerging new social realities. such as 
institutionalized form of religion, strata of functionaries specialized into diflere~d f o r n ~  of 
work, culture specialists and the nllinlg classes etc. The instih~tion of social stratification 
cane into being as a result of an evolutionary functional necessity at such a historical 
moment. 

1.3 ORGANIZING PRINCIPLES 

There are three nlajor organizing principles of social stratification. These are. stahls, 
wealth aid power. Sociological observations of many societies over a period ortime have 
revealed some linkages anlollg these principles in any evolutionary process For exanlple, 
even in societies which did not have the institution of social stratification. s~~cl i  as the food 
gathering and hunting communities, some individuals eli.joyed higher social status and 
were treated as leaders. The n~agici;u~s (Shamans), persons with exceptional skills in 
limiting or in any other sphere of social economic and derense were accorded higher StahlS 
in the comnlunity. Yet. it did not result into the anival of the instih~tion of social 
stratification because such accrual of individual distinction contributed to social 
differentiation which could be on the basis of merit, age, gender or ; u i ~  other nlarker in 
society. Social stratification collies into being in societies when social gradatioll or 
ranking is done on the basis of an entire group of people such as the gradations based on 
caste and class in our society. 

1.3.1 Status 

The earliest principle of social stratification is that of stahls. Status in the language of 
social stratification nleans ranking of groups in a society on the basis of their relative 
position in terms of honour or respect. Honour is a qualitative attribute whicli menibers in a 
status group enjoy by birth. Any suchattribute whicli is inherited by birth is ascribed and 
cannot be acquired by effort. Therefore, status principle of social stratification is also 
tenlled as the principle of ascription. In our country, caste is a very appropriate example of 
status groups. The qualities which go to make a status groups are related more to valhes 
and beliefs, to legends and myths perpetuated in societies over a period of time than to 
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1.3.2 Wealth Social Stratification: Meaning and 
4ppruaches 

The second organizing principle of social stratification is wealth. Wealth is generated in 
societies orlly when technologies advancement takes place and there is a change in the 
mode of production. Examples are: change from hunting and food gathering economy to 
settled agriciilture, change from agriculture based econoilly to one based predominantly 
upon nnnufiacturing and industry. Such changes, not only- brought about the institution of 
social stratification, but in course of time also altered the principles of organization of 
social stratification. Economic advancement led to generation of more wealth in society, 
more accumulation of markers of wealth be it in the fonn of food grains or cattle, or 
metals and minerals (silver, gold precious stones etc.) or money. At this stage, the groups 
which had greater control over the ecoi~omic resources and wealth or which possessed 
illore wealth were ranked higher in society than groups which controlled less of it, or 
groups which had little or negligible access to wealth (for example, landless workers or 
industrial workers). The social stratification based on class is its prime exanlple. 

! 1.3.3 Power 

The third organizing principle of social stratification is power, Unlike status and wealth 
which can be clearly linked with group characteristics of ranking hl societies, the principle 
of power is arelatively diffused attribute because it is not exclusive in character. It is 
always possible that a-group with higher status in society or that which enjoys greater 
wealth. also exercises more power in society. Nevertheless, one could make a distinction 
between say, principle of privileges where as the latter tends to be based on the group's 
ability to use coercive nleans for other group's confornlity with actions, values and beliefs 
detemuned by it. The concept of power as Max Weber has discussed in his treatment of 
social stratification rests on the fact that it endows the persons or groups which have 
power to impose their will on other groups by legitimate use of coercive method. In this 
sense, state offers us a good example of an institution which has illaxinlum power. It has 
sovereign authority to impose its will on citizens of the society. When legitimacy of 
exercise of power, is widely accepted by groups, in other words, when it is iilstitutioilalized 
in society. power becomes authority. Authority as a coilcept could be defined as legitimate 
power. Power as aprinciple also enters into the notion of social stratification when its 
fuilctioils or its social ramifications begin to be influenced by the political processes in 
society. and when state begins to take illore active or direct role in iilflueilcing the 
principles of social stratification. A relevant exanlple of this could be found in the policy 
of positive discrinlinatioi~ or reservation ofjobs, political offices and entry into educational 
institutions in our country by the state in favour of castes and tribes now declared as 
'scheduled' or as 'other backward classes'. Max Weber, in his treatment of power as an 

Activity 1 

Discuss 'status' 'wealth' and 'power' with other students in the study centre. In 
which way are they related to one another? Put your findings down in your 
notebook 

elelllent in the formation of social stratification has rightly enlphasised the significance of 
politics, political parties and their role in optinlizing their access to power. 

1.4 CASTE AND CLASS IN INDIA 

We have discussed so far the p ~ c i p l e s  of status, wealth and power as the main 
detenuinalts of ranking of groups in relative order in societies which lay down the 
foundation of social stratification. Caste and class are principles of social stratification 
which illustrate respectively the role of status and wealth in the ranking of groups in 
societies. Caste is a prime example of a status group. Class, on the other hand, is based on 
the p ~ c i p l e  where groups are ranked on their access to wealth or their relative ability to . 
have a control upon the wealth resources in society. There is a greater degree of consensus 
among sociologists about the processes by which status groups are fomled and constitute 
the rank order in social stratification. But the same degree of coilsensus does not seem to 
exist about the processes which contribute to the emergence of classes by their differential 
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Introducing Social Stratification aicess to possession of wealth. The principle of wealth is no doubt, widely accepted as 
leading to social stratification. For instance, class is seen as emerging out of the 'nurket 
situation' by Max Weber, whereas Karl Mam connects it with the 'modes of production' 
which determines both access to wealth or its control as well as ranking of groups in 
society. No doubt, the central role of wealth in determining social stratification is implicit 
in both fornlulations. Modes of production vary with the changing fonns of capital (wealth 
invested for production of comnlodities) as discussed by Mam. So also. nwket situation is 
determined by supply <and denland of commodities, labour and employment conditions, all 
of which function within the matrix of available capital or wealth resources in society, 
Social stratification enters into this process when one section of people in society have or 
control more wealth or capital than others. Or when market situation has also to deal with 
sections of people whom Mars describes as 'proletariat' or working classes who have no 
wealth and depend upon their physical labour power to survive. The debates anlong 
sociologists on these issues are related closely to the various theories of social stratification 
which will be discussed later. 

1.5 CASTE AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION 

The traditional Indian society was organised priinarily on the basis of caste stratification. 
This stratification was such where caste functioned as the central principle in all aspects of 
social life, such as econonly, polity and culture To understand this, we ha\ e to make a 
distinction between v m a  and jati the fornler being a frame of reference or nlodel for 
classification and the latter being the specific caste groups ranked in order of social status 
The four varnas were the Brahnuns, (priests), the Kshatriyas (warriors). the Vaisyas 
(traders) and the Shudras (working classes). Later. a fifth varna, or the P;u~chama also 
came into existence. It comprised those who were thrown out of the castc systenl itself due 
to the their having been judged by society as to have violated some of it basis nonns. The 
Panchamas were also declared by the society as 'untouchable', the acutest fonn of social 
discrimination inlposed on any group in a society. Some of the basic characteristics of the 
caste system were: membership by birth. hereditary occupation, pollution and p~uity 
ascribed to different castes in terms of varna hierarchy, endogamy. and nluhlal repulsion or 
segregation. 

1.5.1 Demography of Caste 

The demography of caste orjati in India has remained extremely diversified over 
millennia. Studies show that beyond a radius of 20 to 200 miles, a jati is not recognized as 
social group; it is only recognizable with reference to the varna model Hence. the 
significance of the vanla as a sociological frame of reference Also. Iatis have always 
existed as regional or sub-regional groups numbering into thousands. The recent survey 
by the Anthropological Survey of India reports the existence of 4635 communities or 
caste-like groups in India; it also finds that almost all religious groups are divided into 
various communities which have jati-traits. Jatis also bear local and regional cultrual 
markers based on the ecology, local history or mythology. Traditionally, however, castes 
both in villages and the urban centres were bound into systenuc relationship of 
reciprocities or work and economic exchange or exchange of services etc In this sense. 
caste system functioned on the basis of muhial cooperation and interdependence. It fornled 
an organic system. Both in villages and cities, castes had their panchayat organisations 
Even though these had nucleus in a particular village or urban centre, sucll panchayats or 
guilds (in the cities) had a network of organization beyond a village or urban centre. If an 
inter-caste conflict emerged for any reason whichviolated the caste llonns of reciprocity 
and if dispute could not be settle in the council of the village or the city (colnprising elders 
from various castes) the matter was taken up in the caste panchayats. It functioned both as 
a body to protect rights and privileges of the caste as well as served as a mechanism for 
resolution of conflicts. 
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Check Your Progress 1 Social Stratifici~tion: nbening kind 
Approaches 

1) Write a note on caste and social stratification. Use about five lines for your answer. 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................. 

................................................................ 

2) Pick out the concepts that does not fit in the following list. 

i) Status 

ii) Wealth 

iii) Feudal 

iv) Power 

v) Urbanization 

The stability of the caste as a sys!em of social stratification was based on the economy 
which remained agrarian mercantile or a very long time. This was coupled with the stable 
population which due to high rate of mortality continued to remain at the level of about 
hundred millions for several centuries. This spell of stable population was only broken 
after the industrial revolution which made more advanced life-saving medical aids 
available to control the death rate rampant though epidemics qnd natural disasters of the 
past. The British rule in India on the one hand, destroyed the traditional base of the 
.econonly and its integrative relationship with the social structure, particularly the caste 
system, and on the other, new technologies of medical care were avail:~ble which brought 
down the death rate. Thus, population of India began to go up as the Census records from 
193 1 onwards reveal. The British colonial policy made India a dependent economy and 
destroyed the foundation of its traditional manufacturing econonly and trade. 

Massive de-urbanization and de-industrialization followed and pressure on land in 
villages increased. The traditional balance of economy and social structure which existed 
between the rural and uhan  centres and between agriculture and manufacture and trade 
was vitally destabilized. At the same time, the British policy was also geared to continue 
the use of caste and religion as a frame of reference in the implenlentation of social and 
political policies: caste based Census operations conducted by the British made people for 
the first time conscious of caste as a political phenonlenon tluoughout the country and it 
led to the growth of public demand by various castes placed lower in caste ranking for 
being placed into higher caste hierarchy. This triggered the process of not only 
Sanskritization, that is adopting the style of life, food habits, dress and ways of worship 
etc. of the upper castes by lower castes and then denlanding to the be recognized as a 
higher caste status, but it also coiltributed to, as described by M.N. Srinivas, to the process 
of Westernization (adopting the western style dress, way of living and modes of cultural 
expressioil etc.) 

1.5.2 Social Mobility 

This phase of the process of change in the caste system of stratification set into motion the 
process of new socialpobility, linked it directly with the state policies and introduced 
elements of politicization in its social inovements from which the system has never turned 
back. This process with some variation has continued to grow even after Independence. 9 



Introducing Social Stratification Independence which r'esulted from natiollal political movement against the British rule 
was ideologically against any discrimination in India based on caste. religion or ethnic 
differences; its normative foundation was located in secularism and citizenship rights 
equally available to all. The Constitution of India which was adopted, therefore. 
recognizes for state purposes only-the civic status of its citizens and soon after 
Independence derecognized caste from village and city level civic institutions. The 
Constitution, however, recognized caste status as a matter of welfare polcy for selected 
castes and tdbes who it was felt were exploited over centuries and were unprepared to face 
up with open competition from well to do sections of other castes. these castes and tribes 
were listed in the Schedule of Constitution and they were provided resen ations, 7 5 per 
cent for the scheduled tribes and 15.0 per cent for the scheduled castes for ct lQ into 
governmentjobs, educational institutions and elected political offices. 

Box 1.01 

A provision for resenlations was made in the Constitution, and its Directive 
Principles also laid down the desirability to offer the benefits of reservation to 
the 'socially and educationally backward classes'. Two Commissions mere set up 
to identify the categories of backward classes, Kaka Karleltar Commission in 
1955 and Mimdill Commission in 1977. The K;lrlel<;lr Commission could not arrive 
at ilny definitive recommendation, but the Mandal Commission recommended 27 
per cent reseyation to the backward classes whom it identified through castes. A 
list of sucb castes was also given by the Commission. It may, however, be noted 
that several states of the Union already provided for I-eservation to the bitclwal-d 
classe~much before this policy was undertaken by the central government, and - 
these states too identified baclwardness through caste groulls which were deprived ' 

social and educational opportunities traditionally. 

The policy of reservation for castes in enlployment education and political offices etc. 
represents the dynamics of social change in India wluch itself is a product of political, 
economic and social developn~ents. Demomatic employment, increased prodnctivity in 
agriculture led by the peasant castes in various parts of the country (most of wllom 
comprise backward class category in the centre and the states) and the rise in the 
aspiration of sucli castes for social mobility in the fields of education and sen~ices have 
been the factors that have contributed to this policy. The policy of reservation for the 
backward classes has gained molnentum in stages from the states to t l~e centre as a result 
of the backward class lnovements gaining impetus due to relative improvement in their 
economic and political status during the half a century of the history of nations investment ' 
in economic and social development as a denlocratic policy. 

1.5.3 Principles of Hierarchy 

Caste is also considered to reflect the principle of hierarchy in social stratification. Louis 
Dumont, a French social anthropologist has sought to position the Iitdian social stnlcture 
in conwadistinction to that of the west in tern1 of the unique ulstitution oT caste which 
both structurally and as a civilization reflects the principle of hierarchy (in contrast to the 
principle of equality in the West). Hierarchy is defined by Dulnont as the feature of a 
social system where normative principles govern or detenlline the instnunental or 
utilitarian principles in the affairs of society. He calls it being encompassed and 
encompassing, a process by which the values and beliefs traditionally prescribed 
enconlpass the rational utilitarian p ~ c i p l e s .  In other words, in a hierarchi~ll system it is 
not tlie economic, political and other secular factors whicl,~ define the st;uidards of 
evaluation of the normative or value aspects of society, but is it the other way round. So, 
according to Dumont, the notions of pollution-purity atld inequalities existent in the caste 
system could not be understood whe~~.ljudged from the westenl secular standards which 
belong to an altogether different matrix of civilization. Dumollt's treatnlent of caste as 
hierarchy has led to debate both in India and abroad and has been criticized for neglecting 
the role of economic and political factors in the fornlation and perpetuation caste 
stratification. Evidently, as caste in adapting successfully today to the denlands of political, 
economic and social modernization and its nlobilization is increasingly brought into effect 
for achievement of higher economic and political goals, it already seems to have lost most 

10 of its traditional features located in the p@nciple of hierarchy. 



1.6 INDIAN SOCIAL STRUCTURE 
Social stratification Meaning and 

Approaches 

Activity 2 

Discuss with other students the concept of 'Summation of Status'. Put down the 
main findings in your notebooli. 

There are extensive studies of the Indian social structure in terms of its class conlposition 
and its processes. Economists, sociologists and social anthropologists have contributed to 
such studies. Several studies also attempt to establish a very close relationship between 
caste and class in India. Most such studies are based on empirical observations and have a 
regional character, but are nevertheless, indicative of class structure in India as well as its 
closer linkages with caste stratification. 

1.6.1 Summation of Status 

Traditionally, it has been observed that caste reflected a feature described as 'sunmlation of 
status' principle. If the status of a caste was low in ritual (pollution-purity) hierarchy, it 
was also lower in its access to economic, political and social statuses. In such a situation, 

is an open group its menlbership is based on achievement criteria, which could be 
economic, political or social in character. Caste also constitutes a c o n m i t y ,  its mobility 
is group based and to this extend efforts to arise status by Sanskritization'in the past 
involved 2111 entire caste group. Class, unlike caste does not have a conlmunitarian 
attribute, ;llthough it may evolve group cohesiveness based on comnlon interest. Class in 
this sense is an interest group where as caste constitutes a c o n m i t y .  With new social 
and economic developments and activating of the caste based social and political 
movements (including the reservation policy) caste groups do have evolved as interest 
groups, a ~ d  to that extent some features of class have also been incorporated in the caste 
organizations. This is particularly true for a large number of caste associations which have 
been in existence in India since the time of the British rule and which have only 
proliferated following Independence. 

The class structure in India differs as between rural and urban settleri)~~lls. Studies of rural 
society by sociologists and social anthropologists have identified the rural class structure 

- as comprising the landlords, peasants and working classes. A small population of artisans 
and functionary castes too have existed in villages as a separate economic interest group 
with some features of class. Kathleen Gough and a few other sociologists who have 
followed Marxist categories have described the class structure in village using 
classifications such as: bourgeoisie class (big landlords), petite bourgeoisie class 
(medium, and small landlords and traders and artisans) rural proletariat or working 
classes (who do not possess land and subsist only as wage labourers). 

1.6.2 Marxist Method and Concepts 

The application of Marxist methods and concepts for the analysis of India's class structure 
has been illore conlmon among the econonlists, which has been later applied by 
sociologists. Since, Marxist method of social analysis locates class structure in the modes 
of production, such as the primitive, the feudal and the capitalist, debate about the nature 
of class structure in India has hinged mostly upon the debates about the modes of 
production that prevails in the rural and the industrial economy. In the rural context, 
much debate has followed as to whether its economy and social structure have feudal, 
semi-feudal precapitalist or capitalist features. These distinctions are based upon whether 
the analyst starts from the premise of feudal economy as the beginning point of analysis of 
its capitalist features in the agrarian econonly. Broadly, the findings suggest that class 
structure of villages which are still located in the agricultural econonly are fast moving 11 



Introducing Social Stratifleatian . towards capitalist orientation. This implies, money wages instead of wages in k w ,  
agriculture for profit rather than for livelihood, greater role of banking credit and 
coopmtives in investn~ent for production; a movement from production cash crops rather 
than cereals with increased linkage with markets, etc. 

Box 1.02 

Changes in agriculture have brought into existence the clilss of capititlist farmers, 
and where the winds of change have not reached fully the pre-citl)iti~list features 
of class are moving fast towards cc~pitalistic potentictl. But the l o  el of chitnges in 
the rural economy in India are so uneven and diverse that in mimy stittes which 
are backward, onecan still find feudalistic and semi-feudidistic (or pre-a~pitiklist) 
fecktures in the agliculturd economy. Hence, the coml~osition of the CliIss structure 
of the Indian villages continues to remakin complex with multil)le t'eiktu1.e~. 

In the urban centres, class structure comprises generally the industrialists. traders and 
business classes, the professional or service classes, the semi-skilled workers and daily 
wagers. Since Independence, the number of the professional classes has increased and the 
service sector in the economy now occupies about 5 1 per cent of the share of the gross 
domestic product. Agriculture now contributes to about 28 per cent of its share in the gross 
domestic product. Evidently, the class composition of urban-industrial India is changing 
fast due to new technological advancement and the liberalization of economy. This change 
has increased the composition of the middle classes in both the rural kuld urban sectors of 
our society. Green revolution in villages which was led by the peasant castes (the backbone 
of the backward class movement) created a strong rural middle class; similarly the 
expansion of the service sector in our economy have added urbiln middle class numbers in 
our cities and towns as never before. It is estimated that middle classes t J e l l  as a whole 
number about 350 million now; this is likely to grow to 500  lulli ion or 50 per cent of our 
total population in the next two to three decades if tlie economy contin~ics to grow 

Caste rank is indicated in the attire o f  an individual 
Cos~eqv:'B. Kirnamay i 



Social Stktificatiun: Meaning and 
Approaches 1.6.3 Service Oriented Economy . 

The class structure of the Indian society is increasingly moving from its prin~acy of the 
agrarian economy towards industrial and particularly service oriented economy. 'This may 
have important sociological consequences in the existing nexus between caste and class 
structure in the society. Due to increased momentum of the new economies whick also are 
likely to trigger greater degree of urbanization and migration between regions and 
communities in India the political mobilization based on caste is bound to give way to new 
principles of structural location of political and social force. In such a situation, class and 
ethnicity will gain prominence than a set of caste groups. Social anthropologists have 
already noted the increased process of caste ethnicidon in our society. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Write a note of about five lines on caste and c lps  in India 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 
2) Say True and False. 

i) Weber used the dialectical approach to strarification. 

ii) A low caste status means a low place in the caste hierarchy. 

iii) Class is an interest group while caste constitutes a community. 

1.7 SOME CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL 
ISSUES 

Issues related to concepts and theories of social striitification have essentially been 
oriented towards the relationship between social stratification and social order. Max Weber 
made a distinction among three orders of society: the social, the economic and the 
political. The complexion of social stratification, according to him varied with the nature 
of the 'order' of the society. The 'social order' has its primacy in the normative principle 
of 'honour' and its institutional structures are influenced by it. It is Located in the 'status 
groups'. The institution of feudalism, aristocracy, the fom~ation of different 'estates' in 
traditional European society were its example; hereditary rights and patrimony and 
various f o m ~  of ascribed privileges and authorities followed in this kind of social order. In 
India, the caste social stratification reflects this principle. It is operative in the principle of 
purity and pollution, hereditary occupation and caste privileges or sanctioned forms of 
discrimination; it can also be found in the principle of endogamy. Castes also constitute 
unlike class social communities. The 'econoMc order' is based on the normative principle 
of rationality and market situation. It mdnifest in the form of interest groups. Class, 
according to Max Weber is a product of market situation; it is competitive, it comprises 
social categories which do not constitute cornmimities and one's social mobility in the 
class situation depends upon achieved skills or merits governed by the laws of supply and 
denmd. Its manifestation as a institution could be seen in the rise of capitalism, which 
gives rise to the market situation. 'The third order of society is 'political'; it is based on the 
pursuit of 'power' It makes institutional nlanifestation in the organised system of political 
parties and various associations which are orientated to its acquisition . The political order 13 



Introducing Social Stratification of society and its instituhonal processes nave^atemiencp.tstxtend to the social iilstitutioils 
of other orders. such as the social and political orders. 

1.7.1 Weber's Approach 

The conceptual and theoretical approach of Weber is primarily interpretive and systemic. 
He considered that theoretical advancement in sociology could be achieved both for 
understanding and explanation of social phenomena by uses of the 'ideal type' concepts 
These concepts are not based on empirical induction from observed reality, but are 
abstraction from the 'historical individual' or a configuration of historical events over a 
period of time from which the sociologists constructs concepts by interpretive 
understanding. Ideal type concepts are thus not red types although they are derived from 
a certain understanding of reality. Even though ideal they are not nonnative (either 
desirable or undesirable: good /bad ) but ideational qr mental constructions Weber 
believed, that sociological theories do have explanatory sign3icance but still they did not 
have law-like power of generalization. His theory of social stratification should, therefore, 
be treated as such; it is based on comparative understanding of the typical ilu-lnifestations 
of the principles of social stratification over a period of time. It makes significant 
contribution to both understanding of social stratification as system, as well as its 
processes of change. 

1.7.2 The Dialectical Approach 

The theory of 'dialectical and historical nlaterialism' enunciated by Karl Marx is another 
very established theory of social stratification. Just as Weber uses the basic notion of 
'order' to locate the type concepts for the understanding of social stratification, Marx uses 
terms of 'mode of production' and 'relations of production' for classification of the 
conceptual categories of social stratification. The important modes of production are: 
primitive, feudal and capitalist, These distinctions are based on modes of uses of or nature 
of labour power and means of technology for production of commodities The primitive 
mode was characterized by communal or collective mode of labour with ekinemltary tools 
as in the food gathering and hunting comtnunities. As we have discussed. the institutions 
of social stratification could not have evolved at this stage. It institutional orgals begin to 
develop with the rise of feudalism; accumulation of wealth and productive resources 
developed by this time; it led to the stratification in society with feudal landlord or 
aristocrat at the top, who exercised control over his estate (land and all other productive 
resources), and those dependent upon it which was indeed very inclusive The peasants, 
serfs and traders and artisans were other social strata who were part of the system but 
entirely dependent upon the means of ~roduction and labour power which renlained under 
the control of the landlord. Most these strata were in fact attached to the estate of the 
feudal lord. Feudalism evolved its own typical political, economic, social and cultural 
institutions but most of these were based on the principle of hereditary privileges and 
patrimonial authority. The feudal lord had a control on the means of productions and this 
led to a form of relationship betweep him and other social~ssat~whicl~ - . was based on 
status obligations and privileges. 

1.7.3 The Rise of Capitalism 

The rise of capitalism ushered a new period in social evolution. The dialectical process of 
historical change both through the innovation of new technologies and social institutions 
made feudalism obsolescent and it was replaced by thk institution of capitalism. Class 
structure emerges in full measure by this time by the industrial revolution. The growth in 

14 

Box 1.03 

According to Marx, conflict and tension were endemic to the svstem, may he in 
explicit or implicit form; often this contlictual relationship wils not overt due to 
'false consciousness' which prevailed; for example, between the ~*eli~tionship of 
the lord and the peasant yhich instead of being perceived by pei~si~nt ils being 
exploitative, was seen as being patronage. One viewpoint also exists about the 
modalities by which wealth determines ranking of groups as socii11 strata. 
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the market made possible by the new teclu~ology of transport and colo~iial expalsion of the 
European powers changed the systenl of social stratification. The main classes which 
emerged in the new scheme of social stratification were; the capitalist entrepreneurs and 
the workig classes. A new fonll of acute antagonistic relationship now emerges between 
these two classes; this relates to demand of reasonable working hours, reasonable wages, 
better conditions of enlployment and work etc. These forces of conflict, according to Marx 
should have culnlinated into the replaccmcnt of capitalism by its obsolescence like in the 
case of feudalism by a socialist system of society, it would be, according to Mars based on 

I collective mode of production without privatc ownership of capilal and pursuit of profit. In 

i 
many countries, socialist societies did come into existence by revolution of the peasants 
;uld working classes; for exanlple, former USSR, China, Vietnam etc., but as envisaged by 
Mama capitalism has not been rendered obsolete as yet. On the contrxy it has shown new 
resilience where as rimy socialist econonlies have cithcr been weakened or have been 
replaced by capitalist instihitions. 

The essence of Marxist theory, however, does not depend upon the processes of the 
formation of social strata or its stn~ctural co~llposition as much as upon its basic premise 
on the nature of social order.. Man treats social order as a product of historical- 
n~aterialistic conditions: tl~ese are defined by the modes of productio~l and rclations of 
production, and are continually undergoing change due to teclnological innovations and 
attempts within the society to resolve v~arious social conflicts which we universal. Social 
order is thus based on the relationship anlong various groups wl~ich are inherently 
antagonistic, and cannot be resolved without basically altering the social order or system 
itself. The process by which this takes place. and in which the exploited classes such as 
the industrial workers and peasants are partners in class struggle against thc capitalist 
classes in termed as revolution. The new social order, the socialist society which emerges 
Uuough re\.olution does not have a place for strata based on inequalities which gcncrate 
antagonism, but has social differentiatioil of work without class or social stratification. 
Such strata are called 'nonantagonistic'. 

I 1.7.4 Darhendorf and Coser 

In addition to the Marxist fornlulation, there are other theoretical perspectivcs in sociology 
of social stratification which treat conflict as the universal feature in fornl of social 
gradations in society. Ralph Daharendorf and Lewis Coser are for csaillple, a fcw among 
many such western sociologists who accept the universality of conflict in all form of 
stratification but locate these conflicts in the institutional ano~llalies within the systcm 
ratlier than linking it with the theory of class struggle and revolution. Conflict according 
to these sociologists arises out of antagonism of interests and exercise of power by onc 
stratum over the other which seeks upward social n~obility. It represents, therefore, 

1 internal dynanucs of the stratification system rather tliail a movemeut towards its total 
replacement or change of social order itself by revolutionary n~eans as M a n  envisaged. 
Such theories of social stratification. which are known as conflict theories do not acccpt 
the Marxist positioil of historical nlatefialisn~ wliicl~ postulates invariable stages of social 
e~~olution through series of revolutioilary moven~ents. The ilotioll of social order in the 
conflict theory is closer to functional viewpoint rather than dialectical materialist 
interpretation. 

1.7.5 The Functional Theory 

The functional theory of social stratification which is very widely followed in the studies 
of social stratification, particularly anlong the American sociologists takes a view of social 
order very different from Marxist position. Instead of treating social ordcr as behg 
inherently endowed with self-annulling contradictions or conflicts based on the 
inequalities of social strata,.the functional theory treats social order to be endowed with 
inherent capacity of self-maintenance and self -regulation. It treats society and its 
institutions, including social stratification to be constituted by inter-dependent sets of 
social relationships with capacity to contain to and resolve conflicts which this theory does 
not deny. This theory postulates NI malogy between social order and organism; both have 



Introducing Social Stratification* internal mechanisms for self-regulation and self-corrections. Social slralification from a 
functional view point is a dynamic system characterized by social mobility and continual 
restructuring of the rules of consensus building. It acknowledges the role of competition 1 
and conflict but also postulates the existence of institutional lnechanisnl ~nucli as. w 
processes of socialization, education, empowerment by demomatic participation etc. 
through whic11 aspirations for social mobility are or can be realised and contradiction 
arising out of asymmetrical opportunities of various strata in society resolved with a 
meaningful degree of social consensus. 

The studies of social stratification by Indian sociologists Inve enlployed all the tllcoreticd 
approaches we have described above. Most studies of class structure and peasantry in India 
have employed Marxist theory of historical materialism and attempted to adapt it to the 
Indian historical conditions. Weberian perspective on suatification theory l~as  also 
influenced many studies of rural and urban systenls of social swdtif~cation. Caste, class 
and powcr have been used as conceptual typologies in many studies to measure the 
changes in social stratification arising out of the forces of social mobility. particularly 
education, policies of democratic participation, positive discrilnination favouring SCs, STs 
and OBCs, industrial and entrepreneurial developments etc. of sociological interest in 
particularly the observation that due to processes of social mobility and policy of 
empowerment, the traditional congruence among factors such as econoillic status. ritual 
status and power status of strata within the caste system has broken down In other words, 
higher castes no longer enjoy high econonlic status orpower status only because they by 
tradition have been accorded a higher ritual status in the caste system. Sociologists have 
used in this context, class to define economic status, power to defile political status and 
ritual to define caste status, and have concluded that due to social nlobility during to past 
decades following Independence, social development policies have broken tlle sumnution 
of status principle in the caste mode of social stratification. The einergence of class and 
ethnic mobilization of caste and religion are new dynanlic processes which today 
challenge the traditional fornls and institutions of social stratification. 

1.8 LET US SUM UP 

It is obvious from the above analysis that social stratification within tlle Illdian society hi 
undergoing changes due to impact of technological innovations, modernization of 
agriculture, industrial and entrepreneurial development, political enipowenneiit of tlle 
weaker sections of society and revolution in nlass media. The policy of positive 
discrinlination in favour of the SCs. STs and OBCs has also impacted siglificantly in 
bringing about social mobility among these sections of society. Studies shon that the SCs 
and STs for whom reservation was provided in the Constitution have benefited froin the 
policy and a significant section of middle classes has by now emerged rro111 alllong them 
But the process of mobility which this policy has brought about still renlaii~s highly 
constrained due to massive incidence of illiteracy, mahlutrition and licallh problem 
among these people. Social mobility through positive discri~nination is highl!i dependent 
upon the level of education of the concerned groups. For this reason. the reservation policy 
tends to only supplement but does not function as a decisive elenlent in tlle process of 
social mobility. The need is for taking effective steps to augment Ll~e process of renioval of 
illiteracy among these sections of society. 

The OBCs are comparatively in a better position with regard to social mobility. Generally 
being peasants and endowed with landed resources. which does not obtain in case of the 
most of the SCs and STs, they have contributed to the grccn revolution ;utd benefitted from 
it. They have now emerged in most parts of India as rural middle class and having gained 
better status in the realm of economy (agriculture) and political power seek through 
reservation now elevation of social status by entering into technological, professional and 
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been relatively deprived. This seems to be provide the new nlomentum to the backward Approaches 

class nlovement and ethnicization of castes in this category (as also anlong the SCs and 
STs or Dalits) in India. 

Yet mother process of change in the structure of society and system of social stratification 
c;ul be observed through the indicators of growth in the professional entrepreneurial 
classes in India and the rise in the services sectors in the economy. As we have already 
discussed, ihe middle classes in India roughly amounts to onc third of the population, 
being estimated at 350 millions. This is a very signific'ult number. and it is associated 
with the growth in the industrial - urban and infonlration technology related sectors of our 
'society. Thl: process of change in this area has just begun and thcpolicy of economic 
liberalizaticln might add new momentum to this process. However, qualitatively, the class 
structure both in the rural and urban India does continues to make adaptive and 
integrative responses to the forces of change which it encounters on an increasing scale 
fro111 exposilre to western cultural and social institutional values. 

1.9 KEYWORDS 

Demograpl~y: Concerned with various facets of a population such as gendcr ratios, 
distribution of a trait, gross numbers etc. 

Dialectical: Taking into account the two opposing or antagonistic views on a topic and 
resolving them a ta  higher lcvel of abstraction. 

Hierarchy: A rank order of castes or groups from top to bottom. 

Caste: An ascriptive grouping which is conln~unily based 

Class: A achievenleilt oriented interest group. 

Power: The capacity of a group or persons to influence decisions in their own way 
in the group or community. 

Status: Ranking of groups in a society on basis of their relati\ cposition in terms 
of honour or respect. 
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1.1 1 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

checic Your Progress 1 

1) Traditional Indian society was organised mainly on the basis of caste. Caste . 
functior~ed as the central principle in all aspects of social life. such as economy polity 
and culture. In this Scheme Varna is the frame of reference forclassific~tion while 
jati is th~: specific casie groups ranked in order. 
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2.0 OBJECTIVES 

On having studied this unit you should be able to: 

discuss the functional approach; * 
delineate Webes's theory of Stratification; 

. outline the dialectical theory; and 

sumnlarize the anthropological approach. 

2.1 INTRODUCTION . 

Social stratification implies relations of superiority and inferiority among individuals, 
families and groups. Such relations are governed by a set of norms and values upheld and 
enforced by the state and the society. Talcott Parsons calls 'patteming' or 'ordering' of 
social relations a stratification system of society. A number of variables would be 
involved in 'ordering' of social relations includiigvalue-system, power structure, 
ascription, achievement, confonnity/deviance to norms etc. Parsons considers social 
stratification as ubiquitous and inevitable because it ensures smooth functioning of society 
by way of defining different positions and their allocation to members of a society based on 
certain principles of recruitment and reward. He writes: "social stratification is regarded 
here as the differential ranking of the human individuals who compose a given social 
system an their treatment as superior and inferior to one another in certain socially 
inqortant respects". 

Obviously the Parsonian view is 'systemic' as its main emphasis is on ordering or 
integration of different aspects of society. No society can remain in a situation of conflict 
perpetually, and no society can every remain completely integrated. 'Dynamic equilibrium' 
is the essence of all human societies. Such A view is known as the 'functional' approach to . 
the study of society. Contrary of this approach is the 'dialectical approach' in which 
emphasis is on the understanding for contradictions between the interests of the 'superior' 19 



Introducing Social Stratification and the inferior' peaple whom Karl Marx designates as 'bourgeoisie' a lds  proletariat'. The 
dialectical approach also claims itself as historically valid and universally relevant. A 
critique of the functional approach is seen in the anthropological approach too in which 
emphasis is laid on d e  criteria such as age, sex and kinship as 'biological' as rather than 
'social' even in the context of 'pre-industrial' societies. We propose to discuss there 
approaches alongwiththese variations and ramifications to the understanding of social 
stratification. Further, these approaches have been applied discretely to the understanding 
of caste, class and tribe in India. 

2.2 THE FUNCTIONAL APPROACH 

The word 'fimction' refers to manifest positive consequences of aspects like econonly, 
policy, religion etc. forthe maintenance of the social system. Hence, t l~e  functional 
approach explains social stratification as inevitable phenomenon. Fw~ctional differentiation 
is inevitable because an individual cannot fulfill all his needs by himselfherself. A person 
is not equipped for meeting all the requirements, hence persons with different abilities are 
required. Different functions are not required in equal measure. The therefore, different 
persons are rewarded differentially according to the value attached to tllc functions they 
perform. Such a differential pattern of reward gives rise to stratification a ld  hierarchy. 

2.2.1 Davis and Moore 

The functional theory of social stratification formulated by Kingsley Davis and Willbert E. 
Moore conforms to the above characterization. The salient features of their theory are as 
follows: 

i) Inevitability of social stratification; 

ii) Need for differential intent and ability for different functions; 

iii) Differential evaluation of different social positions and duties: 

iv) Reward on the basis of differentialvalue attached with different functions. and 

v). Values and rewards mnstitutingthe social differential and stratificatia~i 



Box 2.01 

Logically, though functional theory seems to be a sound proposition, it has received 
a wide range of criticism. Joseph Schumpeter accords significance to the formation, 
nature and basic laws of classes based on the significance of the function performed 
by a class and on the degree to which the class performs the function. Evaluation 
is relative. Performance of an individual as a member of a class is a decisive factor. 

, 

Thus, Schumpeter accords significance to historical conditions in the emergence 
of classes. 

Activity 1 

Discuss the functional theory with other students, a t  the study centre and pinpoint 
its strength and weaknesses. Write down your observations in your notebook. 

Thus, social stratification is a consequence of inevitability of differentiation of roles and Approaches to Social Stratification 
duties. Further, different duties and roles cany differential power and prestige. And the 
differentiation of roles and duties is inevitable for the survival of human society. Hence, 
stratification becomes inevitable in social life. 

2.2.2 Tumin's Critique 

However, a scathing attack on Davis-Moore approach comes from Melvin M. Tumin who 
challenges'social stratification as inherent feature of social organization. He doubts the 
historical validity of the functional importance for the necessarily of social stratification. 
The idea of positions with greater and lesser power and prestige as posited by Davis-Moore 
is a 'tautology and unsound procedure' in Tumin's understanding. Assignments and 
performances are the bases of rewards rather than positions. Distinction between the 'less 
functional' and 'more functional' as drawn by Davis-Moore is also misleading because an 
engineer alone cannot perform a task without equally important contributions of workers 
and other functionaries. 

Division of labour is a necessity, but not social differentiation as envisaged by Davis- 
Moore. The functional approach is also dubbed as a general and vague formulation because 
it does not spell out the range of inequality and the determinants of the rank in concrete 
societies. According to Ralph Dahrendorf stratification lies neither in human nature nor in a 
historically dubious conception of private property. It lies in 'authority structure' of a 
society which is necessary for sustaining norms and sanctions. '.Institutionalized power' 
based on norms and sanctions creates inequality and hierarchy. 

2.3 MAX WEBER'S THEORY OF SOCIAL 
STRATIFICATION 

More concrete formulation of social stratification is presented by Max Weber in his 
analysis of 'class, status and party'. Weber not only clearly distinguishes between 
economic structure, status system and political power, he also finds interconnections , 
between these three in the form of the system of social stratification. 'Class' is an economic 
phenomenon, a product of the 'market situation' which implies competition among 

1 
different classes such as buyers and sellers. 'Status' is recognition of 'honour'. People are 
distributed among different classes, so are status groups based on distribution of honour 

~ 
which is identified in tenns of a range of symbols in a given society. Though analytically, 
classes and status groups are independent phenomena, they are significantly related to each 
other depending upon the nature and formation of a given society at a given point of time. 
The wo1;d 'party' implies a house of power, and power is the keynote of Weberian theory 
of stratification. Power may be for the sake of power or it may be economically determined i 
power. And the economically determined power is not always identical with the social or 
the legal power. Economic power may be a consequence of power existing on other groups. 
Striving for power is not always for economic well-being. As we have mentioned it may be 
for the sake of power or for social honour. All power does not provide social honour, and 
power is not the only source of social honour. Sometimes even the propertied and the 



Introducing Social Stratification propedyless can belong to the same status group. Thus, status is deternlined b~ social 
honour, and the latter is expressed through different 'styles of life', which are not . 
necessarily influenced by ecoilomic or political standing in society. 

2.3.1 Appraisal of Weber's Theory 

Thus, Weber's theory of 'class, status, and party' corresponds with his idea of three 
'orders' in the society, namely, the economic, the social and Bie political It also implies 
that social stratification is not fundamentally class-based on economically determined. In 
fact, by analysing social stratification from economic, social and political angles Weber 
provides a widerperspective than the eco~lomic determinism of Karl M a n  about which we 
will discuss below. 

To a considerable extent Weber's theory of social stratification accords adequate attention 
to individual and hisher attitudes and nlotivations ir tennillatioil of class, status and 
power 'Sub.jective component' in status-deternunation is based on psychological grouping 
(a feeling of gro~ip membership), being effected through conlpetitioil it pla) s an important 
part. As such classes are viewed as 'subjective' categories and social strata are 'ob,iective' 
ones. A social class is a group by way of its thinking for a particular system of economic 
organization. The persons who are similarly concerned about their positions and interests, 
and have a cominon outlook, and a distinctive attitude belong to the same status group or 
class. Thus, following the logic of 'subjective' or psychological' dimei~sion of social 
stratification, class is a psychological grouping of people depeildeilt upon class 
consciousness ( a feeling of group membership) irrespective of structural criteria such as 
occupation, income, standard of living, powe-I -ducation, intelligence etc The structural 
criteria are 'objective' in nature, hence, contri~clte to the formation of 'strata' (social and 
ecoilomic groupings and categories of people). Sub-jective identification of class is 
indicative of advanced econon~ic and social development of a given society Only in an 
advanced society a person's class is apart of hisher ego. Similarity of class consciousness 
generally does not emanate from a highly differentiated and economically and socially 
hierarcliised society. Moreover, the distinction between 'stratum' and 'class' seems to be 
uncoilvincing because the objective criteria of stratum pro-~ide psychological expression of 
class. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write down Tumin's critique of Functionalism. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 



2) Put down the core of Weber's position in social stratification. Use about five lines for Approaches to Social StraCification 

your answer. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................ 

2.4 THE DIALECTICAL APPROACH 

Karl Marx is the foremost architect of the dialectical approach to the study of society and 
history. His theory is not restricted to economic understanding and analysis only, it is a 
wide structural theory of society. However, despite such a grand theorization Marx 
accords preeminence to class over status and power, which Weber largely does not accept. 
'Base' is economic structure, and 'superstructure' includes polity, religion, culture etc. To 
clarify further, according to Marx stratification is determined by the system of relations of 
production, and 'status' is determined by a person's position in the very system in terms of 
ownership and non-ownership of the means of production. The owners are named as 
'bourgeoisie' aid the non-owners are called as 'proletariat' by Man.  These are in fact 
social categories rather thanbare economic entities Production is by 'social individuals', 
hence production relations imply a 'social context' rather than a mere economic situatioh. 
Extrapolating this understanding relations between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat are 
'social', and the two could be seen in term of 'domination' and 'subjection', or as 
effective superiority-inferiority relationsups. The basic features of the dialectical approach 

2.4.1 Basic Features 

i) Economic interests are the basis of all other types of relationshir,social, cultural, 
political, etc. 

ii) There are two main classes: (a) owners of the means of production (bourgeoisie), and 
(b) wage-earners (proletariat). Marx refers to these classes also as Haves and Have- . 

iii) Tlie interests of these two classes clash with each other, as the bourgeoisie exploit the 
proletaria,, hence a class struggle. 

iv) The bourgeoisie gets more than its due share, hence appropriate surplus, and this 
accelerates class struggle, which finally leads to revolution and radical transformation 
of the stratification system of society. 

Classes to Marx are basic features of society; they are the product of the processes of the 
productive system which is in effect a system of power relations. To own means of 
production tantamount to domination and power and to render services, and to supply the 
human labour amounts to subordination and dependence. In this sense, class is a socia! 
redity, a real group of people with a developed consciousness of its existence, its position, 
goals and capabilities. ~ i a s s  is like a looking glass of society by which one can see its 
social fabric and internal dynanlics. 

2.4.2 Bourgeoisie and Proletariat 

Karl Man; and F. Engels considered the bourgeoisie and tlie proletariat as polar opposites 
always involved in clash of interests. The two hostile camps,also united against each other 
Marx harped upon unity of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie to defend their interests 23 



Introducing Social Stratification as a political organization. This was necessary as the ruling classes (bourgeoisie) sup- 
pressed autonomy of ideas, culture, religion and polity. Even the state became subservient 
to the hegemony of the owners of the means of production. Thus, class for M m  was a 
perspective, a method and concrete reality to understand structure and ra~ilification of 
society and culture. In a nutshell, class is an all-inclusive concept and reality. 

- -  - 

According to Marx and Engels the fundamental' ws of dialectical materialism are: (i) the 
law of the transformation of quantity into quality; (ii) the law of the unity of opposites, 
which holds that the unity of concrete reality is a unity of opposites or contradictions: and 
(iii) the law of the negation of the negation (the scheme of thesis, antithesis and synthesis), 
which means that in the clash of opposite one opposite negates another and is in its turn 
negated by a higher level of historical development that preserves something of both 
negated terms. 

2.4.3 Dialectical Approach: An Appraisal 

Thus, Marx's theory of society is not materialistic and dialectical, hence also scientific But 
there is also persisting shared reality in human life. Discontinuities along den't characterise 
history and human society. Hence Marx's eternal assertion becomes relevant. "the history 
of all hitherto existing society in the history of class struggles". But both Marx and Engels 
realised that class itself w8s a uniquely prominent feature of capitalist society, and hence 
bourgeoisie and proletariat constituted the entire social advice of modern capitalist era. 
However, the main question relates to social ranking or stratification in relation to these 
basic classes. Ergels and also to certain extent Marxrealised that there were iutermediate 
and transitional strata. These would disregard the two-classes the-ry, and it would be quite 
consistent with the development of capitalism and niodern state system. 

Today, the newly emancipated developing states have avibrant structure of middle classes, 
operating a sort of control me-hanism on both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The 
non-capitalist formation havipg peripheral capitalism signifying crystallization of class 
structure in terms of bourgeoisie and proletariat has yet to emerge as a social reality. The 
controllers of the status apparatus in country like India are not the capitalists but the 
mandaxins of political parties: bobbies and intellectuals. A new dominant classlelite drawn 
from the these categories of people has come to power. Bureaumacy plays significant role 
in controlling the state. Income, education and access to cultural goods have become in 
some societies the main basis of status and power. Economic standing along i l  lernls of 
dichotomy of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat has yet to emerge as a social reality. 

2.4.4 Dahrendorf s Critique , 

Ralf Dahrendorf, while agreeing with Marxian theory of society in ge~lcral. questions the 
ubiquitous character of class-conflict. Conflict is context-specific; and 'coercion' is key to 
social ranking in the context of given institutions of authority. The two groups of people 
are: (i) which is coercive, and (ii) which is coerced. Such domination a11d subjugation are 
found in all the areas of social life -economic, political, industrial. social, culhlral etc. 
And coincidence of one type of contlict into another has ceased to exist. 'conflict groups' 
rather than 'classes' characterize conditions of social structure. 'Authority' is a legitimate 
relation of domination and subjection. Authority relations are always relations of super- 
ordination and sub-ordination, hence stratification. 

24 

Box 2.02 

The Marxist notion of dialectics imbibes two philosophies, namely, materialism 
and idealism. The two seem to be opposed to each other, but Msra brought them 
together in his understanding of history and society. The opposites ill-e unified in 
Marx and Engels as they accord primacy to the 'material' over the 'ideal' (or 
mind). The contlict of the two being a reality turns into iI histo~ici~l process of 
constant progressive change. Hence, Marxist theory is both evolutionary and 
dialectical at the same time. 

Activity 2 

Discuss the dialectical approach to stratification with other students at the study 
centre. Is this approach valid in tke present day world ? Comment on this in your 
notebook 



Approaches to Social Stratification 2.4.5 The Indian Scenario 

No h u b t  Marxist notions of class and class-conflict have become hallmarks of the studies 
of India's agricultural and urban industrial formations. Marx himself, however, thought of 
specific character of India's economic and sociaiformation. Caste and class existed side by 
side in India in d e  pre-capitalist era. Features such as feudalism, caste, joint family, 
subsistance economy etc. were pewliar to India even during the colonial period. Today, 
not the classes such as the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, but like the pre-capitalist: 
independent workers, employers, white -collar employee, and blue -collar workers are 
clearly identifiable groups of people, out of which about fifteen per cent are in the 
organised sectors of economy. The framework implying large-scale industrialisation and 
monopoly capitalism does not account for these myriad classes. Trade unions and 
collective bargaining of workers have softened the bold of the employers of tlle workers. 
Class harmony is also a reality to certain extent. Wage-earners are a nebulous category as 
it includes a wide range of workers earning from, say, 1000 rupees to 15000 per month. 
Finally, caste is not simply a ritualistic system of relations; it inheres elements of class and 
power. All these points restrict application of the Marxist approach to the study of social 

2.5 THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACH 
Like concrete and analytic structures of membership units and generalised aspects of 
social process there are 'analytic' and 'concrete' concepts of stratification. Analytically, 
stratification is an abstract necessity of all societies, and concretely, it refers to empirical 
distributions of power and privilege, advantages and benefits in specific societies. As such . 

stratification is aprocess as well as a state of affairs (arrangement of statuses and 
roleations). To understand a given system of social stratification process is'more . ' 

fundamental. The state of affairs (structure of statuses) is both a product and a condition of 

The anthropological approach thus highlights on the processual aspect! of status in the 
pre-industrial societies. The functionalist perspective emphasizes mainly on the 'social' 
criteria of status-determination like income, occupation, education, authority and power, 
and leaves out the 'non-social' criteria such as age, sex and kinship. However, in the pre- 
industrial societies the so-called 'social' criteria are non-existent as they are more 
applicable to the modem societies, and the so called 'non-social' criteria are in fact 
socially relevant considerations of the process of social differentiation in the pre-industrial 
societies. M.G. Smith, the principal architect of this approach, analyses sex-roles and age- 
sets as determinants of status and position in the pre-capitalist social formations..Sex- 
roles and age-sets are not a state of affairs; the two continuously change in the life-time of 
a person and bring out corresponding change in status and role. From birth onwards till 
death sex-roles and age-sets change..Hence, both a state of affairs and process are basic to 
a11 societies including the least advanced ones. Age, sex and kinship have always been 
very significant criteria in perception and reality of social status. Age-based distinctions 
reflecting ramifications of social status, gendered social and hierarcllical relations, and 
status distinctions based on kinship-based ties are found all over in all families and 
communities. 

answer. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 
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Introducing Social Stratificatio~ 2) Outline the anthropological approach to social stratification. Use about five lines for 
your anwer. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

2.6 LETUS SUM UP 

The functionalist and the dialectical perspectives have influenced to a large extent the 
studies of soci'al stratification, particularly caste and class, and these hvo approaches have 
also resulted in certain field-work traditions in India. For example, the syncluonic analyses 
have been rooted into the functionalist perspective giving prinlacy to equilibriuin or 
harmony of social structures at different levels of stratification. On the other hand. social 
change, replacement/ alteration of social structure is the prime concern of the dialectical 
approach. Social stratification is viewed according to this perspective moving from closed 
to open or from harmonic to disharmonic system of social relations. 'Integration' is 
inevitably existent in 'conflict' andvice-versa. 'Harmony' or 'unity' ;ustains the system, 
and the process1 change rekindles the static arrangements of social relations. Social 
stratification is multidimensional and a 'composite' phenomenon. Structural changes attack 
established hierarchies and bring about both downward and upward mobility. Differentiated 
evaluation at the group, family, and individual levels occurs due to basic stnlchlml 
transformation of society. But at no print of time a complete overthrow of the systenl takes 
place. This is why caste is found as an adaptive and resilient system. Fanuly centred 
cooperation anlong members of three or more generations persists because of the resistance 
to the onslaught of some externally imposed forces of change. Commt~nity as an axis of 
primary relations js considered as a desirable mechanisni of hanllonious living. Thus, the 
functionalist, the dialectical, and the anthropological perspectives need to be applied 
discretely and not one as an alternative of the other. Their context-specific application can 
be quite fruitful and eniichiig for a better understanding and analysis of a give-1 society. 

2.7 KEY WORDS 

Anthropological : The approach which highhghts the processual aspects of status in pre 
industrialisocieties. 

Diirlectical : The approach which takes into account the antogonistic relationship 
between have's and have not's. 

Functional : The approach which refers to manifest positive consequences of 
aspects like economy, polity, religion etc. 

Proletariat : This refers to that section of society which does not own the means of 
products but works as wage labourers. 
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2.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Tumin challenges that Social Stratification is an inherent feature of social 
organization. He finds that the functional theory uses circular reasoning (tautology). 
According to him assignments and performences have more to do with rewards than 
positions. According to Tumin division of labour is necessary but not social 
differentiation as envisaged by Davis and Moore. 

2) Stratificationaccording to Weber involves the 'inter r.elationships between economic 
structure, status system, and political power'. In Weber's theory class is an ecoilomic 
phenonlenon, status is a recognition of honour and power is also economically 
determined. Economically determined power is not always identical will social or 
legal power. l'he inter relationship of these factors leads to different styles of life. 
This nlay not be necessarily influencedby economic and political standing in Society. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) The dialectical approach convrises of : 

i) econonlic interests are regarded as the basis of all other types of relationships 

ii) there are two main classes (a) the owners of the means of production and (b) the 
workers 

iii) the interests of owners and workers are clashing 

iv) the beorgeoisie create a surplus and get more than their due share. 

2) The anthropological approach stresses processual aspects in pre-industrial society. 
M.G. Smith analyses sex roles and age-sets as determinants of status and position. 
Further sex roles and age-st's are dynamic and keep changing during the life time of 
a person. Thus both a state of affairs and prxess are basic to aiy society. 
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UNIT 3 CASTE AND CLASS IN INDIA - 
Structure 

3.0 Objectives 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Basic Features of Caste Model 

3.3 Structural Chankes 
3.3.1 Economic Relations 
3.3.2 Power and Dominant Caste 

3.4 Caste-Class Nexus 
3.4.1 Synchmic Analysis 
3.4.2 Caste as a Nonnative System 
3.4.3 Caste as an Emprical Reality 

3.5 Caste Elections 
3.5.1 Casteand Mobility 

3.6 Zxplaining Class 

3.7 Caste Hierarchy and Class Conflict 
3.7.1 Incidence of Violence and Exploitation 

3.8 Let Us Sum Up 
3.9 Key Words 

3.10 Further Readings 
3.1 1 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

3.0 OBJECTIVES 

In order to understand social stratification caste and class are both very important. After 
reading this unit you will be able to : 

understand the jati model and explain tlie role of class in social stratification: 

know the relationship between caste and class: 

understand the role of caste in mobility 'and elections; 

explain the various facets of caste in social ~ t r ~ c a t i o n ;  and 

discuss caste hierarchy and class conflict. 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter attempts to handle the many difficulties which emerge ui the analysis of caste. 
In fact, the literature on the subject has created more doubts than clarity One fnids a lack 
of distinction between varna and jati, while different perspectives develop one aspect of 
analysis at the cost of the other. Conjectural theories too have not been absent, particularly 
inthe writings of the colonial ethnographers who continue to be used today to substantiate 
evidence. Several analysts popularized theview of Indian society as a "caste society" 
ignoring the dynamics of existing conditions. They perceived caste to be a logical opposite 
of the class system which was associated along with individualism, and particularly with 
the West. 

3.2 BASIC FEATURES OF CASTE MODEL 

Andre Beteille has outlined the basic features of this perspective o.f the caste ~iiodel of 
Indian society, while examining its usefulness as a scheme of analysis. The felhlres of the 
'caste model' are: ' 
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Box 3.01 

Beteille observes that the caste model, associated primarily with the work of 
Louis Dumont, has been found useful in the interpretation of beliefs relating to 
Hinduism. He considers the study of "interests" equally important in 
understanding of political and economic problems, and his analysis of caste in a 
Tanjore village is a good example of such a concern. Yogendra Singh's work h a  
attempted to understand change, where class factors operate within the framework 
of caste categories with a new sense of identity. In such events, caste violations 
also occur, pointing'to contradictions which were not so visible earlier. 

Caste and Class in India 
i) It is based on the ideas held and expressed by certain sections of the people and not 

on observed behaviour, although secondary empirical materials have been used. 

ii) It attaches k i d  of primary and universal significance to caste in India as this has been 
conceived in the classical texts. 

iii) The entire system is viewed as being governed by certain more or less explicitly 
formulated principle or 'rules ofthe game'. 

iv) The different castes which are the basic units in the system are conceived as fulfilling 
complementary functions, and their mutual relations are seen as being non- 
antagonistic 

Andre Beteiue points out two dangers emanating from this model. Firstly, that it is so 
general a theory, that it can actually be applied to any society, and secondly, it fails to take 
into account the details of economic and political life. 

M N. Srinivas' concqt of 'Sanskritization' is one such dominant process of change in the 
caste system Sanskritization could be observed in terms of the specific contexts in which 
it occurs and secondly, as a historical process of change in the caste system as a whole. 

Another process of cultural change described by Srinivas is called. 'westernization'. It 
brings about chaTiges in values, norms and very the cultural roots of the people. Yogendra 
Singh sees these to have implications for 'structural changes' in the caste system in 
parlicular and in Indian society in general, qitomized as 'revolt' against llierarchy, or 
captured in the modernization process. 

3.3 STRUCTURAL CHANGES 

These structural changes appear as land reforms, the spread of education, social 
legislation, democratization, industrialization and urbanization. The effect of these on the 
caste system is that often, adaptive nlechanisms such as caste associations appear as 
mechanism of social n~obilisations. These organizations strive mainly for the fulfillment of 
materialistic and mundane goals for their members, thereby making them more aware of 
their deprivation and structural impediments. These associations are often concerned with 
non-caste like- functions, but they are not classes, since members range across several 
class sihlations. Intra-caste contradictions are not allowed to c-me up, and this may also 
create a notion of shared deprivations and class consciousness. 

3.3.1 Economic Relations 

The caste system has also been considered to be a system of economic relations. Joan 
Mencher writes that for those at the bottom, the caste system has worked as a very 
systematic tool of exploitation and oppression. One of the functions of the system has been 
to prevent the formation of classes with any commonality of interest of unity of purpose 
Mencher has used "class" in the Marxian sense and adopted the Marxian model to analyze 
caste relations. As such, caste js a system of exploitation rather than a system of 
interdqendence and reciprocity. Caste stratificatibn has been %deterrent to the 
development of "class conflict7' or "proletarian consciousness". This is because "caste 
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Introducing Social Stratification derives its validity from its partial masking of extreme iocio-economic differences". 

The most crucial point for consideraticn is that "classes" are not found as a system of 
stratification in the same way as castes are entrenched in Indian society. Further, that most 
of the'"prob1ems7' created by the caste system are still of a class nature. related to 
economic domination and subjugation, privileges and deprivations, conspicuous waste and 
bare survival. These problems are essentially those of the privileged and the dis-privileged 
and one cannot locate these as concrete groupings in a strictly Marxian sense, as class 
antagonism, class consciousness and class unity are not present. Thus. India's situation is 
very differ-,nt from other societies in the sense that the problems are of a "class" nature, 
but "classes" as divisions of society are not found as concrete socio-econonlic-units. 

3.3.2 Power and Dominant Caste 

Andre Beteille observes that power has shifted from one dominant caste to another and it 
is shifted from the caste structure itself, and come to be located in more differentiated 
structures such as panchayats and political parties. Yet Beteille does not reflect upon the 
consequences of this shift. Can we study chages in caste structure without esanliiling the 
consequent patterns of "distributive justice" or "equality1 inequality"'? If we c ~ ~ ~ o t  
analyse the flexibility inherent in the norms of the an egalitarian system, it would be 
difficult to interpret the emergence of fomnl institutions and structures as indicators of a 
"shift" from caste areas to "caste-free" structures. Even if a caste as a whole is not 
"dominant" and the "dqminant group" comurises families of several caste, it does not 
mean that the magnitude of inequality  ha^ substantially reduced. 

3.4 CASTE-CLASS NEXUS 

My observation is that the change is from one kind of structure of inequality to another. 
Earlier also caste was characterised :y inter-caste differentiation of roles as well as 
differentiation within particular castes. Thus, differentiation is not necessarily related to 
the reduction of caste inequalities. Differentiation of roles nlay bring about certain new 
inequalities which might strengthen the existing ones, and in such a situation, 
differentiation becomes a double -edged weapon for the lowest groups in a caste system or 
for that matter in any type of system. We have a few "proletarian Zamindars" or landlords 
on the one hand, and also neo-rich "neo-influential" neo zamindars on the other, as a result 
of the emergence of new structures in the village community. 

3.4.1 Synchronic Analysis 

Studies on caste have paved the way to a certain fieldwork tradition, which produced 
'synchronic' analysis. The emphasis had been on presenting caste as an equilibrating, 
harmonic, stable and consensual system. Change was often presented as a shifted in 
relations from organic to segmentary, closed to open, harmonic to disharnlonic. Yet, 
empirical evidence seems to suggest that change in the caste systenl has been adaptive - 
evolutionary. 

Changes in the caste system can be analysed from one Structure of inequality and hierarchy 
to another structure of inequality. To understand this problem of change in the caste 
system, we should analyse the "co.qosite status" of people of a given society, either taking 
'fanlily' or individual' as the unit of analysis of or both. Such an approacll calls for the 
consideration of caste as a dynamic process, hence we need methodology for the 
understanding of the process of transformation. It is in this context that I will now discuss 
the caste-class nexus. 

30 Both caste and class have been debated from narrow ideologic,l standpoints. According to 
- * 

Activity 1 

Discuss about Synchronic analysis with other students in the study centre. Pen 
down your findings in your notebook 



the 'caste model' perspective, caste is viewed as an overarching ideological system, 
encompassing all aspects of social life, of Hindus in particular and of other communities 
in general. One of the inplications of such a view is that caste is basically a part of the 
infrastructure of Indian society. Thus occupation, division of labour, rules of marriage, 
interpersonal relations are elements of superstnlcture, expressing the reproduction of the 
ideology 3f caste. 

3.4.2 Caste as P &': * - + J v p  System 

Following from this we ask the question: In what way is caste a nomlative system? Why in 
certain spheres caste adheres to its nonuative sanctions whereas in otk-er domains, caste 
groups arid their members have taken up activities which depart from traditional sanctions 
of the caste system'? I may be noted that members of a caste compete with each other, but 
they also co-operate with one another. Class-based distinctions within the caste have 
alwsys been found in a pronounced foml. Members of a caste in a given village can 
soinetimc:~ be representatives of Indian class divisions for while observing all the pertinent 
rules of nlarriage, they may actually define pertinent negotiations along the axes of class 

Caste sntl Class in India 



The basis of the understanding tlle caste system as an enlpirical reality is to locate caste 
groups such as jatis in a specific rurallurban context. It is a source of placement and of 
identity in society. At the latter level, identity is not a function necessarily of idomla1 day 
to day relations. Caste, for instance, does not usually become a basis of ~narriage between a 
Tamil Brahmin and a Kanyakubja Brahmin of Uttar Pradesh. Yet. they inay have a sense 
of belonging to what they perceive as the same stock, and may even co-operate in 
situations of crises and challenges. Therefore, one may ask: Is caste an interest group'? Can 
common interests bring together more smoothly men of different castes fro111 various 
regions than those of the same caste'? Caste in certainly a resource, but the nature of this 
resource varies from caste to castedepending upon the status of a given caste in a given 
area. Caste identitylmembership has become a liability for thc ineinbers of the upper and 
middle castes because a certain percentage ofjobs, seats inparliainent and state 
legislatures, as well as admissions into institutions of higher learning have been reserved 
for the other backward castes, scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. 

The view that caste and class are ideological opposites is not correct. Tlie assuil~ption that 
class can emerge as a social reality when caste has been destroyed in an erroneous 
conception of the relationship between the two. Both have been inseparable parts of 
India's social formation, and hence the study of their nexus, continuity and change. 

Caste is a very conlplex system, for it is not simply a system of power relations and 
economic activities in a nonlinal sense. If it gets weakened in one aspect, it also gets 
strengthened in another, no doubt with certain alternations, additions and accretions. We 
need to seriously analyse the dynamics of the system. There is after all a class basis to 
rituals, pollution -purity and other non-material aspects of social life. For esainple, an 
organization like Jat Sabha is not a siinple caste association, but in effect, it is an 
organization of peasants. Similarly, the Kisan Sabha is not a siinple organi~ation of 
peasants, it is very nluch an association of castes engaged in agriculture. particularly of 
Jats in northern Indian, and their counterparts in other states. 

Further, to consider caste mainly as a rural phenomenon, and class as a reality belonging 
to the towns and cities is a myth. Let us look at look at caste elections in Jaipur city to 
substantiate our position. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a note on power and the dominant caste. Use about five lincs for your answer. 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

2) Discuss, caste as an enlpirical reality. Use about five lines for your answer. 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 
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3.5 CASTE ELECTIONS 
Caste i~nd Class in India 

The a~mu;~l elections of Khandelwal Vaishya Mahasabl~a were held in the heart of the city 
on Station Road about fifteen years ago. Hundreds of cars,jeeps autorickshaws and 
twowheelers were deployed in the elections. About 60 stalls were installed for 
electioneering on both sides of the road. Traffic was diverted and police pickets were 
posted to c:ontrol the situation. It was not only a show of casteism, but also offactioilalisn~ 
within the caste. What would those elected get out of all this by spending lakhs of rupees k on the elections? One should seriously engage in empin (11 analysis to understand how 
caste and :lass interact to seek an answer to this question. 

Box 3.02 

There is no uniform pattern of caste structure in actuiil terms throughout India. 
There ;ire thousands of castes in India with different niimes and nomenclatures, 
but there exist only five or six classes throughout the country. It is important to 
remember that these apparently distinct bases of ~0cii11 division in Indian society 
;ire not realistically very different from each other. There are numerous middle 
classes which are not directly related to production processes and they are iln off- 
shoot of the modern Indian state apparatus. 

In India, class-struggle is also in effect caste-struggle and vice-versa. Separation of the two 
seems to he superfluous and mechanistic. A nomological plea that the two are distinct as 
they refer to different "social" and "econoinic" realities cannot be accepted because of the 
lack of ample substantive support and evidence about the two as separate entities. 

This approach which focuses on the caste-class nexus for studying India's social formation 
would focus on the understanding and analysis of structure, culture, history and dialectics 
both from the upper levels of strata, as well as the marginalized communities. 

Nexus does not imply a correspondei~ce or synunetry between caste and class. 
Interdependence, contradictions, symmetry and hegemony of social relations are integral 
features of this nexus. Andre Beteille notes that the hierarchies of caste and power in the 
village overlap to some extent, but also cut across. 

Beteille also states that many areas of social life are now becoming to some extent 
"caste-free". Besides the Brahinlinic tradition, the idea of the martial Rajput, the traditions 
of the Indian craftsnlan, the Indian merchant, and class and cultural traditions existed side 
by side in the Indian society. 

We admit that due to the multi-dimensionality and complexity of the caste system, one 
encounters numerous difficulties in giving a precise definition of caste. The stnictural 
aspect of ihe caste is explained by describing it as a general principle of stratification. 
Caste as a cultural system in understood in tenns of the prominence of ideas on pollution 
and puritj and notioils of hierarchy, segregation and corporateness. 

F.G. Bailey views caste as a closed system of stratification, whereas Beteille considers 
aspects of the caste system as both 'closed' and 'open'. We have seen that Bailey finds that 
caste is becoming increasingly seginentary because of the emergence of differentiated 
structures in India. These aralytic variations hinder a comnlon definition of caste. 

3.5.1 Caste and Mobility 

Although caste is not really a very flexible system, yet a caste permits mobility mobility in 
certain arms to its nlenlbers. A given caste in guided by the norms of the caste system 
regarding inter-caste dependence. However, any given caste has also its autonomy with ' 

regard to the observance of its practices, rituals and rights in relation to other castes. 



Introducing Social Stratification inode of production to the stability of the caste system in India. Beteille blames Dunmnt in 
particular for encouraging a "caste-view" of Indian society. Such a 'caste nlodel' according 
to Beteille does not provide an analysis of material interests along with the study of ideas 
and values. There is a dialectical relationship between the two, and Dumont and Pocock's 
notion of 'binary opposition' is far form the notion of 'dialectics' as given by Man,  
Beteille also suggests that economic and political conflicts occur with a certain degree of 
autonomy of their own, hence they could be studied independent of caste ;uld religious 
beliefs and ideas. The caste model would not pennit such apath of undetstanding. Edmund 
Leach's understanding that co-operation refers to caste, and conlpetition refers to class is 
nalve and unconvincing. Not only families of dominant castes compete will1 each other to 
extend patronage to the lower castes for maintaining their dominance, but the lower caste 
families too compete to seek favours from the families of the dominant castes. Such 
competition is really not a new phenomenon. Even feuds due to conflicting claims on 
territory were quite common among the Kshatriyas and Brahmins for seeking power in 
ancient and medieval India. Leach's view that caste was merely 'caste' and a 'class-like 
situation' emerged only when the patrons started competing with each other (1960: 1-10) 
ignores the fact that inter-caste conflicts and revolts by lower castes against the upper 
castes have been a h'istorical fact. 

3.6 EXPLAINING CLASS 

Marxist notions of class and class-conflict have become hallmarks of the studies of India's 
agricultural and urban-industrial structures. Marx himself discussed caste and the 
traditional ethos of village community in his two articles on India. Initially Man 
charactaised t l~e  Asiatic mode of the production as an absence of private property in land 
and the static nature of economy (1947) due to a certain tie-up between caste, agriculture 
and village handicrafts. However, C.T. Kurian observes that that the analysis of the Asiatic 
mode does not deny the role of class contradictions and class structures. India's pre- 
capitalist economic formation was based on both caste and class side by side. 

Two questions are relevant for a discussion on class: (i) what method can we me for 
analysing the class structure in Indian society? And (ii) what is the class-caste nexus, and 
its ramifications and inter-relations in each region'? The purpose of discussing these 
questions in not to accept or reject the Marxian approach but to see what useful insights it 
provides us. 

Ashok Rudra, while analyzing the class composition of the Indian agricultural population, 
observes that there are only two classes in Indian agriculture -the big landlords, and the 
agricultural labourers. These two classes are in antagonistic relationship with each other, 
and this constitutes the principal contradiction in Indian rural society (1 9 78. 9 16-23). 
Similar to Rudra's view is that held by A.R. Desai (1 975) 

! 

In India, V.M. Dandekar observes that strikes by wage earners is a very cornillon feature, 
and they include those earning from two hundred rupees to those who have salaries upto 
several thousands. Hence wage-earners inust be seen as a heterogeneous category. 

About three-fourths of the workforce are left out by the Marxian yardstick. The Indian 
state, being a welfare state, is the largest employer today. Is the Indian slate a capitalist, 
exploitative and oppressive agency just like an industrialist or an employer of wage 
earners'? About 10 million workers are engaged in small industries and family-owned 
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Box 3.03 

Rudra emphatically argues that Indian agriculture has capitalist relations and 
capitalist development. Hence, there are two classes - 'haves' and 'have-nots'. 
The State in India has assumed the norms of capitalist society as the axis of its 
developmental strategy. One.of the implications of this formulation is that the 
framc of reference which applies to the rest of the world also q)plies v e d  well to 
the Indian society. The other inference is that the dominant variable for analysis 
of Indian society is the economic in all situations and contexts. 
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Introducing Social Stratification 3.7.1 Incidence of Violence and Exploitation 

The incidents of massacre. loot aud rape of the women of scheduled castes hl Belchi. Agra 
Pantnagar, Marathwada and Bajitpur, among other places, show the role of the the caste 
system vis-a-vis class struggle and class organization as reported by the Atyachar Virodhi 
Sailuti . The Sanliti investigated the nature and extent of repression of scheduled castes in 
Maharashtra. The SCs were also poor peasants and agricultural labourers. The specific 
oppression and exploitation of the rural poor women, both sexually and illateriallg 
particularly of the dalit women, have been highlighted in the report by the Samiti. The 
findngs and observations of the Sarniti on caste are quite meanu~lgful as caste is seen as a 
systeill of relations of production. The ongoing conflict between Railbir Sena and an ulm- 
left oulfit in Bihar has led to killings and counter-killings of the poor low caste people and 
the upper caste Bhunuhars in particular. The followiilg points iuay be noted: 

Activity 2 

With reference to the points i) -vi) above discuss with other students the 
present state of the caste system. Note down-your answerin ;I notel)c?oli. 



C ~ s t e  nnd Class in India Four basic points for the understanding of caste and class relations and their 
transformations may be noted. These are: (i) dialectics, (ii) history, (iii) culture, and (iv) 
structure. 

Dialectics do not simply refer to binary fission in the cognitive structure of the society. It 
refers to the effective notions which being about contradictions and highlights relations 
between unequal segments and men and women. History is not conjectural based on 
mythology, scriptures and idealistic constructions, but it provides a substantial account of 
existent conditions of work and relationships. Culture does not include just cultural 
practices, rituals, rites of passage etc., it defines the rules of the game, the nature of 
relations between the privileged and the deprived, and modes of resistance or consensus. 
Structure is no doubt a product of dialectical contradictions, historical forces and certain 
rules of the game, but it becomes 'fornlation' once it has emerged, and in return, becomes 
a soa of 'lorce' to determine in some way the course of history. Thus structure refers to 
relations between social segments as apoint of time, but more as a historical product and 
reality. Having these elements as the kernel of structural-historical approach, changes in 
caste and class structure could be considered as "transformational processes". 

The follo~ving processes of structural changes emanating from the above paradigmatic 
explanations may be noted: 

i) Downward mobility and prolectarianisation, 

ii) Upward mobility and embourgeoisiement, 

iii) Urban income for rural people and mobility in the village. 

iv) Rural non-agricultural income and mobility. - 
These are themes which require much attention if we are to achieve a more complete 
understanding of caste and class in India. 

3.9 KEYWORDS 

An ascriptive grouping with several characteristics including an 
allegiance to the varna all-India scheme. 

Synchromic: An event or analysis which is happening, or done simultaneously with 
another event or analysis. 
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PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1)  Beteille has observed that power shifts from one dominant caste to another. Further 
power has how come to be located in move differential structures such as panchayats 37 
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4.0 OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit you will be able to : 

define the relationship between gender and ethnicity; 

understand the meaning of gender and ethnicity in a plural society; 

describe the relationship between hierarchy and difference; 

define the relationship between ethnicity and strattzcation; and 

analyse the relationship between gender and stratification. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This unit seeks to address the new issues of gender and ethnicity in the context of 
stratification. Terming them as new is in a sense right and in a sense wrong. It is right in 
the sense that these issues have emerged as salient concerns in contemporary times. They 
have interrogated existing principles of stratification in manner quite differently from any 
time before. But it is wrong in the sense that ethnicifv and gender always existed, were 
embedded in the stratification system everywhere but yet went umloticed. This is an 
important poiiit. Sociology is perodically forced to seek a review of its concepts and 
categories when social movements beg the question. 

Before I dwell on questions that gender and ethnicity have raised I would therefore very 
briefly look at some points that are pertinent in discussing both in relation to stratification. 

4.2 GENDER AND ETHNICITY 

In this section we take up tluee issues that could be seen as common between gender and 



Introducing Social Stratification 4.2.1 Who Are Miioritles? 

The United Nations Report (1980) declares: 

Women constitute half the world's population, perform nearly two thirds of its work hours, 
receive one tenth of the world's income. and own less than one hundredth of the world's 
P'OPerty. 

The same perhaps could have been said about the Blacks in South ~ l r i c a .  They are 
minorities in a very substantive sense. I find it useful therefore to agree with Helen Mayer 
Hacker's adoption of Louis Wirth's defmition of a minority group which reads: A minority 
group is any group of people who because of their physical and cultural characteristics, are 
singled out from others in the society which they live for differential and unequal 
treatment, and who therefore regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination. 

By comparing the situations of American Blacks and women, Hacker indicates some of the 
advantages of classifying women as a minority group. Firstly, both groups have 'high 
social visibility', Blacks in terms of their 'racial' characteristics and to some extent their 
Styles of dress, women in terms of their sexval chardcteristics and feminine clotlles. 

Other scholars however disagree with this formulation. Anthony Giddens for example 
contends that it seems a little contradictory to tern1 what could consist the lllqjority of the 
population a minority group. He opines: 

Some have suggested that, since the notion is sociological rather than numerical, a 
minority group might in certain circumstances consist of the majority of the population. In 
South Afr-ica, for example, a relatively slnall proportion of whites domit~atea much larger 
number of blacks. However, to use the term 'minority' in such circumstances seems more 
than a little contradictory. The fact that blacks are in such a majority makes a difference to 
the overall make-up of the society. Similarly, we sometimes hear the pluase 'women and 
other minorities' in discussion of inequalities in the Western world, although women form 
over half the population. It seems least likely to confuse us if we use the tern1 'minority 
group' only where the people discriminated against do not make up the bulk of the 
populace. 

4.2.2 .Ethnic Minorities 

Giddals however enlphasised that the notion of ethnic minorities or n~hority groups so 
widely used in Sociology involves more than mere numbers. But feels that the three 
features that define minority groups in sociology would not hold water so far as women are 
a numerically majority group like the Blacks of South Africa are concerned. The three 
features of a minority group would be: 

i) Its members are disadvantaged, as aresult of discrimination against then1 by others. 
Discrimination exists when rights and opportunities open to one set of people are 
denied to another group. 

ii) Members of the minority have some sense of group solidarity, of 'belonging 
together'. Experience of being the subject of prejudice and discrinlination usually 
heightens feelings of common loyalty and interests. Members of minority groups 
often tend to see themselves as 'a people apart' from the illajority. 

iii) Minority groups are usually to some degree physically and socially isolated fromthe 
larger conlmunity, They tend to be concentrated in certain neigl~bourhoods. cities or 
regions of a country. There is little intermarriage between those in the iiajority and 
members of the minority group. People in the nunority group might actively promote 
endogamy (marriage within the group) in order to keep alive their cultural 



Discuss with va~ious people and students ilt the study centre the notion of minorities 
including the ethnic minorities. Note down your results in your notebook. 

Box 4.01 

Activists m d  theorists have been acutely aware of the fact unlike some 'minorities' 
women are not segregated from men. Indeed often women and men in families 
are involved in deep emotional relationships which are at once oppressive and 
sometimes violent. Giddens is right when he contends that women do not live in 
segregated parts of a town or city or villaye.,Many minorities do but many do 
not. It need not be the defining characteristic of a minority. 

Stratification : 1mplir:ations of 
Gender and Ethnicity 

Sig~lificantly Giddens emphasises tlie fact tliat minorities in sociological terms is not a 
matter of numbers. If we take the first point of 'discrimination' or 'disadvantaged', yes, 
this holds true for women as a group, howevcr s l i q  the differences within the group are 
concerned, While the fornl and intensity of discrimination varies widely, it would not be 
wrong to state that in all societies women are disadvantaged in relation to men. 
Mafrilineal societies like the -is are often cited to rebuff the idea that women in all 
societies are discrinlinated. Recent writings have shown how even among a matrilineal 
society like the Khasis, control of property and decision ~naking within the family (the 
private domain) often resides with the male head-tlie brother instead of the husband. And 
significantly in the public domain women are woefully represented in the political 
structures and processes. The second point is of some interest for with Uie womens' 
movement the sense of solidarity and 'belonging together' has become a social fact of 
some consequence. Perhaps writing this unit itself is a fall out of this development. 
Governmeim, law making bodies, international organisations have responded in some 
measure or the other to the 'solidarity' of the wome~is' movements. Universities have 
realised that new perspectives that have emerged as a fall out of the women's movement 
should be incorporated within the syllabus. The third point about physical and social 
isolation, this matterhas been of crucial significance for t l~e  women's' movements. 
-- - 

. 
The point being made is that despite inportant differences in a very important sense 
ethnic groups and wornen are niarginal in decision ~ilaking, less powerful, less visible, and 
more often than not prejndiced against. Thereforepercieving them as a minority is a step 
in recognition of their disadvantageous position. 

4.2.3 Inequality and Difference 

There has been a tendency to assume in stratification studies that stratification implies 
heirarchy and inequality. Dipankar Gupta has sought to clarity that the common textbook 
analogy of stratas to geological layers within the earth's crust is misleading. It is 
misleading because in Guptas' words: 

It might figuratively persuade one to believe that stratification always 
implies layers that are vertically or hierarchically mdnged. For a true 
understanding of stratification we should be able to collceptually isolate it 
from hierarchy, as the latter is but one of the nunifestations of the former. 
(Gupta 199 1 : 6) 

Gupta argues not all systems of stratification are hierarchical. Some are, but many we not. 

Differences rather tlian hierarchy are dominant in some stratificatory 
systems. In other words, the constitutive elements of these differences are 
such that any attempt to see them hierarchially would do offence to the 
logical property of these very elements. The layers in this case are not 
arranged vertically or hierarcically, but horizontally or even separately. 
(Gupta 1991: 7) 

As an illustration of such a form of stratification where differences hold supreme Gupta 



Introducing Social Stntification Such an arrangement can be easily illustrated in the case of language. 
religion or nationalities. It would be futile, and indeed capricious, if any 
attempt was made to hierarchize languages or reIigions or 
nationalities.. .India again is an appropriate place to denlonstrate this variety 
of social stratification. The various Ianguages that are spoken in India speak 
eloquently of an horizontal system of social stratification where differences 
are paramount. Secular India again provides an example of religious 
stratification where religions are not hierarchized or unequally priveleged in 
law, but have thc freedom to exist separately in full knowledge of their 
intrinsic difference. (ibid) 

The point being made is that there is no logical reason to hierarchise difference such as 
linguistic, religious, ethnic or gender for that matter But as Gupta himself acknowledges, 
"In the eyes of most people religions, languages, sexes, natioi~alities are all hierarchized- 
though it would be difficult to get an unambigous statenlent of the criteria on the basis of 
which these hierarchies are constructed. In fact, a worthwhile question for a sociologist is 
to ask: Why is it that people tend to hierarchize horizontal differentiations mllose logical 
property is equality'? (Gupta: 199 1 :9) 

4.2.4 Hierarchy and Difference 

The importance of logical distinctions notwithstanding, differences are llierarchised. Both 
ethnic minorities and women face a great deal of antagonism, prejudices and 
discrinlination. Prejudice operates nxiinly through the use of stereotypical thinking. All 
thought involves categories by means of which we classify experience. Someti~l~es, 
however, these categories are both ill-informed and rigid. And where stereotypes are 
associated with fear and anxiety, the situation is difficult. A white person may feel that all 
blacks are lazy and stupid. A man may believe all women are foolish and hysterical An 
uppercaste Hindu, may feel that the minority is panlpered Sociologists have used thc 
concept of displacement for such exercises of scapegoating. 

Stereotyping is often closely linked to the psychological mechanism of displacement. In 
displacemenj, feelings of hostility or anger become directed against objects that are not the 
real origin of these anxieties. In other words what it means is that in times of acute 
unemployn~ent, other ethnic groups or women nlay be blamed, scipegoated, for taking up 
jobs that should have been otherwise theirs. 

To return to our moot point, cven though differences are not necessarity unequal or 
hierarchical, in practice both gender and ethic@ are attributed with features of both 
heierachy and inequality. 

4.2.5 Gender and Ethnic Differences 

Both women and ethnic groups have high visibility. They 'look' different. While a 
minority ethnic group in the United States of America may look different by mlour, hair 
and facial features, a woman ought to look different. Not only is she supposed to be shorter 
than 'her' men folks, be weaker, weigh less but also dress, walk, speak. gesticulate 
differently. Both the ethnic minority and women are also attributed with other qualities 
which are not selfevidently obvious. All of you, I am sure will know of some proved or 
the other in your languagesldialects where women are described as unreliable, loose 
mouthed, frivolous, cunning, manipulative, weak. The list can go on. The point being 
made is that the lines between natural differences and socially acquired differences are 
blurred. And once the differences are seen as natural, it also implies that they cannot be 
changed. 

Feminist scholarship has emphasised the importance of differentiating sex from gender. 
Giddens writes: 

The word 'sex' as used in ordinary language, is ambiguous, refening both to 
a category of person and to acts which people engage- that is, when we use 
the word in phrases like 'having sex'. For the sake of clarity, wc nlust 
separate these two senses. We can distinguish 'sex' meaning biological or 

' 

anatomical differences between wamen and men from sexual activity. We 
42 



need also to make a further important distinction between sex and gender. 
Wlule sex refers to physical differences of the body, gender concerns the 
psychological, social and cultural differences between males and females. 
This distinction between sex and gender is fundamental, since many 
differences between males and fenlales are not biological in origin. 

While westenl social science is very sensitive to the rdcelethnic question, it is still not an 
entirely uncommon practice to colfflate cultural and natural differences. Giddens writes: 

Ethnicity refers to cultural practices and outlooks that distinguishes a given 
community of people. Members of ethnic groups see thenlselves as culturally 
distinct from other groupings in a society, and are seen by those others to be 
so Many different chardcteristics may serve to distinguish ethnic groups 
from one another, but the most usual are language, history or ancestry (real 
or imagined), religion, and styles of dress or adornment. Ethnic differences 
are wholly learned, a point which seems self evident until we reinenlber how 
often such groups have been regarded as 'born to rule' or, alternatively, have 
been seen as 'unintelligent, 'intlately lazy and so forth. (Giddens 1989: 244) 

The important point to notice that in both the case of women and ethnic minority, the 
tendency of the doininant sections of society is to attribute qualities as naturally given, 
biologically endowed. It is also important to state that the ethnic group in question or 
women are compliant in accepting a self definition that has been endowed socially on them. 
This would explain a Black girls' preference for white dolls in America where ilotions of 
%eauty are deeply ingrained. Or an Indian woman would be empowered with the birth of a 
'son and look down on other women who in her eyes were not so fortunate. 

Apart from the important distinction between 'gender' and 'sex', other feminist scholars 
have argued that gender is a set of perfornlances. From the time we are born a baby learns 
how to perform in the right geildered manner. They have also argued that the gendered 
differences are arbitrary and often what is considered 'nule' and what is considered 
'felnale' behaviourvary widely both across cultures and in time. The basic point is that 
gender is a social construct not a natural given. The same is true for ethnic group. Black is 
different from white. It seems a natural and self evident fact. But the meaning which we 
given 'black' and 'white' are social. And what is social is often power loaded. Hence since 
the dominant groups in the world perceive white to be good and fair, even the black tends 
to think so just as the womm learns to be the 'weaker' sex. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a brief note on ethnic minorities. Use about five lines for your answer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 
2) Briefly outline gender and ethnic differences. Use about five lines for your answer. 

Stratification : Implications of 
Gender and Ethnicity 



Introducing Social Stratification 4.3 ETHNICITY AND STRATIFICATION 

Most modern societies include numerous different ethnic groups. In Britain, Irish. Asian 
(many within Asian), West Indian, Italian and Greek immigrants live. Thc question that 
arises however is when we refer to a society, are we necessarily refemng to a state ? Most 
often yes, we do. Hence we refer to an Indian society, A Pakistani society, American 
society and so on. What we are essentially refemng to are plural entities witli n m p  
'societies and cultures' and one state. Many argue that the different cultural groups are 
'nations'. Others call them 'ethnic groups'. Are they the same? 

It will be of interest to review some of the formulations. Giddens writes: 

Many societies in the world today, in the industrialised and non- 
industrialised world alike, are plural societies. Plural societies are those in 
which there are several large ethnic groupings, involved in tlie saine 
political and economic order but othenvise largely distinct froin one another. 
(Giddens 1989: 244) 

Anthony Smith t h i s  nationalism emerged from conunon bonds of religion, language, 
customs, shared history and conlmon myths of origin; ' ....in a later work lie refers to 
modem ethnic revivals taking the from of nationalism and defines ' . ."et1ulicw or ethnic 
community as a social group whose members share a sense of cornmoll origin, claim a 
common and distinctive history and destiny, possess one or inore distincti\re characteristics 
and feel a sense of collective uniqueness and solidarity' 

. Does this mean there is no distinction between nation and ethnic and hence etlulicity and 
nationality'? Not quite says Smith. Ethnic is a passive notion and nationality is active 
ethnicity because ethnic revival is ' ... the transfomlation of passive, often isolated and 
politically excluded communities into potential and actual nations, actilre, participant and 
self-conscious in their historic identities' . Despite this overlap Oomen feels that there is a 
crucial difference between them which can be located in the territorial dimension. 

4..3.1 Nationalism and Ethnicity 

Nationalism is also a form of etlulicity but it is a special fonll. It is the instihitionalisation of 
one particular ethnic identity by attaching it to tl19 state. Ethnic groups do not necessarily 
act together except when they have a special interest to secure. When those interests are to 
obtain a state of its own (or part of a state) the group is a nationality. 

Where does stratification fit in'? 

Women's clarification helps answer this to a certain extent. The salient feature Worsley 
mentions are deprivations enlanating out of inequality, materid deprivation and denial of 
cultural identity. His argument is that if there is no common language and temtory 
ethnicity caiulot constitute itself into a nation. This aspect is not of i~lunediate concern to 
us here. What is of importance that groups are disadvantaged not Just because of class or 
caste. But also because of ethnicity. 

In India therefore studies of stratification have to address not just issues of caste, class but 
tribes and conmlunities-religiousAinguistic1regioi. The last decade or more has 
witnessed a surge of ethniclnational revivals. One inay identify several sihiatioils where 
'etlulicity' or outsider identity becoines salient vis4-vis 'nationality' or insider identity 

i) The demand for a distinct homeland based on religion (e.g. tile demand for a 
sovereign state by a section of the Sikhs) or language (e.g. tile Tamil demand for a11 
independent state). 

ii) The demand for a political-administrative unit within the Indian state (e g. 
Gorkhaland for Nepalis, Jharkand state for the tribes of Central India) 

iii) The demand for expulsion of 'outsiders' when the entire state is engulfed by i~ugrants 



from other states or neighbouring countries (e.g. in Assam and Tripura). Stratiticatic~n : Ilnplications of 
Gender and Ethnicity 

iv) The demand for the expulsion of vides his (foreigners) belonging to other folk 
regions urithm the state (e g. the Chotanagpur tribal demand to expel fellow Biharis of 
the plains) or from other state (Bengalis or Marwaris). 

v) The demand to expel those who do not belong to the same cultural region although 
they are fromthe same state (e.g. the demand for the expulsion of Andluas from the 

I Telangana region). 

vi) The demand to expel migrants from other linguistic states who come to work and 
reside in metropolitan centres (e.g. mobilization against Tanuls in Bombay and 
Bangalore). 

4.3.2 The Nature of Ethnic Groups 

The examples that have been drawn fromtlle Indian context and the international context 
nlakes one thing clear. Ethnic groups, however one defines them tend to be disadvantaged 
in someway to both t!e state and the doninant group. As suggested by some, ethnicity has 
assumed many diverse meanings. In the Middle East, the more substantive research on 
ethnicity has shown that this term has replaced the notion of minorities employed. It has 
been suggested that there exists a core Arab identity whose hallmarks are on the ethnic 
dinlension, Arab language and culture and on the religious dimension Islam. The others 
are minorities in the sense that they are disadvantaged to the core Arab. Interestingly, The 
Oxford English Dictionary (196 1) defines the adjective 'ethnic' as 'pertaining to nations 
not'christians or Jewish; Gentile, heathen, pagan. 

Whatever nlay be scholarly differences between how we ought to define ethnicity, the moot 
point is that generally ethnic groups are those groups in a society which are located at a 
disadvantage either to the state or the dominant droup of society or more often to both. In 
a plural country like ours we have to take ethnicity as a principle of stratification. Some 
people may belong to an econon~ically affluent class and yet be culturally disadvantaged 
for not belonging to the dominant group which is often perceived as the nornl. The 
Japanese American of three generdtions may be still asked if he is an American. An 
English American of one year migration will be accepted as American because he is white, 
Cluistian and English speaking. As a Manipuri student expressed it on TV that while in 
Manipur nobody asked him whether he was or not an Indian, in Delhi people did. 

Box 4.02 

Studies on ethnic groups whether in a developed society like the United States of 
America or whether in India raise issues linked to the basic question of relations 
with the majority culture, of assimilation versus accomodation, and of poverty, 
inequality, isolation and discrimination. The relevance of the discussions on these 
issues need not be overemphasised for the contemporary Indian society where 
the cliched phrase, most often used for a recalcitrant ethnic group, like 'drawing 
them into the mainstream', has been increasingly questioned. The American 
experience does not seem to have been too different for there is a prevailing 
American ethos that members of ethnic groups should assimilate into the 
mainstream culture. Members of diverse ethnic groups who operate in the 
mainstream are expected to become bicultural, while few whites feel that need. 

4.3.3 Ethnicity and Family 

Ethnicity cannot be separated from our fanulies for the diverse process of socializing 
children in ethnically diverse families has far reaching consequence. This in part explains 
the the concept "ethclass" which explains the role that social class nlenlbership plays in 
defining the basic condition of life influenced by ethnicity at the same time that it accounts 
for diierences between groups at the same social class level. 

Studies of Stratification-Unequal access to resources which are both material and non- 



Introducing Social Stratification material have to therefore take account of ethnicity. As S h m a  says "an etlulic groups may 
be considered as a stratum in a given system of social stratification. It is possible because 
ethnicity is accompanied with class and power". 

4.4 GENDER AND STRATIFICATION 

Sh~dies of stratification were for many years 'gender blind'- they were written as though 
women did not exist, or as though for purposes of malysing divisioils of power. wealth 
and prestige, women were uninlportalt and uniteresting. Yet gender itself is one of the 
most profound examples of stratification. There are no societies in the world in which men 
do not in some aspects of social life, have more wealth, status and influeilce than women. 

There are many reasons for this matter of gender to be ignored. To return to our discussing 
the similarities in the gender and ethnicity issues, women for the very large part are 
considered to be naturally inferior. The phenomenon of women being marginal and the 
weaker sex was taken so literally that a womens' movement was needed to challenge the 
assumption. That is to question inequality of gender and ask why women are u~lequally 
placed. Studies on stratification have for the most part assumed that the position of women 
can be derived from the position of her husband, father, brother or whosoever happens to 
be the male head of the household. That the head of the household would be a male went 
unquestioned. Actually it is not such a taken for granted matter. Recent shldies have found 
many women headed household. Credit organisations have found it more prod~lctive to 
lend out money to women rather than to men. Success stories of women-not just big 
entrepreneurs but poor village women (fishenvoman, agriculturalist. weaver) have 
increasingly come to be known. The mistaken assunlptions of the hequalities being 
naturally derived from biological facts and of men being natural and ~uliversal head of 
households have led studies of stratification to ignore gender as a principle of 
stratification. 

As this lesson shows, academics now realise that gender has to be taken serious note of as 
a principle of stratification. Shanna has introduced the new issue of gender ;u~d ethnicity 
in his recent work on stratification. Debates have sought to sort out whether inequalities in 
modem times revolve around class. Or does gender play a critical role. 

4.4.1 Inequalities of-Gender 

Inequalities of gender are more deep-rooted historically than class systems: men have 
superior standing to women even in hunting and gathering societies, where there are no 
classes. In modern societies however so fundamei~tal are class divisions, they tend to 
overlap substantially with gender differences. The material position of women tends to 
reflect that of their fathers or husbands. Hence some scholars argue that gender equalities 
can be explained mainly in class terms. Frank Parkin has expressed this aspect very well. 

Female status certainly carries with it many disadvantages conyared with that of males in 
various areas of social life including enqloyment opportunities, property ownership, 
income and so on. However, these inequalities associated with sex differences are not 
usefully thought of as components of stratification. This is because for the great majority 
of women the allocation of social and economic rewards is determined primarily by the 
position of their families and, in particular, that of the male head. Although women today 
share certain status attributes in conunon, simply by virtue of their sex, their claims over 
resources are not primarily determined by their occupation but, more coinlllonly, by that of 
their father or husbands. And if the wives and daughters of wealthy Ia~downers, there can 
be no doubt that the differences in their overall situation are far more striking and 
significant. Only if the disabilities attaching to female status were felt to be so great as to 
ovemde differences of a class kind would it be realistic to regard sex as ;UI important 
dimension of stratification. 

- 

Activity 2 

Why are there gender inequalities'! Talk to various people including students in 
the study centre regarding this topic. Note down your findings in your notebook 



At face value there seems no error in the above fom~ulation. Indeed most women know Stratification : In~plications of 

that their everday lives are defined in tenns of fathers and husbands. A senior govenl~llent Gcnder i ~ n d  Ethnicity 

officer's wife who may be employed will tend to be known by her husbands position, 
rather than her own public position. The status of the family would be derived from that of 
the male head. Tlie matter does not rest here however if we pursue the point more closely. 

4.4.2 Patriarchy and Gender 

i) The ideas which we have about fanlilies are drawn mostly from our immediate 
experience. And if we happen to belong to the middle class or the lower and upper 
midder class urban dweller the male headed nucleur family is a nomlative fact. By 
nomlative I mean that not only will tl~is pattern be empirically true for many, but that 
the other kind of families will be seen as an anomaly. A woman headed household 
would be seen as an aberration. 

ii) Following from this normative aspect, the state will have various laws derived from a 
niodel of nlale headed nucleur family as the nonn. Many women who are heads of 
households, thereby had to face a situation where they were not entitled to be a 
beneficiary under an anti-poverty scheme on the grounds that since she was a wonmn 
she could not be the head of household. Here is an instance where the nomztive 
reality edges out the empirical reality. 

iii) The fomlulation that since the earnings of the male head is the most significant factor, 
the status of the women, even if she is earning, would not alter the situation can be 
criticised in several ways. 

iv) In a substantial proportion of the households the income of the women is essential to 
maintaining the family's economic position and mode of life. In these circumstance 
wonle11's paid employment in some parts determine the class position of the 
households: 

v) A wife's employment nlay affect the status of the husband, not simply the other way 
around. Although women rarely earn ruore than their husbands, the working situation 
of a wife might still be the 'lead' factor in influencing the class of her husband Tllis 
could be &c case, for instance if the husband was a semi skilled blue-collar worker 
and the wife employed in a garment factory. The wire's occupation nlay set tlie 
standard of the position of the falllily a whole. 

vi) Many 'cross-class' households exist, in which the work of the husband is in a higher 
class category than that of the wife or (less commonly) the other way around. Since 
few studies have been carried out looking at the consequences of this, we cannot 
know if it is always appropriate to take the occupation of the male as the determining 
ilfluence. 

vii) l11e proportion of families in which women are the sole breadwinners is increasing. 

It is worthwhile to explore the inlplicatioils for this emerging trend. There are n m y  
dimensions to this phel~omenon. Often it is stated that in the west because of the changing 
sexual norms and won~en's independence there are more single parent, women headed 
households. Indeed this is true. But not fully Even in earlier decades both our and their 
society had plenty of cases of deserted women, abducted and then stranded. 'Fallen 
women' very often were heads of households too. Stratification theories were not equipped 
to analyse this occurrence because they did not use gender as an analytical category to 
understand how patriarchy was reproduced tlu-ough both class and family and ethnicity. 

The male headed nonnative fanlily could retain its purity and authenticity by affording a 
space for the men to have liasons outside both class. Women from the middle class, 
uppercaste on the other hand would fall outside the class and fanlily if she had liasons 
outside marriage. The caste system in India with its rule of hypergarny meant tho1 ;I 
wonran could only marry within the caste or a caste above. The reverse could not take 
place take placc. Gcnder as a principle of stratification therefore has to take into account 
not only if women members in a family have a status derived from the male head but also 
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Introducing Social Stratification liow patriarchy operated diffeientially to inen and women. Issues of coiitrol of sexuality, 
norms of chastity, social sanction against women seen as violators of fanlily. class, ethnic 
norms, double standards to n d e  and female sexual practices should all be taken account 
of when discussing stratification and gender. 

4.4.3 Ethnicity and Cultural Deprivation 

When discussing ethliicity and stratification we found that ethnicity was important in 
detemuning niaterial arid cultural deprivatioii just as liiuch as class or caste was. This is 
true even in the case of gender. In India womei~s' iiiovements have taken up the issue of 
access to aid control of land. While women worked on tlie fields and i l  extended 
agricultural work in rural areas, law and custom denied them right to land. In the early 
years of conununist China land rights to woillen were a rn?jor issue. With land reforms 
and the resultant issue of land deeds, policy makers realised that though the unit for the 
land deed was the family, it had to be explicitly taken into account that both Inen and 
women have equal rights to land. 

This brings us to the important question about the f'mlily and gender related to basic 
issues of stratification like unequal access to resources - cultural and niaterial. Many 
landed families in our country would educate their sons but not their daughter. Many 
landless family may take their sick son to the doctor, not their sick daughter. Many middle 
class families may educate their daugliter enough to teach her children if required but not 
to earn a living. In other words.even though men and women belong to the same family of 
the class, they are differently located in their access to nlaterial and non-ii~~terial 
resources. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Discuss natioilalism and etlulicity. Use about five lines for your answer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

2) Write a note on patriarchy and gender. Use about five lines for your answer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

4.5 LET US SUM UP 
Living in India , it is not easy to be unaware of differences in wealth ;uld power, statuses 
and priveleges. Distinctions are all around us. It is not therefore surprisi~g tllat sociology 
of India has concerned itself so much with issues of stratification. India has long been 

48 reckoned as the most stratified of all known societies. sociologists have observed that the 



I caste system with its many forms of superordination and subordination is perhaps most Stratification : Irnplicatians of 

responsible for this. Anthropologists and sociologists have provided detailed studies of Gender and Ethnidty 

diffefent castes and tribes. Policy makers and sociologists have engaged with questions of 
cultural diversity and economic inequality- central issues of social stratification. As 
Dipankar Gupta observes: 

This is reflected in our Constitution which makes any discrimination based on caste, 
1 language, religion or creed illegal. Clearly the founders of independent India had 

pondered deeply over the cardu~al features of social stratification in our society. (Gupta 
1991: 1-2) 

The Constit~ltion has also clearly mentioned that discrimination based on sex is illegal. 
However unlike other principles of stratification, gender was given a short shrift. In a 
sense it retreated from the public discourse. As for studies on stratification, gender did no1 
seriously feature as a principle at all. The last twenty years have seriously altered this. 
Feminists have interrogated the concepts of class and caste, household and family to 
explore how they operated on a gender blind principle The Constitutioil lus also decried 
discrinlination based on caste and creed. The last twenty years have also seen an assertion 
of ethnic groups to nlake good the promise of the Constitution. Sociologists have 
recoguised that assertions of etlmic identities are closely linked with unequal access to 
material and non-material resources. It is therefore the stuff of inequality and 

4.6 KEY WORDS 

Ethnicity : This refers to cultural practices and outlooks that distinguishes a given 
community of people. 

Gender : This refers to the Cultural and Social ideas that 90 with the upbringing 
which themselves create the aotions of malelfemale; manlwoman. 

Hierarchy : Thjs is a ladder of command which indicates in itsxelf the status of a group. I 
The highest status group is often at the top of the hierarchy 

l'atriarchy : A social group like the family with authority rested in a male head. I 

4.7 FURTHER READINGS 

Ciiddens, Anthony 1 989 Sociology (Polity Press: Cambridge) I 
Gupta Dipankar ed. 1991 Social StratiJication (Oxford University Press: New Delhi) I 
- 
4.8 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR I 
Check Your Progress 1 

1) Ethnic minorities are minority groups which has several features which are: 

1) Its members are disadvantaged as a result of dicrimination against them. ii) 
members of the minority have a sense of groups solidcuity, iii) they are isolated 
socially from the majority community. 

' 

2) Both women and ethnic groups have a high visibility. They look different and 
behave in a different way. Thus what happens is that natural and social differences 
get less distinct. Further natural differences seem lo viewed as ingrained. However 
it must be made clear that gender is not a nahual condition (biological) but a cultural 
one. I 



I Introducing Social Stratification Check Your Progress 2 

1) We must point out that nationalism is itself a form of ethnicity. It is made so by 
institutionalization of one ethnic identity with the state. However the difference is 
which ethnic groups nlay not act together, unless required the state is expected to be 
one. On the other hand ethnic groups have oftell khad movements for statehood. 

2 )  Patriarchy always favours men and had men as authority figures. It follows the state 
ends up favouring males. Usually men earn move than women and this reinforces 
their authority. However in cases where the woman is eming subst~u~tially this 
reinforces the man's position and it is usually not the other way around finally in the 
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UNIT 5 MARX AND WEBER . 

5.0 Objectives 

5.1 Introduction 
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5.4 Similarities and Differences between M-d Weber 

5.5 Let Us Sun1 Up 

5.6 Key Words 

5.7 Furthcr Readings 

5.8 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

5.0 OBJECTIVES 

In this unit we shall discuss the views of two the founding fathers of sociology, namely,. 
Karl and Max Weber. Both these thinkers have nmde trenlendous contributions for 
sociological thought. We will of course concentrate on only one aspect of their 
contribution - social stratification. Both have clear views on this subject and their views 
are not similar. After reading this unit you will understand: 

how classes emerge in society; 

the basis of class formation; 

role of classes in social stratification; and 

similarities and differences between Marx and Weber on Classes. 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

Karl Marx (1818-188 1) is regarded as one of the greatest thinkers of all times. His views 
have influenced people classes and nations.' His main contribution to understanding 
society and social processes was through his theory of historical materialism. This 
presented a radical alternative to the traditional views. Marx tried to understand social 
development in te& of class conflict. Social stratification was central in his analysis. On 
the one hand he saw it as a divisive rather than an integrative structure and on the other 
hand he saw it as inevitable for social development. 

Marx Weber (1864-1920) was another outstanding thinker. Like Marx he recognized the 
economic aspects of stratification but he differed with Marx on several of his basic 
p~opositions. While Marx focussed his attention on the toiling classes and looked at social 
developnlent from their point of view, Weber stressed on the role of the propertied.classes 
in social dmelopment. Thus Weber is often referred as the Bourgeois Marx. In this unit we 
shall discuss separately the views of M a n  and Weber on stratification and then compare 
them. We will then discuss the significance in analysing class in understanding 
stratification systems, 



Explaining Social Stratification 5.2 MARX ON STRATIFIC.4TION 

Marx used Historical Materialism as tlie theory to understand social change For him the 
first premise of history was the existence of living human beings The physical 
organization of human society and die relations hunian beings have with nature are 
important indications of development. All living things depend on nature for survival. 
P1,ants need soil and water, cows need grass and tigers need to hunt other aniinals for 
survival. Human beings also depend on nature for survival. However the basic difference 
between human beings and other living things is that they can transfonii nature for their 
survival while other living things adapt to nature. A cow eats grass but it caiuiot grow 
grass Human beings exploit nature but they have tlie power to transfonil it as well. This 
means that hunian beings are able to produce their own means of subsistence This is the 
basic difference between human and other living things M a x  therefore noted UI his work, 
Gernran Ideology, that "Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by 
religion, or by anything one likes. They tlieinselves begin to distinguish the~iiselves froin 
animals as soon as they begin to produce their means of subsistence. a step which is 
determined by their physical condition. In producing their actual means of subsistence 
men indirectly produce their actual material life". 

It was through production that human beings developed. Primitive human beings were 
totally dependent on nature as they subsisted througl~ hunting or food gathering These 
societies produced the minimum needs for survival. As human beings gradually started 
transforming nature society was able to produce more for existence of die people. 

5.2.1 Division of Labour 

Through the developn~ent of technology, human beings were able to iiiipro\~e agriculture 
and could form settled comnlunities. As production grew, the community p;oduced more 
than its requirements. There was surplus. It was now possible to support people who were 
not directly involved in the production of food. In earlier societies all people performed 
similar activities which were needed for survival, namely. food, clothing and shelter. Once 
there was surplus it was possible for people to diversify their activities. Hence some 
produced food, which was sufficient to feed all, while others were engaged in other 
activities. This is called the division of labour. 

This system resulted in some people gaining control over the mean of production by 
excluding others. Thus property, which was held by all, came under the control of only 
some members giving rise to the notion of private propeq.  Hence now the interests of all 
people were no longer common. There were differences in interests. Thus tlie interests of 
individuals became different from the interests of the community. Mar?< stated that 
"Division of Labour and private property are identical expressions". It inlplied the 
contradictions between individual and communal interest. 

These differences which occur in human society which are due to the existence of private 
property lead to the formation of classes which foml the basis of social stratification. In all 
stratified societies, there are two major groups: a ruling class and a subject class. The 
ruling class exploits the subject class. As a result there is basic conflict of interest between 
the two classes. Marx further stated in his work, Contributtons of the Critiqz~e ofPolitica1 
Economy, that the various institutions of society such as the legal and political systems, 
religion etc. are instruments of ruling class donination and serve to further its interests. Let 
us now examine the term 'class'. 

5.2.2 Meaning of Class 

Mam used the temi 'class' to refer to the two main strata in all stratification systems. As 

6 mentioned earlier, there are two major social groups in all stratified societies. a ruling 



Activity 1 

Discuss with people you know what is meimt by class. Note down the various 
interprctations you get. Do some of them tally with Marx's conception of class? 

wan and Weber class and a subject class. The ruling class derives its power througll its control over the 
means of production. It is thus able to appropriate the labour of another class. In The 
Eighteenth Brunzaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx describes class ul this way: "Insofar as 
millions of families live under econonlic conditions of existence that separate their mode 
of life, their interests and their culture from those of the other classes, and put them in 
hostile opposition to the latter, they fornl a class." 

From Marx's perspective, systems of stratification derive from the relationships of social 
groups to the forces of production. Marx used the term class to refer to the main strata in 
all stratification systems. His definition of class has specific features. Class comprises two 
niajor groups, one of which controls the means of production is able to appropriate the 
labour of the other class due to the specific position it occupies in the social econonly. 
Hence a class is a social group whose members share the same relationship to the forces of 
production. This in fact distinguishes one class froin the other. 

Another aspect of classes, which is seen from Marx's description given above, is that they 
are in opposition to each other. At the same time there is a relationship of dependence 
between classes. If one class can appropriate the labour of another class because of its 
control over the means of production, it nleans that the two classes are dependent on each 
other but they are also opposed to each other. The dialectics of class therefore is a result of 
this conlbuiation of dependence and opposition. The relationship between classes is a 
dynamic relationship which results in social change. This is why classes are central to 
Marx's approach to social transfornution. I11 The Conin~unist A4aianifesto Marx'wrote, 
"Hitherto, the history of all societies is the history of class struggle." In other words, 
changes in the history of nlankitld are caused by the conflict of classes. Classes conflict is 
hence the engine for social change. 

Checli Your Progress 1 

1) Write down Marx's ideas qn the division of labour. use about five lines for Your 
answer. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. . 
2) Describe what is the meaning of class according to M m .  Use about five lines for 

your answer. 

............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 
7 



Development of society is through the process of class conflict. The domination of'one 
class over the other leads to class conflict. Alongside the production process also develops 
duc to changes in technology, resulting in its improvement. This leads to changes in the 
class structure as classes beconle obsolete with increase in production techniques. Ncw 
classes are then fornled. Replacing the old classes. This leads to further class conflict. 
Marx bclieved that Western societies had developed tluough four main stages primitive 
cornnunism, ancient society, feudal society and capitalist society Primitit. e conlmunism is 1 
represented by societies of pre-history. Those societies, which are dependent on hunting 
and food gathering and which, have no division of labour. Froill then on\\ ards. all 
societies are divided into two major classes: inasters and slaves in ancient society, land 
lords and serfs (tenants) in feudal society and capitalist and wage labour in capitalist 
society. During each historical epoch, the labour power required forproduct~oil was 
supplied by the subject class, that is by slaves, serfs and wage labourers respectively 

The polarization of classes into opposite groups is a resujt of class-consciousness. This is a 
separate but related phenomenon. It is not necessarily the result of class fonnation. Class- 
consciousness in linked with the process of polarization of classes. A class can exist 
without its being aware of its class interests. 

Box 5.01 

When people in a particular group, the membership of which is determined by 
the production relations into which they are born or enter into voluntiirily, become 
aware of their existence as a distinctive class they are said to be conscious of their 
class. For instance, workers are constantly org;lnizing wage sti-uggles in their 
own intem$s. These interests are theoutcome of theeconomic relations of cilpitidst 
society. They exist o4jectively, in the sense that they have not been invented by 
any theoretician, political party, trade union or imy such external force But the 
existence of these ob,jective conditions in not enough. The workers must be aware 
of these conditions. 

In the extract froin Eighteenth Rrunraire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx has referred to the 
inlportance of class fornlation when he noted that only &hell a class is aware of its 
opposition to another class it is conscious of its being. In another place, in his nlajor 
contribution, Capital, he comments that workers left on their own may not be aware of 
their class interests as being opposed to those of the other (capitalist) class. He noted tl~at 
the advance of capitalist production develops a working class, which by education, 
tradition, habit looks upon the conditions of production as self-evident laws of ilaturc. In 
the o r d i n q  run of things the labourer can be left to the natural laws of production as self- 
evident laws of nature. In Ule ordinary run of things Ule labourer can be left to tlle natural 
laws of production. 

This static nature of class relations changes into a dynamic one with the dcvelopillent of 
class-consciousness. Without class-consciousness the working is merely is relation to 
capital. It is a class in itself. In his work The Poverty of Philo~oph~v Mars obverses that the 
working class which exists in this manner is only a mass of individuals and is a mere class 
in itself. When it unites in its struggle against capital it "forms itself into a class for itself. 
The interests it defends becomes class interests." 

Hence in the Marxist framework we find that class is a dynamic unit. It may be su~b.ject to 
change with the advancement of technology, but the basis for its fonllulation rclllaiils the 
same. Class fornls the basis of the stratification systenl in any society. Classes are related 
to the production process of each society. Changes in the class structure occur when there 
are changes in the production process. Thus the system of stratification in a socicty is 
dependent on the relations of production. 



- -- 

5.3 WEBER ON STRATIFICATION 
Mrrm and Weber 

Marx Weber as mentioned in the beginning, is regarded as one of the founding fathers of 
Sociology. He is also the originator of the most powerful alternative to the Marxist theory 
of society. We shall discuss his views on class and other forms of social stmtification in 
this section. 

Like M a ,  Weber also believed that class was a basic form of stratification in society. He 
\ 

defined the term 'class' according to the Marxist criterion. namely, in relation to 
ownership of property. Property and lack of property, according to him, were the basic 
c!tegories of all class situations. He went on the distinguish between to types of property- 
ownership and non-ownership of goods and services. Those who owned property offered 
goods while those not owning had only their labour power or skills to offer. Thus a factory 
owner can offer goods which were produced in the factory. His workers, on the other hand, 
can offer only their labour power in exchange of wages. 

Labour working at a building site 

Courtesy: A. Yadav 

5.3.1 Class and Life - Chances 

Another aspect of class that Weber stressed on was 'life-chances'. This tenn related to the 
opportunities an individual got during the various stages of his or her life. An individual 
born in a worker's family receives a particular type of education, which in turn equips him 
or her for specific jobs. The education will not be as expensive & intense as the 
education of a child in an upper class family. The employment opportunities for both are 
different. Their different family backgrounds also make them part of different classes. The 
same piittern can be seen in social interaction and mamage. A person from a working 
class background will interact mostly with other members of his or her class whereas a 
person from the upper-middle class will have acquaintances mainly from his class. Thus 
Weber found that life-chances was an important aspect of class formation. - 
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Box 5.02 

While discussing life-chances Weber's emphasis wils on the group or the 
community and not on the indivi?ual. He insisted that while determining class, 
we have to look ilt the life-chances of the collective ancl n,ot of indi\~iduiils within 
the collective. This is a very important aspect of class ils i1 collective. It is l)ossible 
that the Iifcchi~nces of an individual miiy be different. For example the child of s 
worker may be able to sumilss his or her class barrier. He/ she may get a better 
education and get emp!oyment that is different from the 01)portunities available 
for hislher peers. 

Explaininp Social Stratificatiun 

The son of an industrialist may become a worker because of his abilities or other* 
circumstances. But these, Weber pointed out, were exceptioiis and not the nlle He pointed 
out that what was more important was the fact that the life-chances or lileillbcrs of a class 
were similar. This is what gavepennmence to that class as the next generation too johed 
the same class. Therefore the definition of life-chances, according to Weber. is sharing of 
economic and cultural goods which are available differently for different groups 

The life-chances of an individual were largely determined by the market situation. The son 
of a worker became a worker because this was the best occupation available to him given 
his background. The market situation becomes more important for the propertyless as they 
have to depend nlainly on the production of services as they posses only their skills. They 
cannot market anything else for their existence. The property owners on thc other hand 
can depend on the income they get from tlieir productive property. 

Hence for Weber class had two basic aspects. Pirstly it was an objective category. It was 
determined by the control or lack of control over productive property of the members 
Secondly, all nlcmbers of a particular had similar life-chances, which in tun1 distinguished 
these members from others. The life-chances of individuals depended on the their nmket 
situation in the case of those not owning productive property and on the o~vne~sliip of 
productivity for those owning these. 

Based on his definition, Weber identified four classes in capitalist society These were: 
(a) Upper class that comprised those owning or controlling productive private property. 
This class was similar to the bourgeoisie (capitalist class) inMars's analysis. (b) White- 
collar workers. This class included all those who were engaged in ~nental labour - 
managers, administrators, professionals, etc. (c) Petty bourgeoisie. These were the self- 
employed and they included shopkeepers, doctors lawyers, etc. (d) Manual workers. These 
people sold their physical labour in exchange for wages. The working class was included in 
this class. Weber thus dividedlsociety into four classes as opposed to Mars's two-class 
model. Hence though Weberfound the basis of class formation was similar to that of Marx 
he differed with Man on the types of classes in society. 

5.3.2 Status 

Like Marx, Weber also distinguished between class and class-consciousness. As discussed 
above, for Marx, class-conscious was an important aspect of dass. A class could articulate 
its interests if it was conscious of its existence as a special group. Weber too talked of 
class-consciousness but he did not think it as necessary for the existence of a class Instead 
he looked for an alternative to class-consciousness and lie fotuid it in Stah~S Weber noted 
that whereas an individual's class situation need not lead to his becoming class conscious, 
he was always conscious of his status. 

According to Weber, classes were formed on the basis of econo~nic relations. Status 
groups, he noted, were normally 'comnlunities'. He defined status a position in society 
dctemined by social estimation of 'honour'. There were links between class and status but 
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Activity 2 

Discuss kith other students in the study centre what is meant by status. Do their 
conceptions fit in with Weber's view on status? Note down your t'intlings. 



in.many cases they were in opposition to each otlier. Class was associated with production 
of goods and services or in acquisition of the same. Status was deternulled by 
consumption. Thus status was associated with a life style where there were restrictions on 
social intercourse. Weber noted that the most rigid and well-defined status boundaries 
could be found in India's caste system. A Brahman may belong to the working class 
because it was the means of his livelihood, however he would always consider himself 
superior to a person from a lower caste even though the class situation of both may be the 
same. At the same time that Bralman worker may have greater interaction with other 
Brahmans belonging to classes higher than his. In our society we can see that inter-caste 
lnaniage is not tolerated even when both families are froin the sanle class but they occupy 
different statuses in the caste hierarchy 

There in a stratified society, Weber found that property differences generated classes 
whereas prestige differences generated status grouping. There were the two main bases of . 

social stratification. . 

1) Describe Weber's views on Classes and Life chances. Use about five lines for your 
answer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

2) Outliile some of the sinularities and differences between Weber and Marx so far as 
their views on social stratification is concerned. Use about ten lines for your 
answer. 

............................................................... 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

5.4 SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
MARX AND WEBER 

thinkers on stratification. There are major differences as well. For Marx the basis of 
stratification was class. The formation of class was objective in the sense that a class was 
not fornled because a group of people got together and decided that they form a class. Its 
formation was because of the production relations that existed in a society. Therefore a . 
person's position in the class structure was based on his position in the production 
relations. If he happened to own or control capital and he employed others, he was a 
capitalist. Those who didnot own or control property belonged to the opposing class of 

I I 



Explaining Social Stratification Opposition of classeswas an inlportant aspect of Marx's analysis. It was tl-uough this 
opposition that social and economic change took place. The capitalists hl~~ent  netvways to 
counteract workers. This could be new technology resulting in better production 
techniques or new laws preventing workers from beconling more powerful The workers 
too in their struggle become more united. They tend to drop their internal differences 
when they realise that their nlahl opponent is another class. This leads to greater unity 
among them. Thus for Marx, class and class-consciousness do not mean mere categories 
in society. They are fundamental for social development. 

At one level, Weber accepts Man's view on class. However he does so not to support 
Marx but to show how his analysis 11% weaknesses. He stresses that society ctuu~ot be 
divided into only two main classes. There are more classes that emerge due to thc nlarket 
situation and the type of work done. He therefore finds that there are four maill classes hl 
society. This in effect confuses the class relations. Thus Weber feels that neither class nor 
class-consciousness can explain stratificatioil conlpletely. He thus lays greater stress on 
status, whereas Man; lays stress on class-coi~sciousness. Weber tries to show that class- 
consciousness in not an important aspect of social stratification. For him status groups are 
the basis. He finds that classes are static whereas status stretcl~es across classes. 

While comparing the two we must keep in mind that Weber was an oppone~lt on Marx's 
views. He tried to provide alternatives to Man.  In this sense the bvo cannot be compared 
because Weber's work was not coiilplimentq to that of M a n  (just as Davis' approach to 
stratification was conlplenlentary.to that of Parsons as we shall show ~ I I  the nest unit). It 
was primarily developed to oppose M m .  Thus despite some sinlilarities. their works are 
basically different. 

I, 
I 

5.5 LET US SUM UP 

In the above unit we have discussed the views two of the founders of sociolo~y, Karl M m  
and Max Weber, on social stratification. Both thinkers have views that havc shaped and 
influenced human development. 

Karl M m ' s  views were based his tlmry of historical nlaterialism. He viewed social 
stratification from the lustorical perspective. The cllanges in stratification in h~~inan  
society were based on the changing nature of production. Classes fonlled the basis of the 
system of stratification. As the production relations changed the nature of stratification 
also changed. New classes were fornled replacing the old ones. Illis also resulted in new 
relations between classes. Hence for Marx classes and stratification were similar. 
stressed on the role of class-consciousness as an important instrument for realizing class 
objectives. 

Marx Weber stressed on the fornution of classes. The basis of tlle class was similar to 
what M a n  said but he also stressed that there were four classes instead of two Weber's 
differences with M m  did not end there. He tried to show the inadequacy of class analysis 
as the main means of explaining social stratification. He asserted that stalus was more 
important tlran class. His contention was that people were not as class-conscious as they 
were status conscious. Hence he felt that smtus was a better measure of social 
stratification, even though class was an objective category. 

5.6 KEY WORDS 

Class : According to Man,  classes are groups of people who are 
distinguished from each other due to their ownership or 
control over the means of productioil or lack of the same. 

Class : According to M m ,  classes are groups of people who are 
distinguished from each other due to their ownership or 
control over the means ofproduction or lack of the same. 
According to Weber, classes are groups ofpeople who are' 
distinguished from each other tluough their ownersllip or 

12 control of production and who share sii~lilar life chances. 



Class-consciousness : A class that is conscious of its distinguished p(osition in the 
social hierarchy. 

: Effective clainl to social esteem. Weber tried to show that 
status cuts across class barriers. 

5.7 FURTHER READINGS 

T.B. Bottomore and M. Rube1 (eds.), Karl Marx Selected Writing in Sociology and Social 
Philosphy, Penguin Books, 1963. 

H.H. Gerth and C W. Mills (eds.), From A4arx Weber: Essays m Sociology, Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, I 948. 

5.8 SPECIMEN ANSWER TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) As technology developed production also improved. Surplus could be produced, and 
this led to classification of activities, or division of labour. This also led to some 
people controlling means of production, hence to private property. Thus M a n  
pointed out that the interests of people became different from those of the 
conml i ty ,  and class came into existence. 

2) For Marx Class devoted the two main strata found in stratification systems. There is a 
ruling class and a subject class. The means of production are controlled by the ruling 
class and this is how it appropriate the labour of the working class. Finally these 
classes are opposed or antagonistic to one another. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Weber defined class in relation to private property, but he distinguished between 
ownership of goods and ownership of skills. The factory owner could offer goods but 
his workers offer labour power in exchange of wages. Further life chances for Weber 
meant the opportunities an individual got during various stages of his life. Education 
and family background affect life chances. The emphasis however has to be on the 
group and these can improve or deteriorate the position. Finally life chances of a class 
were similar to which there were some exceptions. 

2) There are both similarities and differences between Marx and Weber regarding their 
views on social stratification. Thus opposition of classes based on ownership of 
means of production was basic to Marx's thought. The class and class consciousness 
are basic to social development for Weber. Society connot be divided into only two 
classes, and he finds four classes in society Weber lays greater stress on status 
whereas Marx emphasizes class consciousness. Thus despite the similarity that both 
scholars emphasized the importance of the class, their views were not really similar. 

13 
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6.9 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

6.0 OBJECTIVES 

rhis unit deals with the theory of social stratification put forward by two well-known 
American sociologists, Parsons and Davis. This theory is also known as the Functionalist 
Theory of Social Stratification. Though this theory has been widely accepted by 
sociologists for analysing social stratification, there have been some strong criticisms of 
this theory. We shall examine all these aspects of the theory. Hence, after reading this unit 
you will understand: 

the Background of this theory; 

what this theory states; 

the problems in explaining this theory; 

the criticism put forth by some well -known sociologists; and 

the importance of the theory in understanding society. 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

The functionalist theory tries to explain the reasons why a society is able to survive. The 
underlying belief of this theory is that all societies want stability and peace. The people in 
society do not want chaos and confusion because this will disrupt their day-to-day 
activities. Hence all societies what order and some form of discipline. These are the means 
of achieving stability in society. 

The functionalists view society as some form of organism consisting of different parts. 
These parts are integrated to the whole and they work in co-operation with each other. The 
human body is a complex organism that comprises different parts of the body. Each of 
these parts is separate but they form an integrated whole. Similarly, in society there are 
different parts that perform different roles. If we look at the total picture of society we will 
see that all these parts perform roles which contribute to the stability of the entire society. 
In other words they contribute to the ~ntegration of society. For example, we find that 
people have different types of occupations and people perform different types of activ~ties. 
There are doctors, lawyers, teachers, students workers, industrialists, farmers, weavers etc. 
Though all these activities are different they are all needed for the functioning of the 
society. Therefore they can be viewed as separate parts which work together in order to . Integrate the society. 



Hence we can see that the functionalist approach maintains that every conlponent of the P a r s ~ , n s  and  Davis 

social structure performs specific functions whichare necessary for maintaining stability 
in that society. These functions are necessary for the survival of that society. Hence the 
system of stratificatio~ in a society is also necessary for its integration and its stability. 

6.2 FUNCTIONALIST THEORY OF STRATIFICATION 

The functionalists accept the fact that all societies are stratifled. In other words, all the 
functions camed out by the various members of society are functional for its survival but 
they are not equal in status Some of the functions are superior to the others. They are 
ranked higher. The people who perfonn these functions are also regarded as superior to 
others, i.e. those below them. The functionalist theories of ~tratification attempt to explain - 
how social inequalities occur and why they are necessary for society. 

The functionalists presume that there are certain basic needs of the every society. These 
needs ha\ e to be met or else there will be instability in society. These needs are known as 
functional prerequisites. Secondly, though thcse functional prerequisites are important, 
they are ranked according to the inlportance that is granted to them in that society. For 
example, workers and nmagers are needed to run a factory. No factory can exist with only 
workers and no managers or only managers and no workers. Hence managers and workers 
are integral for running a factory. At the same time it will be wrong to assume that 
because both groups are necessary, both have equal status. This is not so. The managers 
enjoy lligher status than the workers do. Hence integration does not mean equality. It 
means that all the different groups together contribute towards stability but they do so 
because they are stratified in a hierarchy. What is the basis of this hierar~hy and, why do 
people accept it? These are the questions that the theorists try to explain. In the next 
section we shall exanline the views of Talcott Parsons, the most eminent of the 
functionalists theorists. . 

6.3 TALCOTT PARSONS' APPROACH 

The ce~ltral point of the Parsons's analysis of social systems is the problem of order. He 
believed that all social systems came into existence because people within this system 
wanted order and stability. A social system, according to Parsons, existed when two or 
more people interacted with each other in a bounded situation and their actions influenced 
others This means that a social system must first of all have a group of ptople. This group 
could conlprise two individuals or even a country. Secondly these people exist within a 
conunonboundary. Thirdly, they interact with each other, either directly or indirectly. And 
lastly, their actions influence each other's behaviour. 

One can notice this form of action in our every day life. In your daily life your interact 
with number of people Whileddoing so your behaviour is influenced by the person you 
interact with. For example, when you are speaking to your father or to an elder you behave 
in a particular n m l e r  When you are interacting with your friends and peers you behave 
in a different maluler Why d? you do this', Why is your behaviour not the same with all 
people you interact with? According to Parsons, this is because in the course of your 
interaction, your action ( behaviour) is influenced by the actions of the other person. This 
makes your change or adapt your behaviour in different situations. 

The regulation of your behaviour in different situations is mainly because you, as an 
individual, behave in a given manner because every body else behaves in a similar rimer 

in the given situation. Moreover, you also know that if you do not behave in the prescribed 
manner a situation may be created which will give rise to disorder. For example, if you 
have behave in a rude manner with your friends as if the person in your enemy, a hostile 
situation will be created and you nlay bse  the friendship. Hence you will behave with him 
or her in the manner which is expected 15 

Activity 1 ' 

Discuss with other students at the study centre concerning the problem of order 
in society. Note down your findings in a notebook 



Box 6.01 

Parsons argues that it follows from the existence of values that indi\riduals will be 
evaluated and therefore placed in some form of rankorder. Thel~fore the different 
strata in a society is based on a hierarchy which in reality foi-rns its stratification ' 

system. Parsons stated that "Str;~titication is the ranking of units in iI social 
system in accordance with the common values system." Hence it is the value 
system which creates stratification in a society. Moreover, ditfel-ences in the strata 
are justified by the values system. 

Explaining Social Stratitication Therefore we can assume that the action of any person is determined by whom he or she is 
interacting with. This in turn in determined by the rules of behaviour in a particular 
society or social system. The rules of behaviour are further based on the collmlon 
consensus of the people and that is why it is taken as correct. This conunon consensus is 
what Parsons calls Values. Social values are therefore the shared beliefs of a society. The 
way in which these values are practised (the actions which results which results fonn these 
values) are known as Norms. Social nonns are tllus the rules of behaviour. 

Parsons further states that social values anc! norms arise out of the need for every society to 
maintain order and stability. Values and nonns will differ in each society because the 
needs of each society are different. But the conunon factor in the value s!rstein of each 
society in the need for stability. Hence each society devises its own values wllich are best 
suited for this purpose. 

6.3.1 Value consknsus and Stratification 

How does the value system of a society emerge'? Parsons attempts to answer this question 
by stressing that values do not arise out the mind of an individual (king or priest in the 
earlier times). Values are shared beliefs. This means that all members of a society agree 
that the given values are the best means though wllich stability can be inaintained in 
their society. In this way values are not only sharedbeliefs but they emerge out of 
consensus of the members of that society. This consensus emerges because all ~llenlbers of 
a society want order and stability in their daily life. Therefore, order stabilih and 
co-operation are based on the values consensus. There is an agreement by nleillbers on 
what is good for all. 

In any society, those perfomung according to the socialvalues are better rewarded. The 
type of rewards, according to Parsons, depends on what the values of that society defile as 
superior. For example traditionally anlong the Raiputs high value was placed on bravery 
and valour. Hence any person displaying these qualities was better rewarded and given a 
higher rank. Among other con~nlullities higher value may be placed on busuless acl~nlen 
and the ability to trade profitably. Hence those who prove thenlselves in these fields will be 
ranked high. Sinlilarly in all societal systems the value systeillplaces higher rewards on 
some qualities and lesser rewards for other qualities. In case a person violates the social 
values he or she is punished. Hence in a society which places greater values on bravery a 
person who shows traces of cowardice will lose rank. 

Modem industrial societies, according to Parsons. places higher value on individual 
achievement. Moreover the emphasis of such societies is on producing goods and services. 
Hence Parsons noted that in these societies (especially the USA) the value system places 
"primary emphasis on productive activity within the economy." Thus those who excel in 
these will be better rewarded. In such societies it is possible for a worker to become a 
successful industrialist if he has the necessary qwalities. After he proves his merit, his 
status will rise in the social system and he will not only be wealthy b'ut also well respected 
In companies the executives who are dynamic and successful get higher reulards in terms 
of salaries and other benefits. This in turn elevates their position in the stratification 

16 system. 



Check Your Progress 1 

1 )  Outline the fu~lctionalist theory. Use about five lines for your answer. 

Parsons and Davis 

2)  ,Describe what is value consensus. What role does it play in social stratification? Use 
about five lines for your answer. 

Therefore we can see that in explaining social stratification, Parsons placed emphasis on 
the differences that existed among people. These differences, he explained, was in 
consonance with the value system of that society and hence was necessary for the stability 
of the that society. In fact since the value system justified the inequalities, they were 
accepted by all, including those who were in the lower ranks. For example, industrial 
organizations have elaborate strat~fication systems. There are differences among the 
workers on the basis of their skills and experiences. Those who are skilled and show 
leadership qualities are rewarded through promotions, higher wages etc. Similarly though 
both labour and management are needed to run an industrial organisation, the position of 
the management is superlor to that of workers. These differences may cause conflicts but 
since they are backed by the value system, there are few instances of intensive conflict dver 
these issues Even a militant trade union accepts the fact that management is superior. 
This is because the value system allows for these differences. Hence, Parsons argued, the 
people by and large accept these differences and major conflict is prevented. All people, 
whether they be workers or in management, believe that this system is the best. If these 
values are challenged this would lead to instability in that society. 

Therefore we can suln~narise Parsons main points thus: 

Value consensus is an essential part of all societies. 

Social stratification is inevitable in all societies. 

The stratification system is seen as being just, right and proper for maintaining order 
and stability. This enables different people to get different rewards. 

Conflicts may occur between those who are rewarded and those who are not 
rewarded, but this does not threaten the existing system because it is kept in check by 
the value system. 

6.4 DAVIS - MOORE THEORY 

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore have further developed the functionalist theory of 
stratification Both are eminent American sociologists and they were students of Talcott 
Parsons. They elaborated their view in an article titled, "Some Principles of 
Stratification". This article became very popular and controversial. They views havsbeen 
supported by functionalists and have been severely criticised by others. Their views are 
also referred as the functionalist theory of inequality. Let us first discuss their proposition 
and then we can discuss some of the critiques. 17 



Explnining Social Stratification Parsons stressed on the need for stratification in society. We showed that it was inevitable in 
every society. Davis and Moore elaborated on this and tq to exanline how stratification 
becomes effective in any society. In tlus way the attempt to extend Parsons arguillent. The 
main problem they pose is why do certain positions carry different degrees of prestige'? 
And, how do individuals get into these positions'? 

The authors support Parson's view that the basis of the existence of societies in order and 
stability. All societies have their own functional prerequisites which help them survive and 
operate effectively. Let us elaborate on this point. Societies are not mere collection of 
individuals. These individuals have to perform specific tasks so that the requirements of 
society are fulfilled. There are thus a number of activities that exist in society. A socieo 
needs workers, industrialists, managers, policemen, teachers, students artisans and so on. 
Different individuals who have specialised skills do these different types of work.. 
Therefore the first functional prerequisite of any society is of allocating these different 
roles effectively. This will ensure that the right people are placed in proper positions. 

There are four aspects of the above-mentioned functional prerequisite. Firstly, all roles in 
society must be filled. All societies have different types of occupations. These occupations 
are necessary for their existence. Hence it is necessary to ensure that these occupations are 
filled. At the same time, mere filled up occupations in not enough. If the wrong people 
(i.e. people who do not have the requisite skills) are selected for the tasks there will be 
instability in society. This in especially true if these positions are important. For example 
if a power generation company employs a well known novelist. who has no idea of power 
generation, the work of the company will suffer and there will be instability not only in the 
conlpany but in the supply of electricity. Therefore the second factor is that the most 
conwetent people must fil l  in the positions. Thirdly, in order the best people are selected 
for the job it is necessary to train the111 for it. Training therefore is an effective means of 
e n s u ~ l g  that the best people are selected. In the case of that novelist who is nude the head 
of a power generation company, had he undergone training for fulfilling the needs of that 
position he could be regarded as the best person. Lastly, the roles must be performed 
conscientiously. This is very important for ensuring effective perfomlance in the roles. As 
person nlay be trained and is the best in the field, but if he does not do his work with 
dedication-the system will suffer, Hence all these four factors are necessary in order to 
meet the functional prerequisites of a society. 

A cobbler mends the footwear of passers by 
Courte~y: T. Kapur 



Activitjr 2 

What is the need for stratification in u society? Discuss with students in the study 
centre i~nd  note down your findings in your notebook 

Pnrsan s nnd Davis 6.4.1 Fiinctions of Stratification 

Davis and Moore state that all societies need some mechanism for ensuring that the best 
people are selected for fie positions and they perfornl well. According to them the most 
effective means for ensuring this is social stratification. This system is effective because it 
offers uneqr~al rewards and privileges to the different positions in society. If all people are 
given the same rewards then there will be no motivation for people to work harder. There 
may also be a tendency for people to avoid taking up positions of responsibility or 
challenging jobs. They knotv that no nlatter how well1 they perform and no matter what 
position they occupy they will get the same rewards. Therefore stratification is necessary 
for the efficient functioning d t h e  system. 

The main contributions of a system of unequal rewards are two-fold. Firstly it motivates 
people to fill certain positions. When positions carry higher rewards people put in greater 
efforts become qualified for positions. For example if the position of a lecturer carries 
higher rewards than other professions bright students will strive to fulfil the qualifications 
for beconling lecturers. In this way society will get better teachers. Secondly, the rewards 
must be unequal even after fulfilling the position so that the persons who are appointed are 
motivated td improve their performance further.. If lecturers are rewarded for their 
teaching and research activities through promotions and increased salaries, they will 
perform their duties better as they would like the higher rewards. In this manner the 
system of srratification, based on unequal rewards, is beneficial for societies. 

Davis and Moore explain that tllis system of stratification holds true for both modem 
societies based on competition and for traditional societies that are based on ascription. In 
inodeni societies people occupy positions according to their skills and qualifications. 
Those who are better qualified get better rewards and they occupy positions of prestige In 
traditional societies positions are ascribed through birth. In traditional caste oriented 
Indian society people occupied their positions not due to their competence but through the 
status they had by birth. The son of a labourer would become a labourer even if he had the 
intelligence to do other type of superior work. Similarly the son of a landlord would 
become a landlord even if he were totally inconlpetent for the job. In such a system the 
provision of unequal rewards would have no effect in improving the efficiency of the 
system However Davis and Moore argue that in such societies the stress is on 
perfomlance of duties attached to the positions Thus even though the son of a labourer 
will remain a labour, if he performs his duties well he will be rewarded though other 
means. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) List down the functioilal prerequisites of Davis and Moore. 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 19 
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Explaining Social Stratification 2) Say True and False for the statements that are given below: 

i) All positions in society are ofithe same functional important. 

ii) Limited people can perform hnctionally important roles. 

iii) No @dining is required to perform functionally inqortant roles. 

6.4.2 Basic Propositions of.Davis and Moore 

In the above sections we have tried to explain the role of social stratificationas a functional 
necessity of societies. In modern societies the basis of status is tluough acllievenlent and 
not asaiption. In other words the status of a person is detenniiled by his or her merits and 
not by birth. Such societies are more dynamic and can fulfil their functional prerequisites. 
In order to achieve this Davis and Moore note that there are some propositions that are 
common for all these societies. These are: 

1) In every society certain positions are functionally more iniportant tllw the others. 
These positions cany greater rewards and higher prestige. For esa~llple. a position in 
the Indian administrative service in considered to have more prestige than other jobs. 

2) Only limited people have the necessary merit or talents to perform these roles. W e  
can seen that in the case of the IAS examinations several thousands appear for the 
examinations but only a handful are successful. 

3 )  In most case these positions require a lengthy and intensive training period. This 
involves sacrifices on the part of the people who acquire these posts. In om own 
society we can see that certain professions such as medicine, engineering, chartered 
accountancy etc. involve intensive and expensive trdlling involvihg a nunlber of 
years. According to Davis and Moore, this involves sacrifice on tlle part of the 
candidate. Hence they must be rewarded for their sacrifice tluougll higher filancial 
rewards and greaterprestige in society. 

The above propositions are based on the fact that in modern sncieties achie\,ement values 
have replaced ascriptive criteria. In these societies apersgn's merit is more i~nportant than 
his or her birth. The occupatioiis are arranged hierarchically and those at the top have 
greater rewards and prestige than those below. This system of higher rewards, along with 
the fact that all can compete for these rewards and only those who are conlpetalt will get 
them, provides motivation to people to strive to performbetter. Howe\,er the most 
important condition for such a system to survive is that there is social consensus on the 
importance of the different occupations. This means that the ranking of occupations in 
tenns of their superiority is based on the value consensus of that society. 

It may be argued that an engineer in a factory is no different than a skilled worker, hence 
the higher reward for the engineer is not justified. Davis and Moore would argue that the 
engineer is functionally more inlportant because he has the skills of a skilled worker in 
addition to his other skills which the skilled worker does not possess. Hence though an 
engheet can be a skilled worker, a skilled worker cannot becorne an engineer The second 
measure is the "degree to which other positions are dependent on the one in question". 
Thus an engineer in a factory is more important than the workers are because they are 
dependent on his for direction in their work. 
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Box 6.02 

Davis and Moore noted that there could he i~ problem in deciding which positions 
are functionally more important than others. It is possible that ;I position that is 
highly rewarded may not necessarily be functionally importilnt. This in filct is 
one of the weaknesses of the theory that has been pointed out by its critics ( we 
shall deal with this in more detail in the next section). Davis itnd Moore suggest 
that there are ways of measuring whether a superior position is functionally 
important or  not. 



Parsons and Davis In brief, Davis and Moore have carried forward Parsons views on stratification by 
clarifyingthe reasons for social inequality. They have tried to show that the system of 
stratification based on unequal rewards and prestige are necessary for maintaining order in . I 
society and ensuring its progress. 

I 

6.5 CRITICISM OF DAVIS AND ~ O O R E ' S  THEORY 

On the face of it the Davis-Moore theory appear rational and realistic. After all in all 
societies whichbelieve in social and occupational mobility. This is in contrast to a society 
where there is no mobility as people are assigned roles accordance with their birth. In 
India too the Constitution grants equal rights to all citizens. It bans discrimination on the 
basis of caste, race, religion and gender. This is similar to most modern societies where a 
person's ability is more important than his birth. Under these circumstances the Davis- 
Moore theory appears realistic as it offers an eqlanation for the esisting inequalities in 
society. There have been several criticisnls of this theory. In fact after it was published in 
the America1 Journal ofSociology in 1945, it aroused a great deal of interest. Several well- 
known sociologists of that time reacted by writing articles either in support or in criticism 
or the theory. As a result this journal had a special issue containing these articles. It is 

Turnill began his criticism with the statement that functionally important positions are 
highly rewarded. While it was a fact that rewards were unequal as some received more 
reward and prestige than other's it could not be categorically stated that these positions are 
functionally more important. It is possible that some workers in a factory are more 
necessary for maintaining production than their managers are, though the managers are 
better rewarded. In such cases if the workers are removed production will be hampered but 
if some managers are removed it may be still possible to maintain production. Therefore, 
how could functional importance of a position be measured'? A society needs doctors, 
lawyers, workers and farmers. Each of these positions are functionally inlportant for the 
existence of a society. Davis and Moore have not provided the means of measuring the 
functional importance of these positions. In fact some sociologists argue that the 
importance of position is a matter of opinion and not an objective criteria. 

Tumh argues that unequal rewards to people may not necessarily stem from the functional 
in~ortance of positions. The role of power in determining the importance of positions and 
thereby appropriating higher rewards is also in also important means of deternlining the 
rewards. For example in India workers in the organised sector are better paid and get more 
social security than the workers in the unorganised sector. This is nuinly because the 
fornler are unionised and have greater bargaining power than the latter who are not 
unionised and hence have little protection. The type of work done by workers in both 
sectors is sinlilar but the rewards as well as the prestige are higher in the organised sector. 
Hence power play a more important role in determining higher rewards than functional 

Tumin challenges the justification of higher rewards on the basis that these positions 
involve greater training. He argues that training does not necessarily mean sacrifice as the 
individuals also learn new skills, gain knowledge and thereby benefit. Moreover the 
rewards for such cases are disproportionate to the sacrifices made during training. 

The proportion that unequal rewards help to motivate people in inlproving their work is 
also not true according to Tumin. In reality there are barriers to motivation. The system of 
stratification does not allow the talented people to have equal access to better 
opportunities. Social discrimination is present in every society and this acts as a barrier. In 
India where social inequalities are higher it is difficult for the child of a poor person to get 
better education in order to improve his position. This is true in America as well where 
Afro-Americans and coloured people are economically worse off and hence they cannot 
compete for betterpositions. 

There is every possibility that in a system of unequal rewards, those who receive higher 
rewards will ensure that their children get the same rewards. They will also create barriers 2 1 



Explaining Socjal Stratification to prevent other from getting into the same positions that their children are in. Doctors may 
be interested in getting their children into the profession. They will not only try to ensure 
that their children'get in but will also try and prevent other children from getting into 
profession. T.B. Bottomore in his study Elites and Societies shows that even in developed 
countries such as Britain and France where the stratification system in nmre open an 
overwhelming majority of the civil servants were children of civil servants. 

The fact is that those at the bottom of the social hierarchy do not have access to the 
improving their knowledge and skills which will make them competent ellough to get the 
better position. Tumin notes that motivation through unequal rewards can be possible in a 
system "where there is genuinely equal access to recruitment and training for all 

. pot~ntially talented that differential rewards can conceivable by justified as functionally 
important. This is rarely possible in most societies." Hence he asserts that "stratification 
systems are apparently antagonistic to the development of such full equality of 
opportunity." Tumin therefore argues that those already receiving diierential positions can 
manipulate functionally important positions. Hence Tumin tries to prove that the 
functional theory of social stratification is not realistic. , 

6.6 LET US SUM UP 

Social stratification exists in all societies. Every society has its hierarchy in which the 
different individuals are placed. The main problems for the structural functionalists, such as 
Talcott Parsons. Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore, was how individuals occupy these 
different positions, and who do we need these difference They concluded that 
stratification was not only inevitable in all societies but it was also very necessary for them 
as it promoted stability and order. 

Talcott'Parsons tried to explain that all members of society accepted these inequalities 
because they believed that this was the only way order and stability could be maintained. 
Therefore the pattern of social stratification and social inequality become a p~art of the 
values of that society. He stressed on the role of the value consensus in detem~ining the 
nature of stratification in a social systenl. 

Davis and Moore extended Parsons argument and tried to examine why certain positions 
carry different degrees of prestige. They found that positions which are functionally more 
important for society carry higher rewards and greater prestige. They explained the 
reasons for this. 

This criticism put forth by Melvin Tumin of Davis and Moore's propositions show that 
functional importance in not the only criteria for deciding on which positiolzs carry higher 
rewards. There are other factors such as power and status based on birth. Even the so 
called open societies are influenced by these criteria. He challenges all the mnajor 
propositions in the theory' and he feels that stratification can become a~ztagonising to 
membefs of society. 

6.7 'KEY WORDS 

Value consensus : Agreement by all members of a social system on what 
is accepted for all. 

Functional Prerequisites : Those values that are necessary for promoting order 
and stability and thus necessary for the survival of that 
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Pars'ons and Davis 6.8 FURTHER READINGS 

R. Bendix and S.M. Lipset (eds.), Class, Status and Power, Routledge and Kegan Paul 

6.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 

' 1) Functionalist theory explains how a society is able to survive. The functionalists 
view society as an organism with various parts. Each of the part is separate but they 
form an integrated whole, and contribute to its stability. Thus the system of 
stratification in a society is also necessary for its integration and stability. 

2) Values are shared beliefs. Thus values consensus emerges because all members of a 
society want order and stability in their daily life. Thus order, stability and 
co-operation are based on the value consensus. This value system is what creates 
ranking and creates stratification. Thus it is the value system which creates 
stratification in a soceity. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1 )  This basic requirement for any society is to allocate various different roles effectively. 
There are four aspects to these: 

i) all role8 in society must be filled. 

ii) the most conipetent people must fill these positions. 

iii) Training for the job is necessary. 

iv) Roles must be performed consciously. 

2) i) False 

iii) False 
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UNIT 7 COSER AND DAHRENDORF ON 

- SOCIAL CLASSES 

Structure 

7.0 Objectives 

7.1 Introduction 

7.2 L. Coser and R. Dahrendorf 

7.2.1 L. Coser 
7.2.2 Function of Conflict 
7.2.3 Conflicts and kjections 

7.3 Class Conflict 

7.4 Ralph Dahrendorf 

7.4.1 Capitalism andhdus~al  Society 
7.4.2 Decomposition of Capital Stock 
7.4.3 Decomposition of Labour 
7.4.4 Social Mobility and Egalitarian Principles 

7.5 Towards a Theory of Class Conflict 

7.5.1 Basic Assumptions ofIntqration and Contlict 'Iheories 
7.5.2 Dahrendoff s Theory 
7.5.3 Dahrendorf on Social Class 
7.5.4 Consequences for Social Structure 

7.6 LetUsSumUp 

7.7 Key Words 

7.8 Further Readings 

7.9 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

7.0 OBJECTIVES 

After reading this unit you should be able to indicate : 

the functions of conflict; 

dahrendorf's theory of capitalism; 

the difference between Marx's conception of capitalism and that of Ddrendorf; and 

compare Coser's theory with that of Dahrendorf's theory. 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

Two opposing theoretical formulations namely Functionalism and Conflict theory have 
dominated sociological theorising. These have been projected as mutually exclusive, both 
in terms of domain assumptions as also in terms of their background/ideological 
assumptions. Functionalism has been seen as a conservative, status-quoist theory, whereas 
Conflict theory is a radical, progressive one. The debate over which of the two orientations 
is the appropriate one has led to a convergence between them. The works of Coser and 
Dahrendorf indicate it. It is particularly so when they examine the phenomenon of social 
stratification. Both draw heavily upon Man, but tend to diverge from him. It must be 
mentioned that Coser's focus was on the study of positive consequences of group conflict 
and class conflict being a mere variant. On the other hand class and class conflict are the 
primary focus of Dahrendorf. 



Coser ai~d Dnhrendore 
or1 Social Classes 

I 

7.2 L. COSER AND R. DAHRENDORF 

We now turn to specifi&lly examine each of these thinkers 

7.2.1 Coser 

As functionalism generally and functional theories of stratification, particularly becoming 
increasingly popular, a small nuniber of scholars began to point out its shortcomings. One 
of the most telling criticisms was directed against the assunlption that social systems are 
organised on the basis of a broadbased consensus around a system of values. Harmonious 
functioning of diverse substructures constituted the niodel. 

At the empirical level however, it was quite evident that conflicts of various kind and 
intensity between and within groups were continually taking place. How does one account 
for this a~lomaly? Are conflicts merely an abberation, a passing case of deviance which 
can be taken care of by the built-in mechanism of social control in the social system'? Or 
are conflicts as much a characteristic feature of the system as consensus'? If the latter is the 
case, the11 what is the relation between the two'? It is this question that Coser was 
concerned with. b 

Inspired by Georg Simmel's pioneering work in the area of inter group relations, Coser 
sees conflict playing a positive, functional role. Coser begins his argument first put forth 
by Simmel that conflict performs two functions: First, it establishes the identity of groups 
within the system. It strengthens group consciousness one makes them aware that they are 
separate from the 'others' they are opposing. It is quite close to what Parsons calls 
boundary maintenance. Secondly, 'reciprocal repulsions' a phrase used by Simmel, create 
a balance between groups and thereby contribute to the functioning stability of the social 
system as a whole. . 
Although the twin functions of conflict are applicable to all cases of goup conflict, these 
are particularly apt for understanding conflict between stratified groups-castes and classes 

7.2.2 Function of Conflict 

The function of conflict in establishing and maintaining group identities is quite clear in 
~ a r x ' s  theoly of class For him classes constitute themselves only through conflict with 
another class. Individuals may store common objective positions with others and yet may 
not be aware of the communality of interests. It is a class-in-itself. They become a class i.e. 
class for itself, only when they carry out a common battle against another class. 

Let us now turn to the caste system and the role of conflict within it. Let us recall the 
second function mentioned above, namely 'reciprocal repulsions'. Coser believes that 
conflict between castes not only establishes distinctiveness and separateness of the various 
castes but also ensures the stability of the total Indian social structure 

This is possible as a result of a balance of claims made by rival competing castes Members 
of the same caste are drawn together in a solidarity resulting from their conmion hostility 
and rejection of members of other castes. Hierarchy of positions in the system is 
maintained because of the rejection by the subgroups or castes in the society of each other. 

7.2.3 Conflicts and Rejections 

The discussion so far has focussed on the conflicts and rejections of strata and castes of one 
another imd the functional consequences following from them. To recapitulate, two such 
functions have been mentioned. First conflict with other groups leads to integration and 
solidarity within the group. Secondly, the system as a whole is maintained by a balance of 
aversions the groups have for one another. 
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Activity 1 

Discuss with other stydents the question of conflict. Can conflict have ;I function? 
Write your thoughts in your noteboolc 

Explaining Social Stratification 

An important qualifications is required at this stage for the foregoing disc~~ssion. 
Sometimes, out-groups instead of becoming targets of hostility and rejection. actually 
become positive reference groups to the group kl question (cf. Merton). The out-group may 
be emulated for purposes of becoming its member in future. Merton calls this anticipatory 
socialisation. Coser, however, believes that such may not bethe case for the caste system 
where caste positions are fixed for life and there is little possibility of m o \ ~ i ~ ~ g  from one 
caste to another. M.N. Srinivas believes, however, that aritually lower caste iilay try to 
adopt the rituals and life styles of higher castes in order to improve the position of the caste 
in the hierarchy of castes. This he calls the process of 'sanskritisation'. 

The open class .system, has bounded strata; some movement, both upward and downward is 
possible. Such mobility, in fact, is an ideal, although in practice there may not be 
substantial movement. In such a situation, hostility between classes is mixed with positive 
attraction to the higher classes. The sentiments of hostility towards higher classes do not 
necessarily mean rejection of the values of these groups but represent a 'sour grapes' 
attitude: 'that which is condemned is secretly coveted'. 

7.3 CLASS CONFLICT 

So far we have talked mainly about the feelings or sentiments of hostilitv towards other 
strata. Such negative feelings emerge due to the unequal distribution of privileges. At this 
stage it is desirable to distinguish between hostile sentiments, feelings or attitudes on one 
hand and conflict on the other. Conflict is an interaction between two or   no re persons or 
groups. Negative feelings or hostility do not ilecessarily lead to conflict interaction. 

If this be so, then we nuy ask the question as to the conditions under which llostile feelings 
lead to their acting out in conflict. Coser believes that hostility between groups erupts in 
case unequal distribution of rights is not considered legitimate. The underpriviged group 
must first become aware that the rights and privileges to which it is entitlcd are being 
denied to it. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) What function does Coser see in hostility and conflict, write down your answer in 
about five lines. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

2) According to Coser conflict with other groups leads to 

i) integration and solidarity 

ii) open hostilities 

iii) disintegrkon 

iv) revolution 

In any system of inequality, an ideology upholding it is an invariable concoilunitant. The 
negatively privileged group must reject totally any such justificatory ideology. Only if such 

26 conscious rejection of legitimate order takes place can feelings be translated into action. 



Coser and Dnhrendorf 
~ I I  Social Classes 

It should ~nlnlediately occur to you that Coser's analysis of conflict interaction closely 
resemble:, that of Max, especially the transfornlation of 'class-in-itself' to a 'class-for- 
itself' Coser states that when social structures are no longer felt to be legitilllate, 
individuals with similar objective positions will come, tluough conflict. and form self 
conscious groups which have similar interests. (You will see later that a similar position is 
taken by Dahrendorf also). 

7.4 R. DAHRENDORF 

One of tlie major contributioirs to a study or classes and class conflicts lias come from Ralf 
Dahrendorf, a Genllan sociologist, in his seminal work 'Class and Class Conflict in 
Industrial society'. This work is based on a reasoned critique of M a n ' s  writings on class 
What Daluendorf has done is to initially show which of fonl~ulations are tenable 
and whicl~ untenable and then go on to provide a theory of class, class conflict and 
structured change 

I11 this section we shall briefly look at his contribution 

7.4.1 Capitalism and Industrial Society 

One of the first issues which Dahrendorf has taken up for analysis is the nature of 
capitalisn~ and the classes within it He has shown that capitalisn~ inerely signifies one 
form of industrial society. The two main elements of capitalisin for M a n  are private 
property in means of production and regulation of productive process by private contract 
(or management or i~iitiative). In other words esse~ltially a combination of private 
ownership and factual control of the instrument of production. 

Marx's analysis of classes and class conflicts is based on the above nlentioned 
characteristics of capitalism If it can be shown that there are no inore operative, than his 
theory is of little value today. 

7.4.2 I)ecomposition of Capital Stock 

The emer{:ence and spread on a wide scale of joint stock conlpanies raise serious questions 
about owliership and control of industrial enterprises with which was concerned. 
The roles of owner and nunager. originally conlbined in the position of capitalist, have 
been separated-stockholder i.e owner, and executive. The owner does not have a defined 
role in the authority structure of the orgallisation and those who have it do not necessarily 

The legitimacy of managerial authority stems not from ownership but from the 
bureaucratic organisation itself The effect of this development on class conflict includes a 
change in the domposition of groups participating in conflict, a change in the issues that 
cause conflict and also in the patterns of coiflict. 

7.4.3 1)ecomposition of Labour 

Just as there bas been a decomposition of capital, there has also been a decomposition of 
labour. M;m had believed that with the growth of capitalism the workers will become 
more and tnore unsullied, impoverished and homogeneous and will thus act in unison 
against a unified capitalist class. On the contrary, the workers have become more 
differentiated Not only is there a sharp distinction between unskilled and semiskilled 
workers there is a growing proportion of highly skilled workers. Consequently the 
earnings and functions differ widely among them. 

Let us also not forget the emergence of the new middle class-the white collar salaried 
eillployee. Although the salaried employee occupied a middle position in terms of income 
and prestige, from the point of a theory of conflict there a n  be no nuddle class. Where 
does it belong then in a relation of conflict? This is a1 important question because the 
name middle class is quite varied in its conlposition-from doctors and engineers on one 
hand and a clerk, office boy on the other. In a coixflict situation which anlong them will be 
'haves' and which 'have nots"? Dahrendorfbelieves that those in the bureaucratic hierarchy 
belong to iuling class and the white collar worker and others to the working class. 
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Explaining Social Stratification 7.4.4 Socia] Mobility and Egalitarian Principles 

Apart form the decomposition of capital and labour and the einergence of a deconlposed 
ilew middle class, social mobility has also militated against the hon~ogeilisatioil of classes. 
Marx had believed drat the status an individual occupies in society is deter~nined by his 
failuly origin and the positioil of his parents. In post capitalist societies tlds is not tile case. 
There has been considerable social inability both intergenerational as well as in(ra- 
generational. what this meals for class conlposition is that the classes \+ill be unstable. 
Hence the intensity of class conflict diiiunishes. While this is likely to be the case, let us 
not foget that it does not eliminate the possibility of class coiflict. 

Activity 2 

How is the modern world different from Marx's ideas. Tallt to peol)le and note 
down your thoughts in your notehoolc 

Yet another important factor that has militated against the kind of class conflict engulfing 
the entire society wldch mux had visualised, is the egalitarian principle hl the political 
sphere. Freedom of association has allowed the trade unions and political parties to take 
up conflict resolution in other than the direction ofviolent class conflicts. Negotiated 
settlements in institutionalised frame work was possible. The working class. at least in the 
organised sector, has been able to secure considerable benefits. 

To recapitulate tlle critique of M a n  suggested by Daluendorf. The predictioils Marx had 
made about honlogenisation of classes and the pauperisation or working class giving rise 
to intense and violent class conflicts has not been borne out by the historical 
developments, since his time. Three features are of particular inlport;ulcc First. there has 

. been decomposition of both labour and capital and a new middle class llas emerged 
Secondly. social mobility has made movement of individuals from one class to another 
possible. It works against the stability of classes, which in turn reduces the intensity of 
class conflict. Thirdly, equality in the political sphere has allowed cla'ss struggles to be 
canied out within institutionalised frame works and not necessarity tl~rough class wars. 
Since ownership of property and control are seperated and the proletariat is deconlposed 
we cannot visualise an entire society divided in two large warring canlps. Classes and 
conflicts will renuin in poor capitalist societies but their nature will be quite different 
froin what M a n  had formulated. 



7.5 TOWARDS A THEORY OF CLASS CONFLICT Coser and Dahrendorf 
on Social Classes 

Having shown the shortcomings of the applkability of Marx's theory of class conflict to 
Industrial societies, due to changed conditions Dahrendorf goes on then to suggest his own 
formulations on the subject. 

In the theoretical corpus of sociology, there have been two distinct orientations. First is the 
Integration theory of society and second, the Coercion theory of society. 

7.5.1 Basic Assumptions of Integration and Coercion Theories 

The former is founded on four basic assumptions: 

i) Every society is a relatively persistant, stable structure of elements. 

ii) .Every society is an i l l  integrated structure of elements. 

iii) Every element in a society has a function, i.e. renders contribution to its maintenance 
as a system. 

iv) Every functioning social structure is based on a consensus of values among its 
members. 

The latter i.e. the Coercion theory also exhibits four levels: 

i) Every society is at every point subject to processes change; social change is 
ubiquitious. 

ii) Every society displays at every point dissensus and conflict; social conflict is 
ubiquitious. 

iii) Every element in a society renders a contribution to its disintegration and change. 

iv) Every society is based on the coercion of some if its members by others. 

He considers both models as complementary rather than competing. For the explanation of 
formation of conflict groups the second model is appropriate. Given this assumption, 
Dahrendorf then goes on to provide a set of ideas in the form of propositions. Subsequent 
analysis and empirical verifications will be needed. 

7.5.2 Dahrendorf's Theory 

Let us examine the ideas contained in his 'Theory of Social Classes and Class Conflict'. 

The objective of the exercise is an examination and explanation of structure changes in 
terms of group conflict. Since the primary interest is on conflict and its consequences, 
following the coercion model, it is taken as present throughout social structure i.e. 
ubiquitous. All the elements of the social structure e.g. roles, institutions norms have to do 
something or other with instability and change. [One may legitimately ask the counter 
question; How is there unity and coherence then? The answer will be: 'coercion and 
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Check Your Progress 2 

1) In which way does Dahrendorf s theory differ from that of Marx. Answer using about 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 



Those who have authority dominate others. Domination is possession of authority. 
Corollarily, exclusion from authority is subjection. Combining the etements of 
authority, domination and objection, the domain of enquiry, the imperatively 
coordinated association is defined. Any association in which live members are 
subject to authority relations will be called an Imperatively Coordinated 
Association, (I.C.A. will be used subsequently). It will show asymmetry of relations 
in terms of domination and subjection. 

Explaining Social Stratification 2) Say true or false. 

i) Marx advocated the decomposition of capital 

ii) Dahrendorf feels that class conflict will lead to revolution 

iii) Marx points out that capital leads to Imperatively Coordinated Associations 

iv) Class conflict has consequences for the social structure. 

Every theory, however rudimentary it may be, uses a set of concepts which have to be 
clearly defined so that the statements showing the inter relationships can be clearly 
understood. Dahrendorf is one of the rare authors who has deliberately chosen to practice 
what the methodologists often preach but seldom practice. 

Since it is a theory dealing with conflict concepts like power, authority have to find a 
place. 

Following, Max Weber, Authority (i.e. legitimate power) then is the probability that an 
order with specific content will be obeyed by a given group of persons. Let it be 
emphasized that authority is confined to a specific organisation or group. The manager of 
factory 'A' cannot have aut'lority over workers of factory 'B'. It is confined to his factory 
only. 

Box 7.01 

Following Marx's ideas on the existential basis of consciousness, class conscious~ess and 
fake class consciousness (cf "class-in-itself' and "class-for-itself') Dahrendorf 
distinguishes between latent and manifest interest. 

Latent interests are those interests about which the incumbents of the two espousing , 

positions of domination and subjection are unaware. In contrast the manifest interests are 
articulate and conscious to the individual and lead to opposition to the other. 
Corresponding to the two kind of interests, collectivities can be classified. The collectivity 
of individuals having common latent interests is called a quasi group, on the other hand. 
that which shares manifest interests is called interest groups. 

Quasi group-b Interest group 

Latent interests-Manifest interests . 

(note that if latent interests become manifest due to structural dynamics of opposition, 
quasi groups become interest groups) 

Having defined these terms Dahrendorf is now ready to define social class. (Remember 
that ownership will not figure in it as in Marx) 

7.5.3 Dahrendorf on Social Class 

Social classes then are such organised or unorganised collectivities which share latent or 
manifest interests which arise from the authority structure of imperatively coordinated 
associations (I.C.A.) 



A few important points to note are: C ~ ~ s e r  i ~ n d  Dahrendorf 
on Social Classes 

i) Social class does not enconlpass all or even most nlenlbers of a society as a whole. It 
has relevance only for the given ICA. 

ii) Given the authority structure of an ICA of domination and subjection, only two 
classes are emergent. 

iii) Social classes are always conflict groups. 

Group conflict is the antagonistic relationship between organised collectivities as is based 
on patterns of social structure. (Not randonh not based on psychological factors). In a given 
I.C.A. class conflict which arised fromthe authority structure is endenuc and ubiquitous. 
The presence and acting out of class conflict has consequences for structural change. This 
change can be in the social institutions and/or nomx and values. Change can take place in 
varying degrees of suddenness or radicalness or both. (Note the departure from Marx 
fornlulation that structural change is always revolutionary i.e. sudden, radical and violent). 

A model of conflict group fonnation. 'In very imperatively coordinated association, two 
quasi groups united by common latent interests can be distinguished. Their orientations of 
interest are determined by possession of or exclusion from authority. From these quasi 
groups, interest groups are recmited, the articulate programs of which defined or attack 
the legitimacy of exciting authority structures. In any given association, two such 
groupings are in conflict'. (Dahrei~dorf, 1959: 183-84) 

7.5.4 Consequences for Social Structure 

Once conflict groups of the class type are formed in an I.C.A. i.e. in twp opposing groups, 
how does the conflict interaction proceed? What will be the consequences for the social 
structure in which group conflict is rooted? There are the questions that any theory of 
conflict has to answer. Daluendorf has attempted to do so. 

To begin with one asks the question regarding the intensity of conflict (which involves 
i 
I 'costs' in case of defeat which factors affect it positively and negatively. Dahrendorf 

believes that the intensity of class conflict decreases to the extent that conditions for class 
organisation are present and vice versa. For example, if the workers havt, opportunities of 
forming unions and negotiate with nlanagement, the worker nmagement conflicts will be 

I- less intense. Sinularly in states where people can freely form parties and civic association 
will have less intense conflict, similarly, intensity of group conflict will diminich when the 
classes hi different associations are not superimposed. For example the factory workers are 

1 also not from an ethnic minority or low caste. If there is superimposition of the two, the 
I conflict will be more intense. 
, 

I The intensity of class conflict is also affected by the fact of whether or not different group 
1 conflicts in the same society are dissociated. As an example let us suppose that there are 

three major kind of conflicts in a society: class conflict, ethnic conflict and regional, say, I north-south conflict. If the incumbants of position of domination are also from dominant 
etlmic group and from the north, and those of subjection from a particular subordiate 

Box 7.02 

It is to be noted that if the distribution of rewards and of authority are dissociated, 
then also the intensity of class conflict will diminish. Although the exercise of 
authority and ownership of property tend to coincide, it need not necessarily be 
so. Those in authority mily not own the means of production yet the workers may 
own shares in the company which employs them. Social mobility does influence 
the intensity of class conflict. It tends to decrease to the extent the classes are 
open and not closed. In a caste society where avenues of upward mobility are 
permanently closed, the intensity of conflict is likely to be higher than in an open 
class society. The caste conflicts in Bihar are a good example. 



Explaining Social Stratification Having discussed the factors that affect the intensity of class conflict, Dahrendorf, then 
moves on to examine the variables affecting the violence of conflict. We have seen earlier, 
that he rejects Marx's position that all class conflicts are violent. It also does not mean 
that it is absent. What is believd is that the degree of violence varies from peaceful to 
bloody revolutionary conflict. 

The conditions of class organisation prevelant in an ICA is negatively related to the 
violence of class conflict (cf unionisation and peaceful collective bargaining in a factory). 
Dahrendorf also believes that if relative deprivation replaces absolute deprivation in the 
subject classes, theviolence of class conflict is reduced. Yet another factor affecting the 
degree of violence is the regulation of conflict, By regulation of conflict is meant the 
mechanisms and procedures that deal with the expression of conflict and not either with its 
resolution or suppression. To begin with, both parties must recognise that the conflict is 
real and necessary. Callingthe other party's claim as 'unrealistic' is not regulation. It must 
be recognised that the 'other' has a case. Conflict regulation is more likely to occur when 
the opposing groups are organised as interest groups. In case of unorganised groups 
regulation is difficult. For example if there is only one workers' union in a factory, both the 
management and workers can work out effective strategies for dealing with the issues 
involved in conflict. 

Finally, if both the parties agree on certain formal 'iules of the game', conflict is better 
regulated. As in most democratic countries of the would India has evolved procedures for 
industrial conflict regulation e.g. negotiations, mediations, arbitration and adjudication; 
strike being the last resort. 

As class conflict takes place in an association, given its varying intensity and violence, it 
has consequences for the structure. Two kind of structure changes have been identified by 
Dahrendorf. suddeness and radicalness. The term structure change is to be applied when 
there are changes in the personnel of positions of domination and sub.jectio11 in 1.C.A.s. 
An extreme case will be when all the positions of authority are takes over by nlenlbers of 
the erstwhile subject class, such as for example, in a revolution. More oftell tlxm not, 
however, there is partial replacement. 

By radicalness of structure change is meant the significance of consequences and 
ramifications of such change. It should be noted that many sudden changes nlay not 
necessarily be radical. For example a coup de tat by one general against another will bring 
about considerable changes in personnel, but will heavily change either the institutional or 
the nonnative order prevalent in the state. 

7.6 LET US SUM UP 

The 'Grand Theory' of Marx with its global vision and revolutionary zeal 1x1s had strong 
emotional reactions both positive and negative. It has changed the course of human 
history. Over the years however there has been a quiet dispassionate esa~lunatioll of his 
writings. 

M m ' s  vision of total social tpnsformation of the inequitous, inhumat1 capitalist system 
by a revolutionary well organised working class hasn't really worked out. The concepts of 
class and class conflict that he had used have had tremendous impact, 11 social sciences. 
Many scholars adopted them in their entirety; some with modification. 

Both Coser and Dahrendorfbelong to the later category. Both of them see the sigruf~cance 
of class, but not its nature. The entire society may not be divided in two warring classes. 
They are 'groups' in a society having interests which are opposed to those of other groups. 
Conflict is not merely positional, it is interactive; not only structural but also processual. It 
also has a psychological counterpast in interest, consciousness, and in emotional costs. 
Finally, it has consequences for the social structure. These may beboth positive and 



7.7 KEY WORDS Coser nnd Dahrendoti 
on Socis11 Classes 

Capitalism : The system in which there are owners of the means of produc- 
tion and the workers. This leads to an exploitation of the latter 
by the former. 

Conflict : The opposing stance and action of two or more antogonists 
groups 

Egalitarian : The principle that each individual/group must have equal status 
and opportunity. 

Decoml)osition : The breaking down of a class or group into smaller groups, e.g. 
that of labour and capital based groups. 

Function : The part a component plays in the integration of a whole e.g. 
the part economy plays in integrating society. - 

7.8 FURTHER READINGS 

Coser, A. 1956. Function of Social Conflict. London. Routeledge and Kegan Paul. 

Dahrendorf, R. 1959. Class and Class Conjlict in Industrial Society. London. Routeledge 
and Kegan Paul. 

7.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Conflict has several functions. Firstly conflict with other groups leads to integration 
and solidarity within the same group. Furtherthe whole system is maintained by what 
may be termed as a balance of aversions the groups have for the another. However 
sometimes what happei~s is that an out group@) instead of creating a hostile response 
actually becomes apositive reference group. This is called anticipatory socialization, 
and has been stressed even in the caste system through the process termed 
' Sanskritization'. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) The theory of Marx predicts revolutionary change due to p~l~ariuization of classes in the 
system of capitalism. Dahrendorfpoints out due to deconlposition of labour and 
capital, and due to social mobility such a revolution and polarization of classes will 
no1 occur. Thus industrial society defuses the tensioils through the various piocesses 
mentioned above. 

2) i) False 

ii) False 

iii) False 

iv) True. 
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8.0 OBJECTIVES 

After reading this unit you should be able to : 

provide contemporary perspectives on social stratification; 

outline the grand synthesis of Berghe; 

describe the Systems Theory of Luhmann; and 

- discuss the power and priviledge theory of Lenski. 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

This lesson attempts to use the method of dialectics to understand the progress made in 
the literature on the subject of social stratification. Our specific focus will be on the 
writings of three sociologists Pierrie van den Berghe, N. Luhmann and Gerhard Lenski, 
who have tried to go beyond the existing polarities in the theories of social stratification 
and have attempted to synthesize them into a unified theory. We shall first identify the two 
opposing viewpoints on the phenomenon of social inequality, i.e., the conservatives who 
advocate that social inequalities are natural and justified and the radicals who believe in 
principle of treating all human beings equa!ly and see this as an achievable social and 
political goal. We can observe two parallel trends in the sociological literature on social 
stratification as well: the structural-functionalism representing the conservative trend and 
the conflict or the Marxist approach representing the radical perspective. In the following 
sections we shall see how a syntheses of the two opposing theories have been attempted by 
the above mentioned three sociologists 



8.2 SOCIALSTRATIFICATION: DIVERGENT 
v 

Theories of Stratification : 

EXPLANATIONS OF THE SAME PHENONIENON 

Social inequality or social stratification is a universal phenomenon. Some degree of 
inequality in property, prestige and power is found virtually in all the contenlporary 
societies. The available historical evidence suggests that such inequalities had been 
characteristic of the past societies as well. Further, inequalities are socially pattenled and 
there is some degree of legitiinacy granted to then1 by the society. In other words, laws and 
norms of a given collectivity govenl the prevailing systems of inequality. It is for this 
reason that the phenonlenon of social stratification has been an iillportant question for 
sociologists and the other social scientists. They have written a great deal on the subject. 
both in terms of descriptive accounts of the prevailing structures and practices of 
illequalities in different societies as well as in ternls of providing explanations or 
theorizing the phenomenon. 

Apart froill sociologists and other social scientists, the phenomenon of social inequality 
has been a major concern among lay thinkers, philosophers and religious leaders for a 
long time. While certain religions; such as Hinduism, justifv inequalities anlong the 
different caste groups, other religious philosophies preached against practicing inequality 
and appealed to their follocvers to treat all h u n m  individuals equally. Sinlilarly, the 
illodenl Western thinkers and philosophers have also been divided on the sub.ject. There 
have been debates on the question 'whether it is right and justified to treat human beings 
differently and reward thein unequally'?' We can identity two different positions on the 
subject. While some have taken a conservative position, others have developed a critique 
of the existing systems of inequalities and have offered radical alternatives (Lenslski, 1966). 

The conservative thinkers of nlodenl Europe tried to argue that since social inequalities 
are found everywhere, they are natural and inevitable. In other words, they justified the 
existence of inequalities on various grounds. Adam Smith, a leading liberal philosopher of 
t l ~e  nlodern West and founder of the modem econonlics, justified social inequalities by 
arguing in favour of the free market system. The market place where individuals pursue 
their private interests without :my interference of political authority or moral principle of 
distribution tests the capabilities of different individuals and rewards them differently 
depending on their conlpetence. 

Similarly, those influenced by Darwin's theory of natural selection also justified the 
existence of inequalities anlong men. The social Darwinians argued that individual men 
were sifted and sorted like plant and animal species. Through this process of selection, 
those who possessed better qualities rose to positions of prominence in society while others 
formed the working masses. W.G. Su~nner, for example, argued in his well-known book 
Folkways that 'class based inequalities were essentially a measure of the social worth of 
men, which in turn was basically a measure of their native ability'. The well-known 
Italian scholar Gaetano Mosca was another proponent of the conservative thesis. He too 
insisted that inequalities were an inevitable fact of life. Since human societies could never 
function without political organization, these organizations necessarily led to inequalities 
in power. 

Howex~er, there has also been a long tradition of radical thinking in the modem Westem 
philosophy that argues against the conservative position. Tlie radicals have all along been 
emphasizing on the point that treating human beings unequally was morally wrong. They 
have also been arguing that it was possible to build a society where all individuals could be 
treated equally with equal rights. Scholars like Locke and Rousseau strongly argued that 
in inodenl denlocracies, all human beings should possess equal political rights. Among all 
(he classical lhinkers of modem Europe, it is in the writings of Marx and Engels that we 
find a most systematic and well-developed critique of tlle conservative position. In their 
writings on the political economy of capitalist development, they also offered a radical 
anti-thesis of the conservative or the "liberal bourgeois" position in form of the socialist 

Tuwards a Synthesis Lenski, 
Luhnlann, Berghe 



Explaining Sdcial Stratification 8.3 THE CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON STRATIFICATION 

As mentioned above, we can observe interesting parallels in the manner in which the , 
phenomenon of social inequality was eqlained by classical thinkers of illodeni Europe and 
the ways in which contemporary sociological theories deals with the stlb,ject of social 
stratification. The two dominant perspectives on tlie subject, the functioilalist theory and 
the conflict theory, resemble very closely the conservative and radical viewpoints presented 
above. Both these perspectives begin with a normative position on the stlb.ject. The 
functionalist perspective or the consensus approach emphasizes on the inevilability of 
social inequality and the positive function that it performs for the social system. The . 
coiflict theory, on the other hand, looks at the phenomenon in ternls of interests that the 
given structpres of inequality in a particular society fulfil of certain individuals and groups 
at the cost of others. Hence they highlight the illegitimacy and the negalive side of it. 

8.4 THE FUNCTIONALIST PERSPECTIVE 

As we know, the functionalist or the structural-functioilalist theories tend to look at society 
as an organically integrated systein where different parts or units work Lo fulfil the 
essential needs of the system. They look at social stratification too in functionalist ternls, 
i.e. in terms of the needs that the patterns of social inequality fulfil for the society as a 
whole. Thus for them social inequality is not merely an inevitable fact but also essential 
requirement of the system. Talcott Parsons and Kingsley Davis are the leading 
functionalist theorists who have written on social stratification. 

As inentioned above, the basic preliuse of tlie functioilalist position is thal stratification 
arises out of the needs of societies and not from the needs and desires of indi\iduals. 
According to Parsons, in every society there are certain shared values tllal arise out of the 
needs of that society. Since the needs of all societies are inore or less sinlilar, these values 
also tend to be similar the world over. What differs is the relative railkuig of these values. 
One society may value efficiency more than stability while another niay reverse the order 
but every society must value both stability as well efficiency to some degree. The system of 
social stratification is essentially an expression of the value system of that society. The 
positions that measure up to the standards set by the society are rewarded liiore than those 
that are valued less. 

Similarly, Davis argues that stratification arises in response to two specific needs conunon 
to every human society. First, the most important positions in society ought to be fulfilled 
by the most competent individuals and second, the society must reward those occupying 
important positions better than those 6ccupying less important positions. ..Social 
inequality is thus an uilconsciously evolved device by which societies inslue that the most 
important positions are conscientiously filled by the most qualified persoils . 

Davis identifies two important factors that deternune the inagnitude of rewards attached to 
highly ranked position: 1) their fuiictional iiiiportance for the society and 2) the relative 
scarcity of qualified personnel in that category.'~or example, a doctor is functionally more 
important for society than a sweeper. And being qualified to be a doctor requires longer 
period of training that makes their availability scarce in society. Hence higher rewards for 
the doctor. Since all positions can never be of equal inlportance, nor all nlen equally 
qualified for the important positions, inequality is inevitable. Not only is it inevitable, as 
Davis argues, it is necessarily beneficial to everyone since the survival slid well being of 
every individual is contingent on the survival and well being of society 

8.5 THE CONFLICT APPROACH 



--- 
Activity 1 

Do the differring functional and contlict perspectives allow for a common 
approach. If so how? Discuss with students in the study centre and write a note in 
your notebook 

In contrast to the functionlists, the conflict theories do not approach the problem of social 
stratification by identifying an abstract notion of society with its own need. They view 
society as being formed by various individuals and groups and their needs and interests. It 
is these needs and interests that become the starting point for the conflict theorists. While 
the functionalists have no place for the concept of power in their analysis of society and 
social inequality, the conflict theorists begin with the question of power. Society for them 
is a stage where struggles take place among different groups and individuals over the 
available scarce resrouces and the socially valued positions. Those who are powerful use 
their strength to comer the valued positions. Those who are powerful use their strength to 
comer  the valued resources. It is the domination of some groups over the others that 
perpetuates social inequality in society. For exanlple those who are rich are able to send 
their wards to good scllools and it is because of this that they are able to compete for the 
positions that are valued better. Since the poor cannot even afford to send their children to 
ordinary schools they can never compete with the rich and the powerful. Comparing the 
two schools of thought, Lenski writes: 

Where the fiinctionalists emphasize the common interests shared by the members of a 
society, conflict theorists emphasize the interests which divide. Where functionalists stress 
the common advantages which accrue from social relationships, conflict theorists 
enlphasize the element of domination and exploitation. Where functionalists emphasize 
consensus as the basis of social unity, conflict theorists emphasize coercion. Where 
functionalists see human societies as social systems, conflict theorists see them as stages 
on which struggles for power and privilege take place (Lenski, 1966: 16-17). 

The two schools of thought are generally seen as being totally opposed to each other. 
However, some scholars have also argued that there are inany things cornillon in the two 
perspectives. They argue that conflict and consensus are two sides of the same coin. A 
sociological theory should be able to take into account all the aspects of social reality. 
Some sociologists have even attenlpted to go beyond the polarities and develop a unified 
theory of society and social stratification that attempts to bring the two viewpoints 
together. Scholars like Dahrendorf, Lenski, Berghe and Luhnlam are among those have 
tried to go beyond the polarities and have attempted syntheses of the two perspectives. 

r 

8.6 TOWARDS A SYNTHESIS 

Theories of Stratification : 
Towards a Synthesis Lenski, 

Luhm:mn, Berghc 

It was the German philosopher, Hegel who through his theory of dialectics popularized the 
term synthesis. According to him, ideas or human th i i ing  progresses through a process 
of opposition or negation. A particular idea or a 'thesis' leads to the development of an 
opposite idea or an 'anti-thesis'. Through a process of dialectics, there emerges a 
synthesis, another idea that integrates the valid points of both, the thesis as well as the 
anti-thesis, imd approaches the question at a different level. As pointed out by Lenski, 
'whereas both thesis and anti-thesis are essentially normative theories of inequality, i.e, 
essentially concerned with moral evaluation and the question of justice, the synthesis is 
essentially analytical, i.e; concemed with empirical relationships and their causes'! Or in 
other words, while thesis and anti-thesis are arguments made foml ideological 
standpoints, synthesis relies on mobilization of empirical data. It is a result of modem 
application of the scientific method to the study of the age-old problem of human 
inequality. 

8.6.1 Early Attempts 

The earliest attempts to go beyond the conservative and radical positioils on ~e question 
of social inequality could be seen in the writings of the Gemlan sociologist, Max Weber. 
Though he did not consciously attempt a synthesis of the two traditions, his writings on 37 



Explaining Social Stratification subjects like class, power and prestige reflect an analytical treatment that illcorporates 
valid insights from both the perspectives and goes beyond the polarities or llloral 
positions. For example, in his discussion on the concept of class, though he agrees with 
Mam that it is an important aspect of the social structure, he does not subscribe to Marx's 
view that the existence of class inevitably leads to class conflict or class struggle. 
Similarly, unlike Mam, he does not look at the phenomenon of 'power' and 'prestige' as 
being always reducible.to 'class'. And still he claims that he has basically attenyted to 
advance what had been said on the structure of capitalist societies. 

Apart from Weber, one can see attempts to synthesize the two perspectives on social 
stratification in the writings of VilfredPareto, Pitirim Sorokin and Stanislaw Ossowski. 
More recently, Pierre van den Berghe, Gerhard Lenski and Luhmaul have made such 
attempts. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Compare and contrast the Conflict and Functional approaches to social stratification. 
Use about five lines for your answer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

2) Outline the early attenlpts towards a synthesis of social stratification approaches. Use 
about five lines for your answer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 
r 

8.7 PIERRE VAN DEN BERGHE 

In one of his research articles, 'Dialectic and Functionalism: Toward a Theoretical 
Synthesis' published in the American Sociological Review in 1963. Pierre van den Berghe 
tried tg identify the common elements in the two ma-jor traditions of sociological 
theorizing by using the Hegelian concept of synthesis. 

He argues that Functionalism and Marxian conflict theory each stresses one of two 
essential aspects of social reality. "Not only does each theory enlphasize one of two aspects 
of social reality which are complementary and inextricably intertwined, but sonle of the 
analytical concepts are applicable to both appraoches" (Berghe, 1963: 703). However, it is 
not enough to say that the two theories are complementary. One should be able to show 
their reconcilability. According to Berghe, by retaining and modifying elelnents of the two 
approaches, one can develop such a unified theory of society. He shows tllat t l~e two 
theories converge on four important points. 

First, both the approaches are holistic in character as they both look at society as a system 
with interrelated and interdependent ppart However. the two theories have opposite views 
on the interrelationship of different parts. While fullctionalisin einphasizes on the 



Activity 2 

What is thejustitication for a grand synthesis of stratification theories? Discuss 
with students in the study centre and write a brief note in your notebook 

reciprocal interdependence of parts, the dialectical theory talks about the co~flictual 
relations among the different parts of the system. However, both the theories have been 
criticised for overenlphasizing one at the cost of the other. The concept of system thus 
needs to include both, interdependence as well as coiflict. 

Second, their concern with regard to conflict and consensus also tends to overlap. Whereas 
functionalisn~ regards consensus as ma.jor focus of stability and integration, the dialectical 
theory views conflict as a source of disintegration and revolution. However, according to 
Berghe, thc two c a l  be reconciled into a single'theory. For exanlple, Coser has pointed to 
the integrative and stabilizing aspect of conflict. Instead of leading to disintegration, 
conflict can help the system to retain a dynamic equilibrium. Furthermore. in a number of 
societies; conflict is institutio~lalized and ritualized in a manner that seems coilducive to 
integration. In industrial societies, for example, tlie existence of trade unions of the 
working class help in regulating industrial relations and they work as safety valves against 
the possibility of a disintegrative kind of class conflict. Similarly excessive unity among 
different ~ ~ o u p s  can also lead to inter-group conflict in a plural society where diverse 
cultural groups live together. 

Thirdly, both functionalism and the conflict/dialectical theory share the evolutionary 
notion of social change. Though their notion of stages and processes iiivolved in the 
course of historical change differ, they both nevertheless believe in t l~e  idea of progress. 
While the Marxian dialectical theory visualizes a process of change taking place through 
class struggle, functionalists attribute this change to a continuous process of social 
differentiation. However, as Bergl~e argues, t l ~ e  two theories of change have at least one 
inlportmt point in conullon: both theories hold that a given state of the social system 
presupposes all previous stages, aid,  hence, contains them, if only in residual or modified 

Fourthly, Berghe claims that both functio~ralisrn and dialiectic-conflict theories are based 
on "an equilibrium model". In the case of fu~~ctionalism, tliis is obvious. But the dialectic 
sequence of thesis-antithesis-sy~lthesis?lso involves a noti011 of equilibriun~. The dialetic 
conceives of society as going through alternating phases of equilibriun~ and 
disequilibrium. While the notion of equilibrium in the dialectical theory is different from 
the classical notion of dynamic equilibrium, the views are neither contradictory nor 
inconlpatible with a postulate of long-range tendency towards integration. 

8.8 N. LUHMANN: A SYSTEMS THEORY 

More recently, N. L u l i m m  has tried to develop a theory of social system that deals with 
the basic problem of social sciences. He has tried to go beyond the existing explanations of 
die phenomenon of social stratification and has offered an analytically synthesized view of 
the subject. A sociological theory of society, according to Luhmann, must incorporate into 
it a genefill theory of systems, a general theory of evolution, and a general theory of 
conullunication. They have to be seen 21s being mutually interdependent. Similarly, a 
general theory of society has to go beyond the dichotonues of 'stability or change; 
stnicture or process; consensus or conflict. A theory of conflict must also provide a theory 
of consensus, a theory of processes illust also explain structures, and so forth'. 

Box 8.01 

Much of the existing literature on social stratitication or social inequality tends 
to deal with the phenomenon from a moralistic perspective, i.e., by looking i ~ t  it 
in terms of being "good" or "had". While the Marxist scholars and the contlict 
theorists tend to loolc at it in terms of domination and exploitation and hence 
view it as being essentially bad, the functionalist theory by talking about the 
societal needs that stratification system fulfils end up justifyingit. Luhmann looks 
at the phenomenon of social stratification from an evolutionary perspective. 

Theories of Stratification : 
Towards a Synthesis Lenski, 

Luhnwnn, Berghe 



Explaining Social Stratification He lias argued that it would be misleadhig to focus exclusively on thc issue of 
subordination-doniilaation/esploithtion or to seek to justify it by invoking tlie unifying 
functions that it performs for tlie society. Stratification was initially a result of growth in 
the size and coillplexity of society. As tlie society grew in size and scale. it became 
illpossible for all the menlbers of a society to interact with each other at personal or face- 
to-face level. Tlie process of "social coiiuuunication" required a "selective intensifiei' 
Stratification provided the way out. It differentiated society llito ~uiequal subsystems. 
Wliile inequality became a norm at tlie level of social system and its interaction with 
environment. equality beca~iie the guiding priiiciple within the subgroup. it nonil 
regulating coimnunicatioii and social interaction aillong the nie~nbers of a particular 
stratum. 

The process of differentiation that begins with :a growth aiid coluplexity of society initially, 
gives rise to a segmental division in society. Caste systeill is a classical esi~mple of such a 
segmental division. The role differentiation at this stage is at Lhe level of f:~~iiilies aiid eacli 
seginent is a closed stratum. However, as the process of differentiation progresses, it gives 
way to an open class-like systenl of stratification 'that is continually reproduced by the 
effects of functional differentiation'. 

8.9 GERHARD LENSKI: POWER AND PRIVILEGE 

Anlong the three scholars discussed in this lesson, it is in tlie works of Gcrl~ard Lenski 
that one finds a most systematic attenipt at developiiig a syiilhcsis of thc diCCcrent tlieories 
of social stratification. In the introductory chapter of liis well known book l'ou~ct- and 
Privilege: '4 Theory ofSocial Stratt$cation, Lenski clarifies tliat liis atte~iipt at de\ eloping il  

synthesized theory of social s~atification focuses on three important questions. First, lie 
focuses on the causes of stratification rather than its consequences as lias been done by 
nlost others. Second, as is suggested in the title of his focus, his main focus is on power 
and privilege rather than prestige. Finally, lie equates social stratification will1 distributive 
process in human societies-the process by wliich scarce goods and values are distributed. 

Box 8.02 

Structureof the distribution system is made up of three types of units: intli\~iduals, 
classes and class systems. Each of these is linked to the other ant1 represents a 
different level of organization within a distributive system. Jndi\~itlui~ls, for Lenski, 
work at the basic level ot;the system hut they constitute units within c1;lsses. The 
classes, in turn, are the units within cl;~ss systems. 

Historically speaking, the question of distribution and social inequality ;~ssu~lic significance 
only when the societies begin to produce surplus, i.e., more than what is required for tlie 
survival of the given population. The core question for Lenski is 'wlio gels \\ha1 and why?' 
His answer is rather sinlple and clear. " l i e  distribution of rewards i11 a society is a function 
of tlle distribution of power". This answcr is counter posed to the answcr suggested by the 
structural functionalists wlio explain the differential distribution of ren'ards in terms of 
functional needs of the social system. Tllougli liis answer to tlie question of -who gets what 
and why?' appears to be rather sinlple, his overall theory of social stratification is quite an 
elaborate one. Lenski has offered a multidimensional view of the working of the 
distribution system that detenlunes tlic structure of power and privilege in society. 

Lenski's notion of class, however, is very different from [hat Karl Mars or Mas Weber. 
While M m  and Weber define class priinarily in econoiiuc tenns ;uld treal it as being a 
part of the econonuc system of the society, Lenski uses the tenii in a ven. broild sense and 
enlpliasizes more on its political dimension. As mentioned above, for Lenski. stratification 
is a multidin~ensional phenonlenon aid therefore lie rejects a single diiiiensional 
definition of class. Hunian societies are stratified in various ways, and eacli of these 
alternative modes of stratification provides a basis for different conception of class. Thus 
classes are not merely aggregation of individuals who share conunon econo~ilic status in 
society or a conunon position in the structure of production. There c;ul be different types of 



Throrir\ ot Stratification : 
He defines class as "an aggregation of persons in society who stand in a similar position Toward\ il Synthesis Lenski, 
with respect to some from of power, privilege orprestige" (Lenski, 1966:74-75). However, Lu hmnnn, Berghe 
he clarifies that if one has to ex~lain  the phenomenon of social stratification or answer the 
question 'who gets what and why? power and class must be our chief concern. Prestige 
and privilege are largely determined by the distribution of power. By power, Lenski means 
all those individuals who have access to the institutional sources of power or who have the 
legitimate right or capability of using force. Thus, in his definition of class, the i~lost 
crucial element is that of power. 

However, the manner in which he defines power and class, a single individual can be 
illQtlber of inore than one class. For example, in coiltemporary Indian society, an 
individual can be a member of the middle class with respect to property holdings, a 
men~ber of the working class by virtue of his job in a factory and a menlber of subordurate 
etlulic class in terms of his being a dalit by caste. Each of the major roles he occupies, as 
well as his status in the property hierarchy. influences his ch:u~ces of obtaining the things 
he seeks in life and thus each places him in a specific class. This tendency towards 
n~ultidiniensioilality of class statuses, according to Lenski becoilles inore pronounced as 
one moves from technologically primitive societies to teclmologically advanced societies. 

He further argues that every unequal or stratified system has a potential of conflict. The 
members of every class share coinnlon interests with one another, and these shared 
interests constitute a potential basis of hostility toward otlier classes. The meillbers of a 
given cl;lss have a vested interest in protecting and increasi~lg the values of their conunon 
resources and in reducing the value of the resources of the opposite classes. However, he 
does not claim that classes always act together or that they are aware of their conunon 
interests. Nor are they alw-ays hostile to the opposite classes. A given class structure spells 
out the possibilities that could be realized, but there is nothing inevitable about them. 

The final elenlei~t iin his theory of social stratification is the concept of class systems. A 
class system, according to Leilski is defined as 'a hierarchy of classes ranked in terms of 
some single criterion'. However, there is no single class system. He argues tl~at once we 
recogi1ii.e the fact that power has diverse basis, and that these are not always reducible to 
sollle single common denomurhtor. we are forced to think in terms of series of class 
hierarchies and class systems. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Outline Berrhe's theory of social stratification. Use about five lines for your I-ulswer. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

.............................................................. 

2 )  Give a brief note on N. Luhman's Systems Theory of social stratification. Use about 
fk e lines for your answer. 



Explaining Social Stratification 3) Dileneate the position of power and privelege in Leilski's theory of social 
stratification. Use about five lines for vour answer. 

8.10 LET US SUM UP 

The issue of social inequality or social stratification has been one of the illost widely 
debated questions. It is not only sociologists who have provided conflicting theoretical 
explanations of the phenomenon but it has also been a contentious issue alllollg the lay 
thinkers, philosophers and religious leaders. Though attempts have been made at 
synthesizing the conflicting theories by many sociologists. three of whom wc have 
discussed above, the existing status of the question is far fro111 satisfactor) Tlle syntlleses 
or the unified theories suggested by Berghe, Luhmarul or Lenski have not been accepted by 
all the sociologists. Most functionalists remain committed to theirposilioil and so is [rue of 
the Marxists or the other conflict theorists. Professional sociologists as R ell as lay thinkers 
continue to disagree on the ciuses and coilsequences of stratification 

8.1 1 KEY WORDS 

Contlict Approach : The approved in which stratification is see11 as a result of 
two opposing classes The class which owns means of 
production exploits the working class 

Functional Approach : The approach in which every positioil and status in socicty 
is seen as contributing to the n~aintenmcc a ~ ~ d  solidarity of 
the society. 

Synthesis : This refers to an attempt to put divergent approaches to 
social stratification under a single approach wllich draws 
strands from other approaches. 
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8.13 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Functionalists tend to look at Society as an organically linked system where different 
parts fulfill the essential needs of the system. It is the system or society that have 
'needs'. Further the system of social stratification is an expression of the value system 

42 
of that society. The conflict theorists on the other hand begins with the notion of 
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power. In society struggles take place for socially valued positions. Thus while 
functionalists stress shared interests, the conflict theorists emphasize the element of 
domination and exploitation. 

2) It was Hegel who popularized the tern1 synthesis, which relies on empirical data on 
human inequality. Early attempts at synthesis in social stratification studies go back to 
Max Weber. Webers writings go beyondpolarities or moral positions. Thus Weber 
disapees with Marx on class, power and prestige in an attenlpt to 'advance' Marx on 
capitalism. Other early attempts include the works of Pareto, Sorokin and Ossowski. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Berghe's theory of stratifications is an attempt at grand synthesis. He feels . 
functionalism and Marxism each stress one aspect of social reality. He feels that these 
theories converge in that they are: i) holstic, ii) they share evolutionary notion of 
social change iii) are based on an equilibrium model. 

2) Luliinann has forwarded a systems theory of social stratification. His theory 
incorporates a theory of evolution and that of conununication. Luhmann does not 
favour conflict or consensus as ultimate indicators. He feels thal society grew from 
face.-to-face interaction into large numbers and thus unequal subsystems came into 
being, e.g. caste. As society evolves it becomes more and more open and class-like 
according to Luhman. 

3 )  Lenski focuses in his work on i) causes of social sh-atification, ii) power and 
privilege, iii) distribution process. Lenski points out that when surpluses are produced 
the question of distribution arizes and with it social inequality. The disdbution 
system is itself made up of individuals, classes and class systenls. Thus for Lenski 
similarity in power, privilege or prestige is what constitutes a class. His definition, 
thus, is multidimensional and forces us to think in terms of a series of class 
hierarchies and class systenls. 



NOTES 



ETHNICITY AS A BASIS OF 
STRATIFICATION 

Structure 
I 

0 Objectives 

I 9.2 Ethnicity: History, Definitionand Elements 

9.2.1 History of the Concept 
0 .3  Early Conceptions of Ethnicity 

9.3.1 E,thnic Groups 
9.3.2 Major Elements of Ethnicity 

0.4 Contemporary Perspectives 

I 9.4.1 Ethnicity and Functionalism 
9.4.2 Political Perspective onEthnicity 

5 Ethnic Stratification 

9.5.1 Ethnic stratification 
9.5.2 Nation and Ethnic Group 
9.5.3 Nationalism and Ethnicity 
9.5.4 Development of a Nationality 
9.5.5 Ethno-Nationalism: The Indian Case 

6 Let Us Sum Up 

7 Key Words 

! 8 Further Readings 

9 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

0 OBJECTIVES 

After going through this unit you should be able to: 

8 outline the different conceptions of ethnicity based on biological descent, cultural 
homogeneity and ethnic self consciousness; 

* explain the rise of etl~nicity with the help of cultural ethnicity and political ethnicity 
approaches; 

o discuss the phenomena of ethnic stratif~cation and ethnic nationalism; and 

differentiate between Nation and ethnic group and nationality and ethnicity and 
describe the rise of ethno-nationalism (with special reference to India) 

1 INTRODUCTION 

In the last three decades words like ethnic group, ethnic identity and ethnicity have become 
commqn place, being menti~ned not only in academic analysis but also in the mass media. 
In fact, in recent times ethnicity is among the most common categories that present day 
human beings use to establish their ideas about who they are, to evaluate their experiences 
and behaviour and to understand the world around them. Although in some societies ethnic 
categories and bes are more important than others, yet ethnicity is anlong the most 
universal fundamental concepts of the twentieth century world. It is an omnipresent 
phenomenon in both developing and developed countries, past and present. The tribes, 
villages, bands etc., wlu& until recently were considered the features of the third world 
sxieties only, are now becoming integral parts of new state structures even in the modem 
s~ie t ies ,  being transfornled into ethnic groups with varying degree of cultural uniqueness. 
I s  a consequence, the phenofllenon of ethnicity has gained theoretical and investigative 
iinportance. 



I 

Ethinic Stratification 9.2 ETHNICITY: HISTORY, DEFINITION AND 
ELEMENTS 

We will now discuss the history, definition and elements of ethnicity. 

9.2.1 History of the Concept 

The word ethnic has a long history. It is derived from the Greek word ethnos meaning 
nation which is not depicted as a political entity but as a unit of persons with common 
blood or descent. Its adjectival form ethnikos used in Latin as ethnicus referred to heathens, 
the 'others' who did not share the faith. In English, the term referred for a long time to 
some one who was neither Christian nor Jew, i.e., a pagan or heathen. In other words, 
ethnics were those 'others' who are not 'us'. By the twentieth century its nleaning changed 
again with reassertion of its Greek roots indicating the end of the 'theill vs us' idea, (them 
or the others being ethnics). Now it is used as a particular way to define not only others but 
also ourselves (Cornell and Hartmann, 1998). ti ,, 

Oommen (1990) using the French version of ethnics, namely, ethnie defines them as a 
people characterised by a common history, tradition, language and life style. However, he 
also adds the feature of 'uprootedness from home' to this definition. In other words, for 
him, ethnicity emerges when people are uprooted fr their homeland due to conquest, 
colonization or immigration and diverse groups com 'I? into contact with each other in a new 
setting. If such displaced people are away from their homeland and yet coiltinue to follow 
their 'native' l i e  style, t h y  are ethnies. 

9.3 EARLY CONCEPTIONS OF ETHNICITY 

A look at the literature reveals tluee popular conception$ of ethnicity : biological, cultural 
and psychological. The biological conception is based on a common genetic descent. In 
this sense, ethnicity has been treated as synonymous with race. In many earlier works 
(MacCrone, 1937; Dollard, 1937, Fumivall, 1972; Smith, 1965) biological factors have 
been considered to be the elements constituting ethnicity and emphasis wqs laid on the 
origins of race and racism in relation to colonialism. In this approach the cultural aspect of 
etlmicity was totally ignored. The second conception of ethnicity involved a new thinking . 
which differentiated race from ethnicity. This view treated race as a cultt~ralphenomenon 
(Burgess, 1978). Here the mere sharing of physical traits was not seen as a sufficient 
condition for defining an ethnic group. Rather, the symbolic differences anong groups 
became the bases of ethnicity-withvalues, customs, historical back ground, life style, 
territory and most importantly, language and religion being the prominent symbols of 
ethnicity . 

The third conception of ethnicity defines it in terms of the consciousness of a common 
identity. Both commoll descent and cultural distinctiveness, individually and together, were 
no longer considered enough to constitute ethnicity. Instead, awareness alllong the 
members of a group regarding their similarity to each other and differences from other 
groups was what gave them an ethnic identity (Patterson, 1953; Connor, 1978). What is 
there was not important but what is perceived and believed was seen as the basis of 
ethnicity. Simply put, sharing of physical, attitudinal, behavioural and cultural features was 
not considered sufficient to foster ethnic feelings. The group must also perceive themselves 
as distinct from others, that is, the members must define thenlselves as a we group. 

9.3.1 Ethnic Groups 

Paul Brass (1991) discusses three yays of defming ethnic groups: a) in terms of objective 
attributes, b) by reference to subjective feelings and c) in relation to behaviour. The first 
defmition implies that there are some distinguishing objective cultural feat~11-es that 
separate one group from the other-language, territory, religion, dress etc. All these are 
called ethnic markersthrough which distinctions between one ethnic group and another are 
enlphasized betweenthese are maintained. So, while the ethnic groups lllijy interact with 
one another for the purpose of, say, economic activity, the objective etlmic markers ensure 
the continuity of separate group identity. The second aspect, i.e., presence of subjective 
feelings implies the existence of an ethnic self-consciousness. As mentioned earlier. at the 
base of etlmic affinity lies real or assumed common identity. The important thing to keep in 



Ethnicity as a &gig, 
mind is that the fact of common descent is not as important as the belief in it. It is not what of Stratification 
is that is critical but whatpeople perceive. In other words, ethnicity is a subjective 
cc~nstruct, it is how we see ourselves.-The third dimension, namely, the behaviournl one, 
points to the existence of concrete, specific ways in which ethnic groups do or do not 
b~:have in relati011 to, or in interaction with other groups. In this sense, the normative 
b~:haviour of an ethnic group nlay include practices related to kinship, marriage, friendship, 
rituals etc. 

Thus, an ethnic group is a collectivity which is perceived by others in society as being 
different in terns of language, religion, race, ancestral home, culture etc., whose menhers 
perceive themselves as different froin others and who participate in sl~ared activities built 
around their actual or mythical common origin and culture. On the basis of these variables 
a group can be ranged from being barely etlmic to fully ethnic. It is a collectivity within a 
larger society characterised by elements like real or imaginary cornlnon ancestry, memories 
of a shared historical past, and a cultural focus on one or more symbolic elements such as 
kinship patterns, religious affiliations, language or dialect forms, etc. Also imperative is 
some consciousness of kind among the group members. Consecluently, most definitions of 
~thnicity and ethnic groups focus on objective and involuntary external markers, as well as, 
subjective and voluntary internal consciousness as its nlajor elements. 

!).3.2 Major Elements of Ethnicity 

Of the two major elements of ethnicity, nanely. the presence of objective external markers 
;md subjective awareness, the latter-"consciousness7'-is considered nlore significatlt since 
genetic and cultural similarities are seen as the 'givens' of social existence. However, as I 
have discussed in an earlier article (Sabbarwal, 1992), this is only a partial explanation of 
1:thnicity since it does not answer a fundamental question, nanlely, what creates this 
 consciousness the first place'? Some like Kuper and Smith (1969) and Gastil(1978) hold 
hat when different ethnic groups come into contact with each other and interact with each 
sther ethnic consciousness or awareness arises. However, this too, is not a satisfactory 
explmntion as mere contact between groups need not always result in ethnic awareness. 
To overcome this problem, a distinction, therefore, has to be drawn cultural ethnicify and 
political ethnici fy .  

-- . 
Check Your Progress 1 

Write a note on ethnic groups. Use about five lines for your answer. 

Write anote on the political perspective on ethnicity. Use about five lines for your 
answer. 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 



Ethinic Stratification 9.4 CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES 
More recently, there havc crystallized two n~ajor perspectives on etlu~icitp antluopological 
and political. The anthropological/cu[tzaa[approach to etlulicity refers to a belief in 
shared cdtural values and practices. In this sense, etlulic group is identified in terms of 
cultural phenomena such as colnmon customs, institutions, rituals, language etc This 
conception of etlmicity is based on the functionalist view that people need 3 sense of 
belonging somewhere which gives them strength to sustaul themselves in ~iincs of 
pressures and this is provided by the etlulic identity. It is held that wid1 die emergellce of 
urbanization, economic progress. technological adv~ulcement. mass education. illass media 
etc., the individual faces a loss of tradition and prinlordial identities. This. hov ever, instead 
of making ethnic identities weaker. actually results in their reillforcelnent ,is in a mass 
society tlle individual feels the desperate need for solne kind of identity \\~liicll is smaller 
tl12ul the State but larger than the family. 

9.4.1 Ethnicity and Functionalism 
It is notable tllat functionalism did not always advance this idea. In Tact. initially it held the 
view that 'obsolete' ascriptive collectivities like etlulic groups did not 'fit' In the modern 
societies. The assunlption was tllat inuniversalistic and achievement-oricntcd modem 
industrial societies, etlulic and cultural differences decline. the society as a ~vhole beconles 
increasingly honlogenous and this results UI the weakening of ethnic distinctions Sotne 
scholars like Kerr et al. (1960). Rostow (1 960) and Hyden (1983) attributed it to the 
homogenizing influence of market (econon~ic) forces. Others like Gelh~er (1 983) said that 
rise of natiollalistic (political) tendencies uilified the societies whichultimately resulted in 
tlle disa~vearmce of cultural and etlu~ic differences. . - 
1 Activity 1 1 

Why does cthnicitj not cease to exist in a modern society? Discussnith other students and 
knowledgeable persons. Note down your findings in 21 notebook. 

Writers like Glazer (1975). however. have contended that not only does e~llnicitp nor cease 
. 

to exist in a modern society, but is actually 'revived' and what's more. the increasing 
inlportance of ethnic identities or ethnicization can be attributed to the \ ' e n  conditio~ls of 
modenlization. Similarly, Eisenstadt (1973), Murphree (1986) and Wallerstein (1 986) point 
out tlvat they see no visible signs of de-ethnicization in the modern world. Rather. one can 
witness a resurgence of particularistic tendencies. Shanlu ( I  990) illustrates this clearly 
with esan~ples drawn from the Indian society where despite technological, institutional, 
val~~ational and behavioural signs of nlodenlization ethnicity reigns suprenze. For instance, 
in tenus of food, dresS and interior decoration of one's homc, being 'ctllilic' is considered 
chic (fashionable). Similarly; a  n nod ern" institution like electoral democr;lc! llas led to the 
rcawakeningof the priniordial co~~sciouslress of religion, caste elc. In short. Ihe later 
functiollalist writings highlighted the persistence of ethnicity despite. or e\'en because of 
modenlization. 

Vegeti~ble hls~rkrt, in Koll in~s 
Corrrte.sy : Prof. Kapil Kymar 



9.4.2 Political Perspective in Ethnicity 

More popular today, however, is thepolitical perspective on ethnicity. It refers to tile 
political awareness and mobilization of a group on ethnic basis, as a result of which certain 
groups cor~sc~otrsf~ seek to assert their ethnicity, even exaggeraling their ethllic 
ch~a~te r i s t i cs  to achieve the end of political autonomy or sovereignty. The argulllent is 
that the rise oj' capitalism has caused uneveli development leading to reinforcement of 
parochial loyalties and ethnic self-consciousness. Most of the literature on etlulicity focuses 
on discrin~ination and highlights how the perception of unequal distribution of resources by 
the disadvantiiged groups results in the rise of ethnic awareness among them. A nunority 
groulp. for insrance, in a culturally plural society may opt for political etlmicity when it is 
pushed to the wall by the majority group which tends to be oppressive in pursuit of its 
privileges. In such a case, nunority groups may mobilize or even invent 2111 etlulic identity 
in an effort to oppose discrimination. Groups may also exploit primordial loyalties for 
political reascns which may be used by them to advance their political interests and 
masilluse their power. A key example of ethnicity being utilized for representing and 
advancing the interests of a group is its use in politics where etlmic groups einploy 
etlu~icity to make demands 111 the political arena for alteration in their stahis, ecoilonlic 
well-being. eclucational opportunity, civil rights etc. Put simply, ethnicity is interestbased 
and e t h i c  groups are interest groups. 

Shamla (199f) has called these hvo categoriesgeneric and emergetit etlulicity. In the 
generic connotation, it is an identity based on a set of objective cultural markers which help 
tlie nzembers of a group differentiate themselves from other groups and be differentiated by 
the oUler groups as well. 111 this sense, a11 ethnic group is a bounded ct~lttrrol group having 
certain distinguishing features separating 111 from other groups. What is highlighted here is 
the awareness of cultural diversity by different groups. However, when this awareness 
becomes consciousness of political differentiation, emergent etlulicity is bonl marked by a 
process of power struggle. 

BOX 9.01 

The origin and resurgence of ethnicity lie in intergroup contact, that is, when different 
groups come into one another's sphere of influence. Of course, the shape it takes depends 
on the conditions in that society. The second point is that ethnicity is used to meet the 
present demands of survival for the oppressed groups. When subjugated groups find it 
difficult to tolerate the dominance of others and make efforts to improve their position, 
ethnicity is generated. 

9.5 ETHNIC STRATIFICATION 

Stratification is a systenl wlicreby people are unequally r a k e d  and rewarded on the basis 
of wealth. power and prestige. It is part of eveq  society and may takevarious ionns like 
class, gender, race and, of course. etlulicity. The earlier studies of stratificatio~~ used to 
focus on the phenon~ena of caste and race while gender and edmicity were treated as side 
issues. Howe~~er. of late not only have ethnicity and gender been getting solne attention in 
stratification ailalysis, but ethnic stratification is even replacing class as the foremost fonn 
of social division since now property relations tend to be deternlined by ethllic ranking 
instead of it being the other way round. The model of ii~tenlal colonialisnl is used to 
analyse ethnic resurgence and conflicts by highlighting the doninant group's political 
control over, econonic exploitation of and cultural domination over tlie nunority groups, 
and their ideological justification of this unequal relationship. Ethnic stratification shares a 
lot of things \+it11 the other fonlls of stratification, such as, ranking, inequality, 
discrinunatio~~, exploitation etc. However, there is one crucial difference. Etlu~ic groups 

I have the capability to acquire an independent nation, an option which is not available to 
class and gencler groups. 

9.5.1 Ethnic Nationalism 

Menlbership of an e t h i c  group tends to determine a person's status in society. This call 
occur in two ways. Social rewards like money, prestige iuld power are often allocated along 
etlulic lines. Secondly, in most societies one or more etlmic groups dolninate otllers in 
economic, political a l d  culh~ral matters. Ethnic politics can, therefore, take the appearance 
of etlmic stratification resulting in tltll eelllergence of ethnic nationalism. As discussed 

Ethnicity as a Basis 
of Stl-atification 



Ethinic Stratification earlier, ethnic identity may sonletinles be related to political necessities Snd demands. This 
happens when minority groups try to play the ethnic card in order to acquire a better deal 
for themselves in a plural society. However, some ethnic groups go a step further and 
demand a say in the political system or control over a piece of temtory or even denland a 
national status, i.e., country of their own. If they succeed in achieving any of these 
objectives they become a nationality or a nation (Brass, 1991). 

9.5.2 Nation and Ethnic Group 

The concepts of nation, nation-state, nationality, national minority etc. arose with t l ~ e  rise 
of capitalism in Western Europe and spread to the rest of the world. Nation is derived from 
the Latin word nasci meaning to be born and Latin noun nationem, i.e.. breed or race. It is a 
historically evolved, stable uniforniity of languages, territory, economic life and 
psychological make up which can be seen in the form of a common culture. More 
inlportantly, it is atype of ethnic community which is politicized and lus  universally 
accepted group rights in a political system. 

Box 9.02 

Nation has a variety ofmeanings-country, society, state and even ethnic group. It  has been 
defined as a country, o r  the inhabitants of a country united under a single independent 
government, a State. It  is also defined as a people connected by supposed ties of blood 
which are generally observable in common interests and  interrelations. The latter, 
interestingly, is also the definition of an ethnic gruup. Often nation and ethnic group are 
equated o r  nation is seen as a typkof ethnic group characterized by a history or my thology 
of statehood o r  a strong desire for statehood. Reinforced by such myths, histories and 
aspirations nationalism often unites people for ethnic movements in search ofhigher socio- 
economic status, independence and autonomy. Thus, the desire of an ethnic community to 
possess o r  remember what they once had and wish to repossess, leads to the demands for 
autonomy and political sovereignty, thereby turning them into a national community. 

I 

Oommen (1997) holds that nation and etl~nic group share many features but differ on a 
crucial point, namely, territory. An ethnic group becomes a nation only when it identifies 
itself with a territory. Contrarily, a nation becomes an ethnic comn~unity whei~ the 
members are separated from their homeland. No single feature of ethnic groups can be 
identified as being more important than the others. Each gains inlportance in different 
situations. But a nation cannot be a nation without temtory. Thus, he calls ethnic groups 
'passive nations', groups with potential to become nations while nations are 'active 
ethnicity' as they emerge out of ethnic elements. Bacal(1997) too, offers t l~e  tenns 'micro- 
nations' and 'macro-ethnies' for ethnic groups and nations, respectively slrpporting 
Oommen's empQasis on temtory being the key factor in differentiating the two. 

Check Your Progl-ess 2 

1) Write 011 the nexus between nation and ethnic group. Use about Five lines for your 
answer. 

...................................................................................................................... 

..................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

2) What is ethno-nationalism? Explak in about five lines. 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 1 0 



9.5.3 Nationalism and Ethnicity 

Nationalism refers to the expressed desire of a people to establish and maintail1 a self- 
governing political entity. It has proven to be one of the most powerful forces in the 
contemporary world, both a creator and destroyer of modern states. Nationality and 
ethnicity are related, yet different. Ethnicity may become natioilalisln and nationalism is 
always based on real or assumed ethnic ties. Yet, at the heart of nationalism lie the three 
themes of autonomy, unity and identity. Autonomy implies an effort by apeoyle to 
determine their own destiny and free thenlselves from external constraint. Unity means 
ending internal divisions and uniting, and identity involves an effort by a group to find and 
express their authmtic cultural heritage and identity (Cornell and Hartman, 1998). Thus, 
nationalism is a form of ethlucity in which a particular ethnic identity is crystallized and 
institutionalized by acquiring apolitical agenda. Nations are created when ethnic groups in 
a multi-ethnic state are transformed into a self-conscious political entities. Hence, it is the 
goals of sovereignty and self-determination that set nationalism apaA from ethnicity. 

1 Activity2 

Discuss the nexus between nationalism and ethnicity with students at the study centre. 
Also talk with people knowledgeable in the subject. Put down your findings in your 
notebook. 

9.5.4 Development of a Nationality 

According to Brass (1 99 1) there are two steps in the fornution of a nationality. First there 
; s transfomation of an ethnic category into a community which involves changes like 
creation of a self-conscious linguistic unity, formation of a caste association etc. This 
llappens in the early stages of nlodemization in multi-ethnic societies where social 
~iivisions of various kinds are still prevalent. The second stage involves the articulation and 
;icquisition of social, economic and political rights for the menlbers of the group or for the 
group as a whole. When the group succeeds by its own efforts in achieving and maintaining 
group rights through political action and political mobilization, it goes beyond ethnicity 
i~nd establishes itself as a nationality. 

I-Iowever, why does ethnicity become nationality'? This question is answered by the relative 
deprivation approach which focuses our attention on the feeling of frustration caused by 
the differences between what people feel they legitimately deserve and what they actually 
get. Similarly, when subjugated groups fail to achieve success according to the norms 
t:stablished by the dominant group the nature of their response tends to be ethnic 
antagonism which may take the form of a) struggle of the indigenous people's right to 
their land and culture, b) efforts by minority groups to procure equal economic, political 
2nd cultural rights; c) competition by ethnic groups for obtaining scarce resources; and d) 

/ 

roovenlents for a separate nation. 

51.5.5 Ethno-Nationalism: The Indian Case 

Ibamm (1 99 1) has described how ethnic antagonism has posed four serious challenges to 
tne Iildian state. These are: 

Casteism-A curious mix of ethnic identity and modern interests in which the ethnic group 
uses the caste ideology to further its economic and political interests, e.g., a political party 
asking for votes of aparticular caste group. 

Communalism-the "unholy" alliance between religion and politics in which religion may 
be used for political or economic gains, e.g., the Hindutva concept useed by the BJP. 

Plativism-the 'sons of the soil' concept in which regional identities become the source of 
ethnic strife, e.g., the movement in Assam to expel the 'foreigners' from Bengal. 

E thno-nationalism-the transfomliltion of an ethnic group to a nationality which may start 
demanding autonomous governance in a particular temtory or even secession, separation 
a ~ d  recognition as a sovereign nation, e.g., the movements in Kashmir and Punjab 
(IChalistan). 

Ethnicity as a Basis 
of Str:%titication 



Ethinic Stratification discrimination and when does it result in cultural affluence and social adaptability. 
Conceptually, ethnicity is a search for an identity by a group and a demand that this identity 
be publicly acknowledged. However, it also has a practical aim for that group, nanlely, the 
denmd for progress, for a rising standard of living, for a more effective political order. 
greater social justice and of playing apart in the large arena of the world politics of 
exercising influence among the nations. 

Etllnic lines will not disappear in the near future and ethnicity will persist. Etllnic 
behaviour, attitudes and identities have been, are being and will be determined by not only 
what goes on among the ethnics themselves but also by the developments in the larger 
society and by how society treats ethnics. In most multi-ethnic societies the various ethnic 
groups vary in wealth, power and status and ethnicity is a major factor in stratification 
despite weakening traditions. As a result, most individuals will continue to think of their 
ethnic group first when they examine their own identity. The solution is to llarnlonize the 
individual, ethnic and hunranwide identities. All societies must create ~ U I  environment 
which protects the right to ethnicity, strongly supports the concept of nlutual respect and 
also works at making ethnic identity a relatively small part of a person's identity, The 
ethnic distinctiveness must not be given preference over the equally crucial issues of 
huinan individuality on the one hand, and identification with the national society on the 
other. A balance has to be reached so that ethnic resurgence does not endanger individual 
selfhood and national integrity and, in turn, individualism and nationalisill do not pose a 
threat to ethnic identities. 

9.7 KEY WORDS 

Cultural Ethnicity : The anthropological way of defining ettu~icity in terms 
of shared culturalvalues and practices 

Cultural Marlters : Objective cultural features like language, religion, 
dress etc. which differences between groups are 
emphasised and distances maintained. 

Emergent Ethnicity : When the cultural ethnic identity is used for political 
differentiation and gain. 

Ethnic Consciousness : The subjective perception of a group's lneillbers that 
they are a collectivity different from others 

Ethnic Group : A collectivity which is perceived by others in society as 
being different in terms of lailguage. religion, race, 
ancestral home, culture etc. whose ille~llbers also 
perceive themselves as different from others and who 
participate in shared activities built around a real or 
imaginary shared descent and culture. 

Ethnic Nationalism : The phenomenon of ethnic groups demanding a 
political and administrative autonomy, a national status 
or a country of their own. 

Ethnic Stratification : The unequal distribution of financial, power and 
cultural resources on ethnic lines in a society 

Ethnicity : A shared (real or imagined) racial. linguistic or cultural 
identity of a social group. 

Generic Ethnicity : An identity based on'a set of objective cultural features. 

International Colonialism : A concept used to describe political and economic 
inequalities between regions within the same society 
and the underprivileged status and exploitation of 
minority groups within a society. 

: A country or populace of a country connected 
supposedly by common blood ties and under a single 
government. 

: Expression of the desire of a people to establish a self- 
govemingpolitical entity 

Nation 

~at'ionalism 

Political Ethnicity : Political awareness and conscious mobilization of 
groups on ethnic lines. 
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PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

I )  An ethnic group has some ob-jective culture features that separate it from other 
groups. Secondly it possesses an ethnic self consciousness. Thus an ethnic group is a 
collectivity which perceives itself as different from other and which perceives itself 
from being different in terms of language, religion, ancestral home culture etc. 

2) The political perspective on ethnicity refers to the political awareness and 
mobilization of a group on an ethnic basis. On this basis certain groups consciously 
seek to assert their ethnicity even exaggerating their ethnicity to achieve political . 

autonomy or even sovereignty. 

Check Your Progress 2 

I )  Nation is a historically evolved stable uniformity of languages, temporary, 
economic life and psychological make up in the form of a culture. Thus nation is a 
type of ethnic community which is politicized and has rights in a political system. 
Nation and ethnic groups share many features but differ on territory. This an ethnic 
group becomes a nation when it identifies itself with a temporary. 

2) Ethnic antagonism poses many threats to the state including, casteism, 
commu~ialis~n and nativism. Above all the threat comes from ethno-nationalism 

Ethnici~ty as a Basis 
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10.0 OBJECTIVES 

After reading and studying this unit you will be able to: 

Explain the relation between tribes and ethnicity; 

Outline the ethnic conlpositioll of the North-East; 

Discuss stratification of tribals in the North-East; 

Describe tribal movemeilts in theNorth-East: and 

Delineate tribal ethnicity as a basis for stratification. 

10.1 INTRODUCTION 

The tenn tribe, which is of general use in anthropology sociology and related socio-cultural 
disciplines as well as journalistic writings and day-to-day general conversation, has 
attracted a lot of controversy about its meanings, applications and usages For one thing the 



tern1 has come to be used all over the world in :a wide variety of settings for a large number Tribal Ethnicity : The Yorth-East 
of diverse groups. This diversity and the fact that all the groups referred to have been 
uiidergoing varied clianges while the tern1 lias remained more or less fixed lias iilade tlie 
task of providing a definition rather uiimanageable. 

10.2 TRIBES AND ETHNICITY 

Accordiiig to the Macnlillan dictionary of antliropology, tlie term has passed into general 
usage as a synonym for a prinlitive group. Related to this is the anthropological neo- 
e~~olutionaq~ usage wherein tlie ten11 figures as part of the ascending ordcr (1) band. Mainly 

" coilfuied to hunthlg and food gathering society characterized by si~iiple co-operation (2) 
tribe-referring to conlmunities of subsistence with limited exchange between conuilunities 
(3) chiefdoill-related to inore advanced horticulture or pastoralisin with Ihe beghiing or 
social division of labour and constitutionalised autlioritjl and (4) state in which there are 
classes based on exploitation; centralised monopoly of force, aid. Mobilization of surplus 
product . 
In the conted of Africa, E.F. Evans Pntchard used the tenii tribe to refer to a distinct 
politically organised sunit of the wider Nuer linguistic and cultural group. Thus liere die 
term is used to distinguish tribal from a political organizatioli from 21 slate as well as from 
the wide cultural group of which such an orgalised unit is a part. In the coiltext of India, a 
number of earlier British colonial ethnographers used the ten11 tribe not only to refer to 
distinct 'primitive' socio-cultural groups but also to castes: without iilakhig any real effort 
to distinguish between tribes and castes. Risley, Lacy, Elwhi, Gigron, Talents Sedovith, 
Martin were some of the more primitive aniong the ethnographers. 

A.V. T l ~ k k a r  who wanted to enlpliasize the autochtho~ial character of tribals (not 
necessarily Inie, for many had traditioiis of nligration to the area they lived in) called them 
as a aborigines or aboriginals, iiilplying thereby that their Hindu and other neiglibours were 
lateconiers to tlie areas. G.S. Gllurye on the haid, called them backward Hindus to 
emphasize the religious and cultural over lap betcveeii the tribals aid neighouring Hhidu 
peasants. However, it is only after the independence of India hl 1947 that political and 
scl~olarly concern for providing a more systeniatic defuiition of the term tribe aiid to 
distinguish clearly the tribals from tlie peasant became illore pronounced. 

Dube while pointing out the lack of precision and unsatisfactory nature of attempts to 
defule the tenn tribe in India content, notes that of late the usage has 'tended to be 
restricted only to the autochthonous; the aboriginal and the preillature groups. At no stage, 
however, we had a set of clears indiqtors of tribalness' (Dube 1977:2). He further notes 
that popular definitions mostly see in the tribes some, if not all of the following 
Characteristics. They are original or oldest inhabitants, lit e in relative isolation in hills and 
forest, have a shallow sense of history, remembered upto five to six generations, have a low 
level of techno-econonucs development, stand out from other sections of society in cultural 
ethos, are non hierarchic and undifferentiated if not egalitarian. Although none tliere 
criteria are fully satisfactory, yet, Dube finds, distinctions between tribes aiid non-tribes 
a id  6.9 percent of the country is classified as tribal. Siice tlie classificatioii is influenced by 
political consideration and includes groups known to tlie non-tribals and excludes others 
h1ow11 to be kibals it has failed to satisfy the scholars as well as those excluded from the 
list. Finding the debate over the definition of tribe. Still Dube (1 977:4) suggests it nlay be 
best now to view it as an ethnic category defuled by real or putative descent and 
characterized by a corporate self-identify and a wide range of coiini~only shared traits of 
culture.. racial, religious and liilguistic groups can also acquire ethnic character and it is 
necessary for us to consider tribal ethnicity alongside tlie ethnicity of sucli groups. 

10.2.1 Distinguishing Features of Tribes 

On the skholarly level the distinguishing features of tribes are enipliasized hl coillparjson to 
caste. It is assumed that tribes and castes present hvo different kinds of social organisations, 
attributes like hereditary, division of labour, hierarchy, principle of purity and pollution, 
civic, and religious disabilities, regulating castes; while tribes function purged of these 
factors. Similary in terns of governance of social organisations kinship, leanage clan are 
paramount in tribal societies. 

While inequality dependency and subordillation highlight caste societies. Similarly in terms : 15 



Ethnic Stratification of this contrast tribes do not differentiate sharply as caste groups do between the utilization 
and non-utilization function of religion. Tribal society is seen as more homogei~eous in 
contrast to society which are more homogeneous. Tribal society societies are seen to be 
segmental in character with distinct customs, rituals taboos and trace their origin to 
conunon temtory, ancestor etc. However, this ideal distinction does not exist in India while 
some nlay be marked on either end of a continurn, the majority of tribal groups stand 
somewhere in the middle possessing a number of diverse elements. The feah~re conunon 
among theill which has been emphasised by Betilla relates to 'that they all stand inore or 
less outside Hindu civilization. 

Bailey tries to explain this distinction in temls of the relationship of a comuuunity with 
land. 'The larger the population of a given society which has direct access to land, the 
closer is that society which has direct access to land, the closer is that society to the tribal 
end of the continum.. the larger is the proportion of people whose right to land is achieved 
though a dependent relationship the nearer that society comes to the caste role. (c.f. 
Chanana 1994: 170). 

While Sura.jit Sinha criticised this criterion of Bailey and gave his own distinction, 'it 
(Tribe) is isolated in ecology. demography, economy, politics.. from other e th ic  groups. 
This isolation generates, and in turn is bolstered by a strong in group sentiments. .. Viewing 
ones culture as autonomous with reference to those of other groups and consequently 
disco~u~ections from the great traditions of Indian civilizations in temls of ob,jective reality 
and in terms of subjective awareness, a value of system of equality, closeness of the human* 
natural and supernatural world, lack of systeinatization of ideas, a sophisticated stratum of 
culture, ethical religion. and p~uitanic asceticisnl. In contrast caste is seen as 'typically 
coilllected heterogeneous and stratified and is characterized by nltrltiethnic residence in the 
local community: inter-ethic participation in an economy (c.f. Chama 1994: 17 1). 

10.2.2 Transformation of Tribes 

.A ma-jor discussion on tribal society relates to the transfom~ation of tribes to caste and their 
gradual absorption in the caste structure. This process largely undertaken tluongll the 
process of: 

i) Adoptionofteclu~ology 

ii) Sanskritization 

iii) State formation 

iv) Hindusation 

vi) Religion 

This is followed by tlle transfornlation of tribes to peasant.and sociolly differentiated 
societies. 

However, this approach ignores the study of tribe as they are and as conununities. To 
resolve this crisis these days attempts, have been made to study the problem of tribals from 
the concept of ethnicity in order to have deeper insight into inter-group relatioils and how 
the tribals perceive thenlselves in contrast to the others. 'The key featue of this concept are 
the identification and labeling and contrast applied to groups and categories of people.. 
study of self, identify systems, stereo typing class, systems, systems of recourse 
coinpetition systems of political and econonuc domination and change.. cultural persistence 
and the construction of boundries that both separate and bind together people in a my raid 
of ways. 

10.3 ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF NORTH-EAST 

Tlle North-East India is a well defined region and is charcterised by a diverse and 
heterogeneous, geographical economic and cultural tapestry. The regien represents 'an 
ethno-cultural frontier, encompassing much of India's rich but lesser known Mongloid 
heritage, a conlplex transition zone of linguistic racial and religions streams. It is also a 
unique bio-geographic frontier where the mingling of India, Sinic and Malaysian-Burmese 
strains have produced a treasure house of floral and faunal bi-diversity ' (Verghese 1994:2). 



However, its role as a 'bridge and buffer' region changed after the partition which Tribal Ethnicity : The horth-East 

physically separated the North-East from the rest of India. Now it has virtually 3000 km. 
Of international borders touching China, Myalmar, Bangladesh. Bhutan and is linked to 
the rest of India by a narrow conidor. It covers an area of over 2.55 villages. The total 
population of the region in 199 1 was 3 1 1  lakhs representation 3.73% of the country's total 
population (Verghese 1994: 2). . 
It is con~posed of seven states Arunachal Pradesh. Assam, Manipur, Melglialaya, Mizoram, 
Nagaland, Tripura. In temls of its terrains two s~~b-regions can be differentiated. These are 
a) the plains of the Brahnlaputra, Barak, Implral revers, and b) the vast mouiltaiilous terrain 
covering aln~ost 72% of the area. Th states of Anmachal Pradesh. Nagaland, Manipur, 
Mizoram, Tripura. Meghalya and Assam are largely hilly, while Assa~n, Manipur and 
Tripura are encompassed by the plains. The division between tlie tribal and ilon-tribal 
population too takes place along these lines. While the tribals who constitute alnlost 6 
nlillion illhabit allnost 80% of the hilly states of Meghalaya, Mizoran, Arunachal Pradesh 
(with the exception of Assan), the non-tribals inllabil the plains. The nlajority of the tribals 
are of Mongoloid origin while the plains people trace their origin to the Caucasoid who 

, 

migrated in different epochs. 

10.3.1 Tribal Population of North-East 

However, the tribal populatio~l of the North-East displays a great deal of heterogeneity and 
diversity. There are Inore tli~ul hundred tribal groups with different language, rihlals. 
beliefs religions a ld  culturalpattenls. Sinularly out of the 325 languages listed in the 
people of India, Vol. IX series, the largest number belong to the Tibeto-Bunllal family a ~ d  
175 north-east conlnlunities are shown speaking them. This heterogeneity is also reflected 
in the types of customs prevailing. specially contrast between the matrilineal and patrilinexl 
tribes. The similarities between the different tribal groups relate to their preservation of 
Lraditioiral ecollomic pattenls, indulging in shifting cultivation, social and cultural pattenls 
:LC. Similarly tlle manner of their response to n~odenlizatio? and development of etluiic 
:onsciousness gives them a bonding of kind wit11 each other. Tlie colnposition of different 
North-Eastenl states are: 

) The state of Mizuri~m has al~nost 94.26% of tribal population. Tlie oral traditions of 
Mizo history show tlle einergence of the Mizo ancestors from a cave or rock known 
as Chunlung in distant China from where tliey ~noved through Tibet, into the . . 

Huk\vang valley in Bunna and finally entering the Lushai hills in the 18" cenhiry. 
However, the Mizo's iilaintained their isolatioii for a very long time finally 
beconling a part of the British empire in the 18"' cenhiry. The tern1 Mizo nleans hill 
~nen  and is a generic tenu whicll encoinpasses alnlost fifteen tribes (e.g. the Lushis, 
Ralte, Hmar, Pawis or Pols, Laker ses ) who have got together under the rubric of 
'the single Mizo identity. Tlie two important factors ~1iic~vf;icilitated this process 
were adoption of cllristianity and the Luesi dialect; ~ u b i i e n  with tlie roman script. 

Idizoram consists of two cultural suti-regions, the fust influeliced by C1wisti;uiity 
c:onstitutes the Lushai hills area whih include nlost of the Mizo groups. The second region 
is inhabited by tile Buddhist chaknlas and Maglis and the Hindu influenced Ria~ig who 
inhabit the westernbelt bordering the Chittagong Hill tracts (Verghese 1994: 135: 165: 
Chib 1984: 132-1421 Sing11 1919'19). 

i.) Tlie state of Nilgalant1 is donunated by 88.61% of tribals. Naga is a generic ten11 
roughly nleanuig wanior for a cluster of thirty-two tribes, five of who reside in 
Bunlla wliile tlie,others are scattered in Nagaland (sixteen), Manipur (seven), Tirap 
in Anlnacllal Pradesh and the North Cacher <and Karbi Anglong district of Assam. 
The inlportant tribes among the Nagas are the Angamis, Ao's Cliakesangs, 

I ;  , Sangtaiils, Metikunu, Yimchunge etc. Tlie different tribes speak their own Tibeto - 
. . Bunnm dialects and use Nagamese arc Cliristiaiis wliicli has played ;ul important 

i role in forging a sense of unity within tliem. Thus 'Etll~~o-Linguistically and 
culturally the individual Naga tribes maintain internal unifonnily and intra- 
conmlunity homogenity' (Verghese 1994:83-84). However, there has been a 
tenden'cy for larger groups fommtions to take place with different tribes liaving 
solne corninon trails coming together e.g. the Zemis, Langmei and Ro~ignlei can1 
together in 1974 as Zeliangrong. While the Chakrliu, Khem and Sangtali1 fonned 
the Cliakesa~g and t l ~ e  Sapo, Kechue and Khury became the Pocllury. (Cliib 1Y84: , 
156-158, 160-162) 17 



Ethnic Stretitication iii) The state of Megha1y;i distinguished by its matriluieal society is one of the more 
conlparitively peaceful states of the North -East. Almost 80.84%" of the state is 
conlprise by the tribals population. Tlie dominant tribes living in Meglialya are the 
Garos, Khasis and the Jaintias. The Garo's who consist of the Bnodo Tibetian - 
Bumran stock have been inhabitants of the Garo hills for tile past four hundred 
years. They are divided into five matrilineal clans. tlie Sallgn~is and the Maraks 
being anlong the niost prominei~t. The head of the clan or noklna fa~iuly is the 
youngest daughter whose husband administers the property. 

The Khasis belong to the Mon-Khmer group. They are also matrilineal groups with the 
inothers brotlier having an inlportant control and dominance. The twentlt) -ti1 e Khasi 
principalities were divided into sixteen liinas or territories, each under a Syiem or chief. 
This was followed by tlwee senu-independent units under Lyndolls, five subedarships and 
a Wahadar. The Jaintias are also a generic ten11 for the Syntax or Pnars They are also 
matrilineal tribes and the inlleritiu~ce which is handed on from uncle to nephe.r~!. The 
Jaintias have been stroiigly influenced by exposure to Hinduism ;uld Islam. However, 
Christianity continues to have a strong presence in the area with almost 47% of the 
population following the faith, On theothcr hand revivalist nlo\ements like the Seiig-Khasi 
have tried to bring back the traditional tribal customs, religion and festivals (Verghese 
1994: 195-197: Cliib 1984: 132-142). 

iv) Mailipur is an ancient state of the North-East. The ilanle M;u~ipur canie into 
prominence in the eigliteentll century iulder the King Garib Nawaz when 
Vaislulavism became tlle state religion. The inlportant tribes donlinating this area 
were the Meities, Marangs, Luwangs, Khumans, Alllong these the Hindu Meities are 
the most powerful and doininant tribe. They are probably of Tibeto-Bunnan origin 
and consist of seven clans locally called Salai: Ninglhoi~ja, Luwiu~g. Khun~ul, 
Moirang, Angonl, Khaba - Nganea and Chenglei. The other important tribal 
conu~lunities are Aimol. Anal, Anganu, Chiru, Chothe, Gangte, Hmar. Kabui, 
Kaclia, Koirao, Kioreng, Kom, Lan~g;ulg, Maram. Maning, Mao. Monsang, 
Moyuon, Senla, Tangkhul etc. However, these tribal groups are sub-divided into two 
broad general categories the Nagas and the Kukis or Kuki Chin :as thc!~ are probably 
known since they inhabit tlle hilly terrahi of Manipur, Cachar. Letha arid Arakan 
hills of Bumla. In Mmipur allnost 60% of the population is Hindu. while the rest are 
Cluistias with a smattering of Muslinls. (Chib 1984: 75-76,86-87: Vergliese 1984: 
198-202). 

v) Tlie state of A~uni~chal  Priidesh previously known as NEFA conslihltes of nearly 
79.02% of tribal population. It has roughly 110 tribes of nhicli twcnt! -six are quite 
popular. Tlie pronunelit tribal groups being the Biflas ;uld Banguis. Minyongs, 
Mishnus. Noctes, Apatanis, Miris. Akas, Sllredukpens, Mikirs. Tangeas. Compared 
to the rest of tile North-East. the Arunachal region has remained ulorc remote, 
distant and isolated. (Chib 1984: 280-281.288-295: Elwul 1959: 38-39) 

vi) Tlie large state of Assam has around only 10.99%) of tribals.who inhabit the plains 
of Brahmaputra. The iniportiu~t tribes being the Alloms, Bodo-Kachari. Raba, Mech, 
Jo-jai, Lelung, Mikirs, etc. A mqjority of then1 have bcen absorbed by Hu~duism and 
reflect a transitio~i from tribe to caste 

vii) The state of Tril)ur;i is interested by six low ranges of hills froin the northwest to 
tlie south east with an elevation between 100 to 3000 feet. tlle height increases from 
the southwest to die nortli east, while tlie margins are cliaractersied by a strip of 
plains. There are a total of eigliteen tribes largely belonging to tlle Tibeto-Burnran 
groups. They are mostly Hindu witli hvo Buddhist trines Chaknla and Magh and six 
tea garden tribes. The important tribes are the Tripuris (who belong to the Bodo 
stock). Reang, Jarnatia, Naotia and Halam. 

10.4 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION OF TRIBALS IN THE 
NORTH-EAST 

The system of social stratification covers two niain dimensions, the traditional systelil of 
stratification based on age, sex, kinship, etc. and the stratification enlergiiig in tlie society 
as a result of the influelice of a nulllber of ~ilodeniizhlg processes, education. 
industrialization, occupalional differentiation, status hiemcliie associated with 



parliamentary democracy, godemlent employment etc. which tend to stratify the society in 
tenlls of new class and status hierarchies modifying, reinforcing or undernliiling the 
traditional hierarchical divisions. 

Trilpl Ethnicity : The North-East 

Traditional the tribe of the North-East have not been homogei~eous egalitari'm units. A 
number of factors have contributed to the development of the stratification system among 
the different tribal communities, most important being lineage, relationship to land, ritual 
status, position of economic, social and political dominance. The ilmnner in which these 
factors are distributed leads to the formation and perpetuation of hierarchies within the 
various tribal groups and of the dominance of one tribal group over the other. Anlong the 
Garos, for example, the land meant for shifting cultivation and homestead plots was the 
property of seven lineages (Mahari) known as a king. 

Box 10.01 

The right of management of a king is vested in a particular family. Similarly, among the 
Khasi, while every member of the village of Reid could claim his right on the Ri land 
(Communal Land); theRi Kynti werelands exclusively meant for some clans who enjoyed 
on it proprietary, hereditary and transferable rights. A village study ofthe area showed 
that 22 pel-cent of the households controlled 7O0/oof the village land, 54%of the household 
controlled the remaining30% leaving no land at all to cultivate for as much as 24'/0of the 
household. 

10.4.1 Mizo Administration 

The Mizos had a well established system of administration through their chiefs. All activity 
in the life of a village involved around the chief and his house. Each village was ruled by 
its chief. It was the normal practice that the son of a chief was given on marriage a certain 
number of households by his father to set up their own village and becdme independent. 
Generally, the youngest or the eldest son depending on the clan would reniaill with the 
father to succeed him and all his property on death. 

Ainong the Silos hereditary succession is through the youngest while for the Paite it is the 
eldest. In his work of administration the chief was assisted by couicil of elders known as 
Upa aitd Zawlbuk, the youngnlen's donilitory. Upa were given preference in the choice of 
field for Jhunls and favour at the time of feast or any other functions organised or 
patronized by the chief. The other iiiiportant functionaries in the village were the Tlangau ( 
the village crier), the Thirdending (the village Blacksmith) and the Puithianl (the village 
priest) each of these functionaries received a basetful of Paddy for perfomling professional 
work for the members of thevillage. Similary the Zawlbuk was a impt institutional and 
played avery crucial role, 

The Mizo chiefs also had certain rights and privileges like (i) Fathang (paddy tax): (ii) 
Schhiah (meat tax ) (iii) Salam (fee in the foml of fine) (iv) building and repairing of chiefs 
house whenever asked to do so. The chiefs also granted the privileges to a class of farmers 
called Ranlhual and Salen who the first choice of jhuill fields. 

However after independence it was through the internal struggle, awareness, growth of 
urbanisation and emergence of middle class with its aspirations that the institution 

I chieftainship was abolished giving rise to stratification on the basis of class and other new 
I 
t emerging interests (Thanga 1998:26-256). 

10.4.2 Power and Prestige Among Nagas 

Ailloilg the Nagas too this inequality if reflected through the unequal sharing of power, 
prestige and wealth, largely acquired through tile feast of merit where, 'perishable food 
substances were redistributed which has social function to secure synlbolic presitige, and 
honoured alliances during the war as well peace for example the Seillas were differentiated 
in term of (i) Kekarni (chiefs), (ii) Chockomi (chiefs associated) (iii) Mughamis (Orphens 
or commoner); Akaherni (chiefs dependents) and (v) Anukeshimi (chiefs fields cultivators). 
Haimendorf has shown how the institution of chiefs survived anlong the knoyaks on the 
principle of purity of blood. 

Activity 1 

In which way does power and prestige among Nagas differ or is similar to from other 
groups in the North-East. Discuss with students at the study centre and put down your 
findings in your notebook 



Ethnic Stratification Further Haimendorf's (1992: 29,286-3 13,3 15-323) elaborate study of Arunachal Pradesh 
drew attention to the prevalence of similar trends there too. The most important tribes of 
the region are the Apatanis who live in seven villages ranging in size from 160 to 1000 
houses. The Apatanis are agriculturists and live in a rigidly stratification society. There are 
primarily two classes differing in status. There are primarily two classes differing in stafus: 
a11 upper class whose members owned a large part of the land and wield political power in 
class and villages, and lower class which used to consist of few men owning their own land 
as well as domestic slaves. The primary difference being between the Mate, Mite-Guth 
(Patricians) and the Mura, Cuchi (slaveslconnoners). 

10.4.3 The Jaintias and Khasis 

The Jantias too had a more elaborate stratification system. They were differentiated 
between. 

i) Rdja (king), 

ii) Dolois (Governor), 

iii) Wahen Ch Nong (Village headman), 

iv) Myntries, Patas, Laskars, Sangat, Maji (who are commoners and include all categories 
of officials. 

Tilput Nongbri has discussed an interesting aspect of the stratification system of the 
Tribals in the context of gender. She mentions that tribal customary laws like the non- 
tribal soci~ties deny them equal right to property. This discrimination is specially meted 
out in the case of inheritance laws, where women are entitled only to maintenance rights ' 
and expenses. In matrilineal society too, in the context of land, a sharp distinction is made 
between 'ownership' and 'control'. Thus while ownership is passed on through women, the 
control rests with men e.g. the Khasi, Jaintia, Garo, Rabha etc. Similarly where women 
posses usufructory rights in the patriarchal societies, they are subject to a nunlber of 
conditions like their remaining unmarried, having no brothers, being widowed and forced 
to marry a prescribed in. Similarly women face a bias in the allocation and inanagenlent of ' 

common property resources. Women also face discrimination is matters of inaniage and 
divorce. The practice of bride price by which women become almost like commodities is 
particularly delimiting. The women also face the problem of being treated as threats to their 
descent group and ethnic identity particularly in the context of the demographic 
repercussion of a women's marriage with the outsiders have made many men want to 
change the matrilineal system of inheritance to matrilineal thus weakening its base. 

10.4.4 Traditional Ranking Systems 

All these examples show elaborate and varying traditional ranking systems conditioned by 
the particular ecological and historical circumstances of different tribes. The beginning of 
the colonial rule and its ending at the time of independence of the country led to a number 
of inlportant changes which shook the carefully protected relatively isolated world of the 
North-East Tribals. These included linking up the tirbals with colonial system of 
administration with meant' opening up further towards. Shillong, Calcutta, Delhi and even 
London, the coming in of the Christian Missionaries, introduction of the nmrket economy, 
the formalization and consolidation of status hierarchy within the tribes by the British for 
their administrative and political convenience, extension of protective discrimination and 
development schemes for backward areas and finally participation in the democratic 
process in independence India and resulting changes at various levels. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a note on Mizo Administration. Use five to ten lines for your answer. - 



: 
Tribal Ethnicity : The R'orth-East ..................................................... ................................................................ 

2) Discuss social stratificationamong the Jaintias and Khasis of North-East. Use 
between five to ten lines for your answer. 

These led to a weakening of the traditional system of social stratification, the emergence 
of new socio-economic and political interests and linked disparities together with a growing 
e;-uphasis on class position in society. Thus co-existing with ascribed status and both 
reinforcing and modifying it, the achieved status became a significant factor of increasing 
importance. 

I 
Box 10.02 

The emergence of a new middle class, the contractors, middlemen, businessmen and the 
politicians operating at  local, district, state ofnational levels, all tended to divide the society 
along class lines. However, those who held an economic and socially dominant positions 
traditionally wereoften able to exploit their initial advantage to obtain high ranked positions 
in the new setting as well. Thus all these interactions created a society broadly stratified 
and linked to political, economic and soeial trends outside the region, stateandeven nation. 

Ai: the same time these factors created also a need to preserve, protect and emphasize a 
distinct identity. - 
10.5 TRIBAL MOVEMENTS IN THE NORTH-EAST - 
W 2 need to bear in mind the unique geopolitical and historical background of the tribal 
pe3ple of the North-East in order to understand the specificity and very different character 
of the tribal movements of this region from those of other areas. These background factors 
include: 

i) Because of their location of i n t d - 1  borders, many of these tribal communities 
played the role of bridge and buffer communities and so had developed bonds with 
certain groups across the borders 

ii) British colonial administration followed a policy of insuring economic social and 
political isolation on these tribes from the rest of the counuy. The tribal areas were 
categorized as excluded or partially excluded areas and contacts of the outsiders with 2 1 I 



Ethnic Stratification these areas were strictly regulated, particularly in the excluded areas where no 
outsiders could enter without obtaining a pennit. Thus their areas not only remained 
unaffected by the political influence of the freedom struggle in the countq~, but also 
developed apprehensions about maintaining their own separate identity and political 
autonomy in relation to independent India. 

iii) Unlike the tribals of middle India, tribals in the North-East have througllout constituted 
an overwhelming majority (expect in Tripura) and being free from exploitative 
economic and social contacts with their Assamese neighbours including alienation of 
their land and forests, failed to develop agrarian and nullenanan movements which 
frequently characterised Uie tribals of other regions of the country. 

iv) Spread of the Christianity and mission education gave the tribals a distinctive sense of 
identity and made them apprehensive about their future in Indepe~~dent India. 

v) Influence of the second world war as threatres of war came close to tlieir habitat in the 
North-East. 

vi) Inlpending independence of India and resulting heighteniiing of political consciousness 
and struggle. 

vii) After independence there was open unrestricted contact between the tribals and 
outsiders. A number oftraders. refugees and other mib~ants began to settle in the area, 
acquiring land and resources. All these generated fears of beiug swamped by outsiders 
and loosing land, forests and other resources to the outsiders. 

viii)The inlpact of modernization on Tribal life and social institutions, especially the 
conflict between nlenlbers of the growing middle class and traditio~ial chiefs as well as 
dislocations of the traditional pattern of land control and land relations. 

Depending on the particular circumstances and ob,jective of the individual movements, 
nlany of these factors in different conibinations affected the formation and developnlent of 
the different tribal movements. Because of the characteristic coltditions of their genesis, 
thrust of these movements has been largely political, centring on issues of 'identity and 
security', with 'goals ranging from autono~ny to independcilcc and means froin 



coiistitutional agitation to insurgency'. ~ l though a majority of the nlovements have also Tribal Ethnicity : The North-East 

centred on issues of language, script and cultural revival, the same political struggle 
appears to have been reflected in these movements also. We will now look at some of the 
movements in detail to understand their specificity. 

10.5.1 The Naga Movement 

A large number of factors acted as catalysts for the Naga Movement. These were: 

i) fear of the losing special privileges bestowed upon them by the British 

ii) the danger of erosion cultural autonomy and district 'ethnic identity' 
iii) fear of losing the custonrary ownership of the hills. 

iv) The spread of Christianity 

v) Developnlent of format education in the Naga Hills. 
vi) Reaction to the fornlation of complex political structures. 

Though the Naga ethnic identity and the movement were sharply articulated after 
independence, the roots were sworn with the formation of the Naga Club in 19 18 at 
Kohima. The first taken by the club was a memorandum submitted to the Simon 
conmiission in 1929 seeking the continuity of the direct British Administration of the hills 
and number of other issues. The memorandum was singed by representratives of most of 
the Naga tribes. 

A very important role in the resurrection of Naga identity was played by Zapu Phizo, who 
had assisted the Japanese and the INA with the hope of getting help to form a soverign 
Naga State (Verghese 1994: 85). Their was a great deal of debate over what the Naga's 
.#anted after the British lift India. The issue centred primarily on autonolny Vs 
~ndependence. 

Box 10.03 

The Assam rdvernor reached a nine-point agreement with the Naga National Council in 
Kohima on June 29, 1947. An agreement which too was not without its controversies 
specially the interpretation of clause 9. While the Naga's claimed it meant a right to self 
determination after ten years, the government felt that all aspects of the agreqment had 
been subsumed and taken care off under the sixth schedule of the constitution. While a 
large number of members of theNNC were prepared to give this agreement a fair chance, 
a majority under Phizo were arrested, but after his release took charge of the NNC and 
conducted a 'plebiscite' on the questionof Naga autonomy which on the basis of the opinion 
of a few thousands declared a 99xpreference for Independence. 

The Nagas boycotted the first General Election in 1952 and the District Council Scheme. 
This agitation took a violent turn when Phizo miouned the formation of a Republician 
Government of Free Nagaland at 'Kautaga' on September 18,1954. In this endeavor the 
moderate elements like Sakhrie were completely outnumbered. Soon, he was assassinated 
ar~dunderground gorilla warfare began in earnest. The army was called out to aid the 
civilian government on August 27. 1955. Gradually the gorilla struggle lost momentum but 
tll: people continued to suffer acute hardship under harsh arnly control This situation 
becanle a rallying point for the moderates who abandoned independence and discussed the 
possibility of a Nagalmd within the Indian Union with full freedom to preserve and protect 
their heritage and way of life. A Naga Peoples' convention was called in Kohima in Augbst 
1957. It was a conglomeration of 1760 delegates representing all the tribes in the Naga 
Hills and the Tueilsang district of NEFA. After a long deliberation, the council decided to 
s e ~ k  a single Naga Hills - Tuensang administrative unit within the Indian Union. The 
NHTA was created as an autononlous district directly administered by the governor of 
As ;am on behalf of the President. This convention was followed by two more conventions 
Thl: deliberation of the October 1959 convention led to a historic landmark agreement with 
the government of India in July 1960. Under the agreement the NHTA was to be 
redesigned as Nagaland and beca~ne an independent state in December 1963. Even as the 
elections took place to the assenlbly, the underground movement continued. Several 
inconclusive rounds of the talks were held between the underground leadership and the 
Goirernnlent of India. A peace nlission was set up in 1964 which had J.P. Narayan, B.P. 
Calka, Rev. Michael Scott and Shandkm Dev as its members. All these activities and 
efforts fnlaly culiminated in the Shillong accord of November 1 1, 1975. 



Ethnic Stratification Under this agreement the underground accepted the constitution of India: deposited their 
anns, security forces halted their operations and gave enough time to the undergro~md 
organisations to formulate other issues for discussion for the final settlen~ent to take place 
Though this accord brought peace to the area, a section of the undergroud under the 
Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagaland set up in 1980 is still struggling for a sovereign 
state. (Dole,-- 1998: 16-20; Verghese 1994: 87-85,89,90; Dhanda 1993. 482-485). 

10.5.2 Tribal Policy in Tripura 1 
Tripura represents an 'exan~~le of$ state which despite being ruled by a tnbal ruler 
followed policies which reduced its original tribal inhabitants to a minority. The state 
consisted of nineteen major tribes of which the Tripura is to which the n~le r  belonged were 
the most dominant. Due to a variety of historical reasons most tribals had colue under the 
influence of Hinduism, particularly Vaishnavism. For economic reasons the Mahar?ia, who 
had zamidaris in the adjoining districts of Comilla, Noakhali and Chittagong, invited the 
Bengali peasants from there to develop settled agriculture in Tripura. They were known as 
Ziratia tenants and, they apart from promoting agriculture, generated niuch needed 
revenues for the.state. For humanitarian considerations also the ruler allowed t l~e  Bengali 
refugees to settle in his kingdom and reclaim forest lands for cultivation Sinlilarly a 
number of entrepreneurs were encouraged to establish tea gardens. Bengali being the 
language of the adnlinistration a number of Bengali professionals and white collkired 
workers, teachers and others also got settled in the state. 

Activity 2 

Evaluate through discussion with other students at the study centre, the tribal policy in 
Tripura. Put down your findings in your notebook. 

This process changed the demographic profile of the state, the tribals who collstih~ted 64% 
of the population in 1974 were only 36% of the pbpulation in 191 1, and by 193 1 the 
number of inlmigrants from various other regions mostly Assam and Bengal had risen to 
1 14,383. However the maharaja of Tripura in his proclamation of 193 1 and 1913 reserved 
certain area almost 5050 sq. km. for settled agriculture offwe designated tribes the 
Tripuris, Reangs, Jamatis, Naotis and Halams. 

Box 10.04 

With Independenceof thecountry, Tripura acceded to India on 13 August 1947. However, 
surrounded by east Pakistan on all (except one) sides, socio-political developments there, 
particularly communal riots, had a tremendous effect on the state particularly in terms of 
theintlux of the Bengali refugees, Not only the population ofthe state increased considerably 
(from 645,707 in 1951 to 1156,342 in 1971) (Mukherjeeand Singh 1982: 320). There were 
also important repercussions for the tribal population, which though increased in numl)ers, 
was reduced to 28.44% of the total in 1971. Further population density rose from 17 per 
sq. km, in 1917 tc~ 49 in 1941 to 196 by 1981). 

i) This demographic charge meant an increasing dominance and control of imn"grants 
in various departments particularly the market and the credit systelll as \? ell as 
professional and service sectors. 'This also resulted in largc number of tribals being 
pushed back to tlic interior, tremendous pressure on land, increase in mortgages ;u~d 
indebtedness, banning of slash and bum cultivation, increased alienation of land and 
transfer from tribals to non-tribals. Thus, 'the changing denlographic balance, 

r 
econon~ic pressures created by tlle sudden influx of population, and the spread of I 

education, combined to generate new impulses, a mix of expectations and discontents' 
(Verghese 1994: 171). 

The fust response to this unrest was the fornlation of the bibal militant orga~lisation the 
Seng Krak in 1947. This was followed by two other tribal bodies, the Adivasi Sanliti and 
the Tripura Rajya Admivasi Sangh, both of which came together in 1954 in the Adivasi 
Sansad. The Eastern India Tribal Union also established its branch in Tripura and 
contested election in 1957 and 1962. Similarly the communists had established a strong 
presence in Tripura forming the Rajya Mukti Parished in 1948 and taking up the cause of 
the bibalsvis-A-vis the non-tribals, comnlunist leaders. The split and decline in the 
colrmlunist party and the reemergence of the congress as a result of changing equations 
created a lot of disillusionment and resentment among the younger generation who fornled 



the Tripura, Upajati Juba Samita (TUB) under Samacharan Tripura on June 10,1967. Tribal Ethnicity : The North-East 

TUJS is a political organisation of the Tribals, With a fourpoint agenda (a) creation of an 
autonomous district council for tribals under the sixth schedule of the constitution (b) 
restoration of tribal lands illegally transferred to the non-tribals (c) recognition of the Kek- 
Barak language (d) adoption of Roman Scupt. 

ii) The TUJS campaigned massively for the fulfilment of its demands. Resorting to 
agitation, propaganda, petitions, dharnas and protests, tluough phases of upswings 
and downswings, the TUJS managed to retain its hold and work for the cause of tribal 
upliftmen1 as Tripura became a full fledged state in 1972. The 1977 elections saw the 
recovery of the communists who were returned back to power marginalising both the 
congress and the TUJS. 

The CPM government made a number of moves to restore and strengthen the tribal 
position. Among them being the recognition to the Kek-Barak language, measures to 
implement the agrarian laws on illegally alienated lands, set in motion the process of , 
fomling an autonomous hill council. Though these moves were welcomed by the tribals 
and the nloderate section of the TUJS, a section of redicals s~narting under the declining 
uifluence of the TUJS, came into prominence under the leadership of a Christian 
Missionary Vijay Kumar Rankhel who saw the bond of Christianity as an iillportant vehicle 
:o forge unity 2nd assertion anlong the tribal. He also sought the help of the MNF and other 
organizations to train the TUJS vollulteers. He become the self-styled leader of the Tripurd 
'Tribal National Front and the Tripura Sena. The secession and independence of Tripura 
hecame important goals for him. This revival of the movement coincided with the 
inovenlent against foreigners in Manipur, Meglialaya and Assanl. The TUJS Conference of ' 

March 1980 gave a call for the deportation of all foreigners who came to Tripura after 15 
October 1949. 'fieviolent agitation was begun by a call for boycott of foreigners, 
~~articularly traders and protests outside importaut govemnlent offices. A lot of violence 
took place against the Bengali and other settlers who countered it tluougll the Amla 
13engali. The carnage reached a crescendo in alnlost a month. The fuse being ignited by the 
3,enlbucherrd itxident. 

iii) The Dinesh Singh Committee on Tripura set up by the centre saw the real solution of 
the problem in the economic development of the region. It took note of the 
transfonna~ion brought in the state as a result of inroads made into tribal society by 
traders, lend grabbers, refugees and missionaries. The committee made an elaborate 
list of suggzsted short and long term measures to ameliorate the problem. These 
included ellmination of disparities, restoration of land to the tribals and ensuring their 
rehabilitation. The TUJS disassociated itself from the milit'mt Tripura National 
Volunteers led by Rankhal and called a peaceful agitation for implementation of the 
Dinesh Singh Coinmittee report, a judicial inquiry into the June incident and the 
fornlation af Tribal Area Autonomous Council, while the Anti-foreigners agitation 
was put on hold. After a period of intense struggle the TNV militants finally 
negotiated a settlement with the government on Aug. 12, 1988. Under the agreement 
promised speedy action in the restoration of alienated lands, the fonnation of a 
Autonomous district council, stringent measures to prevent infiltration from across the 
border, etc. 

i 
I iv) However, not all factions of the TNV were satisfied with this agreement. They 

established oreakaway groups to continue the agitation like the All Tripura Tribal 
Force (which signed agreement with the state in 1993), the National Liberation Front 
of Tripura. The Tripura Rajya Raksha Bahini Tripura Sfate Volunteers, Tripura 
National Democratic Tribal Force. However, the intensive, conviction and 
comnlitment of the agitation has waned. But the groups continue to sunfive patronized 
and supportcd simultaneously by different political parties and underground 

I move~llents across the borders who provide resources and anununition. 

(317-339; Doley 1998: 30-32; Verghese 1994: 165-195). 

10.5.3 Tribal Struggle in Manipur 
I 

Manipur has a long history of struggle. The prominent among them being the Zeliangrong 
Ntaga uprising (1 930-32), the Kuki rebellion (1 9 17- 191, the womens agitation, Meiti state 
cc nlnlittee and a number of other agitations. Manipw was a princely state which merged 
w:.th India in 1949, remained a UT till finally granted statehood in 1972. To account for the 



Ethnic Stratification agitations to resurface in the state, Kabui relates it to crisis of identity, weakness of the 
Indian political system, economic exploitation, corruption, unemployment and influence of 
foreign power and ideology (cf. Doley 1998: 2 1). The various agitations launched in the 
state were. 

i) The Meitei State Conunittee was formed in 1967 in protest at Manipur's merger with 
the India Union. This organisation gradually became a revolutionary body seeking an 
independent Manipur governed on the lines of a Socialist ideology developed by Irabot 
Singh. The movement weakened and the committee surrendered in 197 1. This 
movemeilt failed as result of (a) low level of education of leaders (b) lack of clarity 
about the objectives of the movement (c) lack of strong infrastructural organization and 
support. (Doley 1998: 24). 

ii) The Kukis in Manipur revolted against the British in 19 17- 19 in response to the alien 
intervention in the traditional pattern of and way of life of the tribal people. Though 
this response was suppressed by the British. It found expression against the treatment 
of the melties by the govenunent became an important turning point in the agitation. 
A fillup has been provided by the growing prominence of the Sanmahi cult, which 
explodes the myth of the Aryan origin of the Meities who converted to Hinduism in 
the eighteenth century. An important role has been played by the Manipur National 
Front which aims to revive the Mongloid heritage which would unit the Sananlahis as' 
well as other Mongloid people of the NE. The front, as it trines to go back to its own 
tribal religion, seeks to get rid of the borrowing and donination and exploitation 
imposed on them by brahmin and Vaishnav practices. The Resurgence of the 
Sanamahi cult revived the Meteir script, language and literature, thus giving from to a 
distinct Metei identity. At the same time this asertion was also a reaction against 
Hindus and outsiders. It emphasised the glory of Manipur and its cultural distinction 
from India. An offshoot of the emergence of Metei, Nationalism has been the gradual 
erosion of the word Manipur and Manipuri and its repalcement by Kangleipak and 
Metei respectively (Kabui: 1983, p. 236-237) which can only be achieved by the 
fomlation of a Meitei homeland. 

All these factors have contributed to the spread of insurgency in Manipur. of the two main 
organizations active in the state, the people's revolutionary party of Kangleipak (PREPAK) 
and PLA @eoplels liberation army), PREPAK is seen as a Marxist - Leninist party closely 
linked to Meitei revivalism while the PLA has a radical ideology and a strong rural base 
and prefers to propogate communist ideology and integrated insurgent groups across the 
N.E. Thus the Meities represent an interesting group at the cross roads who have revived 
their traditional religion and yet are unable to get the status of tribals which they aspire for 
and failure to achieve which prevents them from getting privileges under the sixth schedule 
(Doley 1998: 22-27, Verghese 1994: 113-134; Kabui 1983: 234-237; 1992.5357) 

Resurfaced with the Kuki National Assembly in 1946, which gradually articulated a 
political denmd for a autonomous district or state for Kuki Inbals in order to fully reaplise 
the cultural and glory of their own culture and may of life. (Doley 1998 : 25) 

iii) The Manipur women protested agaisnt the Britisl; regarding Rice Trading and the 
British export policy. The immediate cause of the movement was the shortage of 
foodgrains in Manipur due to the vagaries of the weather; the high price of rice in the 
local market due to exports and the pressure of the vested business interests. It was 
one Manipuri woman, Aribam Chaotian Devi, who organised a few women to stop 
selling rice to the mill owners. A chain reaction followed and other women got 
involved in the agitation. Though this was suppressed by the British in 1941 but left 
its impact on the administrative set up and cultural pattern of the state. (Doley 1998: 
26-27). 

iv) The Zeliangrong movement was started by three tribal groups the Zenlei, Liangmei 
and the Rongmei who together were called the Zeliangrong. This movement began 
essentailly as a social reform movement and was led by a young Rongmei Naga 
Jadonang and his cousin Rani Gaidinliu. They fornled the Heraka cult which sought 
to abolish some cuational customs, and to reform and revive the traditional religion, 
as a response to Hinduism and impact of Christianity. The movenlent was also anti- 
British and anti-Kuki, and it sought to establish Naga rule by forging a single 
Zeliangrong identity Jadonang's subsequent arrest and execution gaye a jolt to the 



~iuovenieiut. However. his cousin Gainilui canied it forward linking it to the struggle Tribal Ethnicit) : The North-East 

against British rule and civil disobedience movement of tlie Congress (Kubui 1982: 
56), She was, however. iniprisoned for alnlost 11 years a ~ d  in the meal time the 
niovenient lost much of its steam. It gradually got converted to a purely peaceful 
moven~eilt and various triiibal orgalisations like the Kabilui Sanuty (1 934), Kabui 
Naga Association (1946), Zeliangrong Council (1917) Manipur Zeliangrong Union 
(1947) all came into the picturc with the ob.jective of overthrowing the British rule. 
After more than two decades the aim of the movenieilt becalne political, seeking the 
creation of a separate Zeliaigrong Adnlinistrative Unit co~isisting of the Zeliailgrong 
inhabited areas of Malip~ir, Nagaliuud and Assani's Cacl~ar hills. 

The process of identity fom~ation anlong the Mizos was essentially about 15 local tribes 
assuming a district Mizo identity. Political consciousness began in the Lushai hills area 
with Uie return of a number of first world war veteraus However. the level of political 
articulation was lows, and no expression of political solidarity book place before the Siiiion 
Conuiiissioil The area remained concenled as a1 'exclude' area under the 1935 act. With 
the end of the second world war and the iinpending grant of independence, the new 
Cllristian edlicated elite, curbed by the authoritarian style of functioning of their chiefs, 
fonned tlie Mizo Conlnloii People's front and a Mizo Union in 1946 demanding equal right 
to vote for chiefs as well as collunoners. Gradually as they organised themselves they 
sought to asset their cultural a i d  political distinctiveness as well as deiuxuld self 

I 
I 

detenuunation and a number of other benefits to preserve and protect their identity. The 
conulloners were incorporated in the District Conference. This also created a cleavage 

I between tlie comilo~u people and chiefs who begin to feel sidelined. They lornled a 

I political party the United Mizo Freedom Organization on July 5, 1947 which sought to 

i iluerge the M i ~ o  area with Bunila. However, tlue leaders of the Mizo Union felt an affinity 
wiU1 India a id  opted for remaitling within India with liiilited autonomy and the freedom to 

1 opt out when they wished to do so T l ~ e  goveniment ui response gave protection to the 

I tribes under t l~e  sixth schedule and cerlain special privileges to the Lusliai hills including a 
District Council. 

10.6.1 Mizo Identity 

However, Uie perceived threat to tlie Mizo Identity became sharpened in reaction to the 
decisioil of the Assaiil Govenlnlent to introduce Assanuese as the state language The 
UMFO teamed up with the Eastenl India Tribal Uilioil seeking separation froill Assam. In . . this endeavour they were also supported by the All PiIrty hill Leaders Conference. 

? 
The ininiediate cause for the Mizo unrest was tlie 'efflorescence of the banlboo om~autaiui 
in 1959' which led to acute famine in the region. The inept handling of tlue issue by the 
government, suppression of the farmers and the inadequate relief nleasures added fuel to 
the fire on the issue of separate stateliood. In an attenlpt to come to tenns with tliis 
sihlation, the Mi70 clilh~ral society was converted into a Mizo Natioxal Famine Front. 
which gained popularity for its activism rclief nueasure Later it emerged as Mizo National 
Front in 1963 under the leadership of Laldenga. The organization gained popular appeal 
~ n d  sought help from Pakistan for its cause. On February 28, 1966 Mizorani was declared 
,111 independent sovereign state with the launcli of 'operation Jericl~o' Ma,jor governlneiit 
ljuildings, installations, etc. were taken over. The IAF and the arnly had to inove in. 
i2onsequeiitly MNF was declared uillawful and the 'rebel govt.' was forced to inove 
nnderground. hlozoram was declared a disturbed area and placed under Anliy control. 
I:ollowing this, a strategy of grouping of villages was canied out in four pliases between 
1967 ;uld 1970 under the Defence of India nlles and Assan1 maintenmice of Public Order 
Act. 

<:heck Your Progress 2 

1) Discuss the Naga Move~iient in the North-East. Use about ten lines for your answer. 
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The MNF went underground and its leader Laldenga escaped. A further degrouping of 
villages tookplace and Mioram became a Union Territory. After a long arduous struggle 
Laldenga came to the negotiating table and a mutually agreed 'peace accord' was signed on 
July 1,1976. Under this record the MNF agreed to end insurgency offer surrender and seek 
a political settlement within the constitution. However theunderground movement 
continued ind hostilities resumed. Phases of continued suppression and negations 
followed. The process of negotiating eventually came to an end with fornlal agreement 
singed by Laldenga, Lal Tbanwala and Pradhan in Delhi on June, 30, 1986 and Mizoram 
finally emerged as a separate state within the Indian Union (Verghese 1994: 135- 165) 

10.7 BOD0 MOVEMENT 

The Bodos movement is of considerable interest in contemporary times. Tbe movement 
was started by the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) in 1987 seeking (a) a separate state on 
fhe banks of the Brahmaputra @) Inclusion of the Bodo-Kaharis and some other tribes in 
the Sixth schedule: The origin of this movement could be traced to the particular position 
of the Bodos as a dominant tribal group; in a largely non-tribal state. The other factors 
which were catalyst in this movement are government neglect and apathetic attitude 
towards the tribals, fear of erosion of Bodo identity in terms of exploitation, control over 
land, jobs, other resources, language, scrip and other cultural aspects on life. 



10.8 TRIBAL ETHNICITY BECOMES AS A BASIS FOR Tribal Ethnicity : The North-East 

STRATIFICATION 

An inlportant feature of ethnicity is that like caste it is a status group; intermediate between 
the family and the state or nation In Weberian ternls a status group is a group which enjoys 
a characteristics prestige and honour in relation to similar other groups. In any wider group 
there are always cultural differences, but with the rising ethnic consciousness, certain 
cultural differences come to used as ethnic markers of group identity. This stress on group 
identity and selected markers facilitates the mobilisation of the group for various collective 
ends, econonlic, political, social cultural etc. These collective ends to the extent they are 
realised andnot realised affect the process of stratification. 

10.8.1 Ethnic Movement 

Ethnic movements are generally seen as a reaction to a particular social situation in which 
the groups feel deprived because it fails to get what it feels as its due recognition. This due 
recognition may be that their members are not treated as status equals, or are ranked 
inferior to so~lle other unduly Concern may be for equality of status or for higher status as 
ones 'due'. Thus aside from considerations about nlaterial interests, concern about status, 
social recognition, prestige becomes equally important. The tribe may seek equality, or 
emphasise the superiority of their culture and language e.g. The carving out of states of 
Nagaland, Mizoranl, and Meghalya after an intense struggle by the tribal people from the 
state of Assani Followed by the continuing struggle of the Bodos for their own state as 
well as language and script affected the inter-etlmic and inb-ethnic stratification system in 
important respects. 

An important aspect of ethnic struggle is concerned with mobilization to gain positions of 
economic advantage, jobs, educational facilities etc. This may takethe form of demands 
that certain positions may be given exclusively to a particular tribe or distributed in relation 
to the respective ethnic population. Thus the process of ethnic mobilisation effects at two 
general levels struggle for (a) due recognition and (b) for greater economic and political 
advantage on some special ground. As soon as the ethnic mobilisation process and struggle 
starts, new positions come into existence at thevarious organizational and leadership levels 
enjoyingvarying amount of power, prestige and econonlic advantage, this new phenomena 
may alter already existing similar relationship within the group. 

10.8.2 Mobility and Ethnic Groups 

This new kind of opportunity may become available to individuals and sub-groups within 
the broader ethnic groups leading to upward and downward mobility between sub-sections 
and the individual levels. The overall occupational differentiation in income, lifestyle, 
:ducation etc. may further develop with one group emphasizing within group differences in 
#culture, honour, prestige etc. Tliis process may even threaten the boundary markers 
between ethnic groups by creating cross group similarities and increasing intragroup 
differences, especially when class and class linied lifestyles cut across ethnic 
group may form a new formation combine, emphasise closeness to win material 
recognition and reward. It may even seek a claim for a separate state or separate provincial 
autonomy. The moment this objects is achieved, then there is a possibility of new fault 
lines developing in this group particularly in the context of the North-East the 
implementation of the sixth schedule of the constitution, policy of protective 
c~iscrimination, policy of development and integration, participation in the electoral 
process have sharpened the ethnic consciousness as a stepping stone towards greater 
political power, resources; and mobility. Due to these factors the overall relationship 
between the tribals and non-tribals is also changing. Tribals as a category are no longer 
despised or inferior; infact they may be the dominant group in the state. The tribal group 
niay be a deprived group within which strong inequalities exist. Thus to an extent 
differences between tribals and non-tribals are getting reduced as against people of 
cc~mprable educational, classbtatus, where similarity may be much more egalitarian then 
b:tween Tribals andNon-Tribals. 

10.9 LET US SUM UP 

Viewed positively Ethnicity is a means of equality, greater means of self-worth, preserving 2 9 



Ethnic stratification cultural heritage, cultural diversity, spreadllg egalitarianism social order etc. ln that sense 
the ethnic group nlobili7ation may be seen as a means of curtailing the power of the state. 
However at the same time it can lead to strife, ethnostrife, ethnic-intolerance subordination 
of groups etc. 

10.10 KEY WORDS 

Absorption : Aprocess by which tribes were assinulated into other groups and 
conununities. 

Ethnicity : Comprises culturdl layers of habits, traits and origin which bind into 
solidarity the entire comnlllnity which is of aparticular ethnic stock. 

Identity : Characteristic features of a particular person group or community 
Power : Ability to influence a person or group, even against their will. 
Prestige : a type of status which has become associated with a person, group or 

community. 
Tribe : Can be distinguished through various fcatures of such a group/ 

community. See text for elaboration. 
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10.12 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Through the institution of their chiefs, the Mizos had a well established administration 
system. The chief and his house were the centre of activity. On nuniage the son of a 
chief was given some households to set up their ownvillage and be indepe~ldent. One 
son however remained with the chief to succeed him. Adnunistration of the village by 
the chief was aided by a council of elders. 

2) The Jaintias were divided into king Governor, village Headman and Conlmoners 
(including officials) ownership is passed on through women, the control rests with the 
men. Where usufructory rights were there women were to remain ~nmanied, have no 
brother etc. Women also face discrimination is matters of nianiage and divorce. Bride 
price was also a humiliating practice. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) There were many factors which were important in creating the Naga Movement. 
These included fear of losing privileges created by the British and erosion of their 
ethnic identity. Naga ethnic identity tracess back to 19 18 when the Naga Club was 
formed. In 1947 the Assan1 Governor reached an agreement with Nt~gas. The Nagas 
boycotted the General Election of 1952 was reached, and the Naga uilderground 
accepted the Constitution of India. However in 1980 the Nationalist Socialist Council 
of Nagaland was still struggling for a sovereign state. 

2) Tribal struggling in Manipur have a long history including Zeliangrong Naga 1930- 
32 uprising and the Kuki rebellion 1917-19. These struggle have been attributed to 
various reasons including identity crisis, weak political system of lndia exploitation of 
all sorts, corruption, and unemployment. Other agitations include the Meitee State 
Committee formed for an Independent Manipur in 1967. The Conlnlittee surrendered 
in 1971. Lack of education, and weak infrastructure were reasons whicll led to failure. 
The Kuki rebellion of Manipur (1 9 17-1 9) was against the British. Other organizations 

I 1 

include Manipur National Front which aims to revive the Mongoloid heritage. Finally 1 
script language and literature, provided to them a distinct Metei identity. 
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11.0 OBJECTIVES 

This unit teaches you to the concepts of ethnicity and religion and they can become a basis 
oc  social stratification. After studying this unit you should be able to: 

Describe ethnicity and religion as a fornl of ethnic identity; 

Discuss religious ethnicity as a basis of stratification; 

Outline politics of religious and ethuic identities in Punjab; and 

Describe conditions under which religious ethuicity becomes a basis of stratification. 
- 
11.1 INTRODUCTION - 
Human societies are made up of different types of social grouping. The most important of 
th~se,  in modern times, are the nation states. However, nation states are not the only 
collective identifies that individuals in conteinporary societies identify themselves with. 

i Most of the nation states today, industrialized developed countries of the West and the 
developing countries of the third world alike, are inhabited by a variety of social grouping, 
distinct cultures and ways of life. In other words, most countries of the world today are 
phlral societies. Plural societies are those in which there are several large ethuic 
groupings, living in a common political and economic system, i.e. ,&e nation state, but 
otherwise largely distinct froin each other. 

11.2 CONCEPTS OF ETHNICITY AND ETHNIC 
IDENTITY 

- -- - - - -- 

It is in the context of the modem nation .states that the tern1 etlulicity became popular in 
the disciplines of sociology and social anthropology. It began to be used around the middle 
of Ihe twentieth century in American sociology to describe people of different national 
ori$n. Ethnic groups are supposed to differ from each other on the basis of some cultural 
crileria. An e th i c  group, according to R.A. Schermerhom, is a 'a collectivity within a 



Ethnic Stratification 
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larger society having"&il or putative common ancestry, memory of shared l~istorical past, 
the cultural focus on one or more symbolic elements defined as the epitonle of their 
peoplehood. Examples of such synlbolic are: kinship patterns, physical contiguity, 
religious affinity, language or dialect fomls, tribal affiliation, nationality, phenotypal 
features, or any combination of these. A necessary acompanilnent is some consciousness of 
kind among members of the group' (as in Sollor, 1996: xii). Members of an ethnic group 
not only share a colnnlon identity of belonging to that group but are also seen to be so by 
others in the society. 

However, ethnicity is not merely a symbolic or cultural phenomenon. In certain contexts it 
could also become a source of political nlobilization and conflict. As Shamla points out 
ethnicity has two dimensions, dommt and salient. In its donnant fonn, 'etlmicity 
represents an innocent mode of identification based on certain relatively distinct cultural 
attributes. In its salient foml, ethnicity signifies an urge for political power based on a 
sense of cultural distinction' (Shamla, 1996: 105). The distinctive c~llhlral consciousness 
of an ethnic group could gets politically activated due to various sociologicid and historical 
reasons, such as a fear of assiillilation into the nuinstream culture, experience of 
discrimination or the emergence of political aspiration for autonomy and self-govenrance. 

11.2.1 Religion as a Form of Ethnic Identity 4 
Religion has often been associated with the idea of the "sacred or "God.  According to 
Anthony Giddens, all religions 'involve a set of symbols, invoking feelings of reverence or 
awe, and are linked to rituals or ceremonials practiced by a comnlunity of believers' 
(Giddens, 1989: 452). This definition suggests that the concept of religion involves two 
aspects. One, a system of rituals and beliefs including tlle ideas of a sacred symbol or a 
notion of the divine; and two, it involves a " conununity" of believers who share those 
ideas. Emile Durkheiin had also enlphasised the point that religions are never just a 
measure of belief. All religion involves regular ceremonial and ritual activities, in which a 
group of believers meet together. Regular participation in these ritual activities helps in 
binding the members of such groups together into communities. These religious 
"communities" in the contenlporary contest of the nation states, particularly those 
inhabited by believers of more than one faith, have tended to pursue their distinct culturi~l 
identities and have tended to identify themselves as distinct e th ic  groups. Thus religion 

-in these cases becomes the basis of etlulic identity. 

11.3 RELIGIOUS ETHNICITY AS A BASIS OF 
STRATIFICATION: MINORITIES AND 
MAJORITIES IN THE MODERN NATION STATES 

Ethnic distinctions are rarely neutral. As Giddens points out, they are coinmonly 
associated with marked inequalities of wealth and power. The ethnic colnposition of the 
most plural societies is such that their citizens is generally made of one large ethnic group 
and many other ethnic with small populations. This divides the nation states into one 
"majority" and several "minorities". The majority group invariably controls powej in 
most of these societies while the minorities tend be the victims of prejudice and 
discrimination. This obviously leads to a relation of inequality and social smtification 
among the ethnic groups, a powerful and dominant majority and several subordinate 
ethnic minorities. 

Though the expressions minority and majority are often used in numerical temls, 
sociologically their distinctions involve much more than that. According to Giddens 
(1989: 245), a minority group has the following features. 

i) Its members are disadvantaged, as a result of discrimination against them by others. 
Discrinunation exists when rights and opportunities open to one set orpeople are 
denied to another group. For instance an upper caste Hindu landlord nlay refuse to 
rent a room to someone because she or he is a Muslim or a tribal. 

ii) Members of a minority have some sense of group solidarity, of 'belongh~g together'. 
Experience of being the subject of prejudice and discrinunation usually heightens 
feeling of common loyalty and interest. Members of a minority group often tend to see 
themselves as 'a people apart' from the ma-jority. 



iii) Minority p u p s  are usually (at least to some degree) physically and socially isolated 
from the larger community. They tend to be concentrated in certain neighbourhoods, - 
cities or regions of a country. There is little intermarriage between those in the 
majority and members of the minority groups. Members of the minority groups 
attempt hard to maintain their ethnic and cultural distinctiveness. 

Some have suggested that, the notions of n~inority and majority are sociological rather than 
numerical, a minority group might in certain circumstances consist of the majority of 
population. The example that is cited in this context is that of South Africa during the 
apartheid regime when a small number of White people ruled over a large Black majority 
This, however, happened only in rare circumstances. In most cases, the minorities groups 
are constituted of those ethnic communities that are numerically smaller in number. 
However, it nmy be kept in mind that not all groups that are nun~erically small in number 
necessarily constitute an ethnic minority. An ethnic group can be described to be a 
minority only when it fulfils the above mentioned sociological criteria. There are many 
instances where small ethnic groups are well integrated into the power structure of a 
country and do not experience any discrin~ination vis-a-vis the other groups. Similarly, 
there are no permanent minorities. It largely depends upon the political process. Changes 
in political regimes and their ideologies can change the position of different ethnic groups 
in the power structure of a society. In a democratic society the chances of minority groups 
feeling marginalised and discriminated against are lesser than in an authoritarian regime. 
Also, over a period of time certain groups that were well integrated in the power structure 
could develop a district identity and begin to experience prejudice and discrimination. 
This process is called minoritization. It is in this framework of minoritization that we can 
~uiderstand the case of the Sikhs in Punjab, who over a period of time have come to 
develop to distinct self-inmge of a minority group. 

11.3.1 Politics of Religious / Ethnic Identity in Punjab 

'The present day Punjab is a rather small state located in the northwest of India. Despite it 
being relatively small in size, the state of Punjab occupies an important place in the India 
politics. The state is located on India's border withPakistan. The effects of the partition of 
the sub-continent in 1947 were felt the most in Punjab. A largenumber of people 
migrated from both sides of the "new" border. Most importantly for us, Punjab is one of 
the states of India where a majority of the population belongs to a minority religion. 
Nearly sixty percent of Punjab's population is that of the Sikhs. Not only that, the state has 
also witnessed various ethnic mobilizations during the late nineteenth century. But the 
most important separatist movement occurred during the decade of 1980s. As a 
consequence of these mobilizations, the Sikhs of Punjab acquired a sepwdte ethnic and 
religious identity. 

," 

Check Your Progress 1 

1 1 Describe religion as a fornl in ethnic identity. Use about five lines for your answer. 

i 
1 2) Write a note on religious ethnicity as a basis of stratification. Use about five lines 

i . . for your answer. 

Religiou!; Ethnicity : 
The Case of the Punjab 



Ethnic Stratification 11.4 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Historical speaking, the state of Punjab was anlong those regions of the sub-continent that 
experienced strong mobilization against the British colonial rule. Beginning in the late 
nineteeth century, the state wimessedvariety of social refornl and protest movements. It 
was around this time that the consciousness of a separate religious identity first emerged 
anlong the Sikhs. 

Activity 1 

Enquire about the background of the state of Punjab, from your Punjabi friends. Make a 
note in your notebook of the important reform and protest movement that happened in 
Punjab. 

The process of social and econon~ic development experienced in Pulljab after the British 
established their rule in the state led to the emergence a new middle class alllong the 
Sikhs. This class initiated refornl movements anlong the Sikhs in the region and began to 
assert that Sikhism was separate from Hinduism. The campaign was spearheaded by two 
of the reformist organizations, the Singh Sabha movement and the Chief Kl~ilsa Dewan. 
Their main mission was to strengthen internal communicatioil anlong the Sikhs and 
defile clear boundaries between the Sikhs and the Hindus. 

The process of redefining conununal boundaries culmu~ated in some important social 
movements among theSikhs. Foremost of these being the movement for the "liberation" 
of Gurudwaras (the Sikh Temples) from the Hindu rnahants during 1920s. The Sikhs 
demanded that all the historic Gurudwaras by brought under the governance of newly 
fomed Sikh organisation, the Shiromani Gurudwara Prabandhak Conlnlittee (SGPC). The 
Sikh political party, the Shiromani Akali Dal was also formed d u ~ g  this movenlent. 

While on the one side, the movement helped in developing a distinctive self-innge among 
the Sikhs, on the other, it brought the Sikh masses into the freedom struggle. The British, 
during this movement of the Akalis, sided with the Hindu niahants and the Sikhs in 
Punjab turned against the colonial mlers, Being a non-violent mass nlo\rement, the Akalis 
received the support of the Indian National Congress and became part and parcel of the 
broader nationalist movement. After a long drawn struggle, they succeeded in getting the 
Gurudwaras 'Liberated' from the mahants. 

Box 11.01 

The process of social differentiation among the Hindus and Sikhs received a boost when 
the British conceded separated electorate to the community in 1921. Similarly, the 
introduction of census during the late nineteenth century I)y the colonial rulers played its 
own role in redefining communities in Punjab. For certain administrative and political 
purpose, the British rulers began to categorise populations into well defined religious 
communities. The people ofpunjab were asked to chose betweenHindu and Sikh identities 
even when the two communities were not clearly distinguishable in the region. 

11.4.1 Punjab after the Independence 

Due to the nlultiplicity of factors, the ethnic composition an self identities of different 
religious communities underwent significant changes during the British rlrle in the state, 
particularly during the last decade of the 19" century and the Tist half of tlie 20k century 
From a religious sect, the Sikhs emerged as a separate etlmic group, ob,je~ti\~ely 
differentiated as well as subjectively self-defined comn~unity. This process continued to 
unfold itself during the post - Independence period also. 

When the states were reorganised on linguistic lines after Independence, Punjab was left 
undivided, even though it included a large Hindi speaking area. The Sikhs were unhappy 
about it. They wanted a state where they were in a majority. The changes that came in the 
demography of the region with partition had made it possible for the Sikhs to achieve this 
goal. The partition of India was acconlpanied by a "population exchange" between India 
and Pakistan. 

Alniost the entire population of Sikhs and Hindus living in the western Punjab migrated to 
the Indian side of the border and the Muslims migrated to the Pakistani side. As a 
consequence of.this, the Sikhs became a n~a.jorlty in certain district of the state. In 



undivided Punjab, Sikh constituted only around 13 to 14 percent of the total population. .Religic~us Ethnicity : 

The mass migration of the Sikhs from the western districts that went to Pakistan increased The Case of the Punjab 

their proportion to nearly 55 percent in the northwestern districts of the post - partition 
Indian Punjab. The Akalis saw in it an opportunity to demand for a Sikh majority state. 
They began to mobilize the Sikhs for a re-organization of Punjab in a manner that the 
state boundary included only the Sikh majority districts. Since the Punjabi Hindus opted 
not to identify with the Sikh aspirations and went so far as to record Hindi as their mother 
tongue during the census enu'meration after Independence, the Akalis could demand a 
Sikh majority state on linguistic lines as well. After a long struggle, the state of Punjab 
was divided on September 1, 1966. The Hindi speaking districts of southern Punjab were 
put together into a new state the came to the known as Haryana. Some of the hill districts 
on the northeast were transferred to the state of Hirnachal Pradesh. 

Box 11.02 

In the new Punjab, the Sikhs were in a clear majority but Hindus also continued to be a 
substantial number. While the Sikhs have clearly dominated the political institutions in 
the state, their position in the,Punjab economy has been only partially dominant. The 
demog~.aphic and economic structure of Punjab is such that  while the Sikhs almost 
exclusively control the agricultural land, the urban trade has been a near monopoly of 
the Hindu trading castes. This is reflected in the table presented below. While the Sikhs 
are  clearly in majority in the state as a whole, they are  a minority in the urban areas of 
Punjab. Nearly 69 percent of the Sikhs live in rural areas of Punjab, more the 66 percent 
ofthe Hindus live in towns. In the Sikh concentrated districts, like Amritsar and Bhatinda, 
this pattern is even more pronounced. 

The tension between Hindus and Sikhs became more acute with the success of the Green 
Revolutior~ Technology in Punjab's agriculture. With Green Revolution came an extensive 
use of modern inputs in farming. This increased the productivity of land many folds. 
Farmers shifted to cash crops and took their surplus farm produce to the market. They also 
needed to 3uy modem inputs, such as chemical fertilizers, high yielding variety seeds and 
pesticides From the urban markets. In the market place traders were much more powerful 
than the farmers, Farmers, particularly those with smaller landholdings, became 
dependent on the traders. They often had to borrow money from the traders. There was a 
new relation of dependency that the otherwise politically dominant farmers felt in relation 
to the traders. This economic conflict between the Sikh peasantry and the Hindu traders 
was also seen in communal terms by some. Some scholars have even explained the rise of 
militant movement among the Sikhs during the 1980s in terms of this very factor. 

Table 1 

Source: D' Souza in Samiuddin ed. 1985 p. 54. 



Ethnic Stntitication 11.4.2 The Rise of Militancy 

The state of Punjab witnessed anotherpowerful nlovelileilt on religious/ etlulic lines among 
the Sikhs during the decade of 1980s. The k a l i  Do1 started the ~novenlcnt focussuig purely 
on secular issues. But gradually it was taken over by militant elenlents within the Sikh 
conullunal politics and its become a ~iiovenlent for secession fro111 the India State. The 
Akalis had initially started mobilizilig the Sikh peas2ulQ for Punjab in tlie early 1980s on 
[lie question of the distributi~n of irrigation water of the rivers tliat passed tluough the state. 
Even Ute Co~lunuiiist Party of India (Marxist) was one of their allies in this slruggle. 
Gradually the Akalis shifted the focus of their struggle towards the deiiia~id for greater 
auto~ioniy to the states within the franlework of a resolution passed in 1974 at a meeting of 
some Sikh organizations in a town called h a n d p u r  Sahib. "The l l andpur  Sahib 
Resolution", as it came to be known, delilanded lilore auto~ionly to the slates of the Indian 
union. It asked the Central Govemnlent to keep only the critical areas of governance with 
it, such as, issuing currency notes, nlanageineiit of arnled forces. and for~nulation a id  
nianagement of the foreign policy. The rest should be &insferred to t l~e  slate goveniments. 
The Akalis initially projected the l i andpur  Sahib Resolution in a secular Cranlework 
asking for inore autoiloniy to all tlie states of the Indian union and an over-all 
decentralization of powers. They eve11 received support fro111 other regional parties. 
However. the central goveniment saw in the l l w d p u r  Sahib Resolutio~l suggestions of 
secessionism. The intentions of the Akalis became suspect. 

United Akali Do1 Meeting in Golden Te~nple 
Courrc.sy : IT 

A new political trend had begun to gain momentum in the Sikh politics around the same 
time. Under the leadership of a religious preacher by the name of Sant Janiail Sing11 
Bhindranwale, a militant movement for a separate nation for the Sikhs began to take 
shape. The rise of Bhindranwale could be traced to a religious struggle bctwee~i the 
followers of the Sant and those of tlie Nirmkari Panth, a refomlist religious sect of tlie 
Hindus a i d  Sikhs. Some Congress politicians also patronized the Sant who. they though, 
would emerge as a alternative to the Akalis in the Sikh religiouspolitics. However, the 
Sarit soon began to act on his own a ~ d  started mobilizing the Sikhs for a separate state of 
Khalistan. He received active support from across the border. The political strategy 
adopted by the militants was that of creating panic by terrorizing the public tluough both 
selective and indiscriminate killbigs. Interestingly, tlie Kllalistimis were given niucl~ more 
attention by the media than the Akalis had ever been given. Consequently. the Akalis 
began to get marginalised in the Puijab politics. 



Activity 2 I 
I Discuss among your fello~r students whether violence is acceptable as a solution to intra- I 

nation political problems. Make a note on this in your notebook. 

After having initially encouraged them, the Congress government at the Centre cane to 
realise that thiuigs were getting out of hand. Mrs. Indim Gandhi, the then Prime Minister 
of tlle country. decided to deal with the Sikh lnilitants by the use of force. The Government 
of India issued an order for anliy action at arrest Salt Jmlail Sin@ Bhindr:ulwale, who. 
along with his heavily miled followers. was hiding inside a Sikh shrine, the Golden 
Tenlple at Anuits'ar. This mned operatioil was ternled as "Operation Bluestar".. Tlie 
strategy adopted mas that of direct confrontation with the ~llilitants. The Indian army, fully 
equipped with tanks and other arms, attacked the Sikh shrines on June 3 1984 and the 
first phase 01' the "Operation" was over by the night of June 6, 1 984. 

The 'mny en:ered the Golden Tenlple on a day when pilgrinls had come to visit die 
Gurudwara cn the occasion of a Sikh festival. A large number of these pilgrims, including 
wonlen and children. died in the crossfire. According to one estimate, the total casualties 
of officers and army men were about 700 and of civiliails about 5,000 (Joshi, 1984 161) 
While the Akali leaders who were inside the temple were brought out safely by the army, 
Bhindranwal:. as well as most of his close associates, were killed during the operation. 
However, alt~ough the militant leadership had been liquidated, the political crisis in the 
state was far Fronl over. I11 fact the post-operation Bluestar phase of the militant politics in 
the state was even more violent. The m11y action had nude inost of the Sikhs very angry 
against the crntral government and as a consequence the militant outfits increased in 
nu~nbers as well as swelled in strength. The violence against hulocent Sikhs in different 
parts of the country that followed tlle killing of Mrs. Indira Gandhi in October 1984 only 
served to further broaden the militants' support base. Menibers of these "terrorist ' 
organizations were able to acquire sophisticated weapons froill across the border and some 
of them also trained in the neigl~borillg country of Pakist;ui. 

11.4.3 Militancy and Human Rights 

However, the militant movement lost direction. It was not only the security forces that the 
militants targeted. Eve11 conunon people, Hindus a ld  Sikhs, living in Punjab and the 
neighboring slates, becanle victims of their terrorist activities. Si~ice the nlilitants largely 
came from nual areas of Punjab and they often used these villages as tlleir hiding places. 
the security forces too began to l~arass the averagc citizen. People of Punjab nearly forgot 
what it i l lant to live i1 peace Tlieir basic human rights were being violated both the 
terrorists and the security forces. Extortion kidnapping and indiscriminate killings becaine 
regular featurcs of everyday life 111 the state. The militmits also tried to impose a moral 
code of condut;t on the coiiunon on the conmlon Sikhs. The Sikh women were directed 
against wearing "western-style" dresses. They also issued directives on things like how the 
Sikh weddings should be arranged. The conl~non Siklls did not approve of these "refomls" 
initiated by the militants 

Box 11.03 

The police and para-military forces too harassed common people un allegations of 
sympathizitlg and sheltering the militants, even when they had no proof of it. On the , 
other hand the innocent villagers were forced to shelter a militant, if he so demanded, 
simply for the fear of the gun. In such cases, they could Ile at the receiving end both ways. 

- - -- 

'The denlocraticpolitical process had come to a halt in the state and no elections were held 
for a long time. The militant's movement for an independent state of Khalistan could gain 
only limited support from the common Sikhs in Puniab. Though mailly Sikhs were angry at 
the Central Go\,ernment particularly for the army action of Golden Temple and the 
lllassacre of Sikhs in Delhi in November 1984, they were also unhappy with politics of 
rnilitmcy. In thc absence a popular political base, the Khalistan movement began to 
cisintegrate by the late 1980s. The militant groups got divided and started attacking each 
cther. The state police used this opportunity to repress the militants with force. In some 
cases the police even recruited ex-militants to fight the terrorist groups in Pun.jab. By early 
1990s, most of Ihe groups had either disintegrated or had been physically elbliimated, 
directly or indirectly, by the security forces. The nulitant Sikh Inovenlent was thus over 

Religious Ethnicity : 
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Ethnic Stratification without having achieved anything at all in political terms the democratic process was 
revived in the state and the Akalis came back to power in the state i11 11996. 

11.4.4 Implications of Militancy 

Though politically movement failed and could not achieve anythii~g concrete for the Sikhs, 
its implications for the community as well as for the couiltry were mmy. It created an 
unprecedented sense of political crisis all over. Those in acadenucs and in policy-making 
began to review the process of nation building in India afresh. For the Sikh community, 
the crisis of 1980s was a testing time. Apart from tragedies like the "Operation Bluestar" 
and the anti-Sikh riots in Delhi and in other parts of India, the "crisis" redefmed their 
identity. Their sense of being a nliuority ethnic group became much more acute. Not only 
the Sikhs began to see thenlselves as being a distinct minority: others also began to see 
them in sinular light. The "Operation Bluestar" and the anti-Sikh riots in different part of 
India provided then1 for the first time, with a proof of their being discriminated against as 
3 conununity which also reinforced their sense of a collective identity. They began to see 
their status as being nluch closer to the above-mentioned notion of an etlulic minority. To 
put it in different words, the nulitant movement and the crisis of 1980s furthered the 
process of minoritization of the Sikhs in India. 

The Sikhs constitute a little more than two percent of the total population of the countq. 
Nearly 75 percent of the live in the state of Punjab and the rest 25 percent iin different part 
of the country and the globe. Since they continue to be in majority in the state of Puniab, 
for a large n~.jority of the Sikhs their sense of being a minority is not experienced in 
everyday life. However at the level of consciousness. they coiltinue to see themselves as an 
ethnic minority. 

11.5 CONDITIONS\UNDER WHICH RELIGIOUS 
ETHNICITY BECOMES A BASIS OF 
STRATIFICATION 

In much of the classical sociological literature, the structure of social stratification has 
generally been conceptualized through "secular" categories. Almost all theories of social . 
stratification have emphasized on categories like class, occupation or power. It is only 
recently that sociologists have come to recognise the signific;u~ce of factors like gender 
and ethnicity in detemhing the structure of social stratification. Ethnicity has been seen 
to work as a basis of social stratification in two different fonlls. First, in the form racial 
discrimination, as it has existed in the western societies for a long time. Second the 
discrinunation on the basis of religion, against those belonging to the religious minority 
groups. 

The classical example of the racial discrinlination is that of the Blacks. In nlost of the 
Western countries, the dominant White population has for ages discriminated against the 
Blacks. Racial discrinlination operates at various levels, It has been seen to work within 
organizations and also in the larger society. For example, the senior positions in 
organizations are likely to be occupied by the members of the "superior" race and the 
positions at the lower levels are largely occupied to those coming from the "inferior.' 
races. There have been many political movenlents against the practice and ideology of 
racism. Over the years, the racial prejudice against Blacks has become illucll less. 

Discrinlination against religious nlinorities has been a feature many societies during the 
modem times. It has taken various forms, ranging form the extreme case of fascist 
extermination of Jews during the regime of Hilter, to more subtle forms of discrimination. 
Though most of the modem nation states claim to follow secular principles in governance, 
their origin in most cases could be traced to ethnic nlovements. Also. most of the present 
day nation states have citizens belonging to more than one ethnic origin, which makes 
them plural societies. However, the state power is generally not shared equally among 
different ethnic communities. It is this distinction that leads to inequalities and . 
stratification on ethnic lines. Apart from language, religion has been the most important 
source of ethnic difference. 



Checlc Your Progress 2 

1) Outline the historical background to religious ethnicity in Punjab. Use about five 
lines for your answer. 

..................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

2) Discuss the rise of nditancy in Punjab. Use about five to ten lines for your answer. 

..................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

Ethnic1 religious differences in themselves do not lead to ethnic inequalities. There are 
many countries where inenlbers belonging to different religious conununities enjoy more 
OF less equal status. Religious ethnicity becomes the bases for social stratification only 
under certain circumstances. First and foremost of these in the nature of the politic;rl 
regime. If a p;micular society has a secular democracy, it is unlikely that those belonging 
to the nunority religion will face any systematic discrinlination against them. However, if 
it is a theocratic and undemocratic country, religious ethnicity becomes an important basis 
of stratification. Those belonging to religious minorities are not likely to be given 
positions of power in the society. Even in a secular - democratic society, a11 ethnic minority 
could face discrimination if a strong prejudice exists against it anlong the other sections of 
the society. Similarly, an ethnic group could become a victim of discrimination if a given 
political formation finds it useful to mobilise con~muilities against it for electoral gains. 

The second important factor that can lead to religious ethnicity beconung basis of social 
stratification is the demographic structure of a country. If a country is inhabited by one 
Large majority and several religious minorities, the chaices of religious ethnicity 
'~ecomulg a basis of social stratification would be much higher than in a country inhabited 
13y a large nunlber of religious conlmunities without any single conuuunity enjoying the 
n+iority status Or where the entire population belonged to a single etlmic comnlunity. 
'Third inlportant factor is the relationship between religion and economy. If the members 
of a particular religious community control the productive forces in the economy, they arc 
likely to enjoy a n~uch more powerful position that the other comnlunities. Finally and 
itlost inlportantly are the cultural and historical factors that determine the relations 
1)etcveeil ethnic] religious conmlunities in any socicty. A society tliat has cultural values 
that encourage tolerance and mutual respect, is less likely to discrimu~ate against the 
religious minorities than those societies that do not have such culhral values. Sinularly, 
1- istorical nlemorics play their own role. If the past of a society is marked by etlmic 
rzvelries, the present is also likely to be marked by prejudice. 

11.6 KEYWORDS - 

E,thnicity : Pertaining to shared culturc ancestral past. arid a 
feeling of bondedness. 

Identity : A recognitioil of the uniqueness of a group/in&vidual 
based on factors such as ethnicity. 

.. Religious Ethnicity : 

The Case of the Punjab 



Ethnic Stratification Religion : A corphs of data pertaining to an ideology directed 
towards the supru~ational i. e. the sacred and the 
profane. 

Militancy : An aggressive violent stance used in coiljunction with 
an aim such as demand for autonomy of a ethnic group. 
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11.8 SPECIMEN ANSWER TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Religion has regular rites and rituals which the believers enact. Such activities bind the 
believers into a conln~unity. In cases of nations with believers of more than one faith 
several cultural identities fonn. These tend to identify theillselves as distinct ethnic 
groups. In these cases religion becomes the basis for ethnic ideiltih 

2) Religious ethnicity divides a state into majority and nlinority where the former 
controls power and minorities lend to be discriminated against. This leads to a 
relation of inequality and social stratification among ethnic groups. There is usually a 
powerful and dominant maj ority and several subordinate ethnic minority groups. 

Check Your Progress2 

1) Punjab historically experienced strong n~obilization against British colonial role. It 
has also witnessed social reform and protest movements in the late 19"' century and a 
separate religious identity emerged. It also led to redefining conu~lunal boundaries. 
All the major religio-political groups were gradually fornled. The sikhs were also 
involved in masses in the freedom struggle. 

2) In the 1980's the Akali Dal begun a secular movement, which was gradually taken 
over by ilulitants. Whereas fornlally issues such as irrigation rights were debated, 
gnadually the demand shifted to autonomy from the Indian state. The hist& thereafter 
was conflict with the state which led to use of force in 1984 under 'Operation 
Bluestar'. Following this militancy lost direction as it had targeted not just military but 
civilians also. 
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12.0 OBJECTIVES - 
After having read and studied this unit on linguistic ethnicity in India you should be able 
to : 

. Outline the main aspects of history of language in India; 

Describe the reorganization of states on the basis of linguistic ethnicity; 

Discuss the D M .  movement; 

Outline the Punjabi Suba Movement and other linguistic movements; and 

Describe tribal linguistic movements in India. 

12.1 INTRODUCTION - 
It was in 1953, that the 'word' ethnicity found its accorded use, to describe the character 
or quality of an ethnic group. Ethnic Group in turn is derived &om the Greek word Ethnos / that refers to a category of people, who can be distinguished on the basis of their culture, 
religion, race, or language. Any group using one or more of these characteristics for 
identifying its-self need not be using these idatification markers for discrimination. 

1 Individuals participating in these categories may assert these criteria for accentuating in- 
I 
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V' 

group solidarity. Language renlains on of the nlost significant mediunl of establishing this 
cohesiveness, and it is this feeling of intra group solidarity experienced by a group of 
people speaking the same dialect or using the same language that we define as Linguistic 
Ethnicity. In India, over the years more than 1500 mother tongues have been identified. 
Hindi as you are aware is identified as the National language, followed b? fourteen 
regional languages identified by the Eighth Schedule of the constitution. All other 
languages are not accorded any official status. 1000 or inore individuals each speak 
approximately 105 languages. Historically. there is little concurrence among the linguistic 
experts about the total nunlber of languages spoken in India. In the Linguistic Survey of 
India conducted by George Crierson; 544 dialects and 179 nlajor languages were recorded. 
The first linguistic census survey conducted in the nineteenth century recorded that 
'language changes' every 20 miles in India'. The 1961 census recorded 1652 spoken 
languages, of which 1549 were indigenous of India. It was further assuined that out of 
1549 indigenous languages, about 572 covered iiearly 99 percent of India's elltire 
population. The 15 languages initially recognized by the constitution, accouuted for 387 
spoken dialects, and it was claimed that they cover 95 percent of India's total population, 
India's multi lingual nature was acknowledged by the State Reorgallisation Conlnlission at 
the time of independence. Restructuring of states on the basis of linguistic and cultural 
hoinogeneity was an endorsement of the polyglot nature of the Tndia democratic nation 
state. Eight nmjor language groups, Assames, Bengali, Kaulada, Kashnuri. Malaj~alm. 
Telgu and Tin i l  were given illdependent Status by 1956. Gujarati and Marathi were given 
independent Status by 1966 and in 1966 Punjabi acquired specific state recognition. Along 
with five Hindi Speaking State by 1966 all tlie fifteen recognized languages except 
Sanskrit, Urdu and Sindhi, had a State Stahls. Deliberately or iiisdvertentl~ language 
became a legitinme mode of re-org2uiisation of States in Independe~it India 

Anthropologists studying India Tribals concur that nlost of the illdigellous inhabitants are 
of Austro-Asiatic origin belonging of sub fanlily Muda. Their languages were in affinity 
with the Mon-Khamer language, particularly Wietnamese that stretch from Chota Nagpur, 
eastward to Indo-China. Aryans speaking Indo-European languages arived hi 1500 BC 
from the northwest. By Vedic period (approx. 1500-500 BC) Sanskrit was spoken all over 
large parts of Northern India. Sanskrit secured as Lingua francs of India prior to Muslim 
invasion in its various spoken form. The oldest fonn of Middle Indo -Aryan language 
varieties known as Prakrits developed hi this period. Lhiguists suggest those Indo-man 
languages, Sanskrit and its Prakrits were spoken fron north India to Decciul. 211id 
Dravidian lai~guages were spoken in Sought India to lower reaches of Deccan plateau. 
Language historians have often talked about great divide between an Indo-Aryan North 
India and Dravardian South India (reder to map in Appendix). 1ndia:s right linguistic 
tradition enriched itself as a sequel to its extensive cultural heritage. Recorded evidence 
suggest that literary excellence in the Tamil, dates to second century B.C.. Kanada to the 
fourth centry A.D., Malayalam to tenth century A.D. and the Telugu dates [roll1 the 
seventh century A.D. It is interesting to note here that the written records English and 
Genlmn date froill the fifth century A.D. Caryapada the old Buddhist hymn were 
conlposed in Bengali/Assamese/Oriya between A.D. 1000 and 1200. Siulskrit along with 
other regional l'ulguages served as the language of administration till Persian in lslanlic 
India, particularly in northern India replaced its. Even though politically ~narginalized, 
India's rich language diversity contiilued to thrive as a11 instnuinlent of eillotional and 
individual expression. 

Box 12.01 

Those aspiring for higher positions in administration equipped themselves v\ ith Persian 
and its laterversion Urdu, nationalist in conformance with their nationalistic and patriotic 
needs produced rich literature in regional dialects and languages. Oral tradition I~ecame 
the most significant tool for protecting rich cultural and linguistic heritage of each ethnic 
grouk. Orientalists admit that the literature available in native India languages in far 
richeq than the produce of English Language, which rules the roc~st in the ~~rc~rld tc~day. 
Engli$h made inroads into Indian cultural fabric as a vector for modernization and political 
empowerment. In the post independence period, it came to be projected as the language 
for fhe powerful and rich, it also acquired natural acceptance in the early period of 
latguage riots. 



112.3 LINGUISTIC ETHNICITY: RE-ORGANIZATION 
Linguistic Ethnicity in India 

OF STATES 

llobert D. King, an enlineilt linguist and expert of Asian studies, is of the opinion that the 
~dea  of nations of states corresponding of 1;ulguage boundaries is a recent phenomenon in 
l;eo politics and dates back to 1 9 ~  century Being a monoglot certainly has advantages as 
c:onununication becomes easier, but that polyglot societies are essentially fissiparous, is not 
inle Assumption that isornorpl~ic, lionloga~eous societies have greater political viability 
;uld sustainability has been consistently undermined by India's ability to thrive as a 
tlemocratic political ullion. However, it has had its teething problems. Linguistic etlmicity 
;md reorganization of states on this principle was one of them. Prior to India's 
~ndependence, state boundaries were arbitraq-. Except tile states of Punjab, Bengal and 
ISind, no other State collfonned to the ilornls of historical org;u~icity based on etlmography. 
(culture. language, and use. religion or any other ingredient of shared etlulicity. Take for 
(:sample, Madras Presidency - it ranged froill Cape. Ca~llorin on Ule South Eastenl decline 
1 0  Jagkumathpuri Teillple and touched Bay of Bellgal in tl1e east and the Arabian Sea along 
lle Malabar Coast in the West. The major 1;ulguages spoke11 UI Illis constituency were 
Oriya, Malaydam, Telgu, Tamil and Kannada. It is interesting to record here that in 193 1, 
15.03% of the population of Madras residency spoke a language other than Tamil. Similarly 
57 2 percent people residing in Bombay Presidency spoke a langwage other than Marathi, 
nanlely, Gujrati, Sindhi and Kmlada. The presidency of Bellgal comprised of 70,000,000 
3eople and included present day states of Billar and Orissa, extending upto river Sutlei in 
the iuothwest. Lord Curzeil decided to split the Bellgal Presidency in two halves, creating a 
province of eastern Bellgal and Assam witll a approxi~nate populatioil of 3 1,000,000 Two 
iinportant languages spoken in tlth region were Bengali and Assamese. The otller province 
consisted of Western Bengal, Orissa and Bihar with three languages namely Bengali, 
Bihari, Hindi and Oriya Historians have argued Illat though the reasons for this partition r 
were apparently administrative, they actually aimed at creating a Muslim dominlatited 

I eastern Bellgal and a largely Hindu donliilated Westem Bengal. In this reorgailizatioll 
religious ethnicity was overplayed and liilguistic constituents were underscored. Herbert 

I 

Risely aclaimed Anthropologist did suggest that this would solve the question of Oriya 
Language over and for all" The reporl of the State Reorg;u~iz;-ltion Coilunissioil(1955) 
says. 

"The linguistic principle was, however, pressed into service on these occasions only as an 
~neasure of adlninistrative com~enience and to the extent it fitled into a general pattern 
which was determined by political exigencies. In actual effect, the partition of Bellgal 
involved a flagrant violation of linguistic affinities. The settlement of 19 12 also showed 

i little respect for the linguistic principle, in that it drew clear distinction between the 

I Bengal Muslillls a1 tlle Bengali Hindus. Both these partitions tllus ran counter to the 
ass~unption that different linguistic groups constituted distinct units of social feeling with 
coilunon political and econoinic interest". (SRC rcport PP. 10-1 1). 

1 12.3.1' Linguistic Ethnicity and the State 

British adnlinistrators never saw linguistic etlmicity of political organization of a state. 
Most of the states in the Prc British period and also during British administration were by 
and large historical accidents Inadvertently, reorganization of Bengal was instrumental in 
pro~noting tlle policy of State restructure by India National Congress on h e  basis of 
vernacular. It was in the Montagu Chemsford report 19 18, that first evidence of vernacular 
movement in India were recorded. Despite this paradigm shift, the Govenlment of India 
Act 19 19 made no significant move to prolnote regional languages. In 1920, Mahatma 
Gandhi favoured fornlatioil of linguistic provinces, even lhough he was apprehensive that 
favouri~lg fomlation of linguistic provinces may interfere with his plans to proinote 
Hindustani, as a national language. However, Gadhi ' s  tactical nod and Neluu's grudging 
approval led to the reorg:u~ization of Indian National Coilgress on linguistic provincial 
basis. Twenty-one provincial congress comnlitlee were created. By 1927, Congress passed 
a resolution asking for creating of linguistic provinces for Andlua, Utkal (Orissa), Sind . 
and Karnatka. 

43 
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However, congress continued to pursue its policy of linguistic province and den~ulded two 

Box 12.02 

Ten years later (1937) Nchru accepted the idea c~f linguistic states. Prior to that in the 
report of all party conference, language was recognized as cc~rrespontling to a special 
variety of culture, literature, and tradition. It\vas also suggested that in a linguistic area 
these factors will, promote general progress of the province. These endorsements mark 
the beginning of rise of linguistic ethnicity as a social movement in the pre-independence 
and the early pust independence histopof India. It was in 1930 that the British stiiped 
taking note of linguistic stirring and its political implications. Formation of the province 
of Orissa that had the approval of Joint Parliamentary Committee (Session 1032-33) is 
often hailed as the success of the first linguistic movement in India. Man), historians 
helieve that creation of Orissa was not on linguistic consideration hut wiis created to 
appQse Hindu sentiments, whilc Sind mas carved not for sindhi spealting people but to 
appease majority Muslim sentiment. 

more provinces of A~ldllra and Kan~ataka. Kerala followed suit 11 1938 dctlla~ldjllg an 
autonomous linguistic province for Ma1ayal;ull speaking peoplc Second World War 
provided a brief interlude to growing dcinaild for linguistic provinces 111 1045-46, once 
again. in its electioi~ m:u~ifesto. congress retreated its view that adnunistrativc units 
should be coilstituted as far as possiblc on a linguistic and cl~ltural basis Some British 
historians in their postcolonial interpretations llavc talked about hidden and ulterior 
nlotives ul Uthese demands. According lo Robert D. King: "tlrc drive for lingl~islic slates or 
provinces lay aspirations grounded not so much hl language as in castc and cornmnl~nal 
rivalries, in grappling for privilege": (1997:70). 

12.3.2 Language and Modernization 

India, as a nahon state in its nascent phase struggled resolviilg tlre parado\ or llaving a 
colilnloil language for adninistration, without ~llini~llizing the inlporlancc ol' individual 
languages. Hindi was designated as the official language of India by lhc Co~lstiti~tio~l of 
India in 1950. Nevertheless, English rc~ilained the working language of the officials, 
acadeiuics and business. In the constitution English was givcn :I leasc of fifteen years to 
co exist along side Hindi as the 1:ulbwagc for the union Tor official purposes English is 
popularly accepted as a tool for ~ilodernization and global participdtioll This is the 
primary reason that even the diehard liilguistic eUulocentric have acccplcd tllc popularily 
and prevalence of English without preiudice to the linbvistic etlulicit! T'lrc Dra\ idian 
Indian especially Tamil heartland was opposed to Hindi. Indian nation sl;~tcs attcalpt to 
defule Hindi as a icon of India nationality and patriotisill resulted in rcbcllio~i In the 
SouUlern states R.N. Srivastva argued that Lhe Dravida Kazhagon (DK) and latcr the 
Dravida Munnetra Kaztraganl (DMK) were merely tlle extension of inrcnsification of 
militant and dy~~anlic anti-religious feelings. "Self respect lnovelnellt of 1925" D K. 
Naicker a DK leader pronloted DK to organized a Ravan Leela on Decel~lber 25, 1974 in 
which effigies of Ran1 Sita and Laxman were burnt. Anti Brahilla~lical feclings ulanifested 
itself in 2ulti Hindi n~ove~nent. Prior to this. in 1956 the acadeluly of Telugu convened a 
language convention in Madras. This conventio~l vellenlently protested agi~iilst tlre 
inlpositioll of Hindi on lllc South. In 1958 again an all India Language Conference was 
held under tlle leadership of Rajagopalacllari. 111 this coilfcrcnce. Frank Antl~ong stated. 
"The new Hindi today is a symbol of co~lununalisnl it is a sy~nbol of religion. it is a 
syillbol of language Chauvalism and worst of all, it is a sylllbol of oppression ofthe 
minority languages". Rajagopalacllari at this conveiltion declares: " Hhdi is as much a 
foreign Idrguage to the non-Hindi speaking people as English lo the protagollists of 
Hindi". Spearheading this movement. DMK organized the Madras State a~i~i-Hindi 
conference on kuluary 17. 1965. This conference declared January 26. 1965 as a da), of 
mournh~g. A violeut agitation followed. Number of students participalcd in  tlre protest 
movement They later fornled a Taulil Nadu students Anti Hindu Agitation Cou~~cil  More 
than ffity tl~ousand students of llie Madras Collegc took out a procession These 
deriloilstrations took place all over Soutll. Two students imnlolated tlleillsclves [n the 
prolonged agitation 70 people died. Following this, a11 official lanbwage Aille~ldlneilt Act 
of 1967 was proinulgated. lliis act encolrrages bilingualisill States wcrc g i ~  en the choice 
to use Hindi or English in official matters. e.g. (a) resolutions. general order rules, 
notificatioil etc. @) adnlinistrative and other reports and (c) contracts. agreenlents, 
licenses, tender fornl etc. Translations ofinaterial supplied in Hindi to English were also 
made possible under the anlendment. 



Acti1,ity 1 

Why does the language issue create so much passion? Talk to students and friends who 
have a different mother tongue and note down yourtindings in your noteboc~k. 

Linguistic Ethnicity in India 

- -  - - 

12.4 DNIK MOVEMENT 

The north-south divide on the language issue dates back to the days of early western 
scholars likeRoberto di Mobili (1577-1656) Constanius Beschi (1680-1743. Rev. Robert 
Caldwell(1819-1891). Caldwell was originally responsible for developing the theory that 
Sanskrit was brought to South India by Aryan Brahman colonists. Tliey also developed a 
peculiar type of Hinduism, that encouragcd idol wbrship. Tamil was cultivated by Ule 
native inhabitants who were addressed as Sudras by the Brahmans. hherent in this were 
traces of brahnlanical dominance, because the original i~lhabints were infact Cliicftains, 
Soldiers, Culbvators etc. Brahman inunigrants failed to conquer these 'Tanulians7. 
According to h e  locality, sllould be substituted. (cf. Eugenc Jrscliick 1969: 276). Tlius, it 
becomes obvious that the linguistic etlmicity in the South is rooted in caste politics. 

Mountstawl Elphinstone Grant Duff, Governor of Madras in 1886, in his address to the 
graduates of t l~e  university of Madras said: "It mas these Sanskrit speakers, not Europeans, 
who lunlped up tlie Southenl races as Raksliusas dernons. It was they ~ l i o  deliberately 
grounded all social distinctions on varna, colour". Infering froin these details Banlett 
concludes, 'The ideological category "non Brah~ilian"' therefore, was proceeded by the 
development of a sensc of a Dravidian cultural history separate, distinct, and perhaps 
superior to that of the South Indian Brahmins'. It was this cultural history that led to tlie 
formation of the South Indian Liberal Federation (Justice Party) in 1916. st'uted as a 
reactionary nlovenlent challenging supremacy of Brahmins ul elite occupations, its 
political discourse remained in English and not in Tamil. Fro111 this one may interpret that 
post-independence linguistic nlovelnents were anti-Hindi and pro-E~lglish but not 
necessarily pro-Tillniliai. 

Box 12.03 

, The endoresement of Dravidian identity was central to the movement launched by the 
Justice party through its english language publication 'Justice'; and Tamil weekly 
'Dravidian'. Initial attacks were on Varnasharma Dharma and Gandhi Ji's early 
endoresemcnt of Varnasharma came under scathing criticism. Pre-ponderance of 
Brahmins in elite social and political institutions widened the gulf Iwhveen Brahmins 
and non-Brahmins in the South. 

! 13arliest reference to importance of Tamil language is found in an article publisl~ed in 
1 Dravidan dated September 29. 1920 that expressed satisfaction in the proposal of setting a 

Taniil university. 'flie decision was taken at the Tricha~apoly non-Brahnlin conference. 
'The article argued; "Tamil in not properly encouraged in t l~e  present universities, and that 
~iiany foreign dryans, who wielded an'influcnce in the university, brought the language to 

i its present low condition. The article further stressed that the Tanulians will attain 
progress and acquire political influence only wlie~i the Tamil language is approved. (cf. 
I3arnett: 1976, 27). 

, 
These antiBralunanica1 seiltimeilts were further strengthened by the formation of Self- 
Respect League in 1924 by E.V. Ramasanii. The movement was an attempt to develop 
liable cultural alternatives. It did radicalize social and political consciousiless anlong non 
Elrahmins. The Iniportalce of self-respect movement declined with thc rise of pragmatic 
congress politics. The non brahmanical wing of the congress party became active in the 
1930's and 1940's with the growing realization that congrcss will be the ruling party in 
independent India. The leading non-Brahnh Comnlunities of Kar?lmas and Kapoos was 
pro-congress. In 1936, Congress won the elections hi Madras presidency, under the 
Ciovenlment of tndia act 1935. C. Ra-jagopalacharia became the premier of Congress 
govemmcnt. It is at this point in history that tlie Dravidian independence movement was 
born. The agitation was the result of introduction of Hindustani in certairr schools as a 
co~npulsory subject. Kudi Arstl Revolt and Justice were opposing Hindi and Hindustani as 
n~i theni  Aryan languages since early 1920's. The language issue thus became a 
convenient rdlying point for the non-congress political parties. The intensi~ - agitation 



Ethnic Stratification followed. Political parties in opposition picketed outside 'Prenuer's' residence 
Denlonstrations were held outside certain high schools. This was followed by number of 
~lleetiilgs and processions. The most provocative slogan used in these delllollstrations was, 
"Down with the Brahmin %j'. A report prepared by the home departnlent in 1939, 
recorded that 536 persons were arrested during this agitation. The agitation which was 
pronouiiced i11 1938, dinlnled conlparatively in 1939. Two significant eT0elits of this period 
were the rise of C.N. Annaduri as a skilled agitationist ;uld the coilferel~ce of the title of 
Periiyar to E.V. Ranrasami at the Tanul Nadu Women's Conference held in Novenllber 
1939. Tanlil speaking districts of Madras Presidency nanlely North Areol. Salem, 
Trichinopoly, Tanjore. Madurai and Ranmad. The denland Dravida Nadu separation day 
was proclaiilled on July 1, 1939. E.V. Ranlasanu articulated the co~u~ection between the 
need for sepaltion and the language issire. The slogail 'Dravida Nadu for Dravidians' was 
earned as a response to Brahiluncal political donunance and penetration of Aryan ideas 
into Tanulian culture. The anti-Hindustani agitation was interrupted due to second world 
war. The Congress organized 'Quit India' nloveillent and did not support British was 
efforts. On the other hand E.V. Ranlasami opei~ly came in support of the British and also 
met cripps con~nlission and persisted with his demand for a separate Dravida Nadu. He 
also met Jinnah and Ambedkar with his proposal. Despite vigorous efforts made by 
Ramasanu between 1939-1944: till the fonuation of the Dravida Kazhagam. he received 
very little support from the people. Barnett's suinnlation of this period is most emphatic 

I Activity 2 I 
I Do you feel that a separate state on the basis of a separate language is justified? Talk to 

fellow students and friends and note down your tindings. I 
Radicalization of the Dravidian ideology occurred mainly in the 1930s. but had its roots in 
activities of E.V. Ran~asanli, reaching as for back as the 1924 founding of Kudi An~su. 
During the 1930s, despite increasing congress popularity as illanifesled in the 1936 
electoral victory and the cleavage between radicals and modrates in the Dravidian 
movement, "Dravidian" political identity remained salient. 

12.4.1 Birth of DMK Movement 

The Dravida Kazhagam (DK) was founded at Party's salein conference in 1944. Though 
Ranlasanli.was elected as the president of the Justice party in 1938, after the anti- 
Hindustani agitation, while he was in Jail, his ability to generate support was 
insignificant. When the party re-named itself as DK: Annadurai's influelice on the 
political agenda of the party became distinct, Annadurai realized that old Justice party 
lacked mass base, as it was perceived to be a party of the rich. He made consistent efforts 
to pronlote populist schemes for the uplift of now-growing anti-British feelings anlong the 
common people. However, Party President Ran~asarui and C. Annaduri publicity disagreed 
on Party's political stand on the day of India's independence, the Aupist 15, 1947 formal 
split occurred in DK. The DMK emerged as the new party and nearly 75.000 of DK 
members switched party loyalitics. Though the agenda of both the parties renlained 
sinular, DMK gained immense political mileage with the pilblication of Aqan illusion by 
C. Annaduri, which was banned in 1952 for being i~flanmlatory. 

12.4.2 Role of Universal Primary Education 

In July 1952, C. Rajagopalachari, congress government's chief-Minister promoted a 
progranmle of universal primary education. According to this programme: cliildren were 
suppose to spend half-day in school and the other half of the day at their traditional 
occupations. This was labeled as 'caste based education' by DMK and a massive agitation 
was launched. Also at the same time, DMK started denlanding change in h e  nanle of the 
town Dalmiapuram to Kallakudi in Trichy district. This was demanded because Dalmia 
was a north-Indian cement magnate. These were the first post-independence period 
developments in which the dominance of the north in the Southern states was challenged. 
The protests were significantly violent. Hundreds of people were injured and at least nine 
demonstrators died. 



This period also recorded the rise of Kamraj faction within the Congress itself. In 1954, 
Kamraj on the advise of E.V. Ramasami of DK became the chief-Minister of the state. 
Ramasami called Kamraj "Pukka Tamizhan" (PureTarnilian) as he came from a backward 
caste community, had little formal education and did not converse in fluent english like 
the other well-entrenched leaders. Kamraj ruled the state from 1954 to 1963. It was 

1 during this period that DMK built its mass base. 

They included many Tamil scholars in their rank and file. Tamil literature and linguistics 
witnessed a renaissance with the publication of Mursoli, Marn Nadu, Dravida Nadu and 
,Wanram as party papers and magazines. Drama and other folk medium was used 
c:xtensively to promote Tamil awareness. Poverty and alienation of Tamils was highlighted 
through plays like Parasakti which was-written by Karunanidhi in 1952 and in which 
!$hivajee Ganeshan started. The mass appeal and the mass communication media carried 
IIMK ideology to every household in Madrsas. It was under these influences that the 
'Tamil language issue assumed violent proportions in 1965. 

3L2.4.3 The Language Issue 

I%y now, the language issue became very complex. It no longer restricted itself to DMK's 
concern for Tamil language and the opposition of Tamil to Hindi, Tamil to Sanskrit, Hindi 
ti3 English or Tamil to English. But in it were incorporated elements to student politics. 
(Barnett, 1976: 129). Regional identities assumed proportions of subnationalism. DMK 
pointed out that 'Hindi speaking' areas constituted only one region of the country. 
Dominance of a regional language and its compulsory knowledge for recruitment to 
government jobs created immense insecurity among the student community of the 
southern states. On January 26, 1969, when protest march was organised, a DMK 
supporter self-immolated, calling his aitions a protest against the imposition of Hindi at 
the altar of Tamil. Between January 26 and February 12''' four more DMK supporters 
c~~mmitted suicide. These self-immolations became highly patriotic events among the 
studnets in the state. Even though DMK leader C. Annadurai condmned these politically 
N otivated self-immolation bids, the anti-Hindi 'Martyars' provided student leadership 
legitimacy for wider and open political participation. This encouraged the Tamil Nad 
students Anti-Hlndi Agitation council to take an independent stand with or without DMK 
support. For the first time Dravid cukural movement found support outside DMK. Both 
Ka~nraj of the congress and Annadurai of DMK evoked the central congress leadership to 
reassure the students in the state, that the assurance given by Pt. Nehru in 1963, about the 
associate status of English will not be revoked. During this period about 900 arrests were 
made in Madras city and nearly 200 people arrested in Madurai. In Madras, a ban was 
iniposed on Public meeting till February 15 '~ .  

Schools and colleges were re-opened on February 8"'. But students refrained from 
atlending classes on a call given by Tamil Nad student Anti-Hindi agitation. They 
demanded a constitutional amendment for retaining English as the language for official 
communication. Lawyers joined their cause on February 9' and refrained from attending 
courts. Violence followed. A bus was burnt in Trichy. Two post-offices attacked and the 
appeals made by Annadurai went unheared. From February 10 through 12, what followed 
was mayhem. Public buildings, Police Stations, Trains, Buses, Post-offices, factories were 
looted and burnt. According to official estimates 70 people died. This induded three 
chlldren who were killed by Police firing. Ten thousand people were arrested. Property 
wcrth ten million rupees was destroyed. The lumpen elements from the slums and streets 
joiled the mob-violence. Two constables in Madurai were beaten to death by the police. 
DMK's role in these events was not hidden. Though openly they condemned the violence. 
Thl: violence of 1965 ensured DMK popularity. It also opened vistas for DMK's debacle. 
DhlK now realised that they could no lon$er sustain a radical agenda which was based on 
separatist leanings. Hence, they moderated their stance on issues of political autonomy. 
Also, at the same time necessity of keeping language issue alive, by protecting Tamil 
interests was not lost sight of; and for this; law abiding citizens like lawyers were roped in 
for a movement of sustained protest. 

It was in the wake of these events, that Lal Bahadur Shastri, then Prime-Minister of India, 
in 2 nationwide broadcast on February 11"' 1963; reaffirmed Nehru's assurn *e to the 
student community and made the following statements. 

Linguistic Ethnicity in India 



Ethnic Stratification "for an indefinite period.. ..... ..I would have English as an associates 
.......... language.. because 1 do not wish the people of non-Hindi areas to feel that certain 

........... doors of advancement are closed to them I would have it as an alternative 
language as long as people require it, and the decision for that I would leave not to the 
Hindi knowing but non Hindi knowing people.. ... .". 

12.4.4 Policy on Language Issue 

Policy decisions stated by Shastri in this regard were: 

i) every state can transact its business in the language of its choices or English 

ii) interestate communication could bk in English or acconlpanied by an authentic 
translation. 

iii) non-Hindi states could correspond with the center in English. 

iv) transaction of business at the central level would be in English 

v) although recruitment exams for central service posts were in English, in 1960, it was 
decided that Hindi was to be permitted as an alternate. This was followed by a re- 
assurance given by Shastri to non-Hindi speaking students that their interests would 
be protected at all expense. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a note on linguistic ethnicity and the reorganization of states. Use between 
5 to 10 lines for your answer. 

2) Write about the DMK Movement concerning the language issue. Use between 5 to 
10 lines for your answer. 



Shastri's assurances were lauded by the anti-Hindi agitationists and they withdrew their Linguistic Ethnicity in India 
protest on F~brary 22nd. This was also followed by nunlerous regret speeches stating that a 
peaceful demonstration was taken over by anti-social elements. However, this paved way 
for DMK to gain political supremacy and in 1967, DMK emerged as the ruling party in 
the state, it was during DMK regime that on November, 27' 1967, an amendment Bill to 
the official languages act of 1963, section 3 was introduced in the the Lok Sabha. This Bill 
stipulated that English be used for certain purposes between the central government and 
the state governments of non-Hindi speaking states. This Bill also enabled Hindi speaking 
states to dispense states. This Bill also enabled Hindi speaking states to dispense with 
English altogether, if they so desired. DMK though disturbed decided to support the Bill if 
it was passed undiluted. That is if it granted statutory sanction for continued use of the 
English. 

12.5 PUNJABI SUBA MOVEMENT 

The most significant linguistic movement in the north dates back to 19 19. Central Sikh 
League was set up in December, 1919. This was followed by the formation of Shiromani 
Akali Dal in 1920. Started as an organization for the protection of religious shrine, it soon 
became a religio -political organization, fighting for the interests of the Sikh community. 
By the end of 1946, communalpattern ofpolitics was distinctively visible. On August 18', 
1947, Punjab was divided on communal lines according to Radcliffe Award. Hindus who 
constituted only 30% in the united Punjab became a majority recording 70% of the total 
population. 15% of Sikh population of un-partition Punjab now registered 30% and 
became the only significant minority in post-partition Punjab. Muslims were reduced to 
insignificant members. Migrations from newly formed Pakistan resulted in the 
concentration of Hindus in the south Eastern Districts and Sikhs in the Central District. 
This resulted in general refugee tension acquiring a comnlunal shade, rural urban 
cleavages emerged among the Sikh settled and migrant populations. Local Hindu 
population of region felt that the more advancedpeople of erstwhile Punjab exploited 
them. 

Migrant Sikhs and majority of local Sikhs were rooted in the soil. They were peasant 
proprietors whose love for land is legendary. The refugee Sikhs population was the worst 
victim of parlition. Because of easy identification, they suffered heavy losses. Large 
number of their sacred shrines and cultural centres were left in Punjab. The Hindu 
population, both refugees and original inhabitants were by and large traders. They were, 
with some efforts able to re-establish themselves. Their cultural roots were intact. There 
was a Pan Hindu Culture and they could easily mesh into it. The politics of early partition 
days was turbulent. The landed peasantry and urban sikhs aligned themselves with 
Congress. Efforts of the Akali Dal to force a political unity among Sikhs proved futile on 
18' March, 1948 all the elected MLA's joined the Congress. However, Akali leadership 
outside the legislature continued a vocal struggle for the protection of Sikh identity. While 
the constitution of India was taking its shape, Akali Dal demanded constitutional 
safeguards, and recognition of Punjabi language in Gurnlukhi Script. 

Box 12.05 
On 15'hNovember, 1948 at the behest ofMaster Tara Sngh, Twenty three Akali legislators 
asserted that if five statutory safeguards in their demands were not accepted, they should 
be allowed to form a separate province comprising of seven Districts of Ludhiana, 
Ferozepur, Amritsar, Gurdaspur, Jalandhar and Hoshiarpur. Punjabi Suba was given as 
an alternative slogan. But in April, 1949, Sikh convention declared Punjabi Suba as its 
sole objective. The demands for separate electorate and reservation of seats for Sikhs in 
the legislature were out rightly rejected by the then constituent assembly. For adoption 
of Punjabi language, Bhim Singh Sacchar, then Chief Minister of Punjab evolved a 
formula. According to this formula, the province was divided into two zones - the Hindi 
Zone and the Punjabi Zone. 

Punjabi written in Gurmukhi Script was to become the language of the Punjab Zone, and 
Hindi written in Devnagri Script was to become to language of the Hindi Zone, not to 
retain the bilingual character of the State, it was imperative that people learnt both 
languages. This fornlula ran in trouble. The Arya Samaj Schools refused to subscribe to it, 
Soon enough, Sacchar lost support. Akali disenchantment with the state widened. As a 
follow-up of this chain of events; on 10" October, 1949, Master Tara Singh stated. 



Ethnic Stratification The Sikhs have a culture different from the Hindu language of the Sikhs is different their 
traditions and histories were different, their heroes were different, their social order was 
different, their there has no reason, why they should not claim the right of self 
determination for themselves. (Akali Patrika, 1 l~ October, 1949). 

12.5.1 A Separate Linguistic State 

Master Tara Singh, by July, 1950 started demanding a separate linguistic state for people 
speaking Punjabi and writing in Gurumu&i Script. He also wanted internal autonomy for 
the province as was granted to Kashmir. Historical evidence as recorded by Harcharan 
Singh Bajwa, a member of the Akali Dal Working Committee from 193 1 to 1960 record 
that demand for a linguistic state was an outcome of Dr. Ambedkar's advise. Following 
suggestions are attributed to Dr. Anlbedkar by certain Akali leaders: 

If you had cast lots with Pakistan, you would have been a minority there. In joint Punjab, 
you were a minority except in two Tehsils, which too were not contagious. In Eastern 
Punjab too, you are a minority. If you clamour for a Sikh State, it will be a cqr in the 
wilderness. Why don't you ask for a Punjabi speaking state? Congress is conlrnitted to 
linguistic basis for reorganization of the states. They can defer satisfaction of this denland 
but they cannot oppose it for long. You can have a Sikh State in the name of "Punjabi 
Suba". 

Bajwa says this suggestion opened the path to have a de-facto Sikh State. The movement 
further acquired momentum because of opposition from Hindus. This resulted in the 1951 
census debacle. Majority of the Punjabi speaking Hindus reported Hindi as their mother 
tongue. The urban Punjabi Hindu put forward their demand for a Maha Punjab conyrising 
of temtones of Punjab, PEPSU, Himachal Pradesh, Delhi A d  some Districts of Uttar 
Pradesh, in opposition to demand for "Punjabi Suba'. However, Hindus ul the South 
Eastern part of Punjab, now known as Haryana, were not receptive to the idea. They 
wanted their own separate state. 

Anti-Hindi Denlo~lstration in Cllemlai 
Couriesy : Sundaram 



The Akali Dal submitted an eighteen page menzorandum to the sate reorganization 
coi~mission for the demarcation of Punjabi Suba. They also mobilized support of rural 
Sikhs. The Sikh religion was evoked as commandment for political participation. The 
state re-organisaion comnlission rejected demands of Akali Dal. Instead, a fornlula was 
proposed for the integration of Punjab, the PEPSU and Hiinachal Pradesh into one 
administrative unit. However, on the personal intervention of Pt. Jawahar La1 Nehru, 
February, 1956. the following regional formula was proposed: 

i) Hirnachal Pradesh to be kept out of Punjab (contrary t i  the SRC9s recommendation) 
and PEPSU to be merged with the Punjab. 

ii) The new State of the Punjab was to be demarcated from the Punjabi and Hindi 
speaking regions. Both Punjabi and Hindi were to be declared the regional languages 
of the State. 

iii) The Punjab was to remain a bilingual State and Punjabi ( in Gurmukhi Script) and 
Hindi (in Devnagri Script) were to be the official languages of the State. 

iv) for admini,strative and development purposes, the two regions would have two 
regionar comnlittees consisting of the elected members of the Assembly (including 
the ministers from each region). The final decision, however, in each case was to be 
taken by the State Cabinet. In case of difference in the views of the Regional 
Committees. the Governor was to take the final decision. 

12.5.2 The Nehru-Master Pact 
This arrangement was followed by Nehru- Master Pact. 111 accordance with this pact the 
Akali Dal merged with the Congress, on 3 0 ~  September, 1956, the Working Committee of 
Akali Dal declared; " Dal would concentrate on the protection and promotion of 
educational religious, cultural and economic interest of the Panthi". But this arrangement 
was not satisfactory for Uhan Punjabi Hindus. They felt their power was eroded. The 
Pun-jabi-Hindus resisted teaching of Punjabi in Gurmukhi Script to Punjabi Hindus. 
Though 'Save Hindi Agitation' died by December, 1957, Pratap Singli Kairon then Chief 
Minister of Pun-jab realised its consequences. Thus he never implemented the Regional 
fomlula. On 1 sth September, 195 8, Master Tara Sing11 re-opened the demand for Punjabi 
Suba. The demand received legitinlacy because of bifurcation forBombay into States of 
Mahatrdshtra and Gujarat. 

Why was tlieNehru-Master Pact not satisfactory'? Talk to fellow students m d  discuss the 
text above with them. Note down your findings in your notebook. 

This left Punj;~b as the only bilingual state. Encashing this fresh support, the Akali Dal 
contested Shisomani GurudwaraPrabhanadhak Conunittee (SGPC) election on the issue of 
'Punjabi Suba'. They won 132 out of 139 total seats contested. On 22'"' May, 1960 a 
Pu~njabi Suba convention was held at Amritsar. The denland for a separate Punjabi 
Speaking State in this convention was also supported by leaders of Swantatra Party, 
Samykat Socialist Party (SSP), Pra-ja Socialist Party (PSP) and freedom fighters like 
Saifudin Kitchloo and Pandit Sunder Lal. A formal agitation for a separate Punjabi State 
was launched in May 1960. After the arrest of Master Tara Singh, Fateh Singh, Vice 
President of Akali Dal at that time, took over the leadership. He finnly asserted that they 
wanted only a Funjabi Linguistic State. Whether Hindus constituted a majority of Sikhs 

h was not their priority. Subsequently political realignments tookplace. Communists now 
s~rpported Akalis in their demand. Congress strengthened its mass base among the rural 
Sikhs. Jansangh became popular with urban Hindus and a small section of urban Sikhs. 

Box 12.06 

Political scientists like Paul Brass have suggested that it was the process of the elite 
formation that gave momentum to Punjab Struggle. This period also witnessed a split in 
AkaliDal. Master Tara Singh and Sant Fateh Singh's stand on creating a linguistic state 
within the territorial boundaries of India nation state was vindicated. Sant Fateh Singh 

i temporarily suspended the movement at the time of Chinese aggression in 1962. The 

I movement resurrected itself after the death of Kairon andPt. Nehru in 1964. La1 Bahadur 
Shastri's regime also continued to resist the demand for 'Punjabi Suba'. After the failure 

i of talks with Shastri Government, Sant Fateh Singh announced from Aka1 Takht on 16'h 
August, 1965 that if his demands were not met, he would fast unto death from loth 
September, 1965. He furtheremotionalised his demand saying that if he survived the fast 
for fifteen days, he would immolate himself on the tifteenth day. On 5'h September, 1965, 

started. During War, Sikhs proved their valour once again. 

Linguistic Ethnicity in India 



Ethnic stratification The centre set-up a three menlber committee comprising of Y.B. Chawan, Indira Gandhi 
and Mahavir Tyagi; two days after the c a s e  -fire to look into the denlands for a 'Punjabi 
Suiba'. This tluee member comnlittee was asisted by 22 members parlianlentary conlnlittee 
under the Chairmanship of Lok Sabha Speaker Sardar Hukan Singh. After Ihe d a t h  of 
Shastri in January, 1966. Mrs. Gandhi convened a meeting of congress party's working 
committee on 9~ March, 1966. This conunittee passed the resolution recluesting the 
Government to create a Punjabi speaking state. This was followed by parliaiuentary 
committee's resolution on the same lives on 18'' March 1966. A Puqjab State's re- 
organization bill and appointnlent of Punjab boundary conllnission under the 
Chaimanship of Justice J.C. Shah followed these developments, the other tno nleinbers of 
the comnlission were Subinal Datt and M.M. Philip. It was 011 lS'November 1966 that the 
state was finally divided into Pilnjab and Havana. The state of Pi~njab non coinprised of 
41% area and 55% of the total population of erstwlile Pu~!jab. Majority or its population 
was now glat of the Sikhs. The central Governmenl kept its co~ltrol over Cha~ldigarh and 
Bhakhra and Beas Dan1 Project. However, most of the objections of Akali leadership were 
met. Tile Sikhs constituted a n~a.jority in eight of the eleven districts 

Re-organization of Punjab using linguistic etlmicity as its plank has not been without 
trouble. Many Punjabi speaking areas were left out in the p r o c p .  Chandigarh sh>iring of 
river water that led to post 1980's problems continties to daunt the region One nlay state 
here that linguistic ethllicity in Indian contest has been used as a complement to religious. 
caste and other etlulies. It has never operated as an exclusive principle of re-organization 

12.6 OTHER LINGCTISTIC ETHNICITY MOVEMENTS 
IN INDIA 

Surendra Gopal argues that by the tentll century, the basic nationalities ul lildia had been 
formed. He lists these nationalities as the Assamese. Oriyas. Andluas, Pu11,jabis. Gi!jaratis, 
Marathas, Bengalis, Kmladigs, Tamils, Malayales, etc. and also asserts the fact that these 
nationalities settled around the ferkile Yamuna Gmga Doab region and its soutl~eril 
neighbour in the territory of central India. These nationalities emerged as strong etllno 
linguistic groups largely coilfonning to regional territories. Brij. Awadhi. Bllo.jpuri, 
Maithalli, and Chattisgiri developed in the Yan~una Doab region. commonly known as 
Aryaviut11, Aryuratha, politically renlained most significant. But it never acquired strong 
etlulo linguistic identity. The language movenlent remained donnant, as the local 
langauages were denied imperial patronage. It was sufi saint tradition perpetuated by 
Kabir, Malik Mohanllnad Jyasi, Vidyapati Tulsi and Surdas tllat kept the local languages 
vibrant. E h l o  linguistic nationalities peyehlated under the Mughal Elnpcror Akbar. 
Akbar directed his einpire into the provinces of Ajnler, Lahore. Giijarat, Bihar Bengal etc. 
the Rajput and jat etlmo - linguistic groups asserted thenselves in this period. The 
Maratha identity under Slliva jee was in response to Mughals lnarcl~ to Peilninsular India 
Tlie Kanada Telu~w identities surfaced at tlle time of m~csa t ion  of Bi,japur iuld 
Golkunda Kingdoms. Powerful etlulo-linguistic nationalities crystalized in the Punjab, tlle 
Bengal and the Mysore by the end of the 18" century. It was priillarily for this reason that 
two most important etlmo-linguistic nlovelnents in British India surfaced in Bengal and 
Punjab. Both these movements were linked to regional aspirations, ihey acquired obvious 
national or 'Swadeshi' over tolies to gather larger acceptance and legitimacj.. The slogan 
'.Pa@ Salnbalo Jata" (beckoning Punjabi jats, to fight the Britishers) was symbolic of 
linguistic solidarity. This linguistic etlu~ic solidarity absorbed within its fold Hindu, 
Milslim and Sikh individualities. Punjabi nationality also co~ltributed to the forination of 
powerful1 Gaddar Party in America. Denla~lds for a separate Punjabi nalion state were also 
rife during this period for some time. It was at this time that u~~ionist  par[! with the 
support of British Government captured power in Punjab. The Sikh etlmicily asserted 
itself under the leadership of Akali Dal Muslin1 ethllicity was also nurtured by using Urdu 
as tlle link language for establishing religious and national identity. 

12.6.1 Reorganization of States 

The organization of states of independent lndia on tlle principle of linguistic affinily 
witnessed dismenlberment of large regional entities. ~ a d r a s  and Cenlral Provinces 
provide one example. On a similar pattern srnall states were integrated. Madllya Bharat, 
Patiala and East Punjab were integrated. The same process also resulted UI linguistic 



strife's in different parts of the nascent democracy. Demand for linguistic nationality 
resulted in the splitting of Bombay into Maharashtra and Gnjarat. Maha Punjab was 
divided into states of Himachal Pradesh. H'ayana and Punjab. 

Linguistic Ethnicity in India 

Regional and linguistic solidarity has also been responsible for the emergence of regional 
political parties. The rise of DMK, AIADMK, Telgu desam, Akali Das, Assam Gana 
Parished, Maharashtrawadi Gomanatak Dal National Liberation Front, Jharkhuld Mukti 
Morcha etc. are all expressions of political alllbitions of provincial ethno-linguistic 
nationalities. Inteniational aspects of linguistic nationality issue constantly assert that 
India has successfully dealt with its linguistic diversity issues. A detailed examination in a 
historical perspective suggests that, it these were violent linguistic movements in the part, 
there are strong under currents in certain pockets even now. 

1 2 7  TRIBAL LINGUISTIC MOVEMENTS 

Out of 1965 r lother tongues recorded by the 196 1 census, approximately 500 were 
reported fron- tribal regions. The Santhali, Gondi and Khasi are major linguistic groups, 
Tribal linguistic groups in the India are classified as (i) Dravidian (ii) Austric (iii) Tibeto 
Chinese. The diversity of tribal languages were crushed in the process of re-organization 
of state stnlcture. A case shidy of language scenario from Orissa nukes it explicit. In the 
196 1 census state of Orissa recorded only 15 million Oriya Speakers. In 198 1 this figure 
dramatically doubl.ed to 30 million. while the number of Kharia and Bhunuji speaking 
people dec1in:d from 1.4 lac and 91,000 (1961, 1971 census) to 49,000 and 28,208 
respectively i I the 1981 census. It is surprising that none of the tribal languages are 
recognised b l  the eighth schedule of the constitution, even though they are spoken by a 
large segment of Indian population. Santhali is spoken by 36 lakh, Bhili by 12.5 lakh. 
Lamnu by 12 lacs, yet they find no official recognition. Inadvertent hierarchy of languages 
created by thc eighth scheduled of the constitution, and state patronage granted to the 
official state language under the three language formula has further alienated the original 
inhabitants of our motherland. With the risuig levels of literacy anlong the tribals, the 
awareness of he  their etlmic attributes is also heightened. This has led to some significant 
linguistic ethricity movements among them. I an1 referring to only tluee of them here 
placed in the eighth schedule of the constitution. 

12.7.1 The Santhali Language Movement 

Santhali identlty assertion movements are recorded since the beginning of the 19" century 
with the K h e r ~ a r  movement. Essentially a social mobility movement, Santhals wanted to 
register their presence as an inlportant segment of larger Hindu population. They acquired 
Sanskrit traits and started weariilg the sacred thread. The Janeodhari Santllals 
distinguished them from non Jmeadhari and did not intenlrany. But by 1938, Adabasi 
movement started consolidation itself in the Santhal Paragona region. They started 
demanding a a#eparate province for the original tribes of Chota Nagpur area, sought 
representation in the Bihar assembly and demanded introduction'of Santhali and other 
aboriginal lan,gages as nlediunl of instruction in schools. The Sarna Dhorma Samlet 
started by Ragnath Murnlu was started as part of the Jharkhand Movenlent to express 
tribal solidarity. This organization is perpetuating santhali origiilal scripts and scriptures. 
An icon callec Guru Gomke is created. Guru is the original creator the K h e ~ ~ v a r  Bir, 
which is an equivalent of Mahabharta. The saithals who constitute a larger linguistic 
group tlleu the Sindhis and Kashnuris assert their identity. However there are division 
with the movement. One segment supports R o n m  script conlprising of converted 
Cluistiaus, another group supporting A1 Chili Santhali. The leaders of the Jharkhand 
movenlent ha\ e tried to nunimise this difference in order to consolidate their demand for a 
separate state. Santhali is now introduced as a medium of instruction at primary school 
level but has failed to acquire a place in the eighth schedule of the constitution. 

12.7.2 The Language Movement of the Mishings 

The Mishings or Miri, original inhabitants of Siang and Subandshree districts of 
Arunachal Pradesh are the second largest scheduled tribe of Assam. They number 
approximately three lakhs. The Mishings have vehemently defended their traditional 
boundaries and original dialect. In 1968, a group of enlightened Miris formed the 
"Mishig Aga-n Kebang" that in Mishing implies language Association and adopted 



Ethnic stratification Roinan Script for Mishing language. The Government of' Assam initially resisted native 
Mishings attempts for recognition of Mishi language; but has now given in: under 
increasing pressure. Efforts are still on to introduce Mishi at primary school level. 
Government of Assam, has in principle agreed to appoint Mishi language teachers in 
predonlinantly Mishi Schools. 

12.7.3 Ethno Linguistic Aspirations of the Jayantia 

Started in 1975, Jayantia language and literary association become active after Khasi 
i 

(language used by Khasi Tribals) gained recognition as a medium of instn~ction in 
schools. Written in Romanscript Jayantia language may remain confined only to a small 
section of the Jayantia speaking populace. Thus a conscious effort was made to assert their 
linguistic identity. The Jayarrtia language and literary association regularly holds literary 
conferences, encourages debate and essay writing competitions. It also publishes literary 
work in Jayantia language. 

Independent India has witnessed number of tribal resurgence movements. Adibasi 
interests remained unregistered because tribals did not constitute a pressure group. One 
may argue that both development and deprivation are equally responsible for giving 
impetus to ethno-linguistic movements. Literacy, mobility, political participation are some 
of the factors that have made people aware of their distinct identity. Regional autonomy 
aspirations are directly related to levels of political awareness. Issues that have emerged in 
the demand for a separate Gorkaland, Bodoland, Jharkhand are significant pointers in this 
direction. These agitations are essentially asking for greater autonomy and regional power 
within the existing federal structure of Indian nation state. Emergence of Mizo Union 
(1946), Goa National Council (1946), Eastern Tribal Council (1952), APHLC (1960) are 
interpreted as middle class uprisings. Mizo Freedom Organization (1940), MNF (196 1) 
were politically more vocal in their demands. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) What do we refer to as the Punjabi Suba movement'? Write briefly on it in about 
5-10 lines. 

2) Clarify with an example the tribal linguistic movements. Write $ur answer in I 
about 5-10 lines. i 

1 
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12.7.4 Language and Culture 

In order to achieve their political ambitions, leadership invariably combined the issue of 
language and culture. Often, these resulted in fostering of group identify. This group 
identity and solidarity thus authenticated demand for a separate regional entity. The fusion 
of Gorkhali, Kunuali and Santali languages as workhold and Jharkhand movement is an 
interesting example of this foundation. Similarly, formation of Khaskura, now recognized 

I as Garkhali language by the G.N.L.F. is a blending of various dialects of Nepali origin. 
I Kurmali and Kuruli that were initially only oral languages acquired script and unite 

I 
historically under the Jharkhand movement. It is important to note there that regional 
movements are often portrayed as negative and divisive. The fact that nlany of these 
regional linguistic movements have consolidated rich heritage available in the oral 
tradition renlains understood. 

12.8 CAUSES OF LANGUAGE MOVEMENT 

Every ethno-linguistic conununity evolves a security net around itself. It takes upon itself 
the task of protecting its dwindling heritage. If threatened it resolves to organise it and 
launch protest movements. Regional language movements as an expression of ethnicity 
emerge, when they are threatened by: 

i) On adoption of Hindi as an official language, small linguistic communities were 
apprehensive that this move would restrict Government Jobs for their community 
menlbers, subsequently their voice in the affairs of the government would become 
inaudible. 

ii) Middle class power elite was propagating continuation of English for official use. This 
bilingualism further reduced opportunities for those not conversant with either Hindi 
or English. 

iii) Coilsequently a north south divide occurred, since post independence leadership 
largely identified itself with northern India, primarily due to disproportionate size of 
the individual state, its affinity with Hindi was overplayed. Anti Hindi Movement that 
originated in the South interprets a Hindi domination as symbolic of Aryans and 
Brahrnnical cultural domination. 

e iv) Despite tall claims and protection given to linguistic minorities and languages under 
Articles 350, 29.1, 344 (I), 345, 346 and 347, language claim of the mhlorities are 
often ignored Article 350(a) of the constitution provides that every state authority 

v should facilitate primary education in the mother tongue. But the common perception 
at the level of district administration and education enlpowernlent is that such efforts 
would disintegrated the Indian nation state. They would encourage individuals ethno- 
linguistic aspirations, and thus isolate him. There is also apprehension that education 
in local dialects would deprive people from attaining higher and quality education. 
The inherent ambiguity in the constitution between 350 and 35 1, the fornler providing 
individual languages and the later supporting official use of Hindi, has pronloted 
linguistic conflicts in India. 

12.9 LET US SUM UP 

For the past three decades, Indian State has not confronted any serious linguistic conflict. 
From this one may infer that India's linguistic conflicts have successfully been 
neutralized. They are no longer a threat to Indian Nation Integration. Post independence 
era, particularly between 1947 - 1967 witnessed numerous linguistic conflicts. A sizeable 
chunk of our political energy was spent in resolving these crises. Stray incidences of 



Ethnic Stratification violence are still recorded. Badauitn in Uttx Pradesh was a scene of conlmunal rioting on 
2~~ September, 1989, after the decision of Uttar Pradesh Governnlent to introduce Urdu as 
the second official language of tile state. Language and ethnicity have close affulity. 
Language is perceived as the symbol of ethnic unity. Even thong forces of modenlization 
and exigencies of competitive society have reduced the functional imporl;u~ce of individual 
mother tongues, as community attributes, they are very inlportmt. State interference in 
language issues is now illininlal. Policy of accommodation has paid rich dividends. But 
there is a caution at the end of all this and is summarily stated by Robert D. King - 
Language problenx are almost never what they appear be to be: tlwy are very often 
can~ouflage to hide agendas that are linked only tenuously to language and linguistics''. It 
has already been shown that language movenlents in south were reactions to caste 
domination and exploitation. Similarly Punjabi Suba nlovenleilt had its roots hl Sikh 
identity. Tribal linguistic movements are also located in ethnicity, identity and sunrival 
debate. Though linguistic etlulicity poses little tlueat to Indian Nation, its active status for 
etlmic formation should always be remembered. 

12.10 KEY WORDS 

Ethnicity : Refers to a category of people who call be distinguished on 
the basis of the culture, religion, race or language. 

Linguistic : Coilcerns the language of a category of people which in 
turnhas ramifications for culture of the area. 

Modernization : The process by which a culture or society becolues socially 
and teclmologically more advanced and a better livelihood 
is assured forvast sections of society. 
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12.12 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) The idea of nation-states corresponding to linguistic boundaries began in the lgn' 
century. In India this principle was not immendiately accepted. Prior to India's 
Independence, state boundaries did not follow a linguistic principle. After 
Independence the language issue and the reorganization of states was seriously 
considered. However it must be pointed out that linguistic reorganization of states also 
involved aspirations for caste and conununities, to better their lot. The debate 
regarding language and the reorganizatioil of states continues to this day and 
language is a very sensitive issue. However today India has many states that have been 
organized on the basis of language and use their own language for transacting 
business within the state itself. Linguistic ethnicity between the Nortll and the South 
in India is several centuries old, and is rooted in caste politics according to Jrschick. 
The DMK emerged out of the DK when differences emerged among the leaders over 
the day of Independence. In due course of time DMK helped align Tainil literatures 
a ld  published books, party papers, and magazines in Tanlil to promote Tanil , 

awareness. DMK ideology was spread all over Madras. By 1965 student poJitics came 



into the language issue Regional identity became very important and self-immolations Linguistic Ethnicity in India 
by students became politically motivated. These were condemned by DMK leaders but 
student violence on the language issue in 1965. All this led to the formulation of a 
policy on language and its use in the Centre and the States. 

Cl~eck Your Progress 2 

1) The Pubjabi Suba refers to the establishment of a Pubjabi speaking state. The 
antecedents for such a demand date back to 191 9 and continued beyond Independence 
in 1947. The advise for a Punjabi speaking state rather than a Sikh state was given by 
Ambedkar. Who advised that through a language (Pubjabi) a Sikh State called Pubjabi 
Suba could be obtained. In 1966 the Punjab State was divided into Pubjab and 
Haryana. 

2) As literacy rose among the tribals their awareness of their ethnic attributes also 
increased. For example the Jayantias asserted their identity since 1975 holding literary 
conferences and publishing literary work. Literary, mobility and political participation 
were ways in which a distinct ethnic identity was asserted. 
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31 7.0 OBJECTIVES - 
After you have read through and studied this unit you will be able to : 

4D Describe features of the caste system; 

rD Discuss the basis of caste hierarchy; 

(D Outline the notions of purity and pollution; and 

0 Become acquainted with Dumont's theory of caste. 

'17.1 INTRODUCTION 

Caste has for long been viewed as a distinctive feature of the Indian society. It is not 
merely an institution that characterizes the structure of social stratification in India. 
"Caste" has often bee11 seen to represent the core of India. Itbas been viewed both as an 
institution as well as an ideology. Institutionally, "caste" provided a framework for 
iirranging and organizing social groups in terms of their statuses and positions in the 
social and economic system. It fixed individuals into the structure of social hierarchy on 
the basis of their birth. As an ideology, caste was a system of values and ideas that 
legitimized and reinforced the existing structure of social inequality. It also provided a 
worldview around which a typical Hindu organized hisfher life. 

Apart from being an institution that distinguished India from other societies, caste was 
I also an epitome of the traditional society, a "closed system", where generation after 

generation individuals aid similar kinds of work and lived more or less similar kinds of 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society lives. In contrast, the modem industrial societies of the West were prqjected a "open 
systems" of social stratification, societies based on class, where individuals could choose 
their occupations according to their abilities and tastes. If they worked for it. in such open 
systems of stratification. they could move up in the social hierarchy and change their class 
position. Such mobility at the individual level was impossible in the caste system. Caste 
has been seen an extreme form of social stratification. 

17.1.1 Features of Caste System 

G.S Ghurye, a famous sociologist, identified six different features of the Hindu caste 
system. 

i) Segmental division of society: Castes were groups with well-developed life-styles of 
their own. The membership of the groups was determined by birth and not by choice. 
The status of a person depended not on the amount of wealth he possessed but on the 
rank that his caste enjoyed in the Hindu society. 

ii) Hierarchy: There was definite scheme of social precedence anlongst castes. Each 
group was given a specific status in the overall framework of hierarchy. 

iii) Restrictions on feeding and social intercourse: There were minute rules as to what 
sort of food or drinkauld be accepted by a person and from what caste. 

iv) Civil and religious disabilities and privileges of different sections: Segregation of 
individual castes or groups of castes in the village was the most obvious mark of civil 
privileges and disabilities. Certain sacraments could not be perfomled by any caste 
other than the Brahmins. Similarly, shudras and other lower castes were not allowed 
to read or learn the sacred scriptures. 

v) Lack of unrestricted choice of occupation: Generally each caste coilsidered a 
particular occupation as its legitimate calling. To abandon the hereditary occupation 
in pursuit of another, even it was more lucrative. was not considered right. 

vi) Restrictions on marriage: Caste groups obsewed strict endogamy. Menlbers of a 
caste group married only within their castes. However, there were a few exceptions. In 
some regions of India, the upper caste man could nwry a lower caste woman. This 
kind of marriage alliance is known as hypergamy. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) List out the features of the caste system. Use about six lines for your answer. 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

....................................................................................................................................................... 



The Basis of Castc Hierarch>,: 
Purity and Pollution 

Foundation Stone of a Schedule Caste Village 
C'outesy: Kiranrnayi Bushi 

luterestingly, the term "caste" is not of Indian origin. Its origin has been located in the 
Fortuguese word casta, meaning 'race' or 'pure stock'. Also it was outsiders, those who 
caine from the West, who first used the ierm "caste" to ~nake sense of the social 
organization of the Indian society. It is currently used as a general term that refers to two 
d~fferent systems of social relations, viz. Varna and Jati The varna systeni is a broad 
framework that applies, more or less, to the entire country. The varnas are only four in 
number, viz. Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shubdra (these is also a fifth category of 
the "untouchables", who are considered to be outside the varna system and are rdnked at 
the bottom of the social hierarchy). 

r Activity 1 I I What do you feel are the most important features of the caste system. Note them I 
k o w n  and Bisc~rss with other people and also with students at the study centre. I 
17.1.2 The Jatis 

Th: Jatis, concrete social groupings of people, T i e r  considerably from region to region. 
Eat:h linguistic region has a large number of Jatis. According to one estimate, there are 
two to three hundred jatis in cach linguistic region of India. Jatis are relatively small 
endoganlous groups with a dinstinctive style of life and a specific lxdditiolial occupation. 
Each Jati has a nalne and teiids to locate its status by referring to the vama scheme of 
hie~archy. The differentjatis in a region were arranged in a vertical order. However, unlike 
the tarns schenie, the mutual position ofjatis has been less clcar and subject to 
con~estations. Many jatis have claimed higher status than assigned to then1 by others. This 
ambiguity has been observed particularly in the middle level caste groupings. 

There were also cases of upward mobility in the caste system. A lower caste could change 
its position in the caste hierarchy and nlove upward by adopting the style of life of a 
high-r caste. M.N. Srinivas. the famous Indian sociologist. called this process 
'Sanskritisation'. However. as has been pointed out by Andre Beteille, it was not merely 
bp aclopting the rituals ;uld life style of the upper castes that lower caste could move 
11pw2rds. Such a process was invariably accoinppanied by some real inlpl-ovenient in the 
tnatcr-ial condition of a group. However, those who Sanskritisedtheir style of life did not 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society question the system of caste hierarchy or its ideolom'. They merely tried to change their 
position in the system. While individual castes moved up or down, the structure remained 
the same. I 

THE BASIS OF CASTE HIERARCHY 

Sociologists and social anthropologists have carried out large numbers of shtdies on the 
system of caste hierarchy. Along with defining the system and identifying its features, they 
have also offered theories that explain the caste system. The process of explanation 
involves finding answers to questions such as 'why the system of caste hierarchy developed 
and has survived for such a long time in India? Or 'what is at the base of caste hierarchy'?' 
Different scholars have explained the phenomenon of caste differently. While some locate 
the origin of the caste system in racial wars, other explain it in economic tenus. Still others 
have explained it by referring to the specific cultural values of the Hinddndian society. 

17.2.1 Caste and Race 

The connection between caste and race was made by some of the earliest foreign 
commentators on India. The related it to the so-called Aryan invasion of India. They argued 
that while upper caste Hindus were of "foreign" or Aryan origin, the lower castes belonged 
to the "native" or "aboriginal" races. Being the conquerors, the Aryans assigned themselves 
the status of upper castes and those who were conquered were made subjects by the 
dominant Aryans and were given the status of lower castes. The fact that members of upper 
castes had fairer skin than the lower castes was cited as a testimony in support of such a 
hypothesis. However, this theory has been rejected for being purely speculative in nature. 
There is very little hard evidence to support such an argument. Further, it has been argued 
that those from the lower castes had darker skin not because they necessarily belonged to a 
different racial stock but because they were the ones who did much of the pllysical work in 
the fields in the open. Moreover, even if it was true that the Aryans came fro111 outside and 
subjugated the native population, it does not automatically explain the complex reality of 
caste distinctions and hierarchy. Why did such an elaborate scheme of hierarchy was 
developed? Why did such a scenario did not give rise to class type of inequality? 

17.2.2 Caste and Occupation 

Those who look at caste in economic terms generally do so by referring to obvious fact of 
the relationship between caste and occupation. Caste, they argue, was a kind of division of 
labour, different groups specializing in different occupations. Some others see it as a . 
specific from of pre-capitalist/feudal separated from each other in certain respects (caste 
endogamy, restrictions on eating together and on physical contact). but interdependent in 
other (traditional division of labour). The word 'caste', not only involved hereditary 
specialization of occupations but also differential rights. Different occupations were 
arranged in a hierarchical order that made their occupants socially unequal. Inequality 
was an essential feature of the caste system. Along with inequality, he also underlined the 
element ofpollution as an important feature of caste. Different groups. in a caste society, 
tend to 'repel each other rather than attract, each retires within itself. isolates itself, makes 
every effort to prevent its members from contracting alliances or even froill entering into 
relation with neighboring groups'. Thus Bougle identified three core features of caste 
system, viz., hereditary occupation, hierarchy and mutual repulsion. Similarly, an Indian 
scholar, S.V. Ketkar, in his book on the History of Caste in India, publidled in 11909, had 
emphasized on the notion of purity and pollution being the chief principle on which the 
system was based. 

17.3 PURITY AND POLLUTION 

As mentioned above, the theory of caste hierarchy that locates its basis in the notion of 
purity and pollution is generally associated with the writings of the French sociologist 
Louis Dumont. He has offered a detailed account of his theory in his well-lu~own book, 
Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and its Implications. Dumont has developed a 

I genaal theory, an "ideal type", of the traditional Hindu caste system. Though he used 



ethnographic material (field-work based accounts of the way caste system is practiced) in The Basis of Caste Hiera~rchy: 
support of his arguments, his main sources were Indological, the classical Hindu texts. He Purity and Pollution 

app-oached the Hindu caste system form a structuralist perspective that focused on the 
unclerlying structure of ideas of a given system. These "essential principles" constitute the 
logic of a system and may not be apparently visible in its everyday practice. His objective 
wa:; to develop a pure model that would provide a general explanation of the system. 

Dumont is critical of those who tried to explain caste in terms of politico-economic 
factors where caste was seen as a system of domination and exploitation. He, for 
exi~mple, criticizes F.G. Bailey, who in his book on 'Caste and the Economic 
Frontier' (based on his field work in Orissa), has argued that there was a high 
degree of coincidence between politico-economic ranks and the ritual ranking of 
caste. This is a reflection of the general rule that those who achieve wealth and 
political power tend to risein the ritual scheme of ranking. It is what is meant by 
saying that the ranking system of caste groups was validated by differential control 
over the productive resources of the village. 

Dum~lomlt disagreed with Bailey and others who made such theoretical claims because they, 
according to him, failed to appreciate the peculiarity of the Indian society. These scholars, 
Durnont argues, tended to look for parallels of the Western society in India, viz., class type 
social organization. He insists that India and the traditional societies in general were 
funtlamentally diiferent from the Western society. Their social structures needed to be 
explained with diff'erent sets of concepts. Dumont shows how Bailey could not explain as 
to 1% hy the Brahmins were placed at the top of the caste hierarchy. Bailey had recognized 
the l'act that the correlation between power and ritual status did not work at the two 
extr:mes of the caste ladder, i.e. in case of the Brahmins (at the top of the caste hierarchy) 
and thc untouchables (at the bottom of the caste hierarchy). Dumont argues that this was 
not iui anonlaly but a crucial fact about the caste system. 

He suggests that the Hindu caste system needed to be look-at as a system that was an 
opposite of the West. While the West was a modem society based on individualism, India 
was a traditional society. The social structures of traditional societies functioned on very 
different principles and could be understood only in "totality". It was only through this 
framework of "totality" or "holism" that aproper theory of caste could be developed. , 

17.3.1 Modern and Traditional Societies 

Unlike the modem societies of the West, the Indian society, or for that matter, the 
traditional societies in general, were not bothered with maintaining equality of status 
among individuals. On the contrary, they were concerned with maintaining social 
differences and inequalities. The ideal of "totality" was more valued in a traditional 
socic:ty than that of the "individual". Dumont argues that a proper explanation of.caste 
coultl be worked out only by keeping these fundamental differences between the West and 
the I ~dian society ul  nlimld. 

Caste. Dumont argues, was above all an ideology, 'a system of ideas, beliefs and values'. It 
was in the ideological aspect of the caste system that one should look for the essential 
structure of the Hindu society. It was only via ideology that the essence of castes could be 
grasped and true principle behind the system could be known. Ideology for him was not a 
residual factor or part of superstructure, as the term is understood in the Marxist theory. In 
his framework, ideology was an autonomous sphere and could not be reduced to any other 
factor or treated secondary to politico-economic factor. 
- 
17.4 THE IDEA OF HIERARCHY 

Ideol ~ g y  of the system is hierarchy. "The castes", Dumont argues, "teach us a fundamental 
socia I principle, hierarchy". Hierarchy was the essence of caste. Hierarchy was not merely 
another name for inequality or an extreme form of social stratification, but a totally 
different principle oCsocial organization. His notion of hierarchy was almost the same as 
tl~at of Bougle (as discussed above) who has explained caste by referring to three 
princ!ples, viz., hier;xclly, occupational specialization and mutual repulsion. Dumont 



Eapli~ining Cmte in Indian Society lio\\icver argues that for a proper theoret~cal explanation of the s!'stenl. 1 1  \ \as i~~~porlant  lo 
identify one comnion elemait, 'a sh~glc tnle principle' to which Uie tlirce fciilllrcs of tlie 
caste s!rstem suggested by Bougle could be reduced. It was only tlian Illat I\ c \ \ o ~ ~ l d  be able 
uncover the structure of caste systeni. Such a principle, Duli~out suggests. \\as '\\.as 
opposition of Bie pure and tlic impure' I 

Boa 17-02 1 
Ilierarchy, defined as superiority of the pure over the impure, was the kc!,stone 
in duniont's model ofcaste systeni. Dr~rnont points out t l~:~t  this opposition rrntlerlics 
hierarchy, which is tlie superiority of t l ~ c  pure to the iriipllre, uiltlcrlies sep:~rirtion 
because tile pure and the impure must be kept separate, iintl u~~dcr l ies  the tli\isiol~ 
o f  labour because pure and impure occupations rnust likewise be kept scpiirate. 
The whole is founded on the necessary and Irier;lrrl~ical coesistence o f  the t ~ o  
opposites 

For Dumoiit. castes wcre iiot nierel! fiuikcd liierarcl~ically in a i~ertical ordcr. 111cy \\ere 
also ~ilutuallv related lluougli a system of oppositions. a structure It \\;is [his stnlctore of 
the caste systeni that lie wished to undcrst;uid and explain tluough a stud! of UIC cli~ssical 1 
Hiiidu tests. 

Activity 2 

Define the notion of hierarchy and discuss it 114th other students i ~ t  the study 
centre. Note down the main points of the discussion. 

17.4.1 Status and Power 

Another important aspect of the Hindu cas!e society in his theory is the spccilic relationship 
tliat exists between status and power. Ulilike the modenWestem societies \ \  llcre power 
2nd status noniially went together, in the caste system there was a divergence between the 
two. In a typical caste system, those who were the nlost powerful politic:lJlv a id  
cco~io~i~ically did not iiecessarily enjoy the liigheit status in thc society. Liken ise. those 
who enjoyed the highest status (the Brahnuns) could be econoilucally poor a id  might have 
littlc political clout. Tlie disth~guishuig feature of caste society \vas tlie status as iI principle 
of social organization was superior to power. "Status elicoiiipasses power". Unlike the class 
society, in tlie caste systcln, power operated will~in the franlework of status I~ierarcliy. 

17.4.2 Dumont's Theory: A Summing Up 

To sun1 up Duiilont's theory, we can identify the following core points that he makes: 

The Hindu caste systenl could not be explai~led in tenns of politico-econo~iuc factors 
Caste was not just another fornl of class or an exlrenle form of stratification. 

It should be explained in ternis of its underlying structure of ideas and values. i.e. tlie 
ideology. 

The nature of the value system (ideology) and tile frainework of social organization in 
tlie traditional societies were totally different froni tliat of the niodeni socicties of Uie 
West. 

Tlie ideology of tl~eHindu caste systeni was that of hierarcli!~. T l ~ e  stnicture of 
hierarchy was explained 111 tenus of the dialectical relationship (unit! and opposition) 
between tlie "pure'' and "in~pure". Pure was superior to tlie impurc. 

One of the core features of caste systeni was the distinction tliat it  iiiade bet\vcen status 
a i d  power. It was the ideology of hierarchy (that allocated status to dirfcre~it groups in 
society) tliat was lilore inlportant than the material position of a pcrson in h e  caste 
system. Priest, at least in principle, was superior to the king. 

17.5 CRITICISMS OF DUMONT'S THEORY 

Dutnont's book HOIIZO Hierarchicus has been widely acclaimed as tile siiiglc n~ost 



inlportant colltribiltion to the study of thc Hindu caste system. His explanation of caste in The Basis of Cnstc Hierarchy: 
tenus of "purity" and "pollution" l ~ a s  beconlc a part of the common sense sociology. Purity and Pollution 

Hoa~ever, his theory has also been one of the liiost colitxoversial pieces of work. He has 
bee11 criticized on various grounds. Among those who have critically examined his thesis 
and questioned his explanation of caste include scholars like Gerald Berrenlan, Dipankar 
Gupta. Andre Beteille and Joan Mencher They have all themselves been students of the 
Indl 2111 society and have found problenls with Dumont's arguments at different levels, 
eiq~irically. logically, and ideologically. Following are some of the common points that 
haw: been raised by different scholars against Dulllont's work. 

It does not correspond with the lived reality of caste It has been pointed out by his 
critiques that much of Dumont's theory has been derived from the study of sonle 
selective classical Hindu texts He has ignoredthe large anlount of empirical literature 
that was available to him, produced by professional social anthropologists in form 
i illage studies and monographs These monographs provided graphic details of the 
,Lays in which caste systern functioned at the nucro-level. Their description of the 
'system did not co~lfuli his theory. Interestingly, as pointed by Gupta, even when 
I>uniont was aware of the existence of these facts, he constructed tllenl in a manner 
tllat their inlpact was mcuginalised. Though Dumont explicitly states that his attempt 
\+'is to understand the underlying structure of the system and not the way caste was 
practiced in every day life, lie nevertheless aspires to make generalizations that have 
c nlpirical value. He wants us lo believe that his theory truly explains the essence of 
caste 

AJoreover, as Berrenm rightly points out, castedid not exist except empirically, in the 
lives of people as they interacted with each other. -The h u n m  meaning of caste for 
hose who lived it was power atld vulnerability, privilege and oppression, honour and 
denigration. plenty and want, reward and deprivation, security and anxiety. As an 
alltluopological document, a description of caste which failed to convey this was a 
travesty in the world today'. 

Fiirtl~er, Dumollt has tried to develop a theory of caste that was supposed to apply to 
the entire Indian subcontinent. However, at empirical level, there existed significant 
variations in the system of caste hierarchy from region to region. While there were 
same regions of India where Brahmins had indeed been considered the superior most, 
there were other regions where they did not command much respect, such as, in the 
ncrth-western region of Indian. 

ii) Status irnd power art: not independent of each other: Dumont's theory of caste 
s t a d s  on the premise that in the Indian society, the ritual hierarchy functioned 
independently of the considerations of power and wealth. This prenuse has been the 
most contentious issue anlong his critics. They find it sinyly not being applicable to 
t l~c actual structure of social inequalities in the Indian context. Berrenian has, for 
cs;imple. argued that the power-status opposition is a false dichotomy in the context of 
caste. The hvo, Berreman insists, went together everywhere and the Indian case was 
no exception. Powcr and status were two sides of the same coin. He cites the example 
of {lie integration of Gonds, a tribal group into the caste system. They were generally 
inc3rporated into ?he caste system as untouchables. However, in areas where they had 
retained power in the form of land, they were treated differently. In such cases they 
were given much higher status in the local caste hierarchy and were called Rai Gonds. 
Silr~ilarly. Gupta has pointed out that 'the rule of caste was obeyed when it was 
acconlpanied by the rule of power'. 

iii) Du~bont's theory represents a Brirhmanical perspective on caste: Dumont has been 
widely criticized for presentuig a partial and a biased view of the system. Since his 
thecry was largely derived from the classical Hindu texts, produced invariably by the 
upper caste Brahmins, his theory allegedly reflected the bias that the upper caste 
themselves had vis-A-vis the system. It nlay be worthwhile to quote once again from 
Benenun. He writes: 

Dunkont relies heai.ily 011 sonle classical Sanskritic texts while ignoring others, a 
Icclinique that is inevitable with sucli sources. but which enables one to 'prove' almost 
anptliing one cvislies. The result is tl~at he conveys a view of caste which is artificial. 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society stiff, stereotypical and idealized. It is a view that confirms rather closely to the high- 
caste ideal of what the system of Hindu India ought to be like according to those who 
value it positively. 

Another scholar, Joan Mencher, who conducted her field-work among the lower castes in 
Tamil Nadu found that 'from the point of view of people at the lowest end of the scale, 
caste had functioned and continued to function as a very effective system of econo~nic 
exploitation. 

iv) Dumont works with a false dichotomy between the "traditional" md "modem" 
societies: Dumont has also been criticized for treating Indian society as being 
fundamentally different from the West. He works with a much-criticized notion of a 
dichotomy between the modem societies of the West and the traditional societies of 
the Third World. His theory is based on the assumption that while the nlodern 
societies of the West were characterized by the ideas of individualis~ll and 
egalitarianism, the traditional societies, in contrast, were characterized by conceptions 
of the collective nature of man, by the primacy of social rather than individual goals, 
and thus by hierarchy. As an implication of this, traditional societies like lndia get 
represented as knowing nothing about thevalues of equality and libe*. While 
traditional societies like India were projected as being closed and unchanging, the 
West was presented as being progressive and open. 

v) Dumont's thoery gives no agency to the individuals who practice it: Dumont's 
notion of traditional society is such that it gave no recognition to the individual 
choice. According to Berreman : 'The people who comprise the system were depicted 
as unfeeling, regimented automatons ruled by inexorable social forces, continning 
unquestioningly and unerringly to universal values'. Such a notion of the "traditional" 
Indian society could be easily contradicted by the empirical studies carried out by 
professional social anthropologists. These studies showed that the Indian people were 
'as willful, factionalized and individually variable as people anywhere else'. 

vi) Dumont does not acknowledge the social movements against the caste ideology: 
Critics have also pointed out that the oppressive side of the caste system and the 
various oppositional movements against it are not ephiphenomenal to caste. as has 
been suggested by Dumont. There was a long list of social mobilizations against 
Brahminical dominance in modem as well as in the pre-modem India. From 
Buddhism to Bhakti to Sikhism to neo Buddhism, there had been strong, and to some 
extent successful opposition to the caste ideology. There was no place for such realities 
in Dumont's depiction of the Indian society and in his theory of the caste system. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Write n note on purity and pollution. Use about five lines for your answer 

2) Outline some of the criticisms of Dumont's theory. Use about five lines for your 



- 
1'7.6 LET US SUM UP The Basis of Caste Hierarchy: 

Panritw and P n l l ~ ~ H n n  

Perhaps no other work on the nature of the traditional Indian society and the Hindu caste 
system has been so influential as the theory of 'purity and pollution' given by Louis 
Dlmnlont. Despite its extensive criticism, his book continues to be a must reading for the 
students of Indian sociology and social anthropology. Though most of his have made valid 
points. they have not been able provide another theory like the one that Dumont offered. 
Given his assumptions and methods, he has been able to counter most of the criticisms 
la,eled against his theory. 

Hclwever, whatever may be the strength of Dumont's theory, it hasvery little value to in 
terms of understanding the contemporary context of caste system. The caste today works 
on very different lines. The political process unleashed by the introduction of democratic 
instihltions and adult franchise has almost completely changed the grammar of the caste 
syaitern today. 

1 . 7  KEY WORDS 

Hir:rdrchy : Ordering of society in a rank order from top to bottom, e.g. 
Caste System. 

Polllution 

Purity 

A state of mind and body whiih is connected with 
occupation and caste and regarded as unclean. 

: A state of ritual cleanliness associated with caste 
occupation. 

17.8 FURTHER READINGS r 
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I 
Put~lisher. 

, Dulnoilt, L. 1970. Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and itsZmplications, Delhi, 
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17.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Cht:ck Your Progress 1 

1) The features of the caste system are: 

i) seglllental division of society 

ii) hierarchy 

iii) Restrictions on feeding and social intercourse 

iv) Religious disabilities and priveledges 

V) Lack of choice of occupation 

\ i )  Restrictions on ~narrkage. 

2) latis are actual groups of people and differ from region to region. Each linguistic 
-egion has two to three hundred jatis. They are small endogamous groups with a 
,specific life-sqle. TheJati locates its status by referring to the varna scheme. Unlike 
I he varna schenleiatis positioil in the hierarchy is not completely clear. 



r Explaining Caste in Indian Society Check Your Progress 2 

1) Dumont's entire theory of caste rests on the notion of purity iuld pollulion Dun~ont 
developed an 'ideal type' theory and approached the subject fro111 the stn~cluralist 
points of view and states that the position of a caste in the hieararchy rests on the 
ideology of purity and pollution of a caste. 

2) Some of the criticisms of Dumont's theory include: 

i) It is not lived reality 

ii) Status and power are not independent each other 

iii) It has a Brahmanical orientation 

iv) The individual has no place in it. 
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18.0 OBJECTIVES 

After you have studied this unit you should be able to : 

0 Locate the divergent meanings of caste; 

0 Outline the historical context of caste; and 

0 Dilineate two theoretical perspectives on caste. 

18.1 INTRODUCTION 

"Caste has been the fundamental institution of traditional India", writes Andre Beteille. 
Indeed it is so basic to Hindu society that M. N. Srinivas can say, "it is impossible to detach 
Hindustan from the caste system." But the non-Hindu communities in India are also 
~ervaded by caste, for although Christians, Muslims and Sikhs were religiously opposed to 
such an ideal of "institutional inequality", they presented no viable alternative social 
crganization in the Indian context. and so ended up being accuIturated into the caste 
system. One would naturally expect to find the fullest expression of this institution in 
Hindu society where it originated, but other communities on the sub-continent have closely 
r~lated if more latent expressions of the same. 

/is an institution caste has both structure and values, it is both a pri~iciple of social 
crganization and a social ideology. Given the centrality of caste in Indian society and its 
antithetical relation to modernity, we can see immediately that any change in this 
iqstitution would have a critical impact @n the modernization process in such a society, 
Indeed, we can expect a crucial 'multiplier effect' for any change in this area. However, 
when we come to the empirical evidtnce available, the indications are not as direct as one 
night expect. In reality no social institution 'disappears', specially one s o  embedded as 
caste. The more realistic question to ask is: what new forms is caste taking, if any, in the 
changing situation and how do these effect the modernization process? 

1'0 set the question thus raised in a broader framework, it is imperative to grasp the 
rqeaning of caste and its historical context. For all change, no matter how drastic it is, 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society always includes some continuity with the past, that is crucial to a coniplete liderstanding 
of the present, and more so to a projection of the future. But first we must deliinit more 
carefully what we mean by caste. 

18.2 THE DIVERGENT MEANINGS OF CASTE 

There are two different senses in which caste is used and these give rise to two divergent 
interpretations of its origin and meaning. Leave notes that "As an ethnographic category it 
refers exclusively to a system of social organization peculiar to Hindu India. but as a 
sociological category it may denote almost my  kind of class structure of esceptioiial 
rigidity." The first conceptualises caste in socio-cultural terms and stresses its unique ritual 
aspects in Indian society; the second analyses caste in terms of power relatioils prevalent in 
the political economy of a society. The first approach has tended to stress tlie attributional 
or cultural dimension of caste and so restricts the term to the Indian context. as opposed to 
the second, which emphasises the interactional or structural one. that can be generalised 
beyond. 

Anthropology has been inclined to the first sense. Here caste is defmed with a list of 
cultural traits that supposedly from a syndrome. Hutton enumerates seven such 
characteristics: endogamy, restrictions on commensality, hierarchical grading of castes, 
the concept of pollution related to food, sex and ritual, association with traditional 
occupations, hereditary ascription of caste status, the prestige of the Brahman. 

However, this procedure has been rightly criticized by Dumont for such lists give us "a 
combination of distinct features, a combination which apparently springs froin an 
historical accident." And so it does not get us beyond a purely historical explanation of 
caste. Going beyond this, then, some anthropologists have attempted a 'structural analysis' 
to get to the 'deep structural' principle from which the traits derive. 

Hocart was the fmt  to single out the principle of hierarchy in relation to caste. He held it 
to be essentially a religious hierarchy deriving directly from religious ceremony. 
Modifying this somewhat and elabordting it further, Dumont concludes to die opposition 
between the pure and the impure that is constitutive of this ritual hierarchy and the 
separation of the jatis the local sub-castes. 

Activity 1 

Think about the various divergent meanings of caste. Talk to people in your com- 
munity about them. Does a consensus emerge? Note down your findings in a note 
book. 

Sociology, on the other hand, in search for a more general and compardtive scheme in 
which to conceptualize caste has interpreted the phenomena with the stratification model. 
Stratification systems are seen to lie on a continuum from closed to open. Tlius Lynch 
considers that the "the difference between a real class system and a real caste system is 
based upon which end of the continuum, form mutually exclusive to cross-cutting 
status-sets, they approach." 

The classic Weberiati niodel of class, status and power has provided a more adequate and 
more frequently used schema for a sociological understandig of caste. Here caste is 
interpreted as a special k i d  of status group based on the principle of a "clan charisma" that 
is inherited. The proliferation of castes is accounted for by "caste schism", that may derive 
from several factors, migration, new sect fomntion, occupational differentiation,. . . This 
niodel allows for the interaction of the different orders. Hence while caste differentiation is 
prinlarily religious, political power cooperates to legitimate it and economic interests help 
to sustain it. The fact that the caste phenomena are not reduced to a single dimension 
provides a take-off point for a multivariate analysis that has been used so extensively in 
strdtification studies. 

18.3 THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT 1 
I 16 Tlie difference between these two approaches is camed cven to the sources of evidence 



they fall back on. Two principle sources can be distinguished: the literary and the historical. 
The first derives from the sacred books of the law. the Snuiti and the Dhannashastra. The 
st:cond source derives from non-textual historical data and field research. 

I 
Tie f&st Indologists were not historians or social scientists, they were primarily interested 
in lndian languages and literature. So we can understand why the literary source of 
e\,idence weas predominantly used in early studies on India, and how the ideological 
approach to caste was adopted. But this was essentially a Braharnanical view, that 
inevitably stressed an ideological and ritual understanding of caste. Today there is an 
in  easing enlphasis on the second source and a consequent change in the historical 
pi3~u-e of caste, with greater enlphasis on the social reality of interqgoup relations and the 
pawer equations this involves Although there is divergence between these two pictures of 
caste. they must be considered in conjunction if a comprehensive understanding is to be 
attempted, for there is always an important reciprocity between social ideology and social 

) structure, 

I 

The official Hindu ideology of caste is expressed in the scheme of the varnas into which 
all sub-castes are grouped. Srinivas recounts for us its main features. " ( I )  There is a single 
all -India hierarchy without any variations between one region and another; (2) there are 
on1 y four vmas ,  or, if the Harijans, who are literally 'beyond the pale' of caste, are 

/ included, five. (3) the hierarchy is clear: and (4) it is immutable," (1966: 23) But he 

I crilici~es the concept as being too one-sided: "concentration onvarna also meant stressing 
the attributional or ritual factors in mutual caste ranking at the expense of economic and 
political factors." And elsewhere he concludes: "the fact that the concept continues to be 
re1r:vant for understanding some aspects of caste and has only helped to perpetuate the 
mi5 conceptions and distortions implicit in it." (1966: 1) 

I 18.3.1 Social Reality of Caste 

Srii~ivas insists that the social reality of the caste system in not vama-the ideological 
ca1t:gorization-but jati-the sub-caste that is the actually interacting group. And it is here 
that he finds evidence to challenge and modify the ideological implications of varna. But 

! just when we might expect the devaluation of varna as a scientific concept we find its 
infl;ltion as the social ideology of mobility movements. Indeed if varna is not a behavioral 
concept, it does in fact underlie 'jati', and its reality shaping possibilities cannot be denied. 

Dimensions or Caste: 
Rituals ancl Power 

%he Soda1 Reality of Caste is not Varna but Jati 
C o u r t e ~ :  Kiranmayi Bushi 
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Erpli~ining Caste in Indian Society, Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a note on the historical context of caste. Use about five lines for your answer. I 

2) What does Srinivas mean by the social reality of caste. Write down your answer in 1 
about five lines. 

............................................................................................................................................ 

............................................................................................................................................ 

In his concept of 'Sanskritization' Srinivas has made a crucial contribution to our 
understanding of caste in its historical context. For here he links the ideological hierarchy 
with interactional mobility and does away with the old stereotype of caste as an institution 
that admitted of no change or mobility. - 1 
He defineithe process for us thus: "Sanskritization is the process by which a 'low' Hindu 
caste, or tribal or other group, changes its customs, rituaI, ideoIogy, and way of life in the 
direction of a high, and frequently, 'twice-born' caste." (Srinivas 1966%) He considers the 
most important reference group of other models as well. In fact the culturally patterned 
expressiveness of the Kshatriya is more accessible and has been more widely used tllan tlre 
culturalli patterned asceticism of the Brahamans. 

Historical evidence for this process is now undisputed. "Sanskritization has been'a major 
process of cultural change in Indian history, and it has occurred in eveiy part of the Indian 
subcontinent. It may have been more active at some periods than at others, and some parts 
of India are more Sanskritized than others, but there is no doubt that the process has been 
universal. For instance, K. M. Pannikar maintains that the last true Kshatriyas were the 
Nandas who disappeared in the fifth century. Since then the Sudras have produced an 
.unsually large number of royal families. In fact it was always the king, the secular power, 
that determined the hierarchical order of castes on the advice of the Brahmans, the 

.- religious authority. 

Thus through the process of Sanskritization, changes in economic interest ;uld political 
power of groups could be accommodated, for it provided a synlbolic justification in ternls 
of the caste ideology for the de facto results of the interactional process. It is i~nportant to 
note that the changes we are considering are positional not structural. and the nlobility 
here refers not to individual mobility in the span of a life-time, or familial nlobility across 
a generation or two, but to comnlunity mobility that spans many generations. Such social 
mobility cannot be ~neasured by the criteria developed for an individualist society as in the 
West. In fact it may not even benoticed by such criteria. The need to sy~nbolicallyjustify 
de facto mobility by Sanskritization is an important indication of the cn~cial role of 
idealogy in any process of modernization and change in India. 

Notlcetbat 'Westr;mization' nlns in a dir*,+ww.e2&-Bwtd' 5j.ntk~'. but 
whereas the laaertsats affected the whole of 'In&ansocier~r far +am@f%s. W kiWiret is a 
co~l-rp~mtiveIy recent and iilco~nplete phenon~enon. largely an vtbano~le bcsides. There is. 



however, a basic similarity between the two for both are at the cultural level: "to describe 
the social changes in modern lndia in terms of Sanskritization and Westernization is to 
describe it primarily in cultural and not structural terms." Further both processes are based 
on a 'psychology 01' borrowing'. 

- 
18.4 TWO THEORITICAL PERSPECTIVES 

We have distinguished two basic approaches to the institution of caste: one ideological 
with an emphasis on culture and a hierarchical model, the other interactional with an 
emphasis on structure and the stratification model. The first focuses on its ritual 
s!tmbolism, the second on the power relations. Both approaches are concerned with the 
same changing social reality of caste today but we need hardly by surprised to find them 
make divergent interpretations and conclusions about its relation to the modernization 
process. 

18.4.1 The Interactional Approach 

The interactional approach is the more prevalent one today. However, the uni-dimensional 
model has been found inadequate, specially the orthodox Marxist model with its economic 

i reductionism, which seems hardly credible when the religious and political overtones of 
caste are reduced to epi-phenomena in the super-structure. 

The classic multi-dimensional model of Weber has greater potentiality for a better 
understanding of caste and has been frequently used ever since Weber himself first applied 
it to caste. Beteille has applied the Weberian model in a careful case study of a South 
Indian village. Beteille concludes to a trend towards a shift from a closed to an open 
slratilication system. Whereas fifty years ago the caste structure largely subsumed 
e1:onomic and political gradations, today with the emergence of caste-free occupations and 
power resources other than the ones tied to land, there is less status consistency. between 
the three areas of caste. class and power, and a trend to the autonomization of each. 

The Sanskritization that was the chief channel of mobility in pre-independent lndia can 
very easily be described in terms of this theory. But the socio-economic changes in 

I post-independent lndia and particularly the new found status of 'citizen' and 'voter' that 
' lower caste groups have activated makes political participation serve as a fundamental 

alternative towards mobility instead of Sanskritization. Indeed the whole Buddhist 
n~ovement among the navbudhs is rightly interpreted as a rejection of Sanskritization. 

I Lynch is emphatic "that political participation ... is the path that mobility movements will 
increasingly follow in India." 

Box 18.01 

The effect of thisTparticipation on caste as an adaptive institution is clearly two fold: a 
conservative one on the internal social organization of caste which will tend to preserve 
its integrity to mobilize more effectively; and a more creative one in its external relations 
to other castes i I S  they attempt to maximize their share of scarce resources to power, 
prestige and wealth, and evolve a "civil politics of primordial compromise". For the very 
interdependence brought about by the market economy and democratic politics gives 
groups there power of contravailing the objectives of the others. The first effect will tend 
to conserve caste loyalties, tlie second to create broader ones. Thus Lynch concludes: 
"The very process of ~nodernization itself brings forth and exacerbates the competing 
loyalties of citizenship and caste statutes in the struggle of a new state to become a nation." 

18.4.2 The Attributional Approach 
I 

The interactional i i p p l ~ a ~ l l  to caste draws attention to the structural aspect as opposed to I rile attributiolial one. However, for an institution like caste the 'ideology' supporting it of ' critical importal~cc to 3 proper understanding of caste and the identity politics of today. In 
1 
1 the Indian context Uu~nont has made an incisive statement against the use of a stratification 

model for caste in his Homo Hier~~~.chicus and has forced attention to the ideological 
I approach once again. We will examine both approaches in greater detail in the next unit 

I 

Dimensions of Caste: 
Rituals anll Power 



Espla~ining Caste in Indian Society (unit 19). Attributional approach is based on more on specifk features of caste including 
the ascriptive criteria. 

In urging the relevance of the principle of hierarchy Dumont notes how alien it is to the 
modern mentality. Modem man's ideology is decidedly egalitarian and individualistic, 
diametrically opposite to a hierarchical and collectivist one. But whereas equality is an 
ideal to be socially realized, hierarchy is a reality that is a societal given. For if a society is 
functionally differentiated it must also be value integrated to be viable. This inevitably 
introduces a rank order and the principle of hierarchy with it. Thus Dunlont observes: 
"man does not only think, he acts. He has not only ideas, but values. To adopt a value is to 
introduce hierarchy." (1 97234) 

A hierarchy, then, integrates a society by reference to its values. Dumont defines hierarchy 
"as the principle by which the elements of a whole are ranked in relation to the whole." 
(ibid.: 104) However, this ranking is not in terms of 'a scale of power' but of 'a gradation 
of statuses'. For hierarchy expresses, not the material unity of a society brought about by a 
generalized medium of exchange like power, or money, or prestige (this is precisely how 
the stratification model derives), but it essentially expresses its conceptual or symbolic 
unity, one that includes that the social order in a cosmic one. In others words, the social 
order is perceived as but the ritual expression of the cosmic one. 

18.4.3 Religious Hierarchy 

The symbolic unity is elaborated in the hierarchical relation, "a relation between larger 
and smaller, or more precisely between that which encompasses and that which is 
encompassed." (ibid.:24) For Dumont: in every society one aspect of social life receives a 
primaq value stress and simultaneously is made to encompass all others and express them 
as far as it can. In the context of the caste system, which is a religious hierarchy, this would 
mean that functions in which the religious aspect is minimal are enconipassed within a 
system that is decisively shaped by religious functions This religious hierarchy is ritually 
expressed in the opposition between the 'pure' and the 'impure'. It is this fundamental 
dichotomy that underlines the separateness and distinction between caste while including 
them all in a hierarchical whole. 

Dumont's concept of hierarchy as applied of hierarchy as applied to caste, which he 
considers a case of 'pure hierarchy', is indeed challenging but not without its critics. 
Mckim Marriot frnds a remarkable consensus about caste hierarchical rankings but he 
links it primarily to four dimensions of community structure and not to an ideology. He 
concludes his study thus: 

"the ritual hierarchy itself in part grows out of, expresses, and tends to remain 
positively correlated with, and therefore indirectly influenced by economic. 
political, and other non-ritual hierarchies of interaction. Most castes appear 
ultimately to achieve positions in the ritual hierarchy which are in harmony with 
their relative possession of wealth and power." 

Dumont is aware of such 'status consistency' but he still insists on the priilracy of 
attribution over interaction as the factor in the ranking order. Thus in reference to the 
untouchables he writes "that the overwhelming religious inferiority of these castes in effect 
expresses and encompasses their strict secular dependence on the dominant castes." 
(1972: 180) While there is social mobility, through the symbolic justification iinplied in the 
process of Sanskritization, it is accommodated as positional. not structural clrange. This is 
in effect a reaffmation of the hierarchical principle. 

18.4.4 Dumont's Approach 

The ideological emphasis of Dumont's approach is fairly successful in xi ;uialysis of a 
stable social situation where we would expect a coilsistent reciprocity between structure 
and culture. But in the context of social change there lnay arise illconsiste~icies ald strditls 
between these two elements as cultural lags develop in which either elenlent could be the 
primary factor precipitating the cha~ge. A conlpreliensive explanation of cllange must 



iuclude both eleme~lts. specially in the contest of modernization. since this implies both 
stn~ctural and cultural changes of far reaching consequences. Dumont's analysis while very 
insightful in its interpretation of the traditional caste system, needs to be complemented in 
ils analysis of the changing caste situation today. 

%. . ~ - 

Checlc Your Progress 2 

- I  ) Write a brief note on the two theoretical approaches to the institution of caste. Use 
about five to ten lines for your answer. 

2) Write true or False 

i) Srinivas wrote Homo Hierdchicus 

True False 

ii) The religious hierarchy is ritually expressed in the opposition between the 
pure and the impure. 

I Tnl e False 

I He is aware that the social mobility in evidence in India today is no longer contained by 

i 
the caste hierilrchy. He notes that we are wimessing 

"the triulsition from a fluid, structural universe in which the emphasis is on 
interdependence and in which there is no privileged level, no firm units, to a 
universe of inlpenetrable blocks. self-sufficient, essentially identical and in 
competition with one another, a universe in which the caste appears as a collective 
individual (in the sense we have given this word), as a substance." (ibid.269) 

This is the 'substantialization' of caste, each caste group becoming a moral individual 
entity that coilfronts other such groups. On the behavioral level this implies the 

, substitution oi:conlpetition for cooperation, from the ideological point ofview this would 
I Inan  thc transfornlation of structure into substance, from vertically integrated groups to 
1 I~ol-~/on~allv discrete oncs. 

I I n  a compet~t ion  for  resources this inevi tably leads to  mobi l izat ion of, and confl ict among, 
castes. Whereas the ol t l  interact ion o f  interdenendent caste erouns was contained b v  the 1 

I 
D .  

I i ierarchical ideology. wha t  ideological consensus w i l l  contain th is new group competi- 
t ion and c o ~ ~ f l i c t ?  I n  a modern democracy, elective structures and an egalitarian ideology 

t :Ire meant to per form this function. B u t  even these d o  breakdown i n  t imes o f  r a p i d  change 

and crisis, as we seem to be eCperiencing today. 

Dimensions of Caste: 
Ri tuals and Power  



Explaining Caste in Indian Society Dumont underscores for us the need for an encompassing cultural ideology. for this will 
not automatically grow out of the interactional process that is dissolving caste hierarchy. 
The hope that "modernization should have a scattered caste from the outset" (ibid. 272) 
was innocent of any consideration of the importance of hierarchy in India. Given the 
collectivist orientation of Indian society we need hardly be surprised that caste has found 
expression in communalism of various kinds. Srinivas observes that "the concept of the 
unity of India is a essentially a religious one" The secularism implicit ul tithe rejection of the 
caste hierarchy requires the acceptance of a new concept of India as a unified political, 
economic, cultural entity, if communalism is to be contained by nationalism. 

Activity 2 

Why does Dumont feel that caste is a religious hierarchy? Thinl, ; ~ l ~ o u t  it, talk to other 
students and community members and note down your findings in your notehook. 

18.5 LET US SUM UP 

In the context the dual aspects of caste i.e. ritual symbolism and power relations, it is 
important to consider both interactional and attributional approaches. Both structure and 
culture and changing in Indian society today. We must follow the changes in both 
dimensions and resist the temptation of reducing one to the other, or of emphasizing one 
over the other. 

Let us now attempt to draw together the treads of this discussion. The interactionists focus 
on the power equation in the political economy and their rationalisation in tenns of the 
imperatives of a democratic polity and a planned or market economy. At the cultural level 
this implies an individuation of a democratic egalitarian ideology. The attributional 
approach, on the other hand, specially as developed by Dumont, sees ul this delnocrdtic 
challenge to caste hierarchy its re-emergence as communalism, where the cultural identities 
of groups are not hierachically harmonised, but stand in opposition to each other. At the 
structural level this is the 'substantialization' of caste. The first is epitomized by 'caste as 
ritual hierarchy', the second by 'caste as power structure'. There is then a certain 
divergence in these two approaches that derives from their original points of departure. But 
this insight can be used to bring the contributions of each into relief. 

Van de Berghe has pointed out that "pluralist societies have often been held together by a 
mixture of political coercion and economic interdependence ." If political power can be 
used to create and preserve unequal social relations, it can also be used to be used to redress 
this injustice. Social conflict does indeed have its functions! However, the very exercise of 
power in a situation of interdependence requires some level of value-consensus however 
general it may be. Otherwise society would fall into a situation of total conflict. the 
barbarism of Hobbes' "war of all against all". Hence the insistence on the need for an 
ideology to support this interdependence, to contain the conflict, and to provide the 
value-consensus for ajust and equitable society. 

18.6 KEY WORDS 
Caste : There are many hundreds of caste or jati. They are not to be confused 

with the abstract model of vama of which these are only four. 

Ethnographic : Relating to data or theory and observation about a particular culture. 

Power : The ability to influence a situation due to position and status for one's 
own/communities benefit. 

Ritual : A series of ordered actions directed towards on objective which could be 
religious or magical. 

Dumont. L, (1 972), Homo Hierarchicus; The Caste System and its Implications. London, 
Granada. 

Srinivas, M.N., (1966) Social Change in Mdern India. Bombay. Or ie~~t  Lo~lgnian 
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ir3.8 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Dimensions uf Caste: 
Rituals and Power 

I 
Check Your Progress 1 

1) There are two primary sources for the institution of caste, namely the literary and the 
historical. First the scholars studies the Smrifi and the Dharmashastra. This led to a 
Brahnmical view of caste. Today there is a greater emphasis on history which has 
greater emphasis on inter-group relations and power equations. 

2) By social reality of caste Srinivas means that the caste system is not varna, but jati. 
That is to say the sub-caste is the interacting group. Howwervarna does underliejati 
and is capable of shaping reality, through, for examples, the process of 
Sanskritization. 

Check Your Progress 2 ' 1) The two basic approaches to caste are the interactional and attributional. The 
attributional has an ideological approach with an emphasis on culture and hierarchy. 

C   he interactional approach emphasizes structure and the stratification model. 

2:1 i) False 



UNIT 19 CASTE IDENTITY: 
ATTRIBUTIONAL AND 
INTERACTIONAL 
APPROACHES 

Structure 

19.0 Objectives 

19.1 Introduction 

19.2 Early Explanations of Caste 

19.2.1 Religious Explanations 
19.2.2 Sociological Explanatios 

19.3 Attributional Approaches to Caste 

19.3.1 G.S. Ghtuye 
19.3.2 J.H. Hutton 
19.3.3 M.N. Srinivas 

19.4 Interactional Approaches to Caste 

19.4.1 F.G. Bailey 
1 9.4.2 A. Mayer 
19.4.3 M.Mariott 
1 9.4.4 L. Dumont 

19.5 Attributional and Interactional Approaches: An Appraisal 

19.6 Let Us Sum Up 

19.7 Key Words 

1 9.8 Further Readings 

19.9 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

19.0 OBJECTIVES 

On having studied thus unit you should be able to: 

Outline early explanations of caste; 

Describe the attributional approaches to caste; 

Highlight the main aspects of the interactional approaches to caste; and I 
Become acquainted with some of the limitations of the attributiondl and interactional rn 
approaches to caste. 

19.1 INTRODUCTION 

Caste identity is closed linked with the social fabric of a village, town or city. In the unit 
that follows we describe and analyze some of the major attempts to explain the ranking 
order that is ubiquitous so far as caste formations are concerned. To acqiiaiit you with 
these approaches we will point out to you some of the early religious and sociological 
explanations of caste. This will set the backdrop for the attributional approaches to caste 
which analyze caste hierarchy in terms of the various immutable characteristics of caste. 
The incursion into tliese approaches is followed by the interaction approacl~es to caste 

: 1 hierarchy. Finally the unit picks up the threads of tlre approaches described and analysed 

- -- 



in the unit and points out the limitations of the types of the approaches that have been Caste Identity: Attributional and 

r presented. This will round off our discussion on caste identity and how it maintains itself International Approaches 

or lnutates. 

19.2 EARLY EXPLANATIONS O F  CASTE 

Various explanatioils of the origin ofllthe caste have been forwarded, and early 
explanations often veer around the ndtion of .attributes1 or 'inalienable characteristics' of 
caste. Since we will be examining some of the explanations it would be better if we provide 
some idea of these characteristics. These are provided by relfgious theories and by secular 
sociological explanations. Let us now turn to the religious theories at first. 

I 19.2.1 Religious Explanations I 
Religious explanations of caste origins in Hinduism refer to first of all the theory of 'divine 

f origin. of caste. The idea in this theory is developed from verses in the Rig Veda right up to 
the Bhagavad Gita in contemporary times. It must be added that this is a Brahmanical 

b 
version and not shared by many other communities. 

Box 19.01 

The legend goes that in the beginning of time the original Being 'produced' the various 
Varnas from different parts of his anthropomorphic body. Thus the Brahmins were cre- 
ated from his head; the Kshatriyas from his chest; the Vaisyas from his thighs and the 
Shundras from his feet. The dimension of the 'rank order' or  hierarchical ordering was 
attached to the work that each of these categories were to perfonn. The topmost or high- 
est social duties were assigned to the Bhrahmias and these were functions of the preserv- 
ing knowledge and performing priestly duties. In the case of Kshatriyas the duties to be 
performed were that of the defending society.from invasion, stable administration and 
protection of society in general. The Vaisyas were the bastions of trade and commerce 
and this was to be done in a fair and honest way. The shudras which came lowest in the 
hierarchy thus laid down were a service varna which was to cater to the needs of all the 
vilrnas above them. 

The \ , m a  scheme is a four fold scheme. It is further pointed out with referece to the 
theory of divine origin that over time each of the varnas developted into jatis or caste 
groups with specific attributes. The first three groups made up a category of the "twice 
bonl" and were initiated into the caste by the Sacred thread ceremony (yagyapavita). Each 
of the groups began specializing in particular type of profession and was restrained from 
yedonning the work of any other caste. Hierarchy was manifested both in attributional 
and iilleractioilal modes. 

A second type of religious explanation is based on the guna theory, which is to be found in 
the religious literature iilcluding the Bhagavad Gita. This theory talks of the inherent 
qualilies that characterize human beings. These three gunas are as below: 

1 i) .sattva'. or the quality of truth, Knowledge, goodness, virtue and alertness; - I 
P i i)  'rajas' or @e quality of activity, courage, bravery, force, power and passion; I 

iii) -ti1111as' or the quality of gloominess, dullness, stupidity and indolence. I 
It is easy to see how the above qualities were associated hierarchically with the Brahmins 
being considered 'Sattvic': the Kshabiyas and Vaisyas being considered below the 
Bralunins, and being rajasic. Finally on the lowest rung of the ladder were the 'tamasic' 
Shildra s . 

19.2.2 Sociological Explanations 

Unlike religious explanations the early sociological explanations of caste moved toward 
socially recognizable reality. Let us consider this briefly in the work of i) Karl M a n  



Explaining Caste in Indian Society i) For Manr the relationships of social groups to land and its ownership determined the 
groups position in society. Thus for him in the Indian village these were: 

a) castes working on land 

b) artisans and service classes 

The castes working on land produced a s q h s  which according to Marx, they gave to the 
artis& castes. These in turn gave the former a part of the traditional craft. Thus both castes 
produced for their own needs and for exchange, and harmony prevailed. This "village 
republic" model has since been criticized as utopic. 

Castes are placed in a hierarchy according to their level of purity 
C o u r t e ~ :  Kiranmay i Bushi 

Check Your Progress 1 

i) Outline the early Sociological explanation of caste according to Karl Mars in about 
five lines. 



In the case of Max Weber, caste was considered to be a 'status groups' whose group Caste Identity: Attrit~utionrl and 

members were recognize by their social, and economic position. These entailed a particular Interactional Approaches 

life-style, which in itself was curtailed by certain restrictions on interaction, including the 
kind of work which could be done. The relationship between castes was also determined by 
the ritual opposition between the states of 'purity' 5nd 'pollution' which could be 
associated with persons or objects. Thus castes were placed in a hierarchy according to 
their level of purity. Thus the Brahmins level of purity was highest as they followed 'clean' 
occupations such as priesthood. It was important too that the 'purity' be maintained 
through avoidance of those who were impure. For this reason Weber argued that caste was 
a11 extreme form of stratification. 

For Bougle who wrote after Weber a caste was recognized by its place in the hierarchy and 
by the occupation its members followed. Castes were constrained and other social 
restrictions that were imposed upon them. Thus hierarchy and separation between groups 
were the attributes that helped maintain the status of a caste in the hierarchy order and 
detemuned interactional patterns. 

\ 

19.3 ATTRIBUTIONAL APPROACHES TO CASTE 

We now turn to some other scholars who used the early insights of Manr Weber and 
Bougle to develop what has come to be known as the "attributional approach. 
Attributional approach discusses primarily the significant features of the caste system qua 
systein *md what distinguishes it from other forms of the social stratification. 

Attributes a& inherent inalienable qualities associated with the caste system. As such every 
caste inust necessarily partake of these attributes. 

19.3.1 G.S Ghurye 

Ghurye wrote in the 1930's and considered that each caste was separated from the other in 
a hierarcllical order. This ordering sprang legitimately from its attributes of a caste. These 
were' 

i) Segmental Division. Thus membership to a caste group is acquired by birth and with 
it come the position in the rank order relative to other castes. 

ii) Hierarchy. Following from the above society was arranged h rank orders, or relations 
of superiority or inferiority. Thus Brahmins were accepted as highest in the hierarchy 
and untoucllables at the very bottom. 

iii) Caste Restrictions. These were placed on every caste which gave permission to its 
me~nbers only to interact with particular groups of people. This included its dress, 
speech, customs, rituals and from who they could accept food. The system was geared 
to maintain purity of the group members, hence of the caste group itself. 

iv) Caste Pollution. In this idea the whole effort of a caste was to avoid contamination 
from polluting objects (those involved unclean occupations, or of the lowest caste). 
This shunning of pollution is reflected in the residential separation of the caste 
groups. 

V)  TI-aditional Occupation. Ghurye felt that every caste had a traditional occupation the 
clean castes had clean occupations whereas the unclean and impure caste had defiling 
ones. 

vi) Endogamy. This trait of tlle castes was very distinct and essential to keeping it 
together as a group that maintained its own distinct character. Essentially it main- 
~i~ified that one could only marry within ones caste. 

Thus lluougl~ six attributes Ghurye sought to define the process by which a caste group 
maintained its caste identity. By preserving the various attributes of segmental division, 
hienrclly. caste restrictions, caste pollution, traditional occupation, and marriage within a 



Explaining-Caste in Indian Society particular caste circle, the caste group maintained its own separate (through iiite~elatedl .- 
identity which it sought to perpetuate over generations. 

Activity 1 

Discuss the attributes of caste according to G. S. Ghurye with fellow students. Note down 
your findings in your notebook. 

19.3.2 J.H. Hutton 

Hutton had described the caste structure in his book Caste in India. Huttoil held that the 
central feature of the caste system was endogamy. Around this fact are built up the various 
restrictions and taboos. Interaction must not violate these restrictions placed on the various 
castes. Another important feature of the caste system as seen by Hutton was the taboo on 
taking cooked food from any caste but one's own. Such restrictions raise questions in 
themselves: 

i) Who cooks the food'? 

ii) What type of pot was the food cooked in'? 

iii) Is the food "kaccha" uncooked or (cooked in water) or "pakka" (fried in oil). The 
latter is acceptable from other castes as well. 

iv) There is a hierarchy of food and vegetarian food is ranked higher thai lion vegetarian 
food. Brahmins are usually vegetarian but not everywhere in Bengal and Kashinir 
Brahmis eat non-vegetarian food as well. 

These restrictions reflect the process of the formation of caste identity. They are reflective 
of separation and hierarchy between the caste groups. Thus non-acceptance of food reflects 
superiority of rank. The whole idea of maintaining 'purity' and reducing 'pollntion' is also 
found to permeate the interactions. 

In parts of the South India for instance the fear of pollution gets translated into physical 
distance being maintained between the superior and inferior caste. Again the castes low in 
rank order have to avoid village temples and well and maintain aphysical distance in their 
interaction with higher caste members. Thus Hutton explains caste interactions with the 
notion of attributes of a caste, primarily in terms of endogamy, purity and iiiipurity and 
restrictions on commensality. You will have noticed the overlap in Ghurye's Hutton's 
approaches. 

19.3.3 M.N. Srinivas 

Before proceeding further it may be mentioned that the scholars using the attributional 
approach stress the attributes of a caste. However each of them lays emphasis on one or 
other of these attributes and how they affect interaction. In the case of Srinivas writing in 
the 50's we find that he chooses to study the structure of relations arising between castes 
on the basis of these attributes. Thus he introduces a dynanlic aspect of caste identity very 
forcefully. 

This aspect becomes clearer in Srinivas's work on positional mobility known as 
'Sanskritization'. Sanskritization is a process whereby a caste attempts to raise its rank 
within the caste hierarchy by adopting in practice, the attributes of the caste or castes 
above them, in the rank order. This is to say the 'low' attributes are gradually dropped and 
the 'high' attributes of the castes above them are imitated. This involves adoption of 
vegetarianism, clean occupations of so on. 

Closely connected is the concept of dominant caste. The dominant caste in a village is 
conspicuous by its : 

i) Sizeable numerical presence 

ii) Ownership of land 

iii) Political power. 



Thus a dominant caste has numerical significance as well as economic and political power. 
It is also interesting to note that the dominant caste need not be the highest ranking caste in 
the village caste hierarchy. The dominant caste commands the service of all other castes. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Give a summary of the attributional theory of caste according to M.N. Srinivas in 
about 10 lines. 

Caste Identity: Attributional and 
Ihteractional lipproaches 

19.4 INTERACTIONAL APPROACHES TO CASTE 

Interaction approach takes into account how castes are actually ranked with respect to one 
another in a local empirical context. 

We have already seen how attributes of a caste be used as a approach to study caste. It 
would also have come clear to your that a set of attributes denotes its own interactional 
processes. Thus we cannot say that attributes have no bearing or interaction. On the other 
hand we find that the interaction too has its attributional aspects. So the questions comes 
down to which of these aspects in emphasized more than the other, and given primacy in 
analyzing the caste dynamics and identity formation. Let us study some of the pioneering 
works so for a interactional approaches to the study of caste are concerned. 

19.4.1 F.G. Bailey 

Bailey feels that caste dynamics and identity are united by the two principles of 
segregation and hierarchy. He feels that "Castes Stand in ritual and secular hierarchy 
expressed in the rules of interaction". The rituaI system overlaps the political and economic 
system. 

Box 19.02 

'The relationship between castes does not comprise rituals alonethere is a power dimen- 
sion because there exists a dominant caste to which other castes are subordinate. Rank 
and easte identity are expressed by a lower caste attempting to emulate a caste which is 
higher in rank. Thus the interaction pattern becomes indicative of ritual status the rank 
order hierarchy. Interactional pattern itself involves attitudes and practices towards the 
question of acceptance and non acceptance of food, services, water, smoking together, 
seating arrangements at feasts and the exchange of gifts. 

Bailey explained his viewpoint with reference to village Bisipara in Orissa; and showed 
how the caste situation in Bisipara become changed and more fluid after Independence 
when the Kshatriyas lost much of their land. This caused a downslide in their ritual ranking 
as well. There was a clearly discernable change in the interaction patterns which we have 
delineated above e.g. acceptance and non acceptance of food from other castes. 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society 19.4.2 A. Mayer 

Mayer studied Ramkheri'village in Madhya Prndesll. To understand the effect on caste 
hierdrchy Mayer observed interactive between castes in term of: 

i) Comrnensality of eating drinking water and s~noking 

ii) Food type exchanged whether is 'kaccha' or 'pakka' 

iii) Context of eating, ritual or otherwise 

iv) Seating arrdngenlents at eating 

v) Who provides food and who cooked it 

vi) Thevessel in which water is given - metal or earthen. 

Thus the commensal hierarchy is based on the belief that any or all of the above factors 
can lead to greater or lesser pollution for a caste thus affecting its identih and ranking in 
the hierarchy order. Those at the top of the hierachical order will ensure that only a caste 
or type of food and water vessel which will no pollute them is accepted or used by them. 
For example pakka food may be accepted from a lower caste but kaccha food will accepted 
only from within the same caste or subcaste. 

19.4.3 M. Marriott 

Maniott analyses caste hierarchy with reference to the local context. Marriog studied the 
arrangement of caste ranking in ritual interaction. Maniott confirnled that ritual hierarchy 
is itself linked to economic and political hierarchies. Usually economic and political ranks 
tend to coincide. That is to say both ritual and non-rittial hierarchies affect the ranking iq 
the caste order though ritual hierarchies tend to play a greater role. In this wav a 
consensus emerges regarding caste ranking and this is collectively upheld. It nlust be 
make clear here that this process is not as clear cut as it first seems. This is because the 
sociologist enters the field when this process of caste ranking is in its full blown form and 
he or she does not observe the historical process and took place by deduces or infers about 
the sane, from, from the data that is available on hand. 

Maniot studied Kishan Garhi and Rani Nagla two villages in the Aligarh District of U.P 
in 1952. Maniott's study showed that there is consensus about caste raking in these 
villages. The basis on which this is done is on the observation of ritual of ritual 
interaction, in the village itself. 

In the villages Maniot studied we find that the important indicators or rank are: 

i) Giving and receiving of food 

ii) Giving and receiving of honorific gestures and practices 

iii) Thus Brahmins are ranked high since they officiate at the most exclubive and important 
rituals. They simultaneously receive all services from the other castes. Again Brdhmins 
accept only "pakka" food from another group of high castes. Thus a caste can be 
considered high if Brahmins accept 'pakka' food from them and low if Bral~mins 
accepting 'kaccha' food from them. There were ten such 'high' castes hl Kishan Garhi 
and four such 'high' castes in Ram Nagla. The lowest caste does not receive any 
service from other castes, but has to provide its services to all other castes ad had made 
it a practice to accept 'Kaccha' food from them as well. 

Activity 2 

Discuss the important indicators of rank according tc(Mayer and Mamot with students / 
and friends. Note down your discc~veries in your notel~ook. 



Food and senjices, and how they are offered and accepted are therefore major indicators of Caste Identity: Attributional and 

caste ranking. However Mamott observed that there were rules also about : Interactional Approaches 

i) snloking together, 

ii) the arrangement of the hosing complex 

iii) details and bodily contact 

i\l) feasting ;uld the order in which the food is senled. 

111 Kishan Garhi political and economic donlinance matched the ritual hierarchy. Let us 
see how ritual status and economic power (land ownership) overlap: 

Rank and Land Ownership in Kishan Garhi 

Brahmins \ 
High Caste \ 

Low Caste u 
t Lowest Caste u 
Thus there is a tendency among castes to transform their political and economic status 
illto ritual status. 

Howc\rer inconsistencies can and do exist. This gives room for social mobility. Again, 
though it is tnle that the local interaction is important, but a reference to other villages can 
also help determined local rank. However. by and large the ritual hierarchy tends to be 
consistent with political and economic dominance. Interaction sustains a given ranking 
order which can be witnessed in the various facts that have been mentioned. 

19.4.4 L. Dumont 
P 

Dumont added a new dimension to the studies of caste inan interactional perspective. His 
study of caae enlphasizes relations between castes rather than attributes. Attributes can be 

b 
only be explained with reference to the relationship between castes. According to Dumont 
the local coiltext has a role in caste ranking and identity, but this is a response to the 
ideology of hierarchy which extends over the entire caste system. Thus for Dumont caste is 
a set of relationship of economic, political and kinship systems, sustained by mainly 
religious \ralues. For Dumont caste is a special type of inequality and hierarchy is the 
essential value underlying the caste system, and it is this value that integrates Hindu 
society 

The \ arious aspects of the caste, says Dumont are based on the principle of opposition 
behvcen the pure and impure underlying them. 'Pure' is superior to the 'impure' and has 
to be kept separate. Thus the caste system appears to be rational to those because of the 
opposition between the pure and the impure. 

Dumont also feels that hierarchy in the caste system indicates ritual status without 
accepting the influences of wealth or power authority. Thus hierarchy is the principle 
through which the elements &e ranked in relation to the whole. Ranking is basically 
religious ui nature In Indian society Status (Brahmins) hi~s always been separated from 
power (King). To go further, power has been subordinated to 'status'. The king is 
subordinate to the priest, but both are dependent on each other. Thus hierarchy is 
something ritualistic in nature and supported by religion. Only when power in 
subordinated to status, can this type of pure hierarchy develop. The Bhrahnlins who 
represents purity is superior and at the top of the whole system. But the Brahnlin along 
with the king opposes all the other categories of the Varna system. 



Erpli~ining Caste in Indian Society For Dumont the Jajmani system of economic interaction is a ritual expressioil rather than an 
econonlic arrangement. Jajmani system is the religious expression of inter dependence 
where interdependence itself is derived from religion. Similarly, commensal regulations 
emphasize hierarchy rather then separation. However, the question of puritv does not arise 
on all such occassions of commensality. Thus the washeman is a 'purifier' and can enter 
the house freely. But the cannot attend a marriage party with similar caste. 

Let us appraise now both the attributional and interactional approaches. I 
Check Your Progress 3 I 
1) Briefly outline Domont's theory of interactional caste ranking in ranking in about 10 

lines. 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................... 

19.5 ATTRIBUTIONAL AND INTERACTION 
APPROACHES: AN APPRAISAL 

We are now in a position to point out some of the anomalies found in both the attributional 
and interactional approaches. Let us take first the attributional approach. 

i) M. Marriott points out that there were cases in Kishangarhi where the castes he 
examined did not seem to derive their position in the social hierarchy from their 
attributes. Thus be found that diet and occupational restrictions in some cases did not 
negate caste rank or identity. 

ii) Again the placement of castes in Kishan Garhi did not follow froni highness and 
lowness of occupation. Thus the facts did not fit the theory. 

iii) There may in fact be discrepancies between attribute of a caste and its rank: Thus in a 
Mysore village studied by Srinivas the traders caste is vegetarian and follows a clean 
occupation relative to the peasants. Yet peasants are ranked about traders. 

iv) There is also the problem of which of the attributes is more and which of the attributes 
is less important for ranking of castes. 

It was due to these anomalies that the interactional approach was proposed as an 
alternative to the attributional approach. This has beell presented earlier but is itself 
sub.ject to some problems. Let us turn to thesenow. 

i) The interactional approach subsumes within it the inlportance of attributes. Thus 
interaction alone cannot account for rank without reference to attribiltes 

ii) Apart from Dunlont interaction theory localizes hierxchy and propounds that ranking 
is an outcome of interaction. Thus there is an emphasis on separation rather than 
hierarchy. Dumont's positioil is that the ideology of purity andpollutio~l relates to the 
whole of Hindu society rather just a part of it. 

3 2 



iii) In the case of Dumont however the work is historical to a large extent, and the caste Caste Identity: Attributiunal and 
system appears to have remained stagnant over the ages, which is not true. Interactional lipproaches 

iv) Although Dumont makes a clear separation between 'power' and 'status' it has also 
been argued that power has been historically converted to status. 

v) Finally the view of the caste as a university accepted ordered system of values (ideol- 
ogy) does little justice to the protest movements that have questioned caste division 
itself. The element of conflict is missing while the integrative function of caste is 
highlighted 

19.6 LET US SUM UP 

In this unit we have explored the features of caste rank and identity. We began with early 
explanations of caste, including the religious and sociological explanations. We then 
moved on to a presentation of the attribution approaches to caste including those of 
Ghurye, Hutton, and Srinivas. Following this we described the interactional alternative to 
caste ranking and identity, including the work of Bailey, Mayer, Maniott and Dumont. 
Having presented this view we appraised both of the approaches to caste ranking and 
identity, and found that there difficulties present in both. It is clear however that the work. 
Discussed presents a tremendous advance over the early religious and sociological 
explanations of caste hierarchy and ranking. 

19.7 KEY WORDS 

Attributes : Qualities and features 

Commensality : Eating together or sitting together 

Dominant Caste : A caste which is influential in a village due to its economic 
and political power. 

Endogamy : Marriage only within a particular groups 

Hier~rchy : Rank order in which iteills are arranged from high to low 

Ideology : A coherent consistent of set of ideas 

Jiljmmi System : Custom of ritualised, personal, specialized services offered by 
the dependent castes to the dominant castes. 

Kaccha food : Food that is uncooked, or cooked in water 

Pakka food : food cooked in ghee or oil 

Pollution : - A state created by coming into contact with 'unclean' items or 
castes 

Purity : A state of ritual cleanliness, or being free from all polluting 
things and persons. 
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Explaining Caste in Indian Society 19.9 SPECIMEN ANSWER TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Early Sociological explanations regarding explanation of caste were notable for 
moving away froin strictly religious explanations. Thus in tlle work of Karl M a n  it 
was the relationship to ownership of land that determined tlle group's position in 
Society. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Srinivas sees caste as a segmentary system. All castes are divided into sub-castes 
which are; i) endogamous; ii) have common occupation: iii) are units of social and 
ritual life; iv) follow a common culture: v) are governed by the village council or 
'Panchayat'. The factors of hierarchy, caste occupation commensality and restrictions, 
principle of pollution and caste panchayat are also considered by Srulivas. Thus 
Srinivas's concept of 'Sanskritization' talks of a lower caste emulating higller caste 
attributes on order to rise higher within the ranking system. 

Check Your Progress 3 

1) For Dumont the ideology of purity and pollution is a general one and not confined to 
any local context along. Thus for Dumont caste is a set of relationship of economic 
political and kinship systems, sustained by mainly religious vilues. Hierarchies is the 
essential value underlying the caste system and it is this value that integrates Hindu 
Society. Caste has the principle of pure and impure underlying it 

'Pure' is superior to 'impure' and has to be kept separate. For Dumont power has been 
subordinated to status and thus the king is subordinate to the priest. Hierarchy is thus 



UNIT 20 CASTE DYNAMICS: 
ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 

Structure 

20.0 Objectives 

20.1 Introduction 

20.2 Ideal Typical Features of the Caste, System 

20.3 Concepts of Sanskritizatio~i Difference and Mobility 

20.4 Changes and Mobility in the Caste System: Economic and Political Factors 

20.5 Let Us Sum Up 

20.6 Key Words 

20.7 Further Readings 

20.8 Specimen Answers to Check Your.Progress 

20.0 OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit you should be able to: 

Discuss the meaning of the caste system and its various ideal typical features; 

Analyse the problems of the above conceptualisation through the concepts of 
Sanskritization and Difference; 

Explain political and economic sources of mobility and change in the caste system; and 

Describt: various changes that have taken place in the caste system during both 
premodern period and modem period. 

20.1 INTRODUCTIGN 

This unit deals with mainly various changes brought about by economic and political 
forces in the caste system. This task has been accomplished by explaining the meaning of 
various concepts as well as by referring to important socidlogical and anthropological 
studies. For better understanding of this problem we have divided this unit into three main 
sections. 

The first section provides an ideal typical understanding of the caste system. 

The second section provides meaning of the concepts of Sanskritization and Difference 
which make a critique of the this understanding by pointing out the dynamic nature of the 
caste system. 

The third section provides an analysis of the changes and mobility in the caste system 
brought about,by economic and political forces during both pre-modem period and 
modem period. 

20.2 IDEAL TYPICAL FEATURES OF THE CASTE 
SYSTEM 

In order to present a picture of caste dynamics it is imperative that we, first of all, 
understand ideal typical nature of the caste system. Such an exercise will help us to realize 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society various changes that have taken place in the caste system. It has been felt and realized in 
Indian sociology or social anthropology tlut the best way to widerstand Ule nature of the 
systemvarious castes create by their interrelationships can be achieved by delineating the 
various features it exhibits. Features of the caste system discussed by G.S. Ghurye has been 
accepted by all but with some objections. Picture of the caste system tliat mines out from 
Ghurye characterisation can be considered ideal typical which is following. 

i) Segmental Division of Society 

The caste system divides society into various caste groups with a well developed life of 
their own. Membership of the group is detemuned by birth. The status of a person is 
determined by the trdditional importance of the caste in which he has the forti~ne of being 
born. Caste is hereditary. 

ii) Hierarchy 

Hiwarcl~y has been considered another important feature of the caste system. Position of a 
caste in hierarchy is determined by various factors such as (a) the items of its dietary, 
(b) acceptance and refusal of water and food from other castes. (c) the rih~al it performs, 
(d) the customs it observes, (e) its traditional privileges and disabilities and (0 the myth of 
its origin. The castes who are placed upper in the hierarchy are considered to be purer than 
those who are placed lower. 1 

For Dumont, the single true principle on which caste hierarchy is based is the opposition of 
the pure and the impure. To quote him, "This opposition underlies hierarchy. which is the 
superiority of the pure of the impure, underlies separation because the pure and the impure 
must be kept separate, and underlies the division of labour because pure and impure 
occupations must likewise be kept separdte. The whole is founded on the necessary and 
hierarchical co-existence of the two opposites". Dumont considers hierarchy as the defming 
feature of the caste system because it is "the principle by which the elements o i  a whole are 
rdnked in relation to the whole". It is a relation "between that which encolnpasses and that 
which is encompassed. It is responsible forthe "linear order of castes fro111 A to Z .  

iii) Restriction on Feeding and Social Intercourse 

To preserve the purity there are restrictions on feedhg and social intercoi~rse and ~niiiute 
rules are laid down with regard to the kind of food and drink that can be acceptable. 

- - - - - 

Activity 1 

Nute down in your nutehuuk whether i t  i*  in the town or village whew the ideal typical 
features of caste can he found. Discus,, this nnte with students at the study centre. 

iv) Civil and Religious Disabilities and Privileges of the Different Sections 

The caste system imposes spatial segregation on castes which is the most clear cut mark of 
civil priveleges and disabilities. Generally, the untouchable or the impurest castes are ni;~tl; 
to live on the outskirts of villages. 

v) Lack of unrestricted Choice of Occupation 

The caste system determines occupation of a person. In otherwords, inenlbers of a caste or 
a group of allied castes are expected to follow a certain occupation. 

vi) Restrictions on Mamage 

The caste system imposes severe restrictions on maniage outside one's own caste. In other 
words, a caste forbids its members to marry persons outside it. Thus, caste is endogamous. I 



20.3 CONCEPTS OF SANSKRITIZATION, 
DIFFERENCE, AND MOBILITY 

The above presentation of the caste system as a closed system based on all inclusive 
principle of hierarchy which does not p m i t  mobility for its membm have not been 
accepted by all. Some sociologists and social anthropologists have raised objections and 
nlade valuable criticism of such conceptalisation. Criticism made by M.N. Srinivas and 
Dipankar Gupta through their concepts of Sanskritisation and Difference are the most 
noteworthy. 

i) Sanskritization 

The concept of sanskritization was developed by M.N. Srinivas to describe the dynamic 
nature of the caste system. Srinivas, defines the concept of Sanskritization as "a process by 
which a 'low' Hindu caste, or tribal or other group, changes its customs, ritual, ideology 
and way of life in the diiection of a high, frequently, 'twice born' caste. Generally such 
cllanges are followed by a claim to a higher position in the caste hierarchy than that 
traditionally conceded to the claimant caste by the local community". It is a much broader 
definition of Sanskritization. It is neither confined to Brahmins as only reference group not 
to the imitation of mere rituals and religious practices. It also means imitation of ideologies. 

This observation points out variations in and varieties of mobility or change in the caste 
systen~To make his observation more powerful and empirically substantiated he cites the 
historical study of K.M. Pannikar. Pannilcar holds the view that all Kshatriyas have come 
into being by usurpation of power by the lower castes and consequently the Kshatriya role 
illid social position . 
Srinivas further adds that though all nondominant, particularly low or non-twice born 
castes want to sanskritize themselves but only those succeed whose economic and political 
conditions have improved. 

ii) Difference 

The concept of difference has been developed by Dipankar Gupta to present a picture of 
the caste system which is totally different from the one that we find in many books 
including Dumont's Homo Hierarchicus. Gupta claims that empirically as well as 
logically it is wrong to say that a single all inclusive hierarchy based on the principle of 
the opposition of purity and pollution can be a defining feature of the caste system. To 
quote him, "Any notion of hierarchy is arbitrary and valid from the perspective of certain 
individual castes. To state that pure hierarchy is one that is universally believed in, or one 
which legitimizes the position of those, who participate in the caste system is misleading. 
The separation between castes is not only on matters which connote the opposition betweem 
purity and pollution. Distinctions and diacritical notches which are not even remotely 
suggcstive of purity and pollution are observed as strictly. Obversely, distinctions relating 
to purity iuid pollution do not syste~natically affect caste status. The cultivating Amot caste 
sole~ll~lize their Goraiya festival witli the sacrifice of a pig and yet Brahmans take water 
fro111 tl~eni'~ Gupta points out. 

&I\ 20.01 

Gupta argues that different origin talesor Jati puranas of different castes justify different 
hierarchies and the Brahmin is not always at the top. The existence ofvarious models of 
Sanskritization for upward mobility which have been discussed in the previuus section, 
also indicates strongly the presence of multiple caste hierarchies. Each of these origin 
tslcs or caste legends "Capturu independently theesswce of 'difference' between castes 
and arc therefore logically of equal status". The constitutive elements of 'differeace' "are 
not arranged vertically or hierarchically, hut horizontally ur even sepamtely". Therefore, 
in the system of 'difference' one encounters discrete categories in place of a continuous 
scale. Nune of the castes considers that it is made up uf unique substance, or that the 
sul)stancx! in it are less punr Each caste maintains its own tmditions, customs and ideologies 
and, therefore, differentiates from others. 

Thercfore. Gupta opines that 'difference' and 'ritualization of multiple social practices' 
constiCle the essence of the caste system. To quote him, "we will define the caste system 
;IS a lbrm of differentiation wherein the constituent units of the system justify endogamy 

1 on lllc basis of putative biological differences which are semapltored by the jtualization of 

Carte Dynamics: 
Econumic ancl Politirnl 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society ~iiultiple social practices". In order to make the meaning of the phrase 'ritualization of 
multiple social practices' clear, Gupta writes, "By rituals we mean all those social practices 
that are followed because they are supposed to be inherently good irrespective of Weber's 
'means-ends' rationality7'. 

20.4 CHANGE AND MOBILITY IN THE CASTE 
SYSTEM: ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL FACTORS 

The concepts of Sanskritization and Difference highlight dynamic nature of the caste 
system. In fact, changes and mobility in the caste system brought about by various political 
and economic forces have been one of the main objects of study in Indian Sociology or 
Social anthropology. These studies reveal that the caste system has always interacted with 
and responded to political and economic forces-of society. In order to present the main 
findings of the studies systematically and precisely I have categorised the history of caste 
dynamics into two parts: pre-modern period and modern period. 

i) Pre-modern period 

During pre-modern period, i.e., before the establishment of the British rule in India, there 
were two most important factors in society which brought about considerable amount of 
mobility in the caste system: ( I )  fluidity of the political system; and (2) the availability of 
marginal land due to a static demographic situation. Because of the fluidity of the political 
system it was always possible for a Government official or a powerful family of a locally 
dominant caste to become politically powerful and, thereafter, acquire Kshatriya status by 
becoming a chief or king. This argument can be substantiated by many historical examples. 
One of the most well known examples is the kingdom founded by Shivaji, the son of a 
Jagirdar, during the heyday of the Mughal empire. 

Opportunities for claiming Kshatriya status by seizing political power were generally 
available to dominant castes such as Marathas, Reddies, Vellalas, Nayars and Coorgs in 
South India palas in Bengal; and Patidars in Gujrat. When a leader of a dominant caste 
acquired Kshatriya status by seizing political power, he, in turn, became a factor or source 
of mobility for others. 

Check Your  Progress 1 

1 ) Name the sociologist who argues that hierarchy is the defining feature of the caste 
system. 

2) Is endogamy a defining feature of the caste system? Yes No 

3) Are the rules of purity and pollution determine the nature of  the caste system? 

Yes No 

4) Does economic status of a person determine his position in the caste heirarchy? 
Yes No  

5) What are the ideal typical features of the caste system? Give your answer in about five 
lines. 

Because of the fluidity of the political system it was always possible for a king to raise 
members of a lower ranking caste to the status of Brahmins when he felt shortage of 



Brahmins for perfonning an important ceremony: This apart, a king used to raise or lower 
the ranks of casters as a reward or punishment. 

The second source of mobility in the caste system during pre-modern period was the 
availability of marginal land which could be brought under the plough. This sort of land 
was always available everywhere. According to Burton Stein, this factor made possible the 
establishment of new settlements and even new regional societies which facilitated many 
individual fanulies to change their caste status. This apart, various sub divisions which are 
found anlong several peasant castes such as Tamil Vellalas was caused by this spatial 
mobility. 

ii) Modern Period 

Modern period started with the British rule. In this period above mentioned sources of 
nlobility in the caste systenl disappeared and new sources of mobility came into existance. 
The British nlle introduced-the process of modernisation and westernisation through 

I 

certain new economic and political policies which affected social formation deeply and 
brought about structural change, to some extent, in it. Consequently the caste systenl 
underwent certain significant changes which added new structures and functions to it. 

C Soille ~ilost notable and significant econon~ic and political policies listed by Srinivas are 
(1) the introduction of a single political role straddling the entire sub-continent; (2) the 
inuod~~ction of f o r b 1  bureaucratic and military organisations; (3) the land survey and 

I seltlelllent work. (4) the introduction of tenurial reforms; (5) the introduction of private 
owocrship to land which made it saleable: (6) nuking new economic opportunities in 
tow~ls and cities available. (7) the introduction of the concept of equality of all citizens 
before the law: (8) providing right to everyone not to be imprisoned without resort due 

I 

lcgal process. (9) introducing the freedom to practice as well as to propogate one's religion 
and culture, and (10) illaking suttee, hunlan sacrifice and human slavery illegal. 

&IX 20.02 

Independent India initiated varic~us new political and economic policies to make economic, 
political and socio-cultural structures democratic and modern. These policies were aimed 
s t  bringing all-round development in the society such as industrial and urban growth, 
agricultural development, land reforms, human resource development, community 
development and the abolition of untouchability, suttee, human and animal sacrifice, 
idolatory, ritualism, polytheism, polygyny, infant marriage and the ban on widow 
remarriage. They accelerated the process of modernisation inwated by the British rule 
and added new dimensions to it. Consequently, change and mobility in the caste system 
gained momentum. 

I The most notable change in the caste system is the dissociation between caste and 
I occilpation. It is greater in the towns that in the rural areas, and much greater in the big 

't cities. Due to indt~strialisation and nlodemisation a number of new occupations have come 
I into esistence which can be considered "caste-free". One can easily notice people 
i belonging lo a caste getting involved into various traditionally forbidden occupations. 

Brahmu~s can be seen working in shoe factory. Sinularly, Harijans can be seenperforming 
I adiiu~listrative and acadernicjobs. Dissociation between caste and occupation has 

developed to such an extent that the phenomenon of caste m l n o  longerbe defied on the 
basis of its relation to a certain occupation. 

iv) Disintegration of the Jajmrni System 

Related with this change in the caste system is the disintegration of the jajmani system. 
This phenomenon signifies a major change in the caste systenl because as Kolenda notes 
that purity pollutioil and hierarchy are all involved in the Jajmani system". Ideally the 
,iaj~i~a~li system constitutes three categories of people belonging to different castes. These 
zategories are lulown as jajnian, Kanun and Purohit. Kamins and Purohits pr~vide 
jenlices to jajii~ans. But they provide different services. Purohits perform rituals and 
,vorsliip deities forjajmans. Kamins perfonn manual work forjajmans like washing 
,;lathes, shaving, cutting and dressing hair, etc. In turn,jajmans pay Purohits in both cash 

Castt: Dynamics: 
Economic and Political 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society and kind and Kamins in kind on a yearly basis which is fured. Jajmans belong to all castes. 
Kamins belong to some specific castes. And Purohits are Brahmins. 

It has been observed that jajmani system is disintegrating because of various reasons. 
Firstly, the families belonging to Kamin and Purohit castes who consider their traditional 
caste occupation less prestigious or non-prestigious and economically less beneficial have 
abandoned them at the earliest opportunity. They is neither alI Brahmin families are 
Purohits nor all Kamin families are Kamins. There are also a lot of jajman families who 
have decided not to avail the services of Kamins. This apart, there is a large variation so far 
as availing the services of Kamins is concerned. Secondly, as it has already been pointed 
out there is no caste-based division of labour. Families belonging to the low Kamin castes 
have taken up occupations which are traditionally supposed to be done by higher-twice 
born castes, and the other way round, too. There are also instances of non-Brahmin families 
acting as Purohit families. This phenomenon is more visible in those areas which have felt 
the impact of anti-Brahminical movements. 

Because of such changes the jajmani system to longer denotes a certain k i d  of relationship 
between castes but behveen families. Some of these families are labour buyers and some 
are wage earners. Their relationship is purely economic. Therefore, caste has ceased to be 
the primary component of the jajmani system even if it is said that the jajmani system still 
exists in one form or another. 

v) Weakening of the Rules of Purity and Pollution 

Increasing dissociation between caste and occupation and the concomitant process of 
disintegration of the jajmani system have accompanied with the weakening of the rules of 
purity and pollution. It has been observed that people belonging to various castes hardly 
observe the rules of purity and pollution while selecting their occupations and interacting 
with fellow-beings and colleagues. In this respect, they assign profitability of an occupation 
their top most priority. For a caste it is no longer possible to deny bpic conditions of 
decent living (size, shape and placement of a house, dress materials, style of living, etc.) to 
a person on the ground of birth in a particular caste. Disappearance of untouchability as a 
caste practice from the public sphere also denotes the weakening of the rules of purity and 
pollution. 

vi) Breakdown in the Traditional Intercaste Power Relationship 

The phenomenon of dominance of one caste over another is one of the most important 
factors in the maintenance of the caste system. Traditionally, economic and political 
dominance coincided with ritual dominance. Victims of dominant caste families used to be 
sheltered by other dominant caste families. This structural arrangement of the caste system 
has changes to such an extent that it ceases to be a defining feature. The process started 
with the establishement of British rule. Yogendra Singh writes, "Instances of lower-subject- 
caste revolts against the upperdominant-castes even during the Pre-Independence days 
have been many. In the villages Chanukhera in eastern U.P., the low castes (Chamars and 
Kahars) agitated against the Kshatriyas for better wages and freedom to participate in 
Congress movement for Independence, and to this with initial resistance the Kshatriyas 
finally had to acquiesce" (Singh 1977: 165). Bernard S. Cohn reports a similar case of 
challenge by a lower-subject-caste (Camars) to the dominance of Kshatriyas in Madhopur 
village. 

F.G. Bailey in his study of Bisipara, a village in Khondamals in Orissa, provides a good 
example of a structural change in the power relationship of various castes which came in 
the wake of British rule. He observes that by trading in hides and liquor the -untouchable' 
Boad distillers bought land equal to the upperdomanant warrior castes. Similarly, Ganjam 
distillem by trading in only liquor earned so much money to buy more land than any other 
caste in the village. These economic change brought about changes in the political 
struchlre of the village altering the balance of inter-caste power ralationship. 



Activity 2 

Discuss with various people the caste dynamics-economic and poltical. Note down the 
main points jn your notebook. 

After Independence change in the configeration of power of castes gained momentum. 
William L. Rowe, in his study of Senapur, observed, "in the past a smalI group of 
economically and politically al l  powerful Kshatriya landlords quietly (for the most part) 
directed the society. Now with the social tie of landlord and tenant severed, a numerous 
and economically able caste community such as the Noniya (a lower caste) feels somewhat 
free to pursue its own ends independently. About thevillage Kishan Garhi McKim 
Marriott also points out a similar process of change. 

With breakdown of intercaste power relationship the earlier aspiration of lower-subject 
castes for Sanskritization has been replaced by a nav honoured feeling of self identity 
within one's own caste or increased horizontal caste soliderity. The position of upper 
castes as reference group was challenged by differentiating ritual from the politico- 
economic aspects of caste system. In extreme cases as in D. M. K. or Arya Samaj 
movements the process of differentiation is a b s o l u M  by a concious and total rejection of 
the caste ideology. Formation of a caste association with several new functions is a clear 
reflection of this phenomenon. 

vii) Emergence of Caste Association 

The nature of a caste association is different, in more than one sense, from caste as such. 
Organizations like Kayastha Samaj, Kshatriya Sabha, Teli association, Vaishya Mahasa8'ha, 
Jat Sabha, Kurmi Mahasabha, Koeri Mahasabha, Bhumihar-Brahmin Mahasabha are some 
of the examples of caste association. Emergence of various castes such as Mahars and . 
Mwdtha in Mahamshim, Kammas and Reddis in Andhra Pradesh and Lingayat and 
Okkaliga in Karnataka as political groups can also be cited as examples of caste 
association. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Who developed the concept of Sanskritization? 

................................................................................................................................ 

2) Does the concept of Sanskritization bring out dynamic nature of the caste system? 
m rn 

3) Who says that the caste system can be defined as a form of differentiation? 

Caste 1)ynamia: 
Economk and Poltical 

1 4) Can the elements of the system of 'difference' be arrangedvertically'? 

t m rn 
I 

I The main purpose of a caste association has always been to safeguard the interests of their 
I members by building hostels, hospitals, colleges, schools, houses on a cosperative basis, 
I banks, and by founding journals and endowing schoIarships. In their proceedings caste 

associations claimed backwardness in politico-economic field and a high status in cultural 
or ritual sphere. Therefore, after Independence caste associations tended to become 
political pressure groups demanding for their members electoral tickets from the political 
parties. posts in the cabinet. Licences for undertaking various economic activities, 
concessions and privileges in education and appointment to government jobs, and avariety 
of other benefits. 

1 Emergence of castes as pressure group and formation of caste associations clearly indicate 
I 

the increased activity of caste in the political field. Now castes or caste association play 
iiilportant and pervasive roles in the political processes, especially invarious elections and 
in  thc matters of distributions of posts in the institutions run by the government 



Explaining Caste in Indian Society viii) Process of Democratization 

The process of democratization bestows political power and activity upon tlie groups 
which have numerical strength provided that strength could be politically mobilized, 
which is possible if the existential situation of the group as such is homogenous and 
uniform. These conditions are fulfilled more in the case of lower or subaltern castes. 
Emergence of lower caste based political parties such as B.S.P., I.P.F.. S.P.. D.M.K., etc. 
are some good examples. This apart, launching of movements for more say in the political 
processes by numerically more powerful low castes in the form of anti-Bralimnin 
movements mark out increasing politicisation of caste. 

There is a strong tendency among people to vote for a candidate of one's own caste. 
Political parties do not ignore this fact. They try their best to put up candidates belonging 
to the numerically largest castes of the constituency if other conditions remain same. That 
is why matching a candidate by another candidate of the same caste has been a common 
policy of political parties in elections. 

This apart, caste consideration influence political process in other ways as well. A large 
group of the Maharastra Congress constituted by Brahmins formed Peasaiits and Workers 
party when they realized that Brahmin control over the Congress party. Kailullas decided to 
control the communist party. That is why Kammas landlords were saved and protected by 
the Communits even in their violent struggle. 

Politicization of castes is so much that in order to be politically powerful distinct caste 
groups come together and act collectively. Their coming together sometinies take the form 
of a political party or a faction or a pressure group. B.S.P., S.P., R.J.D., and D.M.K. are 
some of the examples. In Gujrat Kshatriya Sabha Rajputs admitted a lower caste Kolis to 
the rank of Kshatriya in order to have a larger say in the power structure of Gu-jrat state. 

Thus, looking back at all that we have been through in this unit, we can coilclude that the 
caste system has always interacted with and responded to economic and political forces of 
society. Changes in the economic and political structures and processes during the modem 
period have liquidated many traditional characteristics of the caste systeill and added new 
features and functions to it. The picture of caste or caste system that comes out from the 
above analysis is in consonance with Dipankar Gupta's conceptualisation of caste as 
discrete category and caste system as a system based on the principle of 'difference'. 

20.5 LET US SUM UP 

In this unit, in the first section, we have observed that in order to present a picture of caste 
dynamics, the ideal typi-A nature of the caste system should be presented in the first place. 
It exhibits six defining features: (1) segmental division of society, (2) hierarchy, 
(3) restrictions on feeding and social intercourse, (4) civil and religious disibilities and 
privileges of the different sections, (5) Lack of unrestricted choice of occupation. and (6) 
restriction on marriage. 

In the second section we have observed that this conceptualization of caste system has 
been criticised by many scholars. Criticism made by M.N. Srinivas and Dipankar Gupta 
are the most noteworthy. Srinivas's concept of Sanskritization makes it quite clear that the 
caste system is not a static but dynamic system. Positional change or mobility has always 
taken place in the caste system. Through the concept of 'difference' Dipankar Gupta 
argues that the caste system is not based on the principle of hierarchy but on the principle 
of difference. Castes are discrete categories which cannot be placed on a continuous scale. 

In third section we have observed that the caste system has always interacted with and 
responded to economic and political forces of society.During pre-modern period or before 
the British rule there were two important forces of change in the caste system: (1) fluidity 
of the political system, and (2) the availability of marginal land. During iilodem period the 
process of modernisation initiated by the introduction of various econonuc and political 
policies liave brought about significant changes in the caste system. Such as : 
(1) dissociationbetween caste and occupation, (2) disintegration in the jajnlani system. 



(7) weakening of the principles of purity and pollution, (4) breakdown in the inter-caste 
power relationship. (5) emergence of caste association, and (6) increased activity of caste in 
polilical field or peliticisation of caste. 

20.6 KEY WORDS - 
Ditlerence 

Entlogamy 

Hierarchy 

Ideal type 

It signifies a structure in which the elements of a whole are 
arranged horizontaly and separately like discrete categories. 

It denotes the rules of marriage which permit or prescribe 
marriage within one's own caste or a specific group. 

It signifies a structure in which the elements of a whole are 
ranked in vertically linear order on a continuous scale in 
relation to the whole. 

: It is a general and pure or abstract construct formed by 
emphasizing aspects of behaviour and institutions which are 
empirically observable and testable. 

c Mc~dernization : It is a global process by which traditional societies achieved 
or achieve modernity (liberty, fraternity, and prosperity) in 
a l l  spheres: economic, political, cultural and social. 

Saioskritization : It denotes a change in the caste system which is brought bout 
I by the imitation of customs, manners, rituals, style of life, 

ideologies, etc. of the higher-dominant castes by the lower- 
subject ca4tes. 

- 1 20.7 FURTHER READINGS 
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I 

Singh, Yogendra. 1977. Mdernisation oflndian Tradition. Faridabad: Thomson Press. 

Srinivas, M.N. 198 1. India : Social Structure. Delhi, Hindustan Publishing Corporation. 

1 28.8 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Louis Durnont 

3:1 Yes 

4:1 NO. 

5 1 i) Segmental division of society 

ii) Hierarchy 
I 
I iii) Restriction on feeding and social Intercourse 

i l l )  Religious disabilities and privileges of the different sections 
i 

v)  Lack of unrestricted choice of occupation 

I .  i )  Resbicts on choice of marriage partners. 

Caste Dynamics: 
Ecc~nomic and Pollitical 

Check Your Progress 2 

I )  M.N.Srinivas 

2.) Yes 

!$) Dipillzkar Gupta 
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21.0 OBJECTIVES

After you have studied this unit you should be able to:

• .Defme Dalits;

• Give total number and percentage of their population;

.• Understand their status in traditional caste hierarchy;

• Know various social movements for their emancipation; and

• Recall constitutional provisions, and know their changing position.

21.1 INTRODUCTION

The objective of this unit is to understand who are the Dalits and what is their status in the
contemporary Indian society. It is a fact that the Indian society consisting of numbers
castes and sub-castes, and religious and ethnic communities has remained highly stratified.
The Hindu social system of which the Dalits are largely a part is stratified on the basis of
caste hierarchy, The Hindu social order made the distinction between high castes and lower/
castes, pure and impure castes. In common parlance, the former untouchables or the loweSt
castes are labelled as Dalits. The constitution of India has termed these castes as Scheduled
Castes. But the social activists started calling them as Dalits and now the term is wide(y
used by scholars in their writings.:

According to the 1'991Census Scheduled Castes is 16.73% of the total population in the
country. The population of SCs is concentrated in five states, viz, Uttar Pradesh (21.44%),
West Bengal (11.77%), Bihar (9.2 1%), Tamil Nadu (7.84%) and AndhraPradesh (7.76%). At
all India level the major Dalit castes are Chamar and Bhangi, while certain castes are
numerically greater in their states, for example, Mahar and Mang in Maharashtra, Mala and
Madiga in Andhra, Namashudra in West Bengal, Pulayanin Kerala and the like.

21.2 STATUS OF DALITS IN TRADITIONAL CASTE'
HIERARCHY

The status of Dalits in the traditional caste system was at bottom in the social hierarchy, A
number of social restrictions were imposed on them. They had no choice of occupation.
Their entry into temple was barred. They had to live on outskirts of the village. The social
restrictions varied region to region. But those were more rigid in the southern states.

Activity 1
Try to ascertain the numerical strength of Dalits iJi your home state with the help of
relevant census documents. Make an entry in your notebook in this regard. 5
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In post-Independence period, the Constitution guaranteed various social, economic,
educational and political rights to Dalits, By article 17 of the constitution the untouchability
is abolished and its practice is forbidden. Ute Dalits are identified as lowest castes in
traditional caste hierarchy who were former untouchables who were socially exploited by the
caste Hindus.

Check Your Progress 1

I} State whether the following are 'True' (T) or 'False' (F)

. i) Dalits are referred to lower castes.

it) Dalits are exploited only economically.

ill) Scheduled Caste are called Dalits.

2) Complete the following statements:

i) Dalits are at the of society.

ii) Dalits have status.

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar took up the cause of the status of the Dalits
Courtesy: Kiranmayi Bushi

6

The Indian society is segmentally divided on the basis of caste. The status of person is
dependent on the caste in which he is born. In traditional caste system, the lowest castes
were at the bottom of the social ladder. They were subjected to various caste disabilities.



They were not allowed to use public roads, wells, ghats, etc. They were forbidden from .
entering Hindu temples, attending public school. Servitude was proclaimed to be a
permanent condition of'Dalits, Dalits had to maintain distance from member(s) of the pure
casters).

The Dalits were also not allowed to change their caste occupation, The extent of disabilities
was such that they were made to live on the outskirts of villages and towns. It is recorded
that under the Marathas and Peshwas in Maharashtra the Mahars and Mangs were not
allowed to enter gates ofPoona city during 9 a.m ..to 3 p.m. because in the moming and
afternoon their bodies cast a long shadow which was considered defiling.

Check Your Progress 2

I) Briefly mention the disabilities of Dalits. Use about three to four lines for your answer.

2) Mention the names of some social reformers .
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21.3 SOCIO:"RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

To fight against untouchability and various forms of injustice, social reformers launched
social movements in pre-independence India Mahatma Phule' s (1827-1890), 'Satyashedhak'
ChlnrapatiShabu's (1871-1922) 'non-Brahmin',Maharshi Vitthal RamjiShinde's(l873~1944)
'Depressed Class Mission' and Babasaheb Ambedkar's (1891-19S6) 'anti-untouchability' in
Maharashtra, Shri Narayan Dharma Paripalana in Kerala, Periyar RarnaswamiNaickerin Tamil
Nadu arethe examples of some social movements and social reformers. .

The downtrodden Dalits raised various struggles to fight their social exploitation in all
forms. Two factors had made deep impact on caste system which also brought social
upheavaland an awakening among Dalits, First, the western impact with its ideas and values
of liberality of thought, individual freedom and equality started making inroads into the
traditional matrix of the Hindu social system and the caste and other institutions. Second,
the British administration with equality before law and introduction of modem technology
created the necessary intellectual and psychological climate for the emergence of social
reforms movements.

Box21.01

The innovations of British system of a common code of law for all castes, the extensions
of modern communications and education helped to wane the caste system. The
renaissance began with Rajaram Mohan Roy in Bengal who ushered in the social and
religious revival. The Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj movements started in Bengal and
Punjab. In Maharashtra, movements we~tarted by Jambhekar and Lokhitwadi, Justice
M.G. Ranade, Jyotiba Phule, B.R Ambedkar, Agarkar and Bhandarkar.

Mahatma Jyotiba Phule formed the Sayta Shodak Mandal in 1873 with the aim of liberating
non-brahniins from the clutches of Brahminism. Shahu Maharaj of Kolhapur started Satya
Shodak Mandal in 1912 and carried forward the movement started by Phule. In the pre-
independence period, the Dalit movements comprised of a strong non-Brahman movement
against Brahmanism in Maharashtra.the Am Dravidas movement in Tamil Nadn, Shri
Narayan Dharma Paripalan movement in Kerala, Adi Andhras, movement in Coastal Andhra
and the like. Phul e tried to formulate a new theistic religion. Periyarpromoted atheism. There 7
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were, of course, reformist trends in some of the movements. In 12th century, Mahatma
Basweshar launched a crusade against caste in Karnataka. Religious reformers of the 19th
century were influenced by the work of Christa in missionaries in India. The Brahmo Samaj
(1828), the Prarthana Samaj (1867), the Ramkrishna Mission, and the Arya Samaj (1875) are
the examples of such institutions founded with a view to fight against social evils practised
by the caste Hindus. Ambedkar, on his part turned to Buddhism. In Tamil Nadu, non-
Brahmin movement tried to claim Saivism as an independent religion although both
Ayyapan proclaimed no religion, no caste and no god for mankind. All the above
movements led to, some extent, the social upliftment of Dalits.

Check Your Progress 3

\) Complete the following statements

o . introduced common code of law.

ii) Satya Shodak movement was started by , .

iii) proclaimed no religion, no caste and no god for mankind.

iv) promoted atheism.

2) State whether the following are 'True' (T) or 'False' (F).

a) The British started religious movement in India.

b) Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar led the social reform movement at all India level.

c) The Brahmo Samaj was started in Maharashtra.

21.4 CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS

The Constitution of India has played important role in the overall upliftment of the
Scheduled Castes. In Part IV of the Constitution, certain fundamental rights are guaranteed
to the citizens. Article 15(2) states that no citizen shall, on grounds only of religion, race,
caste, sex, place of birth be discriminated with regard to (a) access to shop, public
restaurants, hotel and public entertainment; or (b) the use of wells, tank, bathing ghats,
roads, and places of'publicresorts, Under Article 15(4), the State is permitted to make any
special provision for advancement of any socially and educationally backward classes of
citizens or for the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes.

Box 21.02

According to the Article 16(1), of the Constitution there shall be equality of opportunity
in matters of public employment. Article 330 and 332 provide reservation of seats for
scheduled tribes in the House of the People, legislative assemblies of the states
respectively.

In the field of education, there is reservation of seats in adm ission of the Scheduled Caste
and tribe students in schools, colleges and university. Also, there is a provision of
scholarship for the students belonging to SCs and STs categories. All these consititutional
provisions have helped the members of various scheduled caste groups to make progress in
every sphere of life. Since independence, the ethos of Indian society has also vastly
changed. The education as a means of achieving upward social mobility has proved to be
very usefu I to the Dalits and there is conscious effort on their part to get their children
educated, Educational institutions provide indispensable avenues of mobility to a large
number of individuals from Dalit community. Without education all the constitutional
safeguards including reservation in services would be infractous. The government policy of
reservation in employment has played an important role for Dalits. The policy broadly
envisages representation of Dalits in proportion to their population in all the government
services as well as the institutions which receive grants from the government.

8

Activity 2

Ascertain the grass roots perspective on reservations for people in the area where you
live. Find out their views on reservation and note it down in your notebook.

..
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Status ofDalits21.5 IMPACT ON SOCIAL MOBILITY

The Reservation policy has been an aid for the development ofDalits in the area of
education, employment, political representation, entrepreneurship, etc. But the policy has
lacked effective implementation in education and employment sectors. Those Dalits who
have received the benefits of reservation in education and employment are relatively better
off and have emerged as a new middle class. In spite of all constitutional safeguards, the
caste atrocities are an integral part of'Dalit life. Atrocities are inflicted on Dalits since they
have started asserting for their rights. The reality ofIndian society is that caste still
dominates every sphere of life and the Dalits are the worst sufferers in the caste system
though. like others, they also live with it.

Check Your Progress 4
-~.

i) Briefly mention Article 330 of the Constitution. Use about three to four E .~ forvour
answer.

i) Briefly mention the benefits of Reservation Policy.

1.6 LET US SUM UP

.iis unit brought to you who are Dalits and what life they led in the traditional caste
We also mentioned the various socio-religious reform movementsorganised in

fferent regions of India. Further are noted the constitutional provisions for upliftments of
-lits; the reservation policy has been partial aid for improving life and has resulted in the

e, ergence of new middle class. The caste atrocities.ofvarious forms inflicted by caste
Hdus are an integral part of Dalit life.

2.7 KJ£Y WORDS

•.it : / refers to Scheduled Caste:

So io-religious movement movement organised for social and religious upliftment
and to create equality.

Radical document to bring social change in the post-
independent India society.

Constitunon
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and Stratification 21.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR

PROGRESS

Check Your Progress 1

\) 0 True ii) False iii) True

2) i) Bottom, ii) Lower

Check Your Progress 2

1) The disabilities of Dalits are that tfley were not allowed to use public roads, wells,
enter temples, attend school, and there was severe punishment for' violations of such
restrictions.

2) The names of social reformers are Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Mahatma Jyotiba Phule, Dr.
Babasaheb Ambedkar, M.G. Ranade, G.H. Deshmukh, Mahatma Gandhi, Shahu
Mahara],

Check Your progress 3

1) 0 British,
iii) Ayappan

2) i) False

ii) Mahatma Jyotiba Phule
iv) Periyar '

ii) True iii) False.

Check Your Progress 4

I) Article 330 provides reservation for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in the
House ofthe People (Lok Sabha).

2) The benefits of the reservation policy are available in education, employment and
political spheres. In education institutions, seats are reserved for the Dalit student and
scholarships and freeship are available. In employment, there is reservation of jobs.

10
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22.0 OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit you should be able to:

• describe what is an Other Backward Class;

• indicate internal differentiation of OBCs;

• have an idea as to the present composition and state-wise distribution of the OBCs;

• give information regarding OBCs and Sanskritization; and

• thepolitico-e nomic emergence of the Backward Classes Movements.

22.1 INTRODUCTION

'Other Backward Classes' refer to a constitutional category and comprise socially
disadvantaged shudra castes. Castes located in the middle of the traditional stratification
systems are the constituents of this section of the population. It is thus a social layer
intermediate between the twice born and the untouchable. Put in other words it is a stratum
of non-untouchable Hindu Castes located low in the traditional stratification system.
Comprising a heterogeneous category these include some of the dominant castes of
agriculturists as well as many socially and economically deprived groups are at least as
deprived as SCs and STs.

Ihese sections are equcationally and occupationally infcriorto the traditionally privileged
castes. Untouchability and isolation were never their problem; their inferiority to the upper
castes however used ~obe traditionally legitimised. Status~ities afilicting them used to
be inherited restricting their progress and prosperity. In a lim1:tednumber of cases a few non-
Hindu communities are also included under this category. Marc Galenter maintains thatits
composition varies from state to state.

II
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It is therefore to be noted that the entities included under the term 'other backward classes'
are not homogenous. The category is heterogenous. Sharp distinction tends to be elusive.
Comprising section of society between the higher castes and the scheduled castes the
description includes diverse socio-economic entities. Such social permutation on account of
the diversities encompassing it remains a loose configuration. The elements comprising it
tend to be differentially located in the stratification system and are economically
heterogeneous. Land ownership remains the prerogative of a few selected castes among
them. Distribution of land arnongthe sections comprising it is skewed in favour of a few
leaving the more numerous poor and deprived. Deprivations of the marginalised among the
force them to work for others as share croppers, landless labourers and performers of
traditional functional services. D.L. Sheth maintains that the category includes these
deprived groups whose condition is some cases is even worse than the scheduled castes.
The top stratum among them is constituted of the owner cultivators.

Activity 1

Discuss the internal differentiation ofthe OBC's with friends and other students in the
study centre. Put down your tindin~s in your note book.

Lower to them are the landless tenant cultivators, artisans and service castes who remain
under the economic and political control of the landowning castes. In past such
marginalized sections among the other backward classes worked as forced labourer,
domestic servant and palanquin bearers for those to whom they were dependent for their
survival. Landlords used to receive customary payment from them on festive occasions.

22.3 PRESENT COMPOSITiON AND STATE-WISE
DISTRIBUTION

The other backward classes were reported to have 31.8% representation in the population
according to the first commission for the other backward classes. According to the second
commission for them that is popularly known as the Mandal Commission their
representation in the population is of the tune of 52%. The following details the number of
castes included as other backward classes in different states of the country.

TABLEt

Number of Castes included as OBC

51. NO. State No.

1. Andhra Pradesh 292
2. Assam 135
3. Bihar 168
4. Gujarat 105
5. Haryana 76
6. Himachal Pradesh 57
7. Jammu and Kaslunir 63
8. Kamataka 335
9. Kerala 208
10. Madhya Pradesh 279
11. Maharashtra 272
12. Manipur 49
13. Meghalaya 37
14. Nagaland 0
15. Orissa 224
16. Punjab 83
17. Rajasthan 140
18. Sikkim 10
19. TamilNadu 288
20. Tripura 136
21. Uttar Pradesh 116
22. West Bengal 177

12 23. Andaman and Nicobar Islands 17



24. Arunachal Pradeshb 10 Other Backward Classes
25. Chandigar 93
26. Doom and Nagar Haveli 10
27. Delhi 82
28. Goa Daman and Diu 18
29. Laksha Dweep 0
30. Mizoram 5 .
31. Pondicheri 260

Report of the Backward Classes Commission (Second Part), 1980

It would be in appropriate to treat such groups as class. In fact these constitute aggregate
of closed status groups. Status in such permutation is inherited and not acquired. It
comprises castes that are prosperous and dominant but does not exclude those that are .
poor and deprived as these diversities are proximately located in the traditional stratification
system.

Check Your Progress 1

1) Describe in about five lines what is an Other Backward Class .

.....................................................................................................•.......................................................

2) Say True or False:

The entities included under the term Other Backward Classes are homogenous

TrueD False 0
3) Which state has the highest number of castes included in the OBCs?

Tick the right answer

D Karnataka- D Haryana oKerela

22.4 SANSKRITIZATION AND SOCIAL MOBILITY

Castes located in the middle of the stratification system sought mobility by orienting
themselves to emulate upper caste behaviour ideologies and ritual. In such endeavours
seeking elevated status in the prevalent stratification system the aspiring categories were
required to give up their traditional marks of inferiority especially such practices that were
supposedly polluting. Such aspirations for cultural mobility tended to foster and
traditionally ordained framework of the 'Great Tradition'. The low in hierarchy of caste in
order to seek upward mobility emulates the life style of the traditionally high. This strategy
for cultural and social mobility in the traditionally legitimised ascriptive social order is
termed as •Sanskritization'. M.N. Srinivas who used the term first defines it as a process
whereby a lower caste begins to imitate the lifeways of a higher caste with a view to claiming
a higher status for itself in the traditional caste hierarchy. Thus the claim is over a position
within the caste hierarchy and is not a structural threat to it

Bux 22.01

13

Sanskritizatiun represents the aspiration uf groups to higher status and an attempt to
prepare behaviour wise for such an event. In order to assert for such claims, support is
sought of invented legends legitimislng elevated location of such sections in the past.
Shah has quoted studies to indicate that resort to sanskritization as a strategy for status
elevation has found favour among the intermediate castes in different parts ofthe coun-
try. The Maratha the Sagar, the Dhangar of Maharashtra, the Kurmi and the Yadava of
Bihar, the Koli of Guj arat, the Kaibartta of West Bengal, the Lingayat ofKarnataka and
the Teli of Orissa arc reported to have adopted sanskritization as a strategy to seek
elevated corporate status.
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This endogenous and culture specific source of social change found favour mostly with the
economically prosperous and politically conscious sections among the intermediate castes.
Improved economic condition and increased political inspire low castes to aspire for
commensurate elevation in other spheres also. Srinivas emphasises that sanskritization
presupposes an improvement in the economic status and political strength of the group
staking claims. Such urges are product of intimate rapport of Great Tradition of Hinduism.
Inferiors in order to raise themselves up in the hierarchy have to be economically
prosperous and politically dominant and assertive. Sanskritization it has to be noted
facilitates positional changes in the system and does not lead to any structural change. It is
incapable to change the system. It may further be noted that efforts at appropriation of
"traditional symbols of honour" by those not otherwise entitled to it were opposed by
those who constituted the reference model for emulation. Sanskritization however soon lost
its sheen as it failed to reduce relative deprivation. Emulation of twice born status appeared
irrelevant to reduce the inequality between the entrenched and tI~easpiring. Symbolic
satisfaction mattered least to those seeking substantial location' in the prevalent opportunity
structure. Soft and conciliatory stirrings left the dominanceof the privileged castes
untouched.

22.5 BACKWARD CLASSES MOVEMENTS AND
THEIR POLITICO-EcONOMIC EMERGENCE

The rise of the non-Brallmins under the leadership of crusaders against social injustice
mainly from tile intermediate castes represents a landmark development. It was reflective of a
determined resistance to perpetuation of the traditionally legitimised inequality. Jyoti Rao
Govind Rao Phule made the first attempt to form a Bahuian Samaj in Maharashtra to
challenge tile supremacy of the Brahmins who constituted the privileged few dominating the
socio-economic political contours of the state. Phule himself a Shudra questioned the
dominance of Brahmins in the colonial dispensation. His opposition to the caste system
found articulation in his efforts to raise 'a new social order based on truth reason and
equality. He initiated a movement to discard the services of Brahmins in tile religious
ceremonies of the non-Brahmins as he regarded them to be the unwanted middlemen
between the people and the God.

Activity 2

Discuss with friends and students the backward classes politico-economic emergence,
Put your observations down in your notebook.

The non-Brahmanical movement was accorded institutionalization in the programmes of tile
Satya Shodhak Sarnaj founded by Phule. He considered Brahminism as cunning and self-
seeking and condemned it 'ls intolerable imposition to ensure the perpetuation of the high in
the caste hierarchy. The "dominant agricultural castes' that formed tile core and support of
this movement subsequently ushered were very pro Congress. Phule's interpretation of
lower caste exploitation ignored the economic and political contexts. Exploitation was
interpreted intenns of cultural and ethnicity. Phule however stressed tile need for return to
pre-Brahmin religious tradition. Organisation and education were considered essential for
attainment of such goals. He opposed the exploitation of Indian peasants and wage earners.
Similar outbursts appeared elsewhere also.

22.5.1 The Self Respect Movement

In tile south tile "other backward classes" and tile untouchable launched tile self-respect
movement to oppose the dominance of the Brahmins. In its infancy it tended to be a social
reform movement questioning tile ritual dominance and cultural preeminence of the
Brahmins. It soon found itself enmeshed in the ethnic politics having its focus fixed on
extracting concessions and benefits in lieu ofits loyality to tile British. Such concern made it
even unfavourably inclined to the independence movement as it was perceived to be the
affair of tile Brahmins. The Brahmins of Tamil Nadu who constituted tile 'chosen few' to
control politics, bureaucracy and professions constituted the target of attack of such forces.
Unable to find accommodation in tile Brahmin dominated social system the non-Brahmin



section in the population with the aid and support of the Britishers took resort to extensive
mobilization of the lower castes and were successful in capturing power in 1920. Once in
power the leadership made effective endeavours to seek a rise in theirrepresentation in
other spheres of dominance. Such movement has a spread that included all the Tamil
districts. Among its supporters were included the low in the caste hierarchy. The included
intouchables to whom the movement had appeal. Initiated as a social reform movement to
seek redemption from ritual dominance and cnltural preeminence of the Brahmins it
subsequently used its strength to arrange concessions and reservation for the backward
classes from the colonial power and princely rulers as quid pro quo to their opposition to
the nationalist movement. Success in ensuring political representation was followed by
claims of backward classes for reservations. .

Other Backward Classes

Its leadership subsequently shifted its orientation to programmes promoting the interests of
the middle and lower castes leaving the untouchables to fend for themselves. Such
aspirations of the lower castes later found support of the Congress party that was keen to
broaden its support by facilitating induction of the non-Brahmin elites within its fold. The .
non-Brahmin movement in the south tended to be more coherent than those in other parts of
the country. •

22.5.2 PrajaMitra Mandai: Karnataka

In Karnataka the caste associations of the dominant landed interest federated themselves
under the auspices of the Praja Mitra Mandali expressing opposition to dominance of the
Brahmins, Under the pressure of the forces that thus emerged steps to ensure adequate
representation of the nort-Brahrnins in the public service ensued. Successful mobilization of
the backward classes contributed effectively in weakening the hold of the Brahmins in
politics bureaucracy and professions. The preiapaksha that emerged as the replacement for
the prajamitra af!~r-th?latter's disintegration led to the further strengthening of the position
of the intermediate Castes in generai:i..,:~the lingayats and the Vokallingas in particular. The
two castes emerged as the lead castes in the state po1itiCSafter independence. Between the
two, the Lingayats consolidated themselves more effectively in the power structure. Such
permutation of power that constituted the other backward classes as its locus after
independence oriented Itself more seriously to take measures wedded to benefit the owner
cultivator's interests. Legislations were enasted to facilitate transfer ofland from the landed
castes of Brahmins to the actual tillers of such lf1d belonging m~i111yto the int~rnl.ediate.
ca~t~s.TheBrahrnins of Karnataka were thus fprced out of the village to find livelihood ll1

-the white collarjobs, The power equilibrium thus raised disintegrated subsequently in the
wake of the emergence of the smaller backward castes who opposed the dominance of the
power full in the intermediate castes. The excluded among the other b:i9}!;wardclasses
resisted such d0t11111a1iCeand organised themselves to emerge as strong contender
power.

22.5.3 Movements in the S~-uth~A~~~oo~~

The Bralunins were opposed rus(j i11Ahdhhi Pradesh.11telf location as elite in the traditional
as well as emerging seetiw stratification System leftiiliiliy at the margin of'the opportunity
structure, l='erpetuation of the old and appropriation of the new by therti found stiff
resist,illcefrom those benefited through commercial revolution in agriculture. Castes inferior

Brahmin elitesoon questioned their supremacy. People from these castes in
sllPl}Qffwith vdler castes lower to them in the traditional stratification system turned
themselves against the Congress demand for the Home rule suspect~g it to be a pI.oy
seeking to faGil1tatethe perpetuation of the old order. The apprehenslons of Brahrnins
pr(f€\il1ulehceled these non-Brahrrrln sections to oppose Visalandhra movement that had the
aiR\. of a separate state of'the ielgn-spe,lking people of the Madras Presidency. The
dominance of a few prosperous 11On-Brahtmnpeasant castes unwilling to favour castes

prompted the latter on occasions to assert for their interest :rh~ Munnuru
- -IT~1tJ,11110V€liient and the Padmasali movement are examples of such assertion m the pre-

iitdeptnden.Ge phase. Individual backward classes associ~ti.ons federated. themselves after
independence to claim reservations. Such sponsored n:oblhty. of the depnved . ,
I otwithstanding, in the bureaucracy the Brahmin dominance lS.U,0tover ~d th~ dominant
j 11t of their economic advantage and political manipulations arepeasant castes 011accou. -
noised to preserve their overriding influence.
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Box 22.02

In Kerala the Izhavas led the intermediate caste movement against the dominance of the
upper castes in the opening years of the present century. Appropriation of resources
unleashed under the colonial schemes of expansion by the upper castes especially the
Nayars and the empowerment of the scheduled castes with the aid and support of the
mission distressed the deprived Izhavas who had largest share in the state population.
Under the leadership of Dr. Palpu the Izhavas were mobilized to claim their due
representation in bureaucracy and professions.

22.5.4 OBCs in U.P.

The intermediate castes or the OBC, did not emerge that assertive in non-peninsular India.
Brahminismperpetuated itself in the sanskritik heartland of India the Uttar Pradesh drawing
sustenance from the tradition embedded. In the pre-independence Uttar Pradesh protest
against the dominance of the upper castes tended to be mild. Castes associations floated
during this period in addition to foster inter-caste solidarity and inter-caste fraternity among
the proximately placed intermediate castes were oriented to seek occasional redressal
against the excesses of the upper castes. Thus in the annual conferences of the Yadava
Mahasabha opposition used to be whipped against the upper castes. These upper castes
were seen as exploiting and blocking their progress. The well off among the middle range
castes found themselves favourably inclined to sanskritization as the strategy for status
elevation. Competition within the stratum for superior location in the stratification system
worked against the solidarity needed to produce an effective uprising. Situations however
remined unfavourable to the rise of the other backward classes. They failed to mobilize
themselves for effective gains. Consequently the intermediate castes remained appendage
.to permutations dominated by the upper castes even in the years immediately after
independence. With the ushering of the famous Green Revolution and the subsequent
emergence of the other backward classes as a political force under the leadership of Charan
Singh the equilibrium of power favouring the status quo was disturbed. Fraternity thus
fostered remains the locus for initiatives oriented to claims of equality with the upper castes.
Success eludes such aspirations in absence of cohesion and mobilization.

22.5.5 OBCs in Bihar

In Bihar the educated elite from the other backward castes sought to federate themselves to
claim elevation in their traditional social status by taking resort to sanskritisation. The
Kurmis and the Yadavas especially those who turned out to be prosperous and conscious
formed caste associations to usher reform from within and to exert pressure outward for
improvement in their condition. Attempts to unite thepowerful among the middle range
castes were also made under the auspices of the Triveni Sangh that was sought to emerge
as a federation of the Yadavas the kurmis and the koeris. Such initiatives on their part
tended to be least effective astheylacked support of the upper caste-leaders who
constituted the-locus of power. The leadership mobilizing masses during the freedom
struggle thought it prudent to ignore them in order to serve the interests of their own caste
who would have been loosers in the event of such relief to this sections of the society.

Even the Kisan sabhas in Bihar ignored its proclaimed intent to help tenant from the
cultivating intermediate castes as the upper caste leadership in such stirrings were opposed
to it. Parochial outlook of such outfits ingnored this. Independence @cl some of the
measures ofland reform triggered fallouts conducive to the rise of the nrldd.leiaIigecastes.
Landlords from the upper castes lost their dominance as Zamindari was abolished.
Privileged among the middle range castes asserted for their increased representation in
bureaucracy and professions. Socio-economic development appeared facilitative to their
social elevation, economic prosperity and political development. Sanskritisation however
soon ceased to be the strategy for their mobility. Claims for rank precedence in the
traditional stratification system did not find articulation as an effective concern. Protest
against conditions of relative deprivation emerged to be the dominant theme in the ideology
of the other backward classes movement.

22.5.6 Education and Values

Exposure to egalitarian values and attainmentofhigher levels of education provoked



awareness of the negative discrepancy between the legitimate expectation and actuality.
This realisation of their dominant political status made them capable of initiating a process
of struggle to ensure distribution of resources ina highly egalitarian manner. Appropriation
of resources through bureaucratic manipulation that favoured the privileged upper castes
received stiff opposition. The rise of the middle range castes in its wake has sounded the
death knell of permutations favouring dominance of the traditionally high. The emergence of
these forces reflect an endorsement to the strategy of allocation of resources, opportunity
and honour in favour of the intermediate castes. However such sections among the middle
range castes as are not so favourably placed in resource endowments tend to lag behind.
Once important surrogate to upper caste dominated parties the dominant owner cultivators
placed in the middle of the traditional stratification system constitute the locus of power.

Other Backward Classes

Check Your Progress 2

1) Write a note on Jyoti Rao Phule and the Bahujan Samaj. Use about five lines for your
answer,

2) Discuss briefly the effect of the caste associations in Karnataka. Use about five lines for
your answer.

3) Describe the conditon of OBC's in U.P. Why were they not so assertive? Use about five
lines for your answer.

•

22.6 CASTE CLASS AND POWER

Thus the non-Brahmin movement may be characterised as the initiator of the process that
subsequently led to evolution of a corporate identity among the deprived and excluded.
Increasing economic differentiation seems to have induced the lower caste people to emerge
as corporate entities of state claims in the emerging opportunity structure. Urge for the
upper caste status in the status structure led the numerically dominant and politically
articulate middle range castes to initially resort to sanskritisation, Unable to lift themselves
form their intended location and eagerness for larger representation in the emerging
opportunity structure produced from among the other backward castes such leadership that
were best positioned and were well educated with fierce opposition to sanskritik culture.
Low caste Hindus thus emerged for the first time as a political category. The opposition to
traditional centres of dominance came from powerful rural castes which were themselves
dominant Once these castes and other identically dominant middle range castes in other
states found themselves elevated in the power structure they tended to ignore those from
among them that occupied the periphery. The ascending configuration were unfavourably
inclined to downward percolation of power. Split soon ensued to isolate dominant
communities from among the OBCs and claims for special preferential treatment for the
marginalized intermediate castes were made. In the present structure of power the weak and
marginal do not have chances for survival as an independent entity.
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Under the provisions of the constitution of India the state is required to provide special care
to the problems of the weaker sections including the other backward classes. Special
responsibility is placed on the Government to make provisions aimed at their protection so
that they are capable to complete with those who had an early start and had done better in
life and whose mobility was not restricted on account of their inherited deprivation. The. . -
provisions for their upliftment include reservation of appointments orposts in favour of the
scheduled castes Tribes and other backward classes, reservation of seats in schools
colleges and professional institutions and financial support to persue studies. Such steps of
protective discrimination are oriented to restrict the liberties of the privileged in orderto
provide greater opportunity to the underprivileged.

22.8 KEY WORDS

Other Backward Class

Comprises vitual, numerical, economic and political
superiority.

Classes low in the traditional hierarchy, the most of all
castes including SCs and STs.

A process of imitation by a lower caste of higher caste
attributes and lifestyle with a view to positional upward
mobility.

Dominance

Sanskritization
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22.10 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR
PROGRESS

Check Your Progress 1

1) Other backward castes are a constitutional category and comprise socially
disadvantaged shudra castes. They are a social layer intermediate between the twice
born and the untouchable.

2) False

3) Karnataka.
J

Check Your Progress 2

1) Jyoti Rao Phule first tried to form a Bahuj an Samai in Maharashtrato challenge the
Supremacyofthe Brahmins despite their numerical minority. Poole initiated a
movement to remove Brahmins fromrituals of the non Brahmins and he regarded them
as dispensible for their religious ceremonies.

2) In Karnataka the caste associations of the powerful dominant caste joined together
under Praia Mitra Mandali in opposition to the Brahmins. Successful mobilization led
to a weakening of the Brahmin hold in politics, bureaucrasy and politics.

3) The intermediate castes or the OBC's did not emerge as very strong and assertive in
U.P. The middle castes favoured Sanskritization as a strategy for upward mobility. The
situation remained unfavourable for the intermediate castes and their mobilization.
This situation continued even upto Independence, after which some political leaders
have tried to make a difference. .
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23.0 OBJECTIVES

After you have studied this unit you should be able to:

• give a description of Scheduled Tribes;

• provide a view of intemal differentiation within Scheduled Tribes as a whole;

• out1inev~ous important tribal Social Movements;

• delineate Constitutional Provisions and measures for tribal welfare;

• record the role of tribal elites; and

• describe the position of tribals in the emergent social stratification.

23.1 INTRODUCTION

Despite its wide currency in social science literature, the term tribe has not been defmed
with any scientific rigour and precision, and continues to be used to describe certain
categories of pre-literate cultures covering a wide range of forms of social organizations
. and levels of techno-economic development. It is both identified as a stage in the history
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of evolution of societies and as a type of non-state society organized on the basis of
extended kinship network that enables it to be a multifunctional grouping.

Some superficial and empirical characteristics are attributed to the term. These are: (i)
homogeneity (ii) isolation and non-assimilation (iii) territorial integrity (iv) consciousness
of unique identity (v) animist (now defunct) but religion is all pervasive (vi) absence of
exploiting classes and organized state structure (vii) multifunctionality of kinship relations
(viii) segmentary nature of socio-economic unit, and (ix) frequent cooperation for common
goals. Besides, there are many other ambiguous empirical external attributes which have
remained unchanged for over a century, though during this period the non-tribal societies
have radically changed. This lands us in the endless dilemma of the exception and rule.
Small wonder, several serious critiques have demonstrated how the term tribe is at a
theoretical dead end and is ideolo gically manipulative.

Any way, the question of homogeneity and the idea of equality among the tribes have been
increasingly found to be oflittle significance for everywhere women, slaves and strangers
are excluded from this equality. Even in lineage based societies, there are economic and
political inequalities in terms of control of marriage, exchange of elite goods and the
redistribution process. In the Indian context where the equivalent of the term tribe was non-
existent before colonial domination, several studies have shown the differential control of
land, contribution oflabour, surplus extraction, occupational diversity, etc. Similarly,
geographical isolation is myth; for instance, the Gonds in India are found in eight states,
Bhils in seven, Kandha and Saora each in six, Munda and Oraon in five states and 20 others
each in four states. Historically, there has been a continuous process of interaction between
the tribes and the larger society particularly in the said states, albeit, at an unequal level.
About state formation, there were many early states, other than that of tribals, in the late
medieval period in central India tribal belt and in the North-East. Thus, the assumption of a
historic arid static tribal society surviving as a cultural lag is misleading.

For Indian researchers, it is almost a taboo of defming the term. However, any attempt from
whatever criterion or criteria would inevitably exclude a large number of Scheduled Tribes
from being called as tribes, Hence, tribe simply refers to those included in the list of
Scheduled Tribes. While this juridical terminology and categorization has been uncritically
accepted in Indian social research, the term is nowhere defined in the Indian Constitution.
Only Article 342 (1) provides that the President, after consulting the governor of state, may
designate the "tribes and Tribal communities or part of groups within tribes or tribal
communities" to be the Scheduled Tribes for each state.

Accordingly in 1950, the President promulgated a list of the Scheduled Tribes apparently by
making some additions to the 1935list of Backward Tribes. No uniform test for
distinguishing the Scheduled Tnbes had ever been formulated. The amendments of 1956
and 1976 to left out some tribes despite their meeting the assumed tribal characteristics. In
fact, the Dhebar Commision (1961) felt no need to devote any attention to the problem of
identifying the tribes. And this seems to have remained unchanged at both legal and
academic levels.

Nonetheless, as most concepts are often imprecise prone to change though they largely
carry instrumental and operative values, the notion of tribes cannot be otherwise. For our
purpose, a working defmition would suffice. The tribal peoples in general are historically
evolved entities.

They are biologically self-perpetuating and are marked by certain common cultural features.
Being subordinated in several ways to the dominant society and its institutions, they have
been for long engaged in struggles to preserve and promote their distinguishable features
as well as territorial survival resources.

23.2 TRIBAL POPULATION

20·

Accordingto the 1991 Census, India's tribal population was about 68 million, that is about 8
per cent of the country's population. This number is large and is much more than the
population of many a country round the world. As some tribes were temporarily

~~--------------------------------



accommodated in the other Backward Classes Category, there were only 19million persons
distributed among 212 tribal communities in 1951 Census. Their strength increased to 38 and
52 millions in 1971 and 1981 respectively, constituting about 7.0 and 7.8 percent of the total
population. Today, there are between 258 to 540 communities, depending on whether
synonymous and sub-tribes are treated separately or not. Hence, these numbers should be
treated as indicative rather than conclusive. .

Scheduled Tribes

Moreover.theirpopulation varied widely. For instance, the Jarwahad a strength of only 31
persons whereas the Gond had over 7 million persons enumerated in 1981. Other small
communities like the Andamanese, Onge, Shornpen, Toda et. al. had less than thousand
persons whereas the Bhil, Santal, Oraon, Munda, Mina, Khond, Saora, etc. had more than a
million persons each.

23.2.1 Regional Concentration

Similarly, the regional concentration is of great diversity. About 55 percent of the tribals live
in central, 28 percent in Westem, 12percent in North-East and 4 percent in Southern India,
and only 1percent elsewhere in country. But it is interesting to note that, with minor
exceptions, there is a continuous belt of tribal habitat from Thane district of Maharasthtra to
Tengnoupal district ofManipur. Also, the tribals are mostly found in the meeting points of
dominant Lingua States. In the 1960s, one-third of the tribals lived in the districts where they
were in majority. Infact, over sixty percent lived in the districts where they composed of30
percent or more of the total population. Even now, the situation may not be very much
different.

23.2.2 Role of Growth

It is ,a fact that the tribal population has been growing faster at a higher rate than the
general population. During the 1981-91 decade, the general population grew at the rate of 2.1
percent a year and the tribal population grew at the rate of2.6 per cent a year. The growth is,
however, much higher in the North-East, i.e, at the rate of 4.6percentperyear as against 2.5
percent in Central Indian belt and barely 1.5 percent in southem tribal region. The growth in
the North-East must have to consider immigration from outside the country, and elsewhere
particularly in the Central and the Westem Indian tribal belt the inclusion of new or non-: ~
tribal communities in the list of the Scheduled Tribes owing to political compulsions,

Box 23.01

Further according to 1991 Census, the sex ratio among the tribals was higher (972 females
per 1000 males) than the general population (929 females for 1000 males). But over
decades there is decline, even at time, more than the general population. About literacy
only 23 percent of tribals were literate as against 43 percent among the general population.
For female literacy, only 15percent tribal women were literate against 32 percent females
of population. Perhaps a review of the concept of'Iiteracy and strategy ef'tribal education
after 50 years ofindependence is called tor. Similarly urbanization: population living in
urban areas is as low as 7 percent for tribals when 26 percent of general population live
in urban areas.

The averages, however, do not completely comprehend the gamut of differentiations in the
tribal milieu. There is enormous heterogeneity not only in terms of the numerical strength,
rate of demo graphi c expansion, regional concentration, gender composition, literacy,
urbanization but also occupation, ecology, linguistic affiliation, racial composition, kinship
systems, history of movements and vast number of other variables.

23.3 INTERNAL SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION

It is difficult to conceive of a society which is completely egalitarian. Every known society in
the world contains differences in status carrying different privileges and prerogatives in
economic, social, political and ceremonial activities. In Indian context, most of the bigger
tribal communities had a tribal aristocracy and warriornobility. There were landlords and
serfs / tenants among the Munda, Shedukpen, Korku, Bhilala, Gond, etc. Often, the smaller
tribes served the dominant classes of the powerful tribes. Small wonder that the Hindu 21
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Kings and Mughal rulers recognized several tribes like Bhil, Gond, Koli. Mecna, etc. as the
dominant communities of the respective regions. The Gond, Chero, Tripuri. Bhuyan,
Kaehari, Khasi, Binihal, Koli and others had developed independent kingdoms out of the
tribal matrix. The British too strengthened the feudal crust of the tribal society by
introducing the Zamindari and Malgurari systems in tribal regions. But it alienated other's
lands and forces the peasants onto plantation and mine labour both inside and outside the
country. Consequently, there were innumerable protests against such systems.

23.3.1 Struggle Differentiation

Following Independence of the country, the structural differentiation among most of the
tribals has become incontrovertible. The inequality among almost all tribes in the country is
striking in tenus of land control, occupational distribution, income employment of labour,
spread of education and urbanization, intensity of outside contact, access to productive
resources, life style and so on.

Let us discuss the question of land which is vital for over 80 percent of jhe tribals in the
country. In an agrarian system where land is scarce, the uneven distribution of land will
normally speak for the agrarian relations. The bigger the landowner is, the greater will be
need to employ outside labour to cultivate the farm. Conversely, the smaller is the peasant
let alone the landless, the propensity to sell labour in order to subsist will be greater. The
exploitation is in-built into the scheme operative in almost all tribal belts in the country.

23.3.2 Control of Land

The available land control data suggests striking differences among the tribals. For
instances in the 1970s 43 percent of tribals owned less than a hectare whereas 9 percent
controlled more than four hectares each. The highly skewed land ownership indicates not
only internal economic differences but also socio-political differentiation. Several regional
studies in Guiarat, Orissa, Tripura, West Bengal and other states have also supported that.
For instance, 37 percent of the tribal households have so little land that they cannot survive
on land whereas 7 percent with more than 20 acres each, need not participate directly in the
production process to generate surplus. Higher tile size of the land, there is also greater
control of livestock, marketable surplus, employment of wage labour, income consumer
goods, better house, and greater access to education and institutional credit. The land
inequality is however, more striking among the relatively developed tribals. The smaller
tribes have rather lesser differentiation than the bigger ones.

Having mentioned serious differentiations among the tribal people of the country is terms of
economic, social and political aspects, it has to be asserted that all tribals experience the
dispossession from their customary survival resource bases, recurrent assault on their
history, culture and institutional structures. They also face marginalisation in the spheres of
decision making. And, therefore, the tribal people are emerging as a unified social category
of desp ised, exploited mid marginalized ones.

23.4 TRIBAL SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Before the 18 centnry, the tribal people appeared to be ratherpassive to their own
centralized power as well as Hindu and Muslim rulers. The only exception was certain
regions and tribes under the Maratha rulers. The tribal rulers rarely extorted more than
acceptable for the reproduction of the system. In a sense, legitimization of their powerwas
decentralized.
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It was colonialism, for the first time which forced them into the centralized repressive state.
Consequently, the dispersed and relatively unorganized tribes and their divisions got united
and rose in revolts of course at the local level. During the 19th century, most of the .t
numerically strong and settled tribal communities like Santal, Oraon, Kol, Koya, Bhil, Saara,
etc. fought against colonialism and feudalism as was perceived in their immediatecontext.
Apart from a few reformative, messianic or emulative movements, most of their revolts and
agitation were related to land alienation, forest reservation, forced and indentured labour,
oppressive, taxation, loss of culture and religion, and replacement of their traditional power.
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The anti-colonial perspective, however, was not well arncuiated precisely because the
British interests were pursued through the local and regional powers. The intra-tribal
contradictions were overshadowed by the onslaught of non-tribals, and the ethnic bonds
and common heritage spared their own exploiting members from attack. With the rise of the
nationalist movement in the early 20th century, anti-colonial perspective percolated to the
tribal struggles ofKandha, Koya, Oraon, Munda, Saora, Warli, Gond, and others.

Scheduled Tribes

The Bhil Tribe of India. Women collecting firewood
Courtesy: Kiranmayi Bushi

3.'1.1 Tribal Movements Since Independence

.1 cwever, since independence, the tribal movements have become more diverse. Despite
uHir heterogeneity at large, the common grievances oftribals is their dispossession and
iJ Id'gnity, and aspirations form a common platform with some subjugated non-tribals and
tl.erebv. consolidate pan-regional Ioyalties and consciousness. Yet, almost all tribal
movements organized so far have been intrinsically associated with the ethnic or nationality
qucsi ion. Small wonder, the current tribal movements in terms of socio-cultural mobility
towards the twice-born cultural complexes have become insignificant. Instead, the reverse
trend is becoming more and more conspicous. .

Activity 1

Find out about tribal movements since Independence from friends and students. Make a
note on the same in your diary.

The organized struggles mostly appear among the relatively large population with some
level of literacy, awareness of national democratic process and internal socio-economic
differentiation. Evidence suggests that the tribals that are more differentiated provide
greater resistance to subjugation; and the elite structure serves as the rallying point for
struggles. Their struggles or movements are concentrated expressions of the socio-eco-
nomic, political and cultural expressions of the tribal peoples at large.

23.4.2 Motive Forces of Struggle

The tribal struggles are essentially rooted in three interrelated motive forces namely, the
epistemology of individualism, statist ideology and capitalist model of development. The
1Il00CIl1entsare, therefore, for recognition of collective rights over the survival resources 23
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and internal self-determination in the legitimate cultural, linguistic spheres as well as a
dynamic strategy for sustainable development. Unfortunately, however, the militant
nationalist struggles of the tribals their political autonomy in the North-East and the radical
agrarian struggles against the obnoxious methods of surplus appropriation in parts of the
obnoxious methods of surplus appropriation in parts of central India tribal belt are simply
treated as a law and order issue and dealt in military terms. The demands for political
autonomy and extension ofthe 6th Schedule to tribal areas are perfectly legitimate and
constitutional deserving appropriate democratic handling of the issues.

Check Your Progress 1

1) Provide a working definition of Scheduled Tribes in about five lines.

2) Write a note on tribal social movements in india in about five lines.

. . .
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23.5 CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS AND
MEASURES

There are as many as 20 Articles and two special Schedules in the Indian Constitution
concerning the welfare of the tribals and development of the Scheduled Areas. This
constitutes a unique distinction in the whole world. Besides the Articles of the Fundamental
Rights to Equality (14, 15, 16, 17), rights against exploitation (23,24), special rights of the
tribals (15, 16, 19), there are several Articles in the Directive Principle of the State Policy - not
enforceable by law which are related to the Scheduled Tribes (38,39,41,43,46,47,48). The
most important is thought to be Article 46 which commits that the state "shall promote with
special care the educational and economic interests of the weaker sections of the people,
and in particular, of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, and shall protect them from
social injustice and all forms of exploitation." The ideal is laudable. But no mechanism or
guidance is provided on how the weaker sections can achieve their exploitation free
existence in an overall exploitative complex.

23.5.1 Tribal Welfare Measures

In additional, there is a provision for a minister oftribal welfare in some states (164),
administration of the Scheduled and Tribal Areas specially with respectto land alienation
and money lending (244), development grants to states (275), identification of the Scheduled
Tribes (366) and reservation for tribals in legislatures, education and employment (330,332,
334,335,338,339). Though the provision of reservation is considered one of the most
meaningful provisions, it may be noted that- it is not the tribal collectivities but only the
individuals belonging to them who are entitled for such benefits.
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Article 371 upholds customary laws, justice and socio-religious practices oftribals in some
states. The Vth Schedule (244) tends to be protective and paternalistic It does not recognize
group rights in land and land based resources, and the customary pc-i.ical institutions.
Anyway, most of the protective provisions have remained ineffectiv r cr inoperative in
practice. The VIth Schedule veers towards self-management, ethno elopment and
internal self-determination through the autonomous district! regicnal c-suncils with
executive, legislative and judicial powers. But the scope has been diluted through
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several easy amendments. Nonetheless, the Vth Schedule alone honours the customary
corporate rights over resources, cultural diversity, sustainable self-development, self-
management and self-reliance of tribal people in certain regions.

Scheduled Tribes

23.5.2 Policy for Tribals

The tribal policy or policy fortribals is rather complex; for it aims to balance improvement of
their conditions, on the one hand, and a degree of assimilation with preservation of their
distinctiveness and measure of autonomy on the other. It is a fact that the broad frame of
operational policy was crisply putforward by Nehru (1958) which included, among others,
that they should develop along the lines of their own genius, and their rights inland and
forest should be respected. But in practice neither their genius is ever considered nor their
land and forests honoured. In fact, the state has become major source of alienation of
resources and de-recognition of the cognitive principles and practices of the tribal people

Recently, there has been an interesting development. The Panchayat Ra] (extension to the
Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 though still excludes tribal areas in the North-East and tribals in
non - scheduled areas and urban areas, does provide for consultation with the Gram Sabha
(village Council) before making acquisition of land for development projects. It considers
the community as the basic building block with its firm foundation of tribal traditions and
customs as the pivot of the system of self-government. The Gram Sabha is also endowed
with power of management of community resources, resolution oflocal disputes, approval
of plans and programme, ownership of minor forest produce and minor minerals, restoration
of unlawfully alienated and, control over money lending and marketing, self-management
according to customs and many more. Although it does not meet the standards of the Vth
Schedule fully, the drive is towards that. Hence, in the Vth Schedule tribal peoples are still
striving for its implementation,

23.6 SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPROVEMENT
In spite of the constitutional commitment and five decades of planning for tribal welfare, itis
sad to observe their levels and standards of the living are conspicuously lower than the
national averages. Poverty, malnutrition, mortality and morbidity are much higher among
them. Nearly 85 percent of the tribal families remain below the poverty line as against
national average of 38 percent. Sixty per cent of them are nutritionally deficient, With the
reservation of forests, came closures of areas for military and national security purposes,
large scale inunigration of non-tribal population, extraction of mineral, hydrological, and
environmental resources, they have been loosing their land and land based endowments,
and facing de-culturalization. The asymmetry of power has thus been accentuated in the
post-colonial era.

Much has been said about the expenditure on tribal welfare. But actual expenditure had
remained less than one per cent of the plan outlay till the end of the Fourth Five Year Plan.
Since then, it did increase to about three per cent but largely due to the inclusion of
infrastructural and administrative costs. Earlier, the expenditure incurred by the tribal welfare
ministries and departments were accounted but now any identifiable expenditure by other
including industrial and hydel projects are added. Hence, differences in the percentages
conceal more than reveal the fact. In any case, suffice to say that it has never been
commensurate with the proportion of their population. If we take into account the inflation,
the per capita annual expenditure of the Tribal people upto the mid - 1970s was as little as
one and half rupees at 1951 price level. After that, it increased to about five rupees at that
price level by adding many oilier costs including administrative costs of 194 Integrated
Tribal Development Projects, 268 Modified Area Development Approaches in tribal pockets
below the block level, and 90 cluster areas of primitive groups covering 69 percent of tribal
population. Not simply the amount spent on tribal welfare is much less conspicuous than •
has been made out, but whatever little spent is also biased in favour of education, instead of
economic development.

23.6.1 Micro-Level Surveys

Several surveys at micro-level have noticed that between 50 to 60 percent of the sampled
households had no idea of any welfare or development programme, let alone receiving any 25
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benefit from any schemes and projects. Rather, they pointed how their miseries have
increased in the recent decades due to the current notion of development and invasion of
unequal market forces into their midst Of course, some welfare measures and development
plans and schemes around 10 percent did receive the specific benefits. They mostly
belonged to the bid landowners, traditional leaders and educated elite of the advanced
regions and dominant communities, The only exception to this are 74 "primitive" groups
who have got some benefits of these plans and schemes. This may be so as in process,
there are some contingent benefits to the common tribal masses.

Thus, the tribal welfare system is primarily a product of the tribals stmggles: and represents
a quid pro quo in exchange for political quiescence. It has, however, strengthening the
structure of mediation, varying from a few leaders to a cross section of the populace,
depending on the levels of internal contradiction, the imminent threat of struggles,
contribution to labour and commodity market, electoral calculations and the relative
autonomy of the State. Obviously, welfare's are not meant to accomplish redistribution of
socio-economic and political power. The indiscriminate extension of the benefits to a
structured society would logically mean that the higher the class and social status, greater is
the share of those benefits percolated down to the village leveL The primary focus then is to
co-opt a few members to act as a buffer to make the articulation easier and the maintenance
of the existing unequal system guaranteed. But the crystallization of alliance between such
privileged sections of the tribals and the all India mling classes still remains a very feeble
one. Anyway, the tribal people have achieved little and not to their expectations as citizens
of the country.

23.7 ROLE OF TRIBAL ELITES
In the colonial period, most of the struggles for justice were led by the disposed traditional
elite with great consequence. Independent India has taken serious note of it and provided
several avenues for ameliorating their conditions of'living. But as the resources are limited
or rather improperly distributed, the spread of benefits are very much limited. Accordingly,
the system of granting special facilities has generated as small modem elite among the
tribals in terms of education, politics and economics, whereas the large majority of the tribal
people have remained where they were before Independence, if not worse.

Box 23.02

Some have argued that the tribal elite articulates its own interests and not of the com-
mon masses and, therefore, in the development planning focus should he directed to the
weaker sections among the tribals. But the argument misses the fact that when Indians'
society as a whole is class divided (and also on the basis of caste and religion) and when
exploitation marks the social relations in the almost every field, how can the emerging
tribal elites be very much different? Moreover, by being simultaneously members of
indigenous community and the national society, the tribal elites generate a system of
linkage to the wider system, If the process of'fermation of elite is accelerated, there may
be a scope tor building a national elite. This would considerably reduce the inter-ethnic
distances within the national polity. Besides, they constitute the nuclei of the social
transformation ofthe tribal society or societies. There may he occasional withdrawal of
this responsibility hut that is not specific to tribal elites rather, it is shared by elites
belonging to the rest of the nation.

Being a late comer, the tribal elites are not able to compete equal terms with the non-tribal
elites and this, tend to be an integral part of their community system. Tribal elites thus,
cannot fully separate from their own people. The masses at times treat them as customary
political elite, moneylenders. rich peasants, modem political leaders educated and
government servants, agents oflabour contractors, etc. The contradictions with alien mark
forces and their agents being so severe, the conflicts are often channelized along ethnic
lines with direct and indirect support of the same internal elites.

23.8 TRIBALS AND EMERGENT SOCIAL
STRA TIFICA TION

It is interesting to note that in the 18th century writings on India, the term caste has often
been used synonymously with tribe, and later in cognate manner as in the phrase castes ;
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benefit from any schemes and projects. Rather, they pointed how their miseries have
increased in the recent decades due to the current notion of development and invasion of
unequal market forces into their midst. Of course, some welfare measures and development
plans and schemes around 10percent did receive the specific benefits. They mostly
belonged to the bid landowners, traditional leaders <U1deducated elite of the advanced
regions and dominant communities, The only exception to this are 74 "primitive" groups
who have got some benefits of these plans and schemes. This may be so as in process,
there are some contingent benefits to the common tribal masses.

Thus, the tribal welfare system is primarily a product of the tribals struggles; <U1drepresents
a quid pro quo in exchange for political quiescence. It has. however. strengthening the
structure of mediation, varying from a few leaders to a cross section of the populace,
depending on the levels of internal contradiction, the imminent threat of struggles,
contribution to labour and commodity market, electoral calculations and the relative
autonomy of the State. Obviously, welfare's are not meant to accomplish redistribution of
socio-economic and political power. The indiscriminate extension of the benefits to a
structured society would logically mean that the higher the class and social status. greater is
the share of those benefits percolated down to the village level. The primary focus then is to
co-opt a few members to act as a buffer to make the articulation easier and the maintenance
of the existing unequal system guaranteed. But the crystallization of alliance between such
privileged sections of the tribals and the all India ruling classes still remains a very feeble
one. Anyway, the tribal people have achieved little and not to their expectations as citizens
of the country.

23.7 ROLE OF TRIBAL ·ELITES
In the colonial period, most of the struggles forjustice were led by the disposed traditional
elite with great consequence. Independent India has taken serious note of it and provided
several avenues for ameliorating their conditions of living. But as the resources are limited
or rather improperly distributed, the spread of benefits are very much limited. Accordingly,
the system of granting special facilities has generated as small modern elite among the
tnbals in tenus of education, politics and economics. whereas the large majority of the tribal
people have remained where they were before Independence, if not worse.

Box 23.02

Some have argued that the tribal elite articulates its own interests and not of the com-
mon masses and. therefore, in the development planning focus should he directed to the
weaker sections among the tribals, But the argument misses the fact that when Indiarrr
society as a whole is class divided (and also on the basis of caste and religion) and when
exploitation marks the social relations in the almost every field. how can the emerging
tribal elites he very much different'! Moreover. by being simultaneously members or
indigenous community and the national society. the tribal elites generate a s)';stem of
linkage to the wider system. Ifthe process uf furmatiun of elite is accelerated, there may
be a scope tor building a national elite. This would considerably reduce the inter-ethnic
distances within the national polity. Besides, they constitute the nuclei of the social
transformation of the tribal society or societies. There may be occasional withdrawal of
this responsibility hut that is not specific to tribal elites rather, it is shared by elites
belonging to the rest of the nation.

Being a late comer, the tribal elites are not able to compete equal tenus with the non-tribal
elites and this, tend to be an integral part of their community system. Tribal elites thus,
cannot fully separate from their own people. The masses at times treat them as customary
political elite, moneylenders, rich peasants, modem political leaders educated and
government servants, agents of labour contractors, etc. The contradictions with alien market
forces and their agents being so severe, the conflicts are often channelized along ethnic
lines wi th direct and indirect support of the same internal elites.

23.8 TRIBALS AND EMERGENT SOCIAL
STRA TIFICATION

It is interesting to note that in the 18th century writings on Indict the term caste has often
been used synonymously with tribe, and later in cognate manner as in the phrase castes and



tribes. Even the Indian Constitution (Art. 341(1) holds that a tribe may included in the
category of scheduled castes. In fact 1951 Census temporarily accommodated over a million
triba Is in the Other Backward Classes category.

Scheduled Tribes

Be that alone, the little attention that has been paid to tribal transition ill social science
research is largely seen as a shift from tribe to caste. Indeed, some sociologists have even
called the tribes as backward Hindus. Of course, most of the ma]or tribal communities have
had interactions with the Hindus, Muslims and others, and in the process of which, changes
have appeared in the cultural as well as structural complexes of the tribes, castes and others.
But the historical and contextual evidence rarely supports the thesis of the trend of
transformation of tribes into castes as such. For a couple a of decades, emulation of the
dominant culture through sanskritization swayed the tribal people. But as these attempts
hardly improved their status of material conditions of life, most have retrieved their unique
etlmic identity. Historically, they were many but existentially they are tending to be one in
the contemporary period.

23.8.1 Recent Studies

Some recent studies have observed peasant features among a few numerically important
tribes. But the characterization of tribal peasant society varied from more or less
undifferentiated communities of peasants to stratified groups and further as a class society.
Again. the motive forces of change - exogenous, endogenous or both - remain still an
unexplored arena in tribal research. Among these who have rejected the tribal peasantry as a
single interest group, most have analysed differentiation as stratification, i.e. categories of
wealth. income and status through which families move up and down. Income distribution,
assets control, occupational structure, etc. may provide description of the social strata but
not the social relations and how the system operates. It also cannot identify the motive

"0 forces of change. Besides, any two researchers following the same approach would arrive at
different classification of the same popnlation. Most often, these strata are commonly called
as classes - upper, middle and lower, rich and poor, and so on. But these descriptive
div isions may at best provide a series of approximations illustrating partial aspects of social
class.

23.8.2 The Marxist Conception

The Marxist conception of class, on the other hand, is analytical and contrasts sharply with
the synthetic gradation scheme so prevalent in current literature on social stratification. To
put it simply, the differentiation of the peasantry in the materialist sense is tied to the
conditions under which the surplus is generated, appropriated and consumed or reinvested.
But the operationalisation of the concept of class in the backward economic structures,
where the boundary tends to be rather ambiguous, besets with a number of problems.
Control of me,U1Sof production and participation in the labour process do not sufficiently
indicate the class identity and structure, for most tribals experience the world primarily in the
idiom of tribe.

AI:tivity2

Docs the Marxist paradigm fit the data we have on tribals? Discuss with friends and
fellow students. Put down your ubservatiens in your notebook.

Needless to mention that the land ownership among the tribals in very unequal as stated
earlier. However, in the present time nearly 55 percent of landowners own less than 5 acres
each whereas 11percent control over 15 acres each. A study in Guiaratfound that 25
percent of the tribal households controlled only 3.6 percent of the total land whereas less
than one-tenth of the households control a - third of the land resources. TIle inequality in
land control is equally explicit with respect to individual village, and each and every tribes.
In short, tlle tribal world is entwined with the larger capitalistic sector. Ruling classes ofboth
have at once contradictions and alliances, and hold the key to economic progress of
stagnation.

17 .
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23.8.3 Tribes as Peasant Societies

We have earlier shown distinction between tribe and peasantry but at the existential level all
the major tribes are actually peasant societies existing within the broad political economy of
the State. Their existence and motion and perhaps be better understood in terms of a class
analysis of these societies and the level of articulation of the different modes of production
within their ethnic structures. As the ethnic consciousness and practices continue, class
oractices have not yet become dominant at political level.

Check Your Progress 2

1) Outline some important constructional provisions and measures for tribal welfare use
about five lines for your answer.

2) Delineate the present position of tribals in the social structure. Use about five lines for
your answer .
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Meanwhile, the recent processes of economic liberalization and globalization have further
accentuated class and community divisions albeit regional and sectoral inequalities. The
tribals being the most marginalized and residing in resource rich areas have suffered the
most and experienced absolute decline in their living standards. Even today they face
alienation of their endowments, provide cheap labour, undergo involuntary displacement,
and suffer from food security and many more. This is the process of the intensification of
marginalization of tribal masses. But external alien interests can only articulate through local
intermediaries. Thus, a very small section of advanced tribals with some assets of wealth,
education and power is used for profit accumulation of the transnational corporations and
intemational institutions. In the process, this section also becomes prosperity but this
prosperity ('1) of the few is of course very temporary.

23.9 LET US SUM UP

Though traumatized by deculturation, acculturation, co-option and negative identity, the
tribals have largely managed to preserve their self identity, values of kinship, institutional
reciprocity, knowledge of shared history and territorial occupancy. They are discovering
their philosophical and cultural uniqueness and potentialities. There is also an increasing
trend of inter-tribal unity and consciousness undermining the intemal structuration and
ethnic co-optation. Their conununal control of customary resources ana revival of traditional
institutions and values of egalitarianism may act as a defensive mechanism' against the
gamut of jmposed ills.

23.10 KEY WORDS

Peasant Societies Societies with little internal differentiation who work their land'
with family labour and rudimentary technology.

Policy A set of measures legally banked with resolutions and funds
towards a group or situation e.g. tribals.

Social Differentiation Where these are clear aspects of separate identity and lack of
homogeneity in a social group.28
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Social Movement A string towards a collective goal having the support of the
people economic and social.

Scheduled Tribes

Tribal Historically evolved people with specific biological and cultural
features usually subjugated to the dominant society.
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23.12 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR
PROGRESS

Check Your Progress 1

1) For all practical purposes a tribe that is listed as scheduled tribe is a scheduled tribe.
Tribes as a whole are historically evolved entities, are biologically self perpetuating
and are marked by certain common cultural features. Being exposed to the dominant
society they often have to struggle to maintain their identity.

2) Prior to the 18th century tribals appear to have been rather passive, and had a
decentralized system of governance. Colonialism forced some tribes to coalesce and
revolt against the repression. During the 19th century most of the tribes with large
number territories fought colonialism and feudalism e.g. the Santal, Oraon, Kol, Koya
etc .

. Since independence the movements were fewer but all were concerned with common
grievance of dispossession and indignity.

Check Your Progress 2

I) There are about 20 Articles and two special Schedules in the Indian Constitution
concerning the welfare oftribals and development of the Scheduled Areas. All the
these try and ensure that tribal are protected from social injustice and exploitation of
all types.

2) For the last few 'decades emulation of the dominant culture, through Sanskritization
was witnessed among various tribes. This did not help them much. Studies discussed
peasant like features among the tribes, however, this did not go unchallenged, and
tribes as a single interest group was not in a tenable position. Further Marxists pointed
out that land ownership among tribes is very unequal and has alliances with the larger
capitalist sec~r. These ruling classes hold a key to the future.

29
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24.0 OBJECTIVES

After stydying this unit you will be able to:

• Define scheduled castes;j. Discuss scheduled tribes;

• Know about the marginal position of women; and

• Analyse the status of children and the aged.
~~--------C-----------------~-- "....,,-24.1 INTRODU 'TION
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A marginalised person is marginal either by ascription or achievement. Sometimes a
marginal person is marginal as he or she is a non-conformist in his own grrn.!o and a
conformist to the out group (not being member of the group of birth). This. makes a marginal
person live a dual life in ~ given social or cultural situation. A group Who is socially aJ1~>~
culturally located at the periphery of society means that if does '=tot enjoy the~ll(
privileges or advantages as that of the group which is situatea In the center or ~t the core of
society. Therefore, a marginal group suffers from multiple deprivations. These deprivations
.may have social, cultural, religious, economic and ~olitical aspects. The access of the



marginal groups to the various aspects of society is much less in comparison to that of the
groups located at the core of the society.

Marginaliscd Groups and
Their Changing Status

24.2 SCHEDULED CASTES

Indian society is divided into numerous castes and sub castes numbering in thousands.
One is only familiar with the broad classification of castes into three categories: (1) The
dwijas or the upper castes, (2) The middle castes, commonly known as backward castes or
classes, and (3) The lower castes or the untouchables of the earlier times.

These castes have traditionally been ranked in a ritual hierarchy. The upper castes at the
top of the hierarchy were the core castes or the dominant castes. The untouchable castes
at the bottom of the hierarchy can also be described as the marginal castes. For the present
purpose, we shall not go into the origins of the marginal castes. For the moment we shall
restrict ourselves to the fact thatat some point in the history of the Indian society, the
untouchable castes were confmed to the degrading' occupations like disposing of the dead
animals, processing of skins, leather works, scavenging and work at the cremation
grounds. These castes acted as menial workers, labourers, servants, watchmen and
wardmen. Their housing settlements were excluded from the centre of the village. While
the untouchable castes performed various menial tasks, they have always remained
indispensable to the society whether rural or urban. The untouchable castes are described
as marginal only in terms of the low rewards and prestige related to their occupation and
the consequent deprivation. Generally, they are also lowest in income, health, education
and culture resources. The low caste groups may, however, vary from place to place in terms
of'being labelled untouchable. A caste such as dhobi (washerman) or teli (oil presser) may
be considered untouchable in one part of India but not in another.

The description of scheduled castes as a marginalised group focuses on a series of
disabilities that are imposed on them. However, it must be remembered that list of
disabilities applied to the so called untouchable castes is not a description of practices in
any single locality. Nor it gives a complete account of various disabilities imposed on
marginal castes throughout India. It is instead a catalogue of the list which have in one
place or another been typically associated with untouchability. These are as follows:

i) Denial orrestriction of access to public facilities, such as wells, schools, roads, post
offices, and courts. -

ii) Denial orrestriction of access to temples where their presence might pollute the deity
as well as the higher-caste worshippers, and from rest-houses, tanks and shrines
connected to temples. Untouchables and Shudras were ineligible to become sanyasis
(holy men) and forbidden to learn the Vedas (the earliest and most sacred books of
orthodox Hinduism).

ill) Exclusion from any honourable, and most profitable employment and fixity to dirty or
menial occupations.

iv) Residential segregation, typically in a more extreme form than the segregation of other
groups, by requiring them to remain outside the village. Denial of access to services
such as those provided by barbers, dhobis (laundry-men), Restaurants Shops and
theaters or requiring the use of separate utensils and facilities within such places.

v) Restrictions on style of life, especially in the use of goods indicating comfort or luxnry.
Ridingon horseback, use ofbicyc1es, umbrella, footwear, the wearing of gold and
silver dlillaments, the use of palanquins to carry bridegrooms all of these were forbid-
den in marly areas.

vi) Requirements of deference in forms of address, language, sitting and standing in
presence of higher castes.

vii) Restrictions on movement. Untouchables might not be allowed to walk on roads and
streets within prescribed distance of the houses or persons of higher castes.

viii) Liability to unremunerated labour for the higher castes and to the performance of
1,-

menial services for them. .
31
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24.2.1 Social Mobility among Scheduled Castes

The social mobility among scheduled castes can be understood better in the light of some
empirical data. For example, the literacy rate of the scheduled castes have increased from
10 per cent in 1961 to nearly 37 per cent in 1991. Their enrohnent in schools have
doubled between 1981 and 1991. The number of scheduled caste employees in the
government offices and administration have increased from 2,12,000 in 1956 to nearly
6,00,000 in 1992. The number of scheduled castes employed in public sector
organisations have increased from 40,000 in 1970 to 3,69,000 in 1992. In rural areas, the
percentage of the poor among the scheduled castes has declined from 58 per cent in
1983-84 to 50 per cent in 1987-88.

.•...•-- ...~ .
Another indication of social change and social mobility among the scheduled C'liStes-in.the
rural and urban societies can be inferred from the incidents of caste tensions and caste
conflicts. Most of the violence against the scheduled castes took place due to their
occupations. Some of the jobs prescnbed by the discriminatory caste customs have been
to perform the age-old degraded occupations such as disposing off dead cattle, midwifery
and begary or forced labour without wage. Increasingly, the scheduled castes have refused
to obey the authority of the non scheduled castes regarding restrictions on the use of
public places such as village tanks, wells, streets, temples, etc. The provision of adult
franchise has also brought about political awakening and self respect among the scheduled
castes. In economic matters, a scheduled caste person cannot be easily made bonded
labour on nominal or no wage. Similarly, it is no longer easy to dispossess them of their
land and houses. These refusals and non-conformities have created situations of caste
conflicts and caste tensions.

The dominant castes that have traditionally thrived 01) the exploitative relationship with the
scheduled castes are provoked into violence when the scheduled castes question the
existing relationship. The violence against scheduled castes maybe seen in the incidents
of forcible snatching of properties, rape and selling of scheduled caste women, burning
and killing of the scheduled caste people.

The caste conflict as an expression of social mobility among the scheduled castes can
easily be observed in rural areas. This is less so in urban areas due to greater degree of
modernization and social development through education, secular employment, and
economic and technological 'change.

The improvement in the marginal position of the scheduled castes cannot be adequately
described without mentioning the contribution of various reformist leaders such as
Mahatma Jotirao Phule, and Dr. B .R. Ambedkar. Ambedkar's ideology is primarily an
ideolo gy of social equality, liberty and fraternity, and his strategy to get it materialised is thl
protest against the social inequality in the caste system. He had launched protest
movements for radically altering the society which routinely degraded and dehumanised
the marginal castes. Furthermore, he stressed the rights of the untouchable castes to
social equality. In Ambedkar' s view, equality of the lower castes is to be seen in the socio-
political, religious and opportunity contexts where it is opposed tczxcessive inequality in
the same contexts. In other words, equality for Ambedkar is relative.

24.2.2 Equality and Justice among Scheduled Castes
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Similarly ,justice for Ambedkar means giving a fair deal to a person according to his or her
due in society. In his view, certain strategies were important for achieving the goals of
equality and justice for the scheduled castes. Some of the strategies that he found vital
were: (1) the state intervention, and (2) protest movements of the down trodden castes.
To pursue these ends, Ambedkar contributed to the making of the Constitution offree
India. He launched his crusade against untouchability, improvement in the status of
women and formation of a secular party for the dalits. Ambedkar believed in the equality 0

men and women as is reflected in the special provisions made in the Indian Constitution fo
the equal rights of women. For this, he had asked the dalit women in 1942 to organise
themselves to improve their own life conditions. He even introduced the Hindu Code Bi
in the Parliament in 1951 to safeguard women's rights to marriage, divorce and inheritance I



~r {illy. His crusade against Untouchability and support to the countrywide dalit
movements led to the adoption of the untouchability (Offences) Act, 1955. He also made
several significant contributions in shaping the government's policies and programmes
towards welfare, protection and development of the scheduled castes and tribes.

24.3 SCHEDULED TRIBES IN INDIA

The scheduled tribes or the adivasis in India have remained isolated from the rest of the
Indian society for centuries together, although anthropological studies tell us that the tribes
were people on the margin but not always marginalised. There was not one economic
activity which characterises the tribals; rather, they were food gatherers, pastoral
communities, shifting cultivators, handicraftsmen, etc. The problem of marginalisation of
the tribals arose when the life supporting context, for example, the forests, the grazing
grounds, the agricultural land came to be alienated from them. Traditionally, tribals enjoyed
and exploited forest and forest produce. But the gradual exercise of authority of the
govenunent in the tribal areas and the natural desire of the forest officials to exercise greater
contro lover the forest and use of forest products created serious problems for the tribals.
One problem in this situation is the widespread deforestation done for purely commercial
purposes. In situations where the government intervened to plan afforestation, it was done
in such a way that the forest products served the requirements of the outside industries or
the urban areas. Usually in the government sponsored afforestation programmes, the
varieties of trees that are planted have little use to the tribals.

24.3.1 Marginalisation ofTribals

The marginalization of the tribals have been aggravated by the money lenders from outside.
The indebtedness has usually led to the forced or bonded labour or alienation of the tribal
land. To understand the marginalisation of the scheduled tribes in a better way, let us look at
their situation in the pre-independence period. TIle British rulers mostly followed the policy
of segregation and tried to keep the tribals isolated from the rest of the Indian society. This
isolation ofthe scheduled tribes led to exploitationof fhe tribal population by a section of
the non-tribals like tile money lenders and the contractors. The isolation also helped the
British rulers to exploit and enjoy the natural resources of the tribal areas. A number oflegal
acts were passed by the British government to keep some areas isolated or segregated.
Anthropologists like Verrier Elwin endorsed the policy ofisolationism and suggested
minimum contact between tribals and the non-tribals. This policy of segregation promoted
exploitation of the scheduled tribes by tile non-tribal population and also tile state. The
segregation also created a sense of separatism among the tribal groups with the rest of
hldia. .

Box24.01

The tribal people have enjoyed freedom to use forest products or hunt its animals from
time immemorial. But after the middle of 19th century people from outside began to
move into the forest and the situation began to change. In 1894, the first government's
policy was implemented for the administration of'the forest, The policy imposed certain
restrictions on the tribals tor the use offorests and the forest products. In 1952, the policy
of 1894was reviewed and more rigid restrictions were imposed. This affected the tribals
and their economy. Again, gradual takeover of forestland for cultivation purposes has
created more problems for the tribals. The 1952 policy affected all these tribals that were
not primarily dependent on agriculture but lived near the forest. This policy resulted in
a tension between many tribal communities and the government officials of the forest.

Murginahsed Groups an-
Their Changing Statu,
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ln the recent past, the tribalshave been fast losing the forest and agricultural areas
traditionally under their possession. They have also been losing their customary right to
use the forests and land for supporting their life. Poverty, indebtedness and also a rapid
loss of land is salient. This situation is, however, different for different regions in India. It is
Iess conspicuous in North East India. The problem oflandalienation among the tribals is
quite acute in Central India. The tribals are gradually becoming tenants or are working as
labourers on the land owned by them earlier. The socialand political unrest among tribals in
certain areas is due to their displacement from laIld and the resulting state of deprivation.

property.



Marglnalised Communities
and Stratification

Sometimes the tribals are held responsible for cuttingtrees in the forests particularly those
who practice shifting cultivation. In this regard, one must not forget that the gradual
reduction offorest area is a general feature of India. One cannot really blame the tribals for
the deforestation. As a matter of fact, forests were better preserved when they were under
the control of the tribals. But ever since the forests were exploited commercially by the non
tribals, the tribals have been increasingly deprived of their life resource.

There is yet another problem that is responsible for marginalising the scheduled tribes. In
the background of the subsistence economy of the tribals whenever money is needed for
emergency purposes, the tribals are forced to depend on the non-tribal money lenders.
Under this system, a person who takes a loan from a money lender orland owner is required
to serve him as a bonded labour according to the terms and conditions of the loan money
taken from the lender. If the tribal is unable to repay the loan, it is transferred to his son or
to the several succeeding generations.

24.3.2 Tribals and Forests

, 's-,

The data collected under the people of India prpject suggests that with the disappearance of
forest and wildlife, the tribal people practicing hunting and gathering have declined by
nearly 44 per cent, those subsisting on trapping of birds and animals by 47 per cent, those
engaged inpastoral activities by 32 per cent, and those in shifting cultivation by 33 per cent.
The research material suggest that tribals are moving away from theirtraditionaf
occupations and taking up occupations like horticulture, animal husbandry. casual wage
labour in agriculture and industry. Many ofthe traditional crafts such as textile and
spinning have almost disappeared except in the north east. Even though tribals remain
basically a land owing conuuunity, the number of the landless and agricultural labourers has
gone up. This is also due to the mounting preSS}lreon tribal land. If tribal and non tribal
villages are compared in tenus of the development of institutional and infrastructural
facilities then tribal areas show poor development. Relatively speaking there are fewer
primary schools, dispensaries and provisions for drinking water in the tribal areas in
comparison to the non-tribal areas.

Activity 1

Should trihals be allowed to use forest products without restrictions'! Discuss with other
people and students and note down your findings.

24.3.3 Tribal Development in the Post Independent India

After 1947, when the new Constitution was framed, the government's policy of isolation was
changed. This was also in confonuity with the promises made to the tribals during the
freedom movement. During the movement Mahatma Gandhi and other national leaders were
critical of the segregation ofthe tribes by the British rulers. The objective of the new triba
policy in the independent India was to integrate the tribals in the mainstream of -the Indian
society. The main thrust of the constitutional provisions for the scheduled tribes is : (a) to
protect andpromote tribal interests through legal and administrative provisions, and (b) to
raise their economic condition so as to upgrade their quality of life.

After India's independence, the government recognised three urgent tasks with regard to
the tribal development: (a) reducing the communication gap between the tribals and non-
tribal communities so as to promote national integration, (b) protecting the Iifc support
system of the tribals 'so that they can grow collectively and live up to the national
challenges, and (c) attending to the immediate needs of the tribal population so that their
participation in the process of development is ensured.

To me~t these "objectives, three strategies were adopted in the Constitution: (i)The Fifth
Schedule indicated measures for the administration of tribal areas. (ii) TIle Sixth Schedule
was ll1ea~tfor tribal majority states. It provided for the establishment of Autonomous
District Councils which could make laws for the management of1and and forest shifting
cultivatiou, appointments of chiefs and headmen, inheritance of property . maniageand
divorce, social customs and anything related to village administration. And (iii) Article 275 .
of the Constitution provides financial resources to the state for promoting the welfare of



scheduled tribes and development of the administration of the scheduled area. Article 46
provides for the promotion of the educational and economic interests of the tribal people
and their further protection against all forms of social injustices and exploitation.

The actual course of economic development gives a mixed picture of tribal marginalization as
well as social mobility. A large number of development projects- industrial, mining, irrigation
and hydel have adversely affected the scheduled tribes. Most of these mega development
projects lead to forcible eviction of the tribals from their land. In the world view of
development. the acquisition of the tribal land is supposed to serve the national interest.
The displacement of the tribals from their land is considered as a minor cost for which the
tribals could always be compensated.

The most notable development among the tribals that helps them in overcoming their
marginalization is in the area of education. The level of literacy among the tribals has gone
up by 32 per cent during the decade 1971-81. The enrolment of the tribal children in primary
schools has also gone up. although there is a high drop out rate as well. Education has also
led to the emergence of a small minority which has become a part ofthe administrative
much inery of the govenunent. Through education tribals are exposed to the outside world
which helps them to articulate their demands and mobilise favourable public opinion.

24.3.4 A Description of Scheduled Tribes

The following is a description of a marginalised tribal in Jharkhand, It's a remote village
predominantly inhabited by the tribals. There is neither a railway line ni.l~a bus route to
connect the village to the outside world. After getting off from the bus, one walks for many
miles before one can reach this village.

Similarly. the tribals walk as much to reach tile market of the civilised world to sell off what
they collect fro 111 the forests. In order to overco!ne the marginalization of tile tribals, the
state government has decided to provide this village with a road. As the government
survey team reached the tribal village, it met with a stiff opposition fro 111 the people and was
driven off. After some time the survey team returned with some police protection. TIle
tribals resisted again. This time they were little more violent than before and tile survey
team had to withdraw once again. Later on. one curious and sensitive engineer in tile
survey team decided to know the reasons of the tribal anger and protest against the making
of the connecting road. The engineer was successful in talking to tile tribal villages. What
he found out is rather interesting.

The tribals do not want a road because this will help tile merchant and the trader deprive
them of tile forest products. The presence of the merchant and trader always increase the
incidence of violence. How could local people tolerate their exploitation at the hands of an
outsider. TIle villagers said that the road would end up in the qj (rule) of the dikku
(outsiders). It is important to note that the relation between the road and the exploitative
rule ofthe outsiders has become so common 111atanything in tne name of development
sends danger signals to a tribal.

~hcck YourProgrcss 1

I) Write a brief note on social mobility among scheduled castes: Use about five lines for

Milr<~iJlaliscd Groups and
Theil' Crn{nging Status

/

your answer.

2) Describe tribal developmentin IndependentIndia in about five lines .
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and Stratification 24.4 WOMEN IN INDIA

Women may also be considered as an example ofmarginalised groups. It is possible to
argue that women's status was not always discriminated against. It is often said that both
men and women enjoyed comparable freedom and participation in society in thepast.
Descriptions of vedic times show us how men and women studied together in Gurukuls.
Many women specialised in the study of Vedas. Women also exercised choice in the
selection of their grooms. In the area of social and religious observances, women and men
acted as equal partners. Their movements were not confined to the household and they
enjoyed freedom of movement in the public sphere. The married couple were called
Dampati, which meant that the husband and the wife were the joint owners of the
household. But this story belongs to ancient India and is remotely connected to the present
situation where women are socially excluded and do not enjoy gender equality. Today,
women are a marginalised group in so far as they do not enjoy equal power aneprivileges in
comparison to men. They are ranked lower in social hierarchy and their access in decision
making process in home or outside is relatively restricted. The images of women are
presented as weak, timid and emotional creatures. In sharp contrast, men are pictured as
strong, courageous and rational beings. These images influence everyday behaviour and
justify the non-participation of women in important sectors of society. If privileges and
advantages of life are distributed between men and women then our picture of society in the
form of a circle will place women on it's margin.

24.4.1 Women's Marginal Position

Women's marginal position can be inferred from the high incidents offemale foeticide and
female infanticide. Demographers show us how in the age specific death rates more females
than males die at every age level up to the age of 35 years. Young girls suffer from
malnutrition more than boys. This continues until adulthood and passes on to the next.
generation. Matemalmortality rate in India is depressingly high. It is a customary practice
in Indian families that a female child gets less nourishing diet, and if she falls sick thenshe
doesn't receive the required care. Even medical treatment is postponed. During her teenage,
her special nutritional needs are constantly ignored. This state of malnutrition pushes her
close to complications and mortality during pregnancy and child birth, While boys grow to
their full potentials, girls hardly grow as much. TIley are forced into early marriage and
subsequent subordination to the continued patriarchy and discrimination in the husband's
home.

36
Women are a marginalized group. However their status is. changing.
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·24.4.2 Measures for Raising the Status ofWomen Margmaltsed Groups and
Their Changing Status

In the post independent India, there are two important foundations which have brought
about significant changes in overcoming the marginalisation of women both within and
outside the family. Thesefoundations are asfollows:

i) The constitutional guarantee to formal equality.

ii) State sponsored social welfare activities.

Let us briefly discuss these measures to fmd out their relevance to the uplifting of women's
life.

i) The Constitution guarantees gender equality. Article 14 ensures equality before Law
and Article 15prohibits any discrimination. Article 16(1) guarantees equality of
opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to employment or appointment to any
office of the state. There is a provision for free and compulsory education for all
children upto the age of 14, right to an adequate means of livelihood for men and
women equally, equal pay for equal work and maternity relief. The adult franchise

i employers women as voters. The enactment of Hindu Law guarantees women the right
to divorce and remarriage. The Inheritance Act provides equal share to women in the
property.

ii) State sponsored social welfare: In 1953 the government of India established a Central
Social Welfare Board for promoting women's welfare and development and those of
other underprivileged groups. The Social Welfare Board encouraged the growth of a
large number of women's organisations and promoted emergence of a huge number of
social and political women workers.

Activity 2

Can you think of some additional measures to raise the status of women? Discuss with
other people and students and put down your suggestions in a notebook.

Ilisequglly important to mention that the Feminist or Women's Liberation Movement of the
late 1960's and early 1970's in the United States and Europe played a decisive role in creating
awareness about the marginalised and discriminatory status of women in societies across
the world. The contribution of these movements lay in the fact that they raised fundamental
questions and demands regarding women's degraded life. The movements also created new
visibility of women's experiences and highlighted their specific problems and concerns.
The global effort for raising the status of women also received strong support from the
United Nations. The year 1975 was declared by the UNO as the International Women's Year
and 1975-85 as the United Nation's Decade for women. It was during this time that the
women's issue was presented as never before. It was declared that "discrimination against
women violated the principle of equality of rights and respect for human dignity " The .
discrimination was regarded as an obstacle to the participation of women, on equal terms
with men, in the political, social economic and cultural life of their countries. It was pointed
out that discrimination hampered the growth of the society and the family, and made more
difficult the full development of the potentialities of women. It was understood that the full
and complete development of a country required the maximum participation of women on.
equal terms with men in all fields.

24.4.3 Policies for Women's Welfare

In the light of the international consciousness, Indian government adopted progressive
'policies for women's welfare and encouraged women studies. A notable development inthe
country was the appointment of the Committee on the Status of Women in India by the
government in 1971. The Committee focused on the social trends and responses to the
principle of equality with a view to suggest measures for their implementation. The
Committee submitted its report and titled 'Towards Equality' (1974). The report broughtto
light the causes of women's subordination and explained their exploitation in terms of caste,
class and gender inequality. For the first time in post independent India there was an
upsurge of studies on women's status and life circumstances. It was noted by various
scho lars that certain aspects of women's degradation follow from certain negative
consequences of the process of development itself: ''I1le disabilities and the inequalities 37,
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imposed on women were seen in the total context of society where other sections of the
population also suffered in their own way under the oppression of an exploitative system.
These studies changed the orientation of the people towards viewing the place of women in
the context of development process. Rather than viewing women as targets of welfare
policies they have now come to be viewed as critical category for development. This
redefinition of women found ex-pression in the Sixth Five Year Plan (1980-85) which carried,
for the first time in India's history of planning, a separate chapter on women and
development. This shift assert the principle of equality and pointed out that India's future
would be incomplete without women's participation in the process of development. It also
recognized as never before that social and economic transformation badly affected women.
The Sixth Five Year Plan brought out three strategies as essential for women's development
from the margin to the core of society. These are their: (1) economic independence, (2)
educational development, and (3) access to health care and family planning.

24.4.4 Women and Ecological Degradation

Many studies on rural societies tell us that a girl child is usually a helping hand to her
mother in doing household chores. When the mother's work becomes heavier due to
poverty, migration and environmental degradation, the first sufferer of the increased work
load of the mother is her daughter. One big casualty of the degradation of basic survival
resources is the girl's education. It is possible to say that when the poverty level of the
family goes down, the girl child is the first to be withdrawn from the school. We shall
outline for yon a story ofa village called Syuta (not the real name) situated in the Himalayan
region. The story of Syuta shows how the erosion of basic survival resources increases the
work load of the mother. This leads to the daughter dropping out of the school even when

. access to the school is easy. Syuta is a Himalayan village situated near the Alaknanda river
at a height of about 1600 meters in Chamoli district of Uttar Pradesh.

The burden of-work falls mainly on women, who form a majority of the village's labour force.
Women start working at a much younger age than men. They begin to play au active role in
the household's economic activity even before they are fifteen years of age. Not all men
work but all women in the village are cultivators, Women not only work long hours at home
but their burden in the village's agricultural economy is also inadequately shared by men. It
is the woman who break up the hard earth, make it ready for the plough, sow the seed and

. then reaps it. She also pounds the paddy to remove it's husk, carries manure from cattle
shed to distant fields, does all the house work and takes care of animals. She also collects
and carries huge load of grass and fuel from the forest. The burden of work and hardship of
women's everyday life is reflected sharply in their ill health and often early and untimely
death. There is a clear difference in the lifespan of Syuta's men and women. While nine of'
the men in the village were above 55, only three women had reached this age. Whether the
woman is young,' old or pregnant, she gets no rest on whatever is the day of the week.

24.5 CHILDREN IN INDIA

To examine the.marginalised status of children, let us examine the categoryof'India's
working children in order to understand the interplay of poverty, forced employment and the
child's age. One difficulty in finding out how many children work as adults is that many
children work without wages in the agricultural fields or in houses as domestic servants
alongside their parents or in a workplace. Large number of children work in the unorganised
sector of our economy such as industries that produce carpets, matches, fire crackers, bidis,
brassware, diamonds, glass, hosiery, handloom cloth, embroidery.bangles and other
traditional handicrafts. Quite often children work for wages but some times work without
wages as assistants to their parents, In tea gardens, children assist their mothers in
plucking leaves, and when they reach the age of 12 or 13 years, they work independently.
Children who take cattle to the field for grazing, fetch drinking water and fuel wood, and
prepare meals in the home kitchen, are not classified as working children. And little is
known about their actual number. Children are categorised as working only if they work for
wage outside their home.
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Children who work fur wages are not always counted for the purpose of census. There are
several workplaces which hardly ever appear in the information provided hy the census.
Fur instances, children working in restaurants, tea stalls or dhabas and children working
as hawkers, newspaper vendors, rag pickers, shoe polishers or apprentices in building
construction, brick making stone 'quarrying etc. are not reported as employed. Such
formal invisibility is also the fate of street children especially those who drift into beggary
anti prostitution.

Children doing adult jobs are largely illiterate. Most have never been to school and those
who attend school drop out before completing class four. Since education is not
compulsory and is also not recognised as a right, children begin work at very young ages.
Few children working outside of agricultural work can be said to be apprentices in learning
skills. In most urban settings, children work for wage. And the image of the child as an
apprentice to a master craftsmen has no relation to reality. The skills acquired by the
children who are forced to do adult jobs are rarely those skills that could not be acquired in
their adult days.

It is usually said that working children contribute to the income of the family. However, it
remains unclear as to what problems the family would have faced without the financial
contribution of their children.

24.5.1 Illustrations of Child Labour

i) Sivakasi, near Madurai, is perhaps the most publicized centre of child labour in India
and is perhaps the largest single concentration of child labour in the world. Children
are employed in the match, fire works, and printing industries. Children are brought to
Sivakasi by bus from neighboring villages located within a radius of about twenty miles.
They are loaded into buses at six or seven, and they return home between six and nine
in the evening. As many as 150to 200 children are packed ina vehicle. The children
work for about twelve hours, but they are away from home for over fifteen hours. Forty
five thousand children below fifteen years of age work in Sivasaki or in nearby
workshops or cottages within their own village. Three-quarters of the child workers are
girls. Each village has an agent who enrolls the children and ensures that they are
awake when the transport arrives. The agents receive a monthly salary of 150 rupees.
They may pay parents an advance of up to 200 rupees for each child labourer enrolled ..
The advance is then deducted from the child's salary.

ii) Many of the children working in the potteries of Khurja in Uttar Pradesh are the children
of local workers. Most are illiterate, though some have studied up to the fourth
standard .:The children earn up to 150 rupees a month for an eight-hour a day.
Unskilled workers are paid 200 rupees a month, and skilled workers 400 rupees.

24.6 AGED

•-':"1

Old people also provide an illustration of a marginalised group. Old people belong to
various classes and castes and reside both in rural and urban settings. Therefore.tit is not
proper to homogenise their problem of marginality. Due to the increase in population and.
modernization of society and relationships, the status of the aged has come under severe
stress. In the traditional family, the elderly members were repository of age old and
accumulated wisdom. They were consulted in all important matters, TIle roles played by
aged members in the traditional society have now been transferred to various institutions

. outside the family. This has robbed the old people of their utility and function and rendered
them useless. In situations where many old people need help and protection, they are not
'able to get it from their earning family members.

In a country like India where majorityof the population lives below the poverty line, a large
number of persons in old age are left with very meagre income. There are number of old
women who have only been house-wives and have never been paid workers. There are old
men who are agricultural workers or employed in low paid jobs. Also, there are old persons
who have worked in the organised sector but are now retired. They now have to live on
reduced income. Some studies have shown that within about five years after retirement a

Maruinalised Groups and
Their Changing Status
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large number of old people exhausted their savings and became dependent on their children
or relatives. The old people who are pensioners suffer constant crises as their incomes are
gradually reduced by inflation. In the above description we have only focussed on those
aged people who have a family. But imagine the condition of those aged who are destitute
and do not enjoy a stable relation with any family for family members.

Old people are em example of a marginal group due to the fact that old age brings a decline in
the health and vigour of the body. Studies have shown that there are some ailments which
are common among elderly people. As old age advances, the aged experience difficulties in
carrying out day to day activities.

The problem of the aged is not difficult to overcome. It is possible to draw out a plan of
"-action which will enable the family to reorient itself towards its elderly members. Theplan

can also involve the aged in activities which the earning members of the society can hardly
attend due to their busy engagements. The programme should als~help the aged to be fully
concemed about their health, take preventive care and adapt their lifestyle to their health
status. There is also a need to overcome negative images associated with old age. The
aged should not believe that old age is equal to dependency on others. Or that old age
always brings ill health and weak mental and physical capabilities.

Check Your Progress 2

1) What measures are being taken to raise the status of women in India. Write your
answer in about five lines.

2) Describe what is meant by Child Labour: Give your answer with an example in about five
lines .

.................................•......................................................................................... : .

24.6.1 Some Illustrations of the Aged
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i) An elderly couple, aged 77 and 73, are settled and working in em old age home. The
husband has retired from his job and owns a flat. When their only son was killed in em
accident, they decided to spend the rest of their lives helping others. They sold their .
flat and bought a two-room apartment on the premises of em old age home. Their meals,
are provided by the old age home for which they pay Rs. 450 each. Apart from handling
various outside chores of the old age home including marketing, the husband helps
distribute hot water to the inmates for their bath. The wife looks after the kitchen,
makes suggestions for improving the food, and sees that staff and inmates' needs are
taken care of. In this way, the couple keep themselves busy and care for the residents
of the home as if they were their own family. They have overcome their sorrow oflosing
their only son in the satisfaction of helping others.

ii) An unmarried lady doctor, aged 73, was a gold medallist. Since she had lost her parents,
she had looked after her two younger brothers and a sister. She had also saved for her
old age. She used to get a monthly salary ofRs.2,OOO. She did not marry because
somebody had to take care of her brothers' and sister's education. She helped them and
worked for them But when they grew up, they no longer needed her. When she retired
at 58, they drove her out of the house. She tried to live on her own for seven years, but
at the age of 65 she developed a blood pressure problem She started becoming



forgetful and lost confidence. So with her savings, she joined an old-age home. But
she is very diffident now. At the age of 73, she has totally forgotten her medical degree
and medical skills. Here is an example of a highly skilled educated person who totally
neglected her personal life, namely marriage or love. Now, she has nobody to love nor
has she any moral support except the old age home. How could she not foresee this
when young? At present, she has the gold medal and savings but her life is empty and
lonely. '

Marginalised Groups and
Their Changing Status

,24.7 LET US SUM UP

s In this unit we have been how various marginalised groups are gradually coping with their
situation with the help of government and self-help groups. These include the Scheduled
Castes and the Scheduled Tribes. They also include women, children and the aged. It is
expected that over time the inmarginalisation will be reduced considerably and this will be
good for society as a whole.

24.8 KEY WORDS

Ecological

Status

. Pertaining the cycle of natural activity in the environment, in
which nature retains a balance. Human beings too are a part of
the natural habitat and responsible for what happens to it.

To guarantee unbiased treatment to all people irrespective of
gender and ethnicity. '

This comprises the law of the state where the constitution itself
guarantees fairplay and absence of exploitation to all.

Denotes a degree of independence and respect for a person or a
group of person. A high status or standing and respect in
society is sought for by most individual and groups ..

Eqmtlity

Justice
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24.10 SPECIMEN ANSWER TO~CHECK YOUR
PROG~ESS

Check Your Progress 1

1) There has definitely been social mobility among the scheduled castes. In all important"
areas including those of literacy rates and employment in government offices there has
been a distinct rise. Poverty among them has also declined. The scheduled castes have
also became more assertive of their rights. There has thus been improvement in their
marginality and social mobility and these, it may be mentioned has also been due to
efforts made by Phule and Ambedkar.

2) The government has been seized with tribal development since Independence. The. . .
government wanted to bring them in communication with the mainstream; provie them
some kind of freedom to pressure their culture and topromote their wefare. However a
large number of problems of economic development have actually been counter
productive.Theseprojects include irrigation, mining, hydel and industrial. However
edu<;a~-"~~~shelped a}~ il1r~~in~ maigip3llSatiol1. ! 41



Marginalised Communities
and Stratification >

Check Your Progress 2

1) The Constitution ofIndia guarantees gender equality. Further the state sponsored
social Welfare Board has formed in 1953 for promoting women's welfare. Further
women's movements around the globe had their echo in India too. The United Nations
Decade for Women 1975-85 also made highlighted and tackled many issues pertaining
to status of women.

2) Child labour in when children are made to jobs without their being aware of the risks
involved, and when they should be studying in school. Child labour is exploited by
poor wages and working conditions which are often dangerous to health. A large
member of children work as domestic help, match and work forvety long taxing hours
and poor wages. An example in Sivakasi match works near Madurai, where conditions
are appalling and work hours interminable.
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! 25.0 OBJECTIVES 

1 This Unit provides an introduction to the social structure of agrarian societies by focussing 

1 specifically on': 

W what do we mean by agrarian social structure? 

* notions and conceptions of agrarian societies, 

fi agrarian class structures aid their transformations in India. 

25.1 INTRODUCTION - 
Vdhat do we mean by agrarian social structure: In very simple words the agrarian societies 
are those settlements and groupings of people who earn their livelihood primarily by 
c~ltivating land and by carrying out related activities like animal husbandry. Agricultural 
production or cultivation is obviously an economic activity. However, like all other 
e~:onomic activities, agricultural production is carried out in a framework of social 
relationships. Those involved in cultivation of land also interact with each other in different 
social capacities. Some may self-cultivate the lands they own while others may employ 
wage labourers or give their land to tenants and sharecroppers. Not only do they interact 
with each other but they also have to regularly interact with various other categories of 
pc:ople who provide them different types of services required for cultivation of land. For 
example, in the old system of jajmani relations in the Indian countryside, those who 
owned and cultivated land had to depend for various services required at different stages of 
cidtivation on the members of different caste groups. 

Box 25.01 

The cultivators were obliged to pay a share of the farm produce to different caste 
groups, in exchange of labour. Similarly, most of the cultivating farmers today 
sell a part of their farm yield in the market to earn cash income with which they 
buy modern farm yield in the market to earn cash income with vhich they buy 
modern farm inputs dnd goods for personal consumption. These relationships of 
farmers with the market are often mediated through middlemen. 

-- 



Class in 1ndia" Society All these interactions are carried out in an institutional set-up. The most important aspects 
of this social or institutional framework of agriculture are the patterns of land ownership 
and the nature of relationships among those who own or possess land and those who 
cultivate the lands. Agricultural practices and the land ownership patterns in a given society 
evolve historically over a long period of time. Those who own land invariably command a 
considerable degree of power and prestige in the rural society. It is these sets of 
relationships among the owners of land and those who provide various forms of services to 
the land-owning groups that we call the agrarian class structure. 

25.2 NOTIONS OF AGRARIAN SOCIETIES 

Unlike the modem industrial societies where it is rather easy to identify various class 
groups (such as, the working class, the industrial and the middle classes), the social 
structures of agrarian societies are marked by diversities of various kinds. The nature of 
agrarian class structure varies a great deal from region to region. The situation is made even 
more complex by the facts that in recent times the agrarian structure in most societies have 
been experiencing fundamental transformations. In'most developed societies of the West, 
agriculture has become a rather marginal sector of the economy, employing only a very 
small proportion of their populations, while in the Third world couhtries it continues to 
employ large proportions of their populations, though the significance of agriculture has 
considerably declined. Thus, to develop a meaningful understanding of the agrarian social 
structure, we'need to keep in mind the fact that there is no single model of agrarian class 
structure that can be applied to all the societies. 

Activity 1 

Visit a village close to your residence and try to ascertain various classes in it. 
How is it related to caste in that village ? Write down your findings in a note and 
compare it with other students in your study centre. 

25.2.1 The Cbssicsi Notion of Undifferentiated Peasant Society 

~ h t h r o ~ o l o ~ i s t s  developed the classical notion of peasant society during the post-war 
period (after 1945). This notion was largely derived from the Western experience. Peasant 
societies were seen to have emerged after disintegration of the tribal form of social and 
economic life and when human beings began to earn their living by cultivating land. They 
also started living in small settlements. Further, the typical peasant societies were seen to be 
pre-industrial in nature. As the economies developed with the onset of the industrial 
revolution, the traditional "peasant way of life" gradually began to change, giving,way to 
the modem urban life styles. 

Peasantry, in its anthropological perspective, was essentially an undifferentiated social 
formation. In terms of their social and economic organisation, peasants were all like each 
other. They cultivated their own plots of land with the labour of their families and produced 
primarily for their own consumption. In other words, there were no significant class 
differences within the peasantry. While internally the peasantry was more or less 
homogenous, peasant societies were invariably dominated from outside by the urban elite. 
Eric Wolf points out that unlike the "primitive communities" peasant societies produced 
surplus (more than their consumpJion/subsistence requirements), which was generally 
transferred to the dominant rulers in the city, mostly in the form of land tax or land 
revenue. 

Id cultural and social terms, peasants were seen to be fundamentally different from the 
modem entrepreneurs. Their attitude towards work and their relationship with the land was 
very different from that of the profit-seeking entrepreneurs of the modem Industrial 
societies. Robert Redfield, who pioneered anthropological research on peasantry, argued 
that "the peasantry was a universal human-type". Peasants were attached to land through 
bonds of sentiments and emotions. Agriculture, for them, was "a livelihood and a way of 
life, not a business for profit". 

Following this "classical discussion", Theodor Shanin developed an "Ideal Type" of the 
peasant society. He defined peasants as "small agricultural .- producers, who, with the help of 



siinple equipment and the labour of their families, produced mostly for their own 
consumption, direct or indirect, and for the fulfillment of obligations to holders of political 
and economic power". He further identified four interdependent facets of peasant societies. 
i) Peasant family works as the basic multi-dimensional unit of social organisation. The 
farnily farm operates as the major unit of peasant property, production, consumption, 
welfare, social reproduction, identity, prestige, sociability and welfare. The individual tends 
to submit to a formalised family role-behaviour and patriarchal authoriqpii) Land 
hu!ibandry.works as the main means of livelihood. Traditionally defined social organisation 
and a low level of technology. Traditionally defined social organisation and a low level of 
tecbnology characterise peasant farming. iii) Peasant societies follow spqcific cultural 
patterns linked to the way of life of a small rural community, ?,?asant culture often 
cofifms to the traditional norms of behaviour and is characteiiskd by face to face relations. 
And iv) the domination over peasantry by outsiders. The peasants are invariably kept at 
am's  length from the source of power. Shanin argues that their political subjugation 
interlinks with their cultural subordination and economic exploitation. 

In this kind of a fiarnework, though peasants are seen as dominated by outsiders, they are 
not very different from each other, particularly in terms of their class status. In other words, 
in this classical notion of the peasant society, there are no internal class differences within 
the peasantry. The core unit of social organisation is the peasant household. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Describe the notion of undifferentiated peasant societies. Use about ten lines for 
your answer. 

Discuss Shanin's "Ideal Type" of a peasant society. Use about ten lines for your 
answer. 

111 

Agrarian Class Structure 



Class in Indian Society However, this conception of peasant society emerged from the specific experience of the 
European societies. The historical literature on different regions of the world tends to show 
that the agrarian societies were not as autonomous as they are made out to be in such 
formulations. Agrarian societies were also internally differentiated in different strata. In 
India, for example, the rural society was always divided between different caste groups and 
only some groups had the right to cultivate land while others were obliged to provide 
services to the cultivators. Similarly, parts of Europe had serfdom where the.overlords 
dominated the peasantry. Such societies were also known as feudal societies. 

25.2.2 Feudalism as a Type of Agrarian Society 

Historically, the concept of feudalism has generally been used for social organisation that 
evolved in parts of Europe after the-tribal groups settled down and became regular 
cultivators. With the success of industrial revolution during the lgm and 19m centuries, 
feudal societies disintegrated, giving way to the development of modern capitalist 
economies. However, over the years, the term feudalism has also come to acquire a generic 
meaning and is frequently used :o describe the pre-modern agrarian societies in other parts 
of the world as well. 

When compared with the concept society", the term feudalism conveys a very 
different notion of agrarian class structure. Cultivators in feudal societies are seen as a 
subordinate class. The land they cultivate does not legally belong to them. They only have 
the right to cultivate the land whose legal owner is usually the "overlord" or "feudal lord". 
The distinctive feature of the agrarian class structure in feudalism is the relationship of. 
"dependency" and "patronage" that exists between the cultivators and the "overlords". The 
cultivating peasants have to show a sense of "loyalty" and obligation towards their 
overlords.  his sense of loyalty is expressed not only by paying a share of the produce of 
land to the landlord but very often the peasants are also obliged to work for the overlord 
and perform certain duties without expecting any wages in return. The system of begar was 
(unpaid labour) popular in many parts of India until some time back is an example o f  this 
kind of a system. 

25.2.3 Contemporary Agrarian Societies: 
A Sub-sector of Modern Capitalist System 

The spread of industrialisation in the Western countries during the 19& century and in rest 
of the world during 20th century has brought about significant changes in the agrarian 
sector of the economy as well. We can identify two important changes in the agrarian 
economy that came with industrialisation and development. First,.agriculture lost its earlier 
signiticance and became only a marginal sector of the economy. For example, in most 
countries of the West today, it employs only a small proportion of the total working 
population (betGeen two to $ve or six per cent) and its contribution to the total national 
income of these countries is also not very high. In the countries of the Third World also, the 
significance of agriculture has been declining over the years. In India, for example, though 
a large proportion of population is still employed in agricultural sector, its contribution to 
the total national income has come down substantially (from nearly sixty per cent at the 
time of independence to less than thirty per cent during early 1990s). 

The second important change that has been experienced in the agrarian sector is in its 
internal social organisation. The social framework of agricultural production has 
experienced a sea change in different parts of the world during the last century or so. The 
earlier modes of social organisations, such as, "feudalism" and "peasant societies" (as 
discussed above) have disintegrated giving way more differentiated social structures. This 
has largely happened due to the influences of the processes of industrialisation and 
modernisation. The modem industry has provided a large variety of machines and 
equipment for carr)ing out farm operations, such as, ploughing and threshing. This 
mechanisation of agricultural production has made it possible for the landowners to 
cultivate much larger areas of land in lesser time. Certain other technological 
breakthroughs also gave the cuItivators chemical fertilisers and the new high yielding 
varieties of seeds. The net result of these changes has been an enormous increase in the 
productivity of land. The introduction of new farm technologies has not only increased the 



productivity of land but has also led to significant changes in the sgcial relations in agrarian 
societies. 

Box 25.02 

The mechanisation and modernisation of agriculture made it possible for the 
cultivating farmers to produce much more than their consumption requirements. 
The surplus came to the market. Also they began to produce crops that were not 
meant for direct consumption of the local community. These "cash cropsn were 
produced exclusively for sale in the market. The cultivators also needed cash for 
buying new inputs. In other words, the mechanisation of agriculture led to an 
integration of agriculture in the broader market economy of the nation and the 
world. 

:!5.2.4 Agriculture and Market 

'The mechanisatipn of agriculture and its integration in the broader market economy has 
;ilso in turn transformed the social relations of production in the agrarian sector. While 
!iome scholars see it merely as a new mode of subordination of the peasant economy by the 
urban industrial economy, others have looked at it as a more hndamental change that 
lransforms the agrarian society as well. Scholars call this process of change as the 
tlevelopment of capitalist relations in agriculture. The development of capitalism in 
iigriculture tr'ansforms the earliest relations of loyalty and patronage into those that are 
instrumental in nature. The relations among different categories of population involved in 
iigricultural production tend to become formalised, without any sense of loyalty or 
obligation. 

Activity 2 

Talk to some villagers about the effects of mechanization in agriculture in their 
village. Note down and compare your findings with other students in the study 
centre. 

This process is also expected to lead to a process of differentiation among the peasantry. . 
The peasantry gets divided into different strata or classes. Not everyone benefits from the 
mechanisation process equally. Further, the market mechanisms put pressure on the 
cultivating such peasants in a manner that some survive while others tend to loose out and 
become landless labourers. Similarly, those who worked as tenants are generally evicted 
from the lands being cultivated by them and are employed as wage servants by the 
landowners. While some among the cukivating population become rich, others are left with 
small plots of land. 

The attitude ol'the peasants towards their occupation also undergoes a change. In the pre- 
capitalist or the traditional societies, the peasantry produced mainly for their own 
consumption. The work on the fields was carried out with the labour of their family. 
Agriculture, for the peasantry, was both a source of livelihood as well as a way of life. 

Agrarian Class fitructure 

As agriculture is integrated in the capitalist market economy, the social framework of 
agriculture also undergoes a change and so does the attitude of cultivators towards their 
occupation. They begin to look at agriculture as an enterprise. They work on their farms 
with modem machines and produce cash crops that are sold in the market. Their primary 
concern becomes earning profits from cultivation. Thus, the peasants are transformed into 
enterprising "farmers". The agrarian societies also loose their earlier equilibrium. Farmers, 
unlike the peasantry which is viewed as a homogenous class category, as a differentiated 



Class in Indian Society 

Agrarian life usually means a lower class existence, with small dwellingsand few amenities 
Courtesy: B. Kira~lay i  

- - - - - - - - - - 

--THE CONCEPT OF CLASS AND ITS 
APPLICATION IN ANALYSES OF AGRARIAN 
SOCIETIES 

The concept of class was developed by sociologists and other social scientists to describe 
the prevailing structures of social relationships in the industrial societies of the West 
Prominent among those who developed the concept were Karl Marx and Max Weber. 
Giddens defined classes as "large scale groupings of people who share common economic 
resources, which strongly influence the types of life style they are able to lead. Ownership 
of wealth, together with occupation, are regarded as the chief basis of class differences". 

As mentioned above the concept of class was first used to describe the social groupings in 
the industrial societies of the West. Over the years scholars have used the concept to 
understand social structures in other settings as well. During the early twentieth century, 
Lenin developed an elaborate theory to explain the process of class differentiation among 
the peasantry in Russia. Similarly, Mao Tse Tung, the leader of the Chinese revolution used 
the concebt of class in his analysis of the Chinese revolution used the concept of class in 
his analysis of the Chinese peasantry. The writing of Lenin and Mao are regarded as . 
pioneering works in understanding agrarian class structures and agrarian changes. 

Lenin suggested that with the development of capitalism in agriculture, the peasantry, the 
hitherto was an undifferentiated social category, gets differentiated or divided into various 
social classes. Initially, the Russian peasantry was divided in five different classes that 
included the i) the landlords; ii) the rich peasants; iii) the middle peasants; iv) the poor' 
peasants; and v) the landless labourers. Lenin also argues that gradually, the peasantry, in 
Russian as well as in other countries, would experience a process of polarisation. 
Eventually there would by only two classes, the capitalist farmers and the lahdless 
proletariats. 

However, the actual empirical experience of capitalist development in agriculture in 
different parts of the world does not confirm to Leninls$rediction. Though agriculture has 
been gradually integrated in the market economy and peasantry has also got divided into 
various classes, there is very lirdc. evidence to sllpport the argument that the agrarian. 



population is getting polarised into two classes. In Western countries as well as in the 
countries of the Third World; the middle and small size cultivators have not only managed 
tcl survive, in some countries their numbers have even gone up. 

- 
25.4 AGRARIAN SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND CHANGE 

- IN INDIA 

Agrarian Class Structure 

I As mentioned above, agrarian class structure in a given society evolves over a long period 
of time. It is shaped historically by different socio-economic and political factors. These 
historical factors vary from region to region. Thus, though one can use the concept of class 

I to make sense of agrarian structures in different contexts, the empirical realities vary from 
region to region. 

The traditional Indian "rural communities" and the aw.rian social structures were 
organised within the framework of "jajmani system".  his was a peculiarly Indian 
pht:nomenon. The different caste groups in the traditional Indian village were divided 
between jajmans (the patrons) and the kamins (the menials). The jajmans were those caste 
grcups who owned and cultivated lands. The kamins provided different kinds of services to 
the jajmans. While the kamins were obliged to work for the jajmans, the latter were 
required to pay a share from the farm produce to their kamins. The relationship was based 
on a system of reciprocal exchange. 

1 )  Write a note on contemporary agrarian society. Use about ten lines for your answer. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 

............................................................. 
2: * 

i.j ............................................................. s .  
! L 

I ............................................................. 
............................................................. 
............................................................. 
............................................................. 

2) Describe in brief Lenin's view on the development of capitalism in agriculture. Use 
about ten, lines for your description. 

............................................................. 

.............................................. b . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

............................................................. 

............................................................. 
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Class in Indian Society However, those who participated in this system of reciprocal exchange did not do so on 
equal footings. Those who belonged ti, the upper castes and owned land were obviously 
more powerhl than those who came from the menial caste groups. The structure of 
agrarian relations organised within the framework ofjajmani system reinforced the 
inequalities of the caste system. The caste system in turn provided legitimacy to the 
unequal land relations. 

Over the years the jajmani system has disintegrated and rural society has experienced 
profound changes in its social structure. The agrarian class structure has also changed. 
These changes have been produced by a large number of factors. I 
25.4.1 Agrarian Changes During the British Colonial Rule I 
 he agrarian policies of the British colonial rulers are regarded as among the most 
important factors responsible for introducing changes in the agrarian structure of the sub- 
continent. In order to maximise their incomes from land (which was collected from the 
cultivators in the form of land revenue), they introduced some basic changes in the 
property relations in the Indian countryside. These agrarian policies of the colonial rulers 
had far reaching consequences. In Bengal and Bihar, in parts of Chennai and United 
Province they conferred full ownership rights over the erstwhile zamindars that were only 
tax collecting intermediaries during the earlier regimes. The vast majority of peasants who 
had been actually cultivating land became tenants of the new landlords. Similarly, they 
demanded revenues in the form of a fixed amount of cash rather than as a share from what 
was produced on the land. Thus, even when bad weather destroyed the crop; the peasants 
were forced to pay the land. revenue. 



meant for everybody, studies carried out in different parts of India tend to reveal 
that the benefits of the state support to agriculture were not equally shared by all 
the sections of rural society. Most of the benefits went to those who were already 
rich and powerful. However, despite this bias, these initiatives have been able to 
bring about'a significant change in the agrarian economy at least in some parts of 
the country. This is particularly true about the regions like Punjab, Haryana, 
Western U.P., Coastal Andhra, and parts of Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka 
and Tamil Nadu. 

I Agrarian Class S'tructure 

Apart from increasing productivity of land, these changes have transformed the social 
framework of the Indian agriculture. Agriculture in most parts of India is now carried out 
oil commercial lines. The old structure ofjajmani relations has more or less completely 
d~sintegrated, giving way to more formalised arrangements among the cultivators and those 
who work for them. Some scholars have argued that these changes indicatethat capitalist 
fcrm of production is developing in agriculture and a new class structure is emerging in the 
Indian countryside. 

25.5 AGRARIAN CLASS STRUCTURE IN INDIA - 
A j mentioned above the traditional Indian society was organised around caste lines. The 
agrarian relations were governed by the norms of jajmani system. However, the jajmani 
relations began to disintegrate after the colonial rulers introduced changes in the Indian 
agriculture. The process of modernisation and development initiated by the Indian State 
during the post-independence period further weakened the traditional social structure. 
While caste continues to be an important social institution in the contemporary Indian 
society, its significance as a system of organising economic life has considerably declined. 
Though the agricultural land in most parts of India is still owned by the traditionally 
cultivating caste groups, their relations with the landless menials are no more regulated by 
tht: norms of caste system. The landless members of the lower caste now work with the 
cultivating farmers as agricultural labourers. We can say that in a sense, caste has given 
way to class in the Indian countryside. 

However, the agrarian social structure is still marked by diversities. As pointed out by 
D.V. Dhanagare, "the relations among classes and social composition of groups that 
oc~:upy specific class position in relation to land-control and land-use in India are so 
di\ erse and complex that it is difficult to incorporate'them all in a general schema". 
Hcwever, despite the diversities that mark the agrarian relations in different parts of 
co~intry, some scholars have attempted to club them together into.some general categories. 
Aniongst the earliest attempts to categorise the Indian agrarian population into a framework 
of jocial classes was that of a well-known economist, Daniel Thorner. He suggested that 
onc: could divide the agrarian population of India into different class categories by taking 
thrt:e criteria. First, type of income earned from land (such as, 'rent' or 'fruits of own 
cultivation' or 'woages'). Second, the nature of rights held in land ( such as, 'proprietary' or 
'tenancy' or 'share-cropping rights' or 'no rights at all'). Third, the extent of field-work 
actllally performed (such as, 'absentees who do no work at all' or 'those who perform 
partial work' or 'total work done with the family labour' or 'work done for others to earn 
wages'). On the basis of these criteria he suggested the following model of agrarian class 
s tn  cture in India. 

i) Maliks, whbse income is derived primarily from property rights in the sdil and whose 
common interest is to keep the level of rents up while keeping the wage-level down. 
They collect rent from tenants, sub-tenants and sharecroppers. 

ii) Kisans, working peasants, who own small plots of land and work mostly with their 
own labour and that of their family members. 

iii) Mazdoors, who do not own land themselves and earn their livelihood by working as 
tenants1 sha r~crod~ers  or wage labourers with others. 

Thorner's classikation of agrarian population has not been very popular amongst the 
students of agrarian change in India. Development of capitalist relations in agrarian sector 
of the economy has also changed the older class structure. For example, in most regions of 
India, the Maliks t,ave turned into enterprising farmers. Similarly, most of the tenants and 13 I 



Class in Indian Society sharecroppers among the landless mazdoors have begun to work as wage labourers. Also, 
the capitalist development in agriculture has' not led to the kind of differentiation among the 
peasant as some Marxist analysts predicted. On the contrary, the size of middle level 
cultivators has swelled. 

The classification that has been more popular among the students of agrarian structure and 
change in India is the division of the agrarian population into four or five classes. At the 
top are the big landlords who still exist in some parts of the country. They own very large 
holdings, in some cases even more than one hundred acres. However, unlike the old 
landlords, they do not always give away their lands to tenants and sharecroppers. Some of 
them organise their farms like modem industry, employing a manager and wage labourers 
and producing for the market. Over the years their proportion in the total population of 
cultivators has come down significantly. Their presence is now felt more in the backward 
regions of the country. 

After big landlords come the big farmers. The sixe of their land holdings varies from 15 
acres to 50 acres or in some regions even more. They generally supervise their farms 
personally and work with wage labour. Agricultural operations in their farms are carried 
out with the help of farm machines and they use modem farm inputs, such as, chemical 
fertilisers and hybrid seeds. They invariably belong to the local dominant castes and 
command a considerable degree of influence over the local power structure, both at the 
village level as well as at the state level. While the big farmers is more visible in the 
agriculturally developed regions of the country. 

The next category is that of the middle farmers who own relatively smaller holdings 
(between 5 acres to 10 or 15 acres). Socially, like the big farmers, they too mostly come 
fr3m the local dominant caste groups. However, unlike the big farmers, they carry out most 
ot'the work on farms with their own labour and the labour of their families. They employ 
wage labour generally at the time of peak seasons, like harvesting and sowing of the crops. 
Over the years, this category of cultivators has also begun using modem inputs, such as, 
chemical fertilisers and hybrid seeds. Proportionately, they constitute the largest segment 
among the cultivators. ' 

The small and marginal farmers, are the fourth class of cultivators in India. Their holding 
size is small ( less than five acres and in some cases even less than one acre). They carry 
out almost all the farm operations with their own labour and rarely employ others to work 
on their farms. In order to add to their meager earnings from cultivation, some of them 
work as farm labourers with other cultivator. Over the years, they have also come to use 
modem farm inputs and begun to produce cash crops that are grown for sale in the market. 
They are among the most indebted category of population in the Indian countryside. As the 
families grow and holdings get further divided, their numbers have been increasing in most 
part of India. 

The last category of the agrarian population is that of the landless labourers. A large 
majority of t h e m H o n g  to the ex-untouchable or the dalit caste groups. Most of them own 
no cultivable ladd of their own. Their proportion in the total agricultural population varies 
from state to state. While in the states like Punjab and Haryana they constitute 20 to 30 per 
cent of the rural workforce, in some states, like Andhra Pradesh, their number is as high as 
fifty per cent. They are among the poorest of the poor in rural India. They not only live in 
miserable conditions with poor housing and insecure sources of income, many of them also 
have to borrow money from big cultivators and'in return they have to mortgage their labour 
power to them. Though the older type of bondage is no more a populq practice, the 
dependence of landless labourers on the big farmers often makes them surrender their 
freedom, not only of choosing employer, but invariably also of choosing their political 
representatives. 

25.6 LET US SUM UP 



how it is applied in the study of agrarian societies. We then discussed agrarian social Agrarian Class Structure 
structure and change in India and agrarian structure in India. We were, therefore, able to 
develop and present a lucid picture of agrarian class structure. 

25.7 KEY WORDS 

Agrarian : rural, dependent on agricutture. 

Kisan : ' peasants who have small plots of land on which their is family 
labour. 

Malik : Those who have property rights and work land by wage - 
workers. 

Mazdoor : Landless sharecroppers or tenants. 

Peasant Society : undifferentiated society, preindustrial in nature. 
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25.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

-- - - 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) The peasant society concept was derived largely from the western society. Peasants 
were bel~eved to have emerged out of the disintegration of tribals who cultivated 
land. They lived in small settlements. Peasant societies are pre-industrial. Peasantry in 

I this perspective was basically an undifferentiated social formation. This is because in 

t their soc;al and economic organisation peasants were similar to one another. They 

I were basically self sufficient on the land they worked on. Thus, there were no 
significant class differences within the peasantry. However, while internally the 

[ peasants were homogenous from the outside they were dominated by the urban elite. 
I Peasant societies even produced surplus which was given up to urban rulers as tax. 

t 2) For Shanin the Ideal Type of peasant society as producers who produced mostly for 
their own consumption, and for the hlfillment of obligation? to the rulers - that is the 
holders of political and economic power. He identified four inter-dependent facets of 

I peasant life which were: 

i) peasants work on their own land with the help of their family 
! 

. ii) land is worked with low level technology 

iii) peasants have specific cultural patterns 

iv) peasants are dominated by outsiders.' 

Check Your Progress 2 
I 

I) The spread of industrialisation in the west made the work force in agriculture 
relatively low. Secondly, it altered agrarian structure. The mechanisation and the 

t modernisation of agriculture made possible a huge surplus. Through the production of 
cash crops cultivators could reinvest their earnings and developed close links with the 
market. Thus, the development of capitalism in agrarian society changed the earlier 
relations of loyalty and patronage into those that are instrumental. It also lead to 
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26.0 OBJECTIVES 

Afier reading this Unit you should be able to: 

provide the origin of class systems; 

give the nexus of class and industrial society; 

indicate features of capitalism and socialism; and 

outline Marx's and Weber's views on industrial classes. 

i 26.1 INTRODUCTION 

Social class as a term became important in the ISh century. People often used the notion of 
estate of define class. Since the American and French revolution, class a stark embodiment 
of the principle of inequality has been object of scientific study. Saint Simon was the first 
to use the term 'Class' as an alternative to 'Estate'. Thus, the idea of Class is pre- 
Uarxian. Social class refers to achieved position and its regular rewards associated with it, 
t.e., it tends to promote Individual merit, Skill and Ability. Social classes are de-facto 
groups. Groups not legally or religiously defined and sanctioned groups. There are charac- 
leristic groups of Industrial societies. Social classes refer to achieved social position. It 
lends to promote the value of Individual merit and its regular rewards. . 

~ i m o n g  Scholars, there is a considerable difference in recognising the membership 
precisely. However, most Sociologists would agree in recognising the existence o f :  

i) Upper Class (Owners) 



Class in lndian Society ii) Middle Class - or White-collar workers 

iii) Working class 

In some societies, the existence of the fourth class, the Peasantry, is also recognised. 

26.2 ORIGIN OF CLASS SYSTEMS 

Almost all class systems are based on assumptions that "All men are boin free and equal". 
We find a sharp contrast between what a class system actually is and what it pretends to 
be. Thus, few argue that class system has no ideological base - Thus, they are residual 
category. Classes originated in society due to number of reasons. Some of the important 
ones being : 

i) Expansion of productive forces beyond the level needed for subsistence. 

ii) The extension of division of labour outside the family 

iii) The accumulation of surplus wealth 

iv) The emergence of private ownership of resources. 

26.2.1 Characteristics 0.f Class Structure 

There are specific characteristics of caste: They are : 

i) Vertical order of social classes - there is a heirarchy in terms of privileges and 
discrimination. 

ii) There is also a permanent idea of class interest. 

iii) Idea of class-consciousness, awareness of class, hierarchy, identity and solidarity is 
present: 

Existence of class implies that there is an idea of social distance. Class distinctions get 
expressed in the f o b  of inequalities and class boundaries. 

There are two ways of conceiving class structure. 

i) Schemes of gradation 

ii) Schemes based on Relations of dependence 

a) One-sided dependence 

b) Mutual dependence 

As a system of social relations class is understood usually as a subjection of one over the 
other. Some sociologists view the idea of class as conquest where victors aresthe upper 
class and the defeated classes are lower. 

With regard to the idea-of development of class, the question usually asked is - Are social 
classes distinctive of modem contemporary societies, i.e., industrial societies only or does 
one find them in all known societies? For this Marxist would argue that they exist in all 
historically recorded societies but other Sociologists argue that social classes exist only in 
contemporary societies where economic activities pre-dominate and where industrialisa- 
tion progressively transforms the totality of existence. 

People who belong to the same social class have more or less the same "life chances", i.e., 
the probability of securing the goad things of life. Such a fieedom, high standard of living, 
Leisure or whatever things are highly valued in a given society. Association of different 
classes is between people of unequal society social class affects the "life-style". Thus, o m  
can conclude by saying that class is implied as an opposition to hereditary privilegs, and 



Indust rial Classes 26.3 CLASS AND INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY 

i) Differentiation 

ii) Consistency 

iii) Social mobility 

i) Differentiation : In industrial societies, there is a tendency towards homogeneity, i.e., 
increase similar in population in terms of standard of living, wealth andpower. More 
and more people are becoming middle-class, i.e., a population with similar standard of 
income, style of life, status. 

The system of class differentiation is becoming or taking a shape of a diamond in recent 

Elite 

Masses 

This expansion of the Middle Class is mainly due to : 

a) Expansion of Division of Labour 

A set-up where specialised skills are required for every individual in the occupation 
becomes important. Each occupation is accorded, i.e., it is according to ones achievement, 
skill, talent, etc. 

b) Increased Role of the State 

The state has to maintain bureaucracy. For this, technically qualified people are required. 
For welfare activities, it requires personnel/population which is often fulfilled by middle- 

ii) Consistency : There is a tendency for the relative position of an individual or group in 
one stratification order to be same or in similar position in other orders. 

Status Oriented Vs Achievement Oriented 
(Traditional societies (Consistency - Your position is 

without any consistency dependent on your talent, skill) 

iii) Social ~ o b i l i t y  : Closely associated with the idea of industrialisation is class mobility. 
Once societies reach a certain level of industrialisation their overall rates of mobility . . 
will increase, i.e., they will become more and more open - will become achievement 

. oriented, will encourage merit, ability and talent. 

26.3.1 Inclustrial Classes 

The logical of industrialism leads to similar pattern of classes. The industrial societies are 
societies where large scale production is carried out, there is a separation of economic 
enterprise and family. The high degree of technological division of labour along with 
rational calculation of profit is seen as a central feature. The Industrial societies that will be 
discussed are Capitalist (USA and UK) and late Socialist societies (USSR). These societies 



Class in Indian Society widely in terms of their Political structure or regimes, their social doctrines and policies as 
well as their historical changes. 

26.3.2 Features of Capitalist Society 

i) The means of production are privately owned. The notion of private ownership 
predominates. 

ii) The regulation of the Economy is decentralised, i.e., the balance between Production 
and Consumption is not decided according to Planning, but is governed by regulari- 
ties in the Market. It is according to the guess-work in the market; influenced by the 
Demand and Supply factor. 

iii) A separation between employers and employees are seen. So that labourers posses 
labour power for which they are paid. And the owner owns means of production and 
is in a position to pay the labourer. 

iv) The profit motive pre-dominates. The main aim isto maximise profit. 

v) Since the distribution of resources is not determined by planning, supply and demand 
causes price to fluctuate in each part of the market and even in the economy as a 
whole. 

Often the critics of capitalist society argue that Capitalism involves exploitation of the 
worker because it is based on the desire for profit. This exploitation is seen in tenns of 
surplus value which results in extreme inequality of incomes. Since the capitalist societies 
are not planned economies, it always faces a danger of crisis of breaking down. Also, the 
surplus income is used for buying luxuries. This often involves a high degree of inequality 
in the distribution of income. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a note on the features of the Capitalist Societies in about ten lines. 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

.............................................. ..........a,. 

............................................. d m . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

............................................................ 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................. 

............................................................ 
the means of production are (c) 

263.3 Features of Socialist Societies 

In the Socialist Societies it was found that : 

i) The means of Production were owned by the State. 

ii) The regulation of the Economy was done by the Central Planning Authority. The 
Distribution and Consumption is controlled by Planning authority. 
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iii) In the Soviet Economy, the surplus values created by the worker, over and above, 
went to the whole society, as the main aim is welfare. 

26.3.4 Classes in Capitalist Societies 

Most scholars use economic factors as the basic criteria for differentiating classes. Adam 
Smith was the first person who spoke of society being divided into groups based on 
economic criteria and he calls them orders and according to him, there are three kinds of 
orders. 

I 

i) Those who live by rent (Rentiers) 

ii) Those who live by wage (Wage earners) 

iii) Those who live by profit (The capitalist) 

According to Aristotle, there are three classes i2 Society. The Upper class, Middle class and 
Poor class. According to him, out of these three classes, the Middle class is least ambitious 
and g ~ o d  !or the development of any society. The upper class wants to earn profit and 
maintain its position. The poor class is too poor, their ambition being to improve their 
position. Thus, between the two ambitious classes, the Middle class is the best. 

According to Bergel, Classes represent different sub-cultures which are related to each 
other and are derived from different roots. According to him, existence of class implies 
that there is idea of Social distance. 

Activity 1 

Visit a large factory in a town or city. What do you observe about division of 
labour and classes? Write down your observations and discuss them with other 
students in your study centre. 

26.4 KARL MARX : CLASS, INEQUALITY AND 
CAPITALISM 

Class, as a form of inequality, gained prominence with the work of Karl Marx. Marxian 
concept of class is explained with reference to capitalist society. He defined class as "any 
aggregate of persons who perform the same function in the organisation of production in 
any society". Thus, "Freeman and Slaves (Slavery), Lords and serfs (Feudalism) in a word 
oppressor and oppressed are the names of social classes in different historical periods. 
According to Max,  Class is defined as "a Social group whose members share the same 
relationship to the forces of Production". A class is any aggrpghte of persons who perform 
the same function in organisation of production. It is determined not by occupation or 
income, but by the function performed in the process of production. For example, two 
carpenters, one of whom is t.he shop owner and the other his paid worker, belong tb two 
different classes even though their occupation is the same. 

According to Mam - Organisation of production is not sufficient condition for the devel- 
opment of social classes, there must be : 

i) Physical Concentration of masses of people 

ii) Easy communication 

iii) Growth of cless consciousness. 

For example, small peasant forms a vast mass and live in similar conditions hut they ere 
isolated from one another and are not conscious of their common interest, they do not 
constitute a c!ass in Marxian sense. 

What characterises a class is its economic status in the organisation of production in any 
society. According to Marx, except for primitive communism where there was no concept 

industrial Classes 



Class in Indian Society 

Box 26.01 

Classes polarise because they stand in relation of antagonism to each other and 
class identities are strengthened because of commoh interests and common eco- 
nomic status in the system of productiop. Within this system are present inherent 
contradictions which lead to class~class struggle, a new society evolves, with new 
mode of production and subsequently, a new class reflecting it. 

of private property, no classes were present. 

Marx believed that Western society had developed through four main epochs. 

Primitive communism - No classes 

Ancient Society - Masters and Slaves 

Feudal Society - Lords and Serfs 

Capitalist Society - Bourgeoisie and Proletariate 

These classes are distinguished from each other by the difference of their position in the 
economy. 

26.4.1 Mode of Production 

The mode of production of each epoch determines the social, political and religious feature 
of society at that particular state in history, as well as the nature of class relations. Classes 
in society arise from a particular mode of production. For example, in capitalist mode of 
production, high level technology and capital comprise the means of productioh. This 
creates a system where in one section own the means of Production and others do not. This 
gets bifurcated into two classes, namely the Capitalist and the workers. 

26.4.2 Class Struggle 

Class struggle is a recurring feature according to Marx in all societies. This struggle, he 
says is inevitable because the ruling class in every society sows the seeds of its own 
destruction, sooner or later. Oppression - economic, political and ideological is a feature 
of this class-struggle. Exploitation leads to rise of opposed class. Thus, they feel alienated 
from a system which they help in treating, without labour, for instance, capitalism can 
never subsist. Yet, the workers are alienated. A consciousness develops around which 
working class is formed and when they clash, with the oppressions they overthrow the 
system leading to a new stage of social formation and the abolition of private means of 
ownership, as a consequence of which class-lessness emerges. 

From the above, it becomes clear that only when class consciousness evolve and the class 
organises itself towards the pursuit of its own does a "class exists in the Marxian sense". 
So, from a class in itself, it becomes a class fix itself. 

Thus, for Marx, the essential feature of socisl inequality is Power - the economic power. 
Society is divided into those who have it and those who do not, i.e., the oppressors and the 
oppressed. Marx's economic interpretation is an explanation of what accounts for this 
inequality in power. Those who own the means of production have the power to rule and 
oppress those who do not own it. Class controls the prevailing ideas in a given society. 

26.4.3 Class Consciousness 

Marx specified a number of variables for the formation of class-class consciousness: 

i) Conflicts over the distribution of economic rewards between the classes. 

ii) Easy cominunication between the individual in tte same class position so that ideal 
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iii) Growth of class - Consciousness in the sense that the members of the class have a 
feeling of solidarity and understanding of their historical role. 

iv) Profound dissatisfaction of the Lower Class over its inability to control the economic 
structure of which it feels itself to be the exploited victim. 

v:i Established of a political organisation resulting from the economic structure, the 
historical situation and maturation of class-consciousness. 

The ideas of the ruling class in every epoch determine the ruling ideas, i.e., the class, 
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual 
force. The existence of revolutionary ideas in a particular period pre-supposes the exist- 
ence of a revolutionary class. Of all the instruments of production, the greatest productive 
power is the revolutionary class itself. Thus, he sees classes, as distinct sub-divisions 
u hose interests often diverge. From the Marxian perspective, we can conclude that the 
n:lationship between the major social classes is one of mutual dependence and conflict. 

26.4.4 Capitalist Industrial Society 

'I'hus, Marx in capitalist industrial society, identifies two main classes. The capitalist who 
pays the wage (Bourgeoisie) and the workers, who receives the wages (Proletariat). Marx 
predicted that as capitalism develops these two classes become more and more homog- 
enous, but as compared to him Dahrendorf argues that classes will become more and more 
heterogeneous, i.e., dissimilar and the working class get divided into three distinct levels - 
IJnskilled, semi-skilled, skilled manual, workers with divergence interests. 

Industrial Society is Capital intensive and technology based 
Courtesy: B. Kiranrnayi 

Unlike Marx, who talked about two classes, Weber talks about the middle class also. 
According to him, as capitalism develops the middle class expands. In the 19m century, 
Marxist predicted that a stage will come in capitalist development when the middle class 
would sink into the Proletariat (Pauperisation). But during 1950's and 1960's, a number of 
Sociologists and suggested that just the opposite was happening. 

Industrial Classes 

They said a process of embourgeoisement was occurring whereby increasing number of 
manual workers were entering the middle class. According to them, the classes in Industrial 
society was acquiring the Pentagon shape where the mass of population was middle class 



Class in Indian Society rather than workinq class. According to Clark Kerr, this was the requirement of the ad- 
vanced industrialism which requires a highly educated, trained and skilled workforce. 

26.5 MAX WEBER : INDUSTRIAL CLASSES 

Weber argues that classes develop in Market economies, in which individuals compete for 
economic gains. He defines - "class as a group of individuals who share a similar economic 
position which influence both the material standard of their existence and what sort of 
personal life they are able to enjoy-by virtue, their standard and style of living is deter- 
mined. Thus, according to Weber, "a person's class situation is basically his Market 
situation7' whereas for Marx, the class relationship is one of interdependence and conflict. 

Like Man, Weber sees class in economic terms. But he sees important differences in their 
Market situation. ;ay, different occupations have different market values. For example, 
Enqineers and electricians have different market value. ?bus, for Weber, a person's class 
situation is basically his Market situation. 

Those who share a similar class situation also share similar life chances. Their economic 
position will directly affect their chances of obtaining those things defined as desirable in 
their society. For example, access to higher education and good quality housing. 

Like Marx, he also agrees that property owners and propertyless, are two classes. But he 
sees important differences in the market situation of the propertyless groups in society, i.e., 
there are more classes within non-property owner classes with differences in skills, occupa- 
tional capacity, talents. These classes are: 

i) The propertied Upper class 

ii) The propertyless white-collar workers 

iii) The petty Bourgeoisie 

iv) The manual working class 

These were placed according to their value of skill in the market. Those whose skills were 
scarce on the market commanded high salaries and constituted a separate class. Weber 
rejects the polarisation of two classes and talks of Middle class of white-collar or skilled 
workers. Middle class expands as capitalism develops. He argues that modem nation state 
requires a "rational bureaucratic set-up" which requires clerks and managers. 

Those who belong to lower class may try for reforms. For this purpose, they come together 
to demand but never have drastic revolution to change the system. Another example, in 
industrial strikes, there may be lock-outs but revolution to change the system may not be 
there. 

According to Weber, for workers to change the entire system, is noi possible. For, to attack 
any system an ideological formula is essential. An intellectual class is essential, i.e., elite 
group, uneducated people cannot bring about a revolution without an ideological set-up, 
therefore, to do so. / 

26.6 GIDDENS, PARKIN AND BERGEL 

Acthony Giddens identifies three major classes in industrial society. Particularly, in a 
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capitalist society based on economic criteria: 

Box 26.02 

Unlike Marx, Weber argues that those who belong to the same class need not 
necessarily produce a communal action or develop a class consciousness. They 
might behave in a similar way and have same attitude like similar voting behav- 
iour or drinking habits. Weber rejects the inevitability of class revolution. They 
need not necessarily be a revolution. Class-consciousness may be there but it would 
be of different nature. For example, Caste groups in India. 



Industrial Classes 

.- . . . . . . . .  

i) Upper class - Ownership of means of Production 

ii) Middle class Owners of technical qualification 

iii) Lower class - Owners of manual labour 

., According to Frank Parkin, who provides occupational classification of social class, in 
modem capitalist society, the power to acquire rewards is directly related to the demands of 
the market for occupational skills. It is difficult to assess the claims that Upper classes are 
superior in intelligence and achievement. But a close look shows that tests measures the 
performance rather than intelligence and performance depend not only ability but on 
specific training. In other words, it requires highly educated workers which in turn leads to 
higher pay - higher status occupation. Market which has high consumption requirement 
required and helps in the growth of middle market. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1 )  Write a note on mode of production and its relation to class struggle. Use about ten 
lines for your answer. 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................. 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 
2) Say True or False. 

According to Marx a person's class situation is basically his market situation. 
True False 

According to Bergel, classes are seen as natural, economic, political and cultural groups. 
He presents four views on class. 

i) Classes emerged in society as a result of breakdown of estate system in Europe, i.e., 
after the legal system was abolished a free society with achieved criteria developed. 

ii) Classes have no ideology - they are residual category. 

iii) He views the idea of class as con4est where the victors are the upper class and 
defeated classes are lower. 

iv) Stratification system represents biological differences as well, e.g., white superiority 
over black. 

According to him, classes represent different sub-cultures which are related to each other 
and are derived from different roots. He argues that almost all class systems are based on 
assumption that "all men are born free and equal". However, we find a sharp contrast 
between what a class system actually is and what it pretends to be. 

26.7 CLASS STRUCTURE IN SOCIALIST SOCIETIES 

Here the system of stratification is not the result of market economy rather it is a creation of 
the political elite where in Capitalist society there is plurality of elite's, e.g., C.R. Mills 2 5 



Class in Indian Society concept of three categories of elites in American Society. However, in Soviet society there 
was only one elite that is political elite. These elites form an interest group. Stratification is 
a product of the state imposed by bureaucracy. This uniform elite divides the society into 
ruling intellectuals Vs peasants. Scholars who have studied classes in socialist societies say 
that instead of using the word "class" one must use the word "strata". The main stratas 
being: 

i) Intelligentsia a) Ruling elite 

b) Superior Intelligentsia 

c) General Intelligentsia 

ii) Ruling Class a) Aristocracy 

b) Rank and File 

c) Disadvantaged worker 

iii) Peasants a) Well to do 

b) Average Peasant 

Marx predicted that public ownership of the forces of production is the first step towards 
the creation of an egalitarian society. All members would share the same relationship that 
of ownership to the forces of production. He believed that with state going away, the 
consumption of goods and services would be based each according to his needs. However, 
those who studied Soviet societies have talked about its class structure - Frank Parkin 
identifies different classes which can.be distinguished in terms of differential economic 
rewards, occupational prestige and power. 

i) managerial, and administrative positions 

ii) skilled manual position 

iii) lower or unqualified white collar position 

iv) unskilled manual positions. 

Although income equalities were not as great in Soviet societies as in capitalist societies, 
these were still significant. 

According to Milovin Dijilas, a socialist society is not classless. The Bourgeoisie of the 
West have been replaced by a new ruling class in the East. This new class is made up of 
political bureaucrats, many of whom are high ranking officials of the communist party. 
They use power to further their own interest. Although in legal terms, the forces of produc- 
tion are communal owned, in practice, they are, controlled by the new class for its own 
benefit. Political bureaucrats direct and control the economy and monopolise decisions 
regarding production, consumption, and production. As a result of this wide income 
differences between this class and masses is observed, associated with this is high privilege 
and status. According to Dijilas, the ruling class of the late Soviet Union is more exploita- 
tive then the bourgeoisie, its power is even greater because it is unchecked by political 
parties. He claims that in a sjngle party state political bureaucrats monopolise power. He 
agrees with Marx, in practice their source of power is there because it controls the forces of 
production. Others reverse this and say that in Soviet societies economic power derives 
from political power. According to T.B. Bottomore, the new class controls the means of 
production because of its political power. 

According to Polish scholar, Wesolowskis, although social stratification exists, the disap- 
pearance of classes in Marxian sense has removed the basic source of conflict. Again, in 
the society no small minority exploits the masses of population. Further, there are no 
serious conflicts of interest between the various strata since the forces of production are 
communally owned and everybody is working for the benefit of all. Although economic 
inequalities remain, they are determined by the principle - "To each according to his 
work", the soclety claims that, the share of the individual in the Division of the social 

36 product is determined by quality, quantity of his work, wages are function of quality of 



Industrial Classes work, this is, they are function of the level of skill and education necessary for carrying a 

Activity 2 

In which way does a socialist society differ from a capitalist one. Talk to  various 
people and describe what the Indian society is. Compare your notes with other 
students in the study centre. 

The impsrtant difference between the "The New Class" and the bourgeoisie of the West is 
that in the West property can be passed from father to son, whereas in the East members1 
sons have no legal claim to property. Their privilege rests largely on political office which 
cannot be passed directly to offspring. 

Wesolowski argues that classes in the orthodox sense have ceased to exist in socialist 
society and have been replaced by what are better described as strata. 

Whether it is a Capitalist or Socialist society, in both, the idea of Profit dominates, i.e., 
Profit must be made within the enterprise as a guarantee of its proper functioning. How- 
ever, in planned economies, vast resources are devoted to a branch of industry which is not 
making profit. 

26.8 CAPITALIST AND SOCIALIST SOCIETIES : A 
COMPARISON 

Often the Planned economies, i.e. Socialist societies are criticjsed by arguing that total 
planning entails depotism or tyranny or at the very least the absolute power of the planners. 
There is concentration of authority. This would often create tension between the representa- 
tives of workers, peasants and diverse industrial sectors to determine their fair share of 
national resources.'~he critics argue that in such economies, consumer's choice is com- 
pletely eliminated. 

Thus wc can present the differences between classes of capitalist societies and Soviet 
societies as under : 

Capitalist Late Socialist 

In the Capitalist society, there is distinction In Soviet society, the economic inequalities 
between Property owners and Propertyless did not arise from difference in wealth; but 
workers. inequality is based on income difference. 

Difference between income from Property 
and inconie from work. 

Capital owners are also political leaders. Separation between economic sphere and 
political sphere. 

Social distance between whole social 
groups are less obvious and less 
ernphasised in. It is individual that reaches 
a Political elite1 standard. 

Stratification is a product of economic Conflict is generally suppressed by any 
system itself like one seen in American kind of opposition (i.e., by intellectual 
group between Whites + Blacks. leaders of society); but according to 

Dahendorf, Conflict is there between 
interest groups which is seen within 
imperatively coordinated elite. 

In Capitalist society, there is a possibility of soviet societies claimed that there was no 
formation and establishment of exploited class, no antagonism of the kind, 
organiz,ation, which opposes the elite in that Marx speaks, of no political revolt of 

the kind, though there have been peasant 2 7 



Class in Indian Society revolts. e.g., 1930's revolt of peasant in 
USSR against governments' notion of 
collectivization. One can observe sources of 
conflicts other than class in soviet societies. 

Unequal distribution of goods done through 
Distribution of resources is done through government agencies. 
Capitalists themselves. Wage/ income are determined by the 
Wages and income are determined by government. 
capitalist. 

Co-relation between unequal distribution of 
Co-relation between income and wages is income is less than in capitalist sociev. 
greater and more rigid and closely related. Close relation between education and 
Status is determined by amount of capital occupational status (Occupation status). 
you posses i.e. whether you are an owner or 
a non-owner. 

Organisation - Market is a control place Organisation - "Central planning 
and individuals in Market determine the authority" is important for distribution of 
nature of economy. Economy is less resources. Totalitarian planned manner. 
planned and instruments of production are Instruments of production are communally 
owned by individuals. owned. 

Profit motive dominates. Non-monetary motive i.e. welfare motive 
dominates. 

Inequality is not deliberate but is the direct Inequality in soviet structure is deliberately 
consequence of the system itself. The created to suit the needs of the political 
nature of production, consumption and regime. 
distribution can be controlled. Consumer needs are important; this 

influences the allocation of resources. 

Economic activities determine the Stratification is not economical but 
inequality. politically oriented. 

26.9 LET US SUM UP 

In both the industrial societies, recent years have seentwitnessed an attach upon their 
economies inequality. Societies are aiming at giving full employment to its members, 
trying to raise the level of income of the wdrking class and provide an economic security to 
all which was until recently thought by the upper class as always their monopoly. Recent 
years have almost entirely eliminated the class of domestic servants. This js one of the 
greatest gains which the working class has made in the 20th Century. That is, they have 
escaped from subjection of upper class. 'The aim being mainly to eliminate the division of 
society into subjected and oppressed class. 

In 20" Century, the relationship between various classes is, however, very different from 
that which was in the 19h Century. In the 20th Century, the concept of social services, as a 
whole, gave a much greater effect in diminishing class differences than that would appear 
from their economic consequences alone. 

Social mobility qas generally 'increased with economic development of the industrial 
societies but the inciease has been largely due to changes in the occupational structure. 
That is, it is due to the expansion of white collar and professional occupational and con- 
tinuation of manual xcupations. 

There is a persistent effort to re-distribute wealth, income through progressive taxation, 
estate duties and taxes on capital gains. Therefore, there is equality of living standard, a 

2 8 growth of middle class. 
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26.10 ISEY WORDS 

1 Capitalist : Means of production in such a society are privately owned. 

Industrial : Where the accent is upon heavy machinery, factories and so on. 
C 

Socialist : In such societies most of the industries and planning happen to be in 
the control of the state. 

26.1 1 FURTHER READINGS 

.m Bottomore, T. (ed.) 1973, Dictionary of Marxist Thought, Blackwell, Oxford 

Weber, M. 1964, The Theory of Social and Economic Organisation, (Trans. and ed. by 
! Henderson A.M., and Parsons, T.), Free Press, Glencoe. ; 

26.12 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) In a capitalist society the means of production are privately owned. Further the 
questions of production and consumption are governed by market forces. Again there 
is a distinction between employers and employees, the latter being paid for their work 
by the former. The entire system is geared to the profit motive and the attempt is to 
maximize the profits. Finally prices depend upon market forces of supply and de- 
mand. It may be pointed out that the antics of capitalism also talk of exploitation and 
alienation of workers and predict a break down in the system. 

2) a) Socialist 
I 
I - b) economy 

c) owned. 

1 Check Your Progress 2 
I 

1) The mode of production is a concept central to Marx's thought. In each type of ' society there is a particular mode of production. In capitalist society we have the 
capitalist mode of production and there is a use of heavy capital based industries. The 
bourgeoisie who own the means of production exploit the workers and a class 
struggle ensures upto the point of revolution when the workers overthrow the capital- 
ists leading to the formation of new stage of classless society where ownership of the 
means of production is collectivg. A classless society emerges. 

2) False. 



UNIT 27 MIDDLE CLASSES IN INDIA 

Structure 

27.0 Objectives 

27.1 Introduction 

27.2 The Concept of Class and Middle Class 

27.3 Middle Classes in the Western Countries 

27.4 Middle Classes in India 

27.5 Rise of Middle Glasses in India during the British Rule 

27.6 Politics of Middle Classes during the Freedom Movement 

27.6.1 Middle Classes in India after Independence 

27.6.2 Size arid Composition 

27.7 Growth of Middle Classes after ~hdependence 

27.8 Let Us Sum Up 

27.9 Key Words 

27.'10 Further Readings 

27.1 1 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 

After having read and studied this unit you will be able to: 

provide the concept of middle class; 

compare middle classes in India and' western countries; 

describe the rise of middle classes in India; 

discuss politics of the middle class; and 

growth of middle classes after independence. 

27.1 INTRODUCTION 

The process of development or modernization being experienced in our country is not 
confined to the economy alone. It is ieading to some hndamental changes in the social 
structure of the Indian society. As the process of change unfolds itself, new social groups 
and categories of people emerge on the scene. The institutionalization of the democratic 
system of governance based on adult franchise and the introduction of a secular 
constitution has transformed the traditional structures of power relations at different levels 
of social organization. 

The last five decades of economic development and democratic governance have also 
transformed the structures of social stratification in India. The earlier system of domination 
and subordination based largely on the principles of caste hierarchy and ownership of 
agricultural land has given way to a different kind of power structure. Though the caste and 
the owership of agricultural land continue to be significant, p&icularly in the rural areas, 
they are no more the exclusive determinants of social stratification ,in India today. A new 
set of power elite has emerged in India during the last fifty ykars or so. Similarly, we can 



Box 27.01 \ 

The social structure of Indian society has for long been viewed in the framework 
of caste system. ~ o w e v d r ,  the development of a new urban economy and the 
changes experienced in agrarian relations in the recent past have, in a sense, made 
the institution of caste less significant, if not redundant. Thus, in order to 
understand the nature of emerging power structure and the new system of social 
stratification we need a different set of conceptual categories. Some sociologists 
working on the subject have suggested that we should move from the "caste" 

. framework to that of "class". Some others have however argued that though the 
old system of hierarchy has changed, caste still continues to play a determining 
role in matters of status differences in the Indian society. However, for a balanced 
understanding of the contemporary Indian society, we need to use both the concepts 
- class as well as caste. I t  is in this context of the changing structures of social 
stratification that the emergence of middle classes in India should be understood. 

I 

i Middle Classes in India 
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f 27.2 THE CONCEPTS OF CLASS AND MIDDLE CLASS 
F 
$ 

The concept of class has been one of the most important categories in the Western 
sociology. There has been a long tradition of looking at the Western society through the 
conceptual fiamework of class. The classical sociological thinkers, Karl Marx and Max 
Weber, have written a great deal on the concept of class. Class was the most important. 
category for Marx in his analysis of the Western society and in his theory of social change. 

Marx's model of class is a dichotomous one. It is through the concept of class that he 
explains the exploitation of subordinate categories by the dominants. According to Marx, in 
every class society, there are two fundamental classes. Property relations constitute the axis 
of this dichotomous system - a minority of 'non-producers', who control the means of 
production, are able to use this position of control to extract fiom the majority of 
'producers' the surplus product which is the source of their livelihood. 'Classes', in the 
Marxian fiamework, are thus defined in terms of the relationships of groupings of 
individuals to the 'means of production'. Further, in Marx's model, economic domination 
is tied to political domination. Control of means of production yields.politica1 control. 

In this dichotomous model of class structure, the position of the mid'dle class is only 
transitional. The middle classes for Mar# were the self-employed peasants and the petty 
bourgeoisie. They were so described because they continued to own the means of 
production they worked with, without employing wage labour. Marx predicted that these 
middle classes were destined to disappear as the capitalist system of production developed. 
Only the two major classes, proletariat or the working class and the bourgeoisie or the 
capitalist class were significant in the Marxian framework of class relations. 

The other theorists of class have assigned much more significance to the 'middle classes'. 
3 Foremost of these have been sociologists like Max Weber, Dahrendorf and Lockwood. 

Max Weber, though agrees with Marx that classes are essentially defined in economic 
terms, his overall treatment of the concept is quite different fiom that of Marx. Unlike 
Marx, he argues that classes develop only in the market economies in which individuals 
compete for economic gains. He defines classes as groups of people who share similar 
position in a market economy and by virtue of this fact receive similar economic rewards. 
Thus, class status of a person, in Weber's terminology, is his "market situation" or, in other 
words, his purchasing power. The class status of a person also determines his "life 
chces" .  Their economic position or "class situation" determines how many of the things 
considered desirable in their society they can buy. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Explain Marx's dichotomous model of class structure in about ten lines. 
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Though, like Marx. Weber also uses the criteria of property ownership for defining classes, 
his theory provides a much greater scope for a discussion of the middle classes. He agrees 
with Man  that the two main classes in capitalist society are the property-owning chsses 
and non-property owning classes. However, Weber does not treat all the non-property 
owning individuals as belonging to a single class of the proletariats. The "class situation" 
of the non-property owners differ in terms of their skills. Those who possess skills that 
have a definite 'market value' (for example, doctors, engineers and other professionals) are 
rewarded better than the unskilled labourers. Thus, their "class situation" is different from 
that of the working class and it is they who, in the Weberian framework, constitute the 
middle classes, Further, unlike Marx, Weber does not see any tendency towards 
polarization of society into two classes. On the contrary Weber argues that with the 
development of capitalism, the white collar 'middle class' tends t i  expand rather than 
contract. 

, 
The later sociologists have tendea to follow the Weberqh line of thinking in their 
discussions and studies on the concept of middle class: 

A crucial distinction is made in the sociological literature between the "old" middle 
classes and the "new" middle cldsses. The term "old " middle class is used in the sense 
in which Marx had used the term "petty-bourgeoisie" i.e. those who work with their own 
means of production such as traders, independent professionals and farmers. The term 
"new" middle class is broadly used to describe the skilled or white-collared workers1 
salaried employees and the self-employed professionals. Even though they do not own the 
means of production they work with, they are distinguished from the unskilled blue-collar 
workers. Their incomes being much higher than that of the blue-collar workers, they can 
lead a lifestyle that is very different from that of the working class. 

27.3 MIDDLE CLASSES IN THE WESTERN 
COUNTRIES 

Historically speaking, the term middle class was first used to describe the emerging class of 
bourgeoisie in Western Europe during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. During the 
initial phase of development of the industrial economy, the bourgeoisie (the new class of 
merchants and industrialists) stood between the gentry (land owning classes and the 
aristocracy) on the one hand and the poor working classes on the other. As the industrial 
economy developed further, the land owning gentry declined and the bourgeoisie - 
consisting of the big industrialists and financiers - emerged as the ruling class. The term 
middle class began to be used for the independent small traders, professionals and artisans 
who stood in between the bourgeoisie on the one side and the working class on the other. 
These classes grew in number with the development of towns and increasing urbanization 
that accompanied the development of indu'strial production. The direct trading between 
consumers and producers be:ame more and more difficult with growth of big towns and, 
cities. These groups were lattr called the "old middle classes". 



The emergence of "new middle class" is attributed to the further expansion of industrial 
capitalism and the rise of big corporations with large and complex organizational 
structures. G D.H. Cole, a well-known sociologist. attributes the birth of the new middle 
class to two important developments in the Western economy. First, an increase in the 
number of public schools and spread of education. And secondly, the spread of joint stock 
companies. These developments fostered large-scale enterprise and brought into existence a 
new class of salaried managers and administers. Lockwood, another sociologist, also 
attributed the rise of the white-collared salaried class to the developments of corporate 
capitalism and the emergence of big organization. 

Middle  Classes in  India 

Go to a housing complex and try to identify houses belonging to different classes. 
Make notes on houses with different types of people and jobs. Which would you 
say belong to the middle class and why? Compare your notes with other students 
in the study centre. 

The crucial difference between the "old" and the "new middle classes" is their position 
within the economy. The old middle classes occupied that position by the virt~!e of their 
being placetl outside the polar class structure. They were neither part of the capitalist class 
nor of the working class. The new middle classes, on the other hand, did not enjoy any such 
autonomy. They were part of the big organizations. Their intermediate position came from 
their place inside the industrial economy. Their growth occurred because of the new 
demands of modem industry that required the services of a large number of specialists, 
professionals, technical and administration skills. The "new" middle classes further 
expanded with growth of the "tertiary" or the servicing sector of the economy. Along with 
urbanization and industrialization, a large number of tertiary industries, such as banking, 
insurance, hospitals, hotel, tourism and the mass media developed. These servicing 
industries eniployed skilled labour and professionals. The proportion of this segment has 
been consist~:ntly increasing in the total working population in most of the Western 
industrialized countries. The Western experience seems to have proved Marx wrong. 
Though the "old" middle classes seem to have declined in strength, the size of the "new" 
middle classes has been expanding. 

27.4 MIDDLE CLASSES IN INDIA 

As we have seen above, the middle classes emerged for the first time in Western Europe 
1 with the development of industrial and urban economy. We have also seen that the term 

middle class was initially used to describe the newly emerging class of bourgeoisie1 . 
industrial class. And later on the term was used for social groups placed in-between the 
industrialist bourgeoisie on the one side and the working class on the other i.e. the skilled 

I 

professional 3. 

The historiciil context of the development of middle classes in Indian is quite different 
from that of the West. It was in the nineteenth century, under the patronage of the British 
colonial rule that the middle classes began to emerge in India. Though they emerged under 
the patronage of the British rulers, the middle classes played an important role in India's 
struggle for independence from the colonial rule. During the post-independence period 
also, the micldle classes have been instrumental in shaping the policies of economic 
development and social change being pursued by the Indian State, Hence the need to 
understand the middle classes, their history, their social composition and their politics. 

RISE OF MIDDLE CLASSES. IN INDIA DURING 
THE BRITISH RULE 

The British t:olonial rule in India was fundamentally different from all the earlier political 
systems and empires that existed in the sub-continent. The British not only established their 
rule over most parts of the sub-continent they also transformed the economy and polity of 
the region. ripart from changing the land revenue systems, they introduced modem 
industrial economy in the region. They reorganised the political and administrative 
structures arid introduced Western ideas and cultural values to the Indian people. As 



Class in Indian Society pointed out by the well-known historian of the Indian middle class, B.B. Mishra, the 
peculiar feature that distinguishes the Indian middle classes from their counter-part in the 
West is the context of their origin. 'In the West', the middle classes emerged basically as a 
result of economic and technological change; they were for the most part engaged in trade 
and industry. In India, on the contrary, they emerged more in consequence of changes in 
the system of law and public administration than in economic development, and they 
mainly belonged to the learned profession"(Mishra, 196 1 :v). 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the colonial rulers had been able to bring a large 
proportion of Indian territory under their rule. It was around this time that, after the success 
of the Industrial revolution, industrial products from Britain began to flow into India and 
the volume of trade between Britain and India expanded. They also introduced railways 
and other modern servicing sectors such as the press and postal departments. A large 
number of educated individuals were required to staff these administrative institutions. It 
was not possible to get all of them from Britain. So, in order to fulfill this need, the British 
opened schools and colleges in different parts of India, particularly in big cities like 
Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Write a brief note on middle classes in India. Use five lines for your answer. 
I 

I ........................................................... 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 

2) Write a short note on tne rise of the middle classes in India after Independence. Use 
five lines for your answer. 

........................................................... 

............................................................ 

........................................................... 

..................................................... * a . m . .  

........................................................... 
Those educated in these new institutions of secular education were to also become a 
medium through whom the British planned to spread Western ideas and cultural values in 
the Indian society. Those educated in these institutions were to not only work for the 
British but they were to also think like them. This intention of creating a native middle 
class that would become the carrier of Western culture in India was expressed quite openly 
by Lord Macaulay in 1935. In his Minute on Indian education, Macaulay said: 'We must at 
present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions we 
govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in 
morals, and in intellect (as in Varma, 1998:2). 

Over the years, a new class emerged in India. Apart from those employed in the 
administrative jobs of the British government, they included independent professionals, 
such as, lawyers, doctors, teachers and journalists. Membership of this "educated middle 
class" steadily grew in size during the second half of the nineteenth century. They were 
mostly concentrated in u~ban centres and largely came from upper caste backgrounds. By 
19 1 1, there were 186 colleges in different parts of India with 36,284 students. This number 
went up to 231 and 59,595 respectively of colleges by 1921 and students and by 1939, 
there were 385 colleges teaching 1,44,904 students (Mishra 196 1 :304). 

3 4 



Box 27.02 

Some families even sent their children to England for higher education. Apart 
from returning home with foreign degrees, they also brought with them the new 
ideas of "liberalism" and "democracy" that had become popular in the West after 
the French Revolution. Thus, they became carriers of not only the British cultural 
values but also of the modern ideas of freedom, equality and democracy. Many of 
them began to critically examine the Indian culture and initiated process of 
reforming "old" and "outdated"~ocial and cultural practices. The social reform 
movemer~ts that emerged in different parts of India during the nineteenth century, 
were all led by these newly educated middle class individuals. 

Apart from the English educated segment, there were also other sections of the Indian 
society who could be called the middle classes. The most prominent among them were the 
petty traders,'shopkeepers and independent artisans; the social groups that were called the 
"old middle classes" in the Westem context. Merchants and artisans had always been 
separate social strata in the traditional structure of social stratification in India. We can 
easily identify separate castes of merchants and artisans who were an organic part of the 
village communities. As the economy began to change in response to the new 
administrative policies of the colonial rulers, many of the merchants moved to newly 
emerging towns and cities and became independent traders. This process was fhrther 
accelerated during the post independence period. 

Though limited in its significance, the modem machine based industry also began to 
develop during the colonialperiod. The establishment of railways, during the middle of the 
nineteenth century, created conditions for the growth of modern industry in India. The . 
colonial rulers constructed railways primarily for the transportation of raw materials 
required for the British industry overseas. However, once the railways were established, the 
British also invested in the local industry such as plantations. The growing economic 
activity gave boost to trade and mercantile activity and some of the local traders 
accumulated enough savings and began to invest into the modem industry. The swadeshi 
movement started by the nationalist leadership gave a boost to the native industry. Apart 
fiom giving employment to the labour force, this industry also employed white-collared 
skilled workers. Thus, along with those employed in administrative positions by the 
colonial rulers, the white-collared employees of the industrial sector were also a part of the 
newly emerging middle classes in India. 

Middle Classes in India 

27.6 POLITICS OF MIDDLE CLASSES DURING THE 
FaEEDOM MOVEMENT 

Though the middle classes in fndia emerged under the patronage of the British rule and 
their members were all educated in the English language and culture, they did not remain 
loyal to their masters forever. Members of the middle classes not only became actively 
involved in social reform movements, they also began to raise political questions and in the - 
long run they came to question the legitimacy of the British rule in India. It was the 
members of these middle classes who provided leadership to the movement for 
independence. As Varma points out, 'The educated middle-class elite, which provided all 
the leaders of the National Movement, came to oppose British rule in the name of the most 
advanced bourgeois democracy, represented by Britain itself (Varma, 1998:2 1) 

The Indian National Congress, particularly during its initial years, was dominated by the 
professional middle classes. A majority of the active members of the Congress were 

Activity 2 

Talk to some freedom fighters in your locality. Do they feel that the middle classes 
were the creation of the Britishers. If so, why? Compare your findings with other 
students in the study centre. 

lawyers, journalists and educationists. Even Mahatma Gandhi, who is known to have 
transforrnetl the Indian National Congress into a mass movement, was a lawyer and 



Class in Indian Society 
typically belonged to the professional middle class. Though Gandhi was able to bring 
peasantry and other segments of the Indian society into the fold of the nationalist 

- 

movement, the leadership of the Congress party remained middle class and upper caste in 
character. The British too were 'far more comfortable with the English-knowing, urban- 
centric n~iddIe-class constituents in the Congress than with the unwashed masses' 
(Varma, 1998: 13) 

27.6.1 Middle Classes in India after Independence 

Though different sections of the Indian society had participated in the struggle for fieedom 
from colonial rule, it was the middle classes that took over the institutions of governance 
from the colonial rulers. It has been argued that the end of the colonial rule did not mean a 
total break from the past. Much of the institutional structure that had developed during the 
colonial rule continued to work the independence within the ideology of the new regime. 
Thus. members of the middle class who were working for the colonial rulers did not loose 
much in terms of their position in the institutions of governance. 

27.6.2 Size and Composition 

There are no exact figures about the size of this class during the early years of 
Independence. According to one estimate, its proportion in the total population was around 
ten percent (Varma, 1998:26) and like middle classes in other societies it was not an 
undifferentiated monolith. It had its unifying features, both in ideology and aspiration, but 
within this broadly defining framework it had its segmentations in terms of income, 
occupation and education. Apart from the middle classes, on the lower side, of were the 
vast majority of the agricultural poor, peasants and the landless. Unskilled and semi-skilled 
manual workers, skilled manual workers, petty clerks and employees such as postmen, 
constables, soldiers, peons were also outside the middle class domain. At the other end of 
the scale, the upper classes of the Indian society were the rich industrialists and capitalists, 
the big zamindars and members of the princely families. In between these areas of 
exclusion, middle classes constituted mostly of officers in the government services, 
qualified professionals such as doctors, engineers, college and university teachers, 
journalists and white-collared salaried employees in the private sector. In terms of income, 
the middle classes are also generally middle income groups. But income as such is not the 
only defining criteria. For example, a well to do illiterate petty trader could not be counted 
as a member of the middle class. Thus, more than income, it is education that was 
considered the common feature of the middle class in different parts of India. This middle 
class, during the initial years after independence, was also united by a certain ideology, a 
commitment to. development and nation-building. Knowledge of English too was an 



India's independence from the colonial rule marked the beginning of a new phase in its 
history. The independent Indian State was committed, in principle, to democratic 
institutions of secularism, freedom, justice and equality for all the citizens, irrespective of 
caste, creed or religion and at all levels - social, economic and political. To achieve these 
ends, India embarked upon the path of planned development. Plans were chalked out for 
the development of agricultural, industrial and the tertiary sectors of the economy. There 
were an overall attempt to expand the economy in all directions. The government of India 
introduced various programmes and schemes for different sectors of the economy. The 
execution of these programmes required the services of a large number of trained 
personnel. 

Box 27.03 

To fulfil increasing demand for trained and skilled personnel, numerous 
institutions, engineering and medical colleges, technical and management institutes 
and universities were opened in different parts of the country. On the one hand 
these institutions fulfilled the growing demand for trained personnel and on the 
other they provided opportunities to new upwardly mobile groups to fulfil their 
aspirations for education and social mobility. 

Apart from the increase in a number of those employed in the government sectors, urban 
industrial and tertiary sectors also experienced an expansion. Though compared to many 
other countries of the Third World, the growth rate of the Indian economy was slower, in 
absolute terms the industrial sector grew many folds. Growth in the tertiary sector was 
more rapid. Increase in population, particularly the urban population, led to a growth in the 
servicing industry. Banks, insurance companies, hospitals, I~otels, press, advertisement 
agencies all grew at an unprecedented rate, giving employment to a large number of trained 
professionals. 

The next stage of expansion was in the rural areas. Various development programmes 
introduced by the Indian State after independence led to significant agricultural growth in 
the regions that experienced Green Revolution. Success of the Green Revolution 
technology increased productivity of land and made the landowning sections of the Indian 
countryside substantially richer. Economic development also led to a change irt the 
aspirations of the rural people. Those who could afford it started sending their children not 
only to English medium schools but also to colleges and universities for higher studies. 
Consumption patterns also began to change. 'Material goods hitherto considered 
unnecessary for the simple lifestyle of a farmer, began to be sought. And lifestyles as yet 
remote and shunned were emulated' (Varma, 1998:95). A new class has emerged in rural 

- India that partly had its interests in urban occupations. The process of agrarian . 

transformation added another segment to the already existing middle classes. In ideological 
terms, this "new" segment of the middle classes, was quite different from the traditional 
middle classes. Unlike the old urban middle classes, this new, "rural middle class" was 
local and regional in character. The members of the rural middle class tended perceive their! 
interests in regional rather than in the nationalist framework. Politically, this class has been 
on forefront of the movements for regional autonomy. 

Another new segment of the middle class that emerged during the post-independence 
period came from the dalit caste groups. Government policies of positive discrimination 
and reservations for members of the ex-untouchable1 Schedule castes enabled some of them 
to get educated and employed in the urban occupations, mostly in the servicing and 
government sectors. Over the years, a new dalit middle class has thus also emerged on the 
scene. 

27.8 LET US SUM UP 



Class in Indian Society decade of 1990s, after the liberalization process of the Indian economy began. Introduction 
of the new economic policy and increasing globalization of the Indian economy brought 
the Indian middle class into new prominence. 

The process of globalization has also generated a lot of debate about the actual size of 
middle classes in India, their consumption patterns, and the pace of their growth in the 
years to come. It has been claimed that the size of middle classes has grown to 20 percent 
of the total In iiln population. Some others have put this figure at 30 percent. Though a "t' 
large number of 1qaian people still 1ive.a life of poverty, it is the middle classes that have 
come to dominate the cultural and political life in India today. 

27.9 KEY WORDS 

Domination : To exgoit, and be superordinate. Used in Marxist literature to 
describe the class which owns the means of production. 

Dichotomous : Refers in stratification literature to the two class model of Man, 

Property Relations : The relations which arise (antagonistic or other) out of one class 
owning means of production and the other one being employed as 
wage workers by the class which owns the means of production. 
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27.11 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

The model forwarded for class structure is a dichotomous one. This means he views 
the structure of society as an exploiting class and an exploited class. Thus property 
relations are basic to this model. A relatively small production extract the surplus 
product from the workers classes for Marx are lhus defined in relation to means of 
production. Further control of means of production implies political control of means 
of production implies political control. In this model the middle classes have only a 
transitional role, and comprise the self-employed peasants and the petty bourgeoisie 
- neither of these employed wage labour though they owned means of production, 
and Marx felt that they would disappear over time. 

2) i) R. Dahrendorf 

ii) D. Lockwood. 

Check Your Progress 2 

In India middle classes emerged fundamentals as a consequence of changes in the 
system of law and public administration. Further they mainly belonged to the learned 
professions Educational institutions and industrialization by the British in India also 
meant the rise of a middle class. 

It was the middle class that manned the institutions of governance &om colonial 
rulers. Thus there was a sort of continuity from the past. The total proportion of the 
middle class in the population has been estimated as ten percent. On the other hand 
were the poor and unskilled and the rich upper classes. Middle classes after 
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:28.0 OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit, you should be able to: 

B describe what is conflict; 

B differentiate between conflict and competition; 

B provide Karl Marx's views on conflict; 

discuss Coser and Dahrendorf s views on conflict; and 

o enumerate the drawbacks of conflict theory. 

8 1  INTRODUCTION 

'Conflict' is the deliberate attempt to bppose, resist or coerce the will of another or others. 
C:on'flict arises from a clash of interests. Class conflict as such can be defined as a struggle 
over values, or claims to Status, Power and scarce resources in which the aims of the 
conflicting parties are not only to gain the desired values, but also to neutralise, injure or 
eliminate their rivals. 

28.2 CONFLICT AND COMPETITION 

The difference between conflict and competition is that 

I 
i) Conflict always included an awareness of an adversary whereas Competition occurs 

without actual knowledge of other's- existence. 

ii) In competition, two or more parties want something all cannot share, but they do not 
strive for the purpose of denying or opposing others. 

L 
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28.3 THE FUNCTIONALIST VIEW 1 
The functionalists (Talcott Parsons, Davis and Moore, Tumin) assumc that there are certain 
basic needs or functional pre-requisites which must be met if any society is to survive and 
function. They assume that parts of society form an integrated whole and examine the ways 
in which the social stratification system is integrated with other systems of a society to 
contribute to its functioning. These functional theories have been greatly criticised. Among 
the critics it is the Conflict theorists who have mainly criticised functionalists as Utopian. 

28.3.1 Criticisms of Functional Approach 

i) The conflict theorists regard the functionalist approach as Utopian in nature and 
emphasise the need to study conflict in systems of stratification as a universal, all 
pervasive and an Omnipresent phenomena. 

ii) The conflict theorists say that all societies are characterised by some degree of 
constraint, disagreement, uncertainty, control, dysfunctional and coercions that can't 
be ignored. 

iii) However, unlike the functionalists, the conflict theorists do say that, conflict leads to 
stability and consensus in society. 

iv) It becomes important to study also the nature of consensus and equilibrium in a given 
system with conflict. 

28.4 CLASS CONFLICT THEORY 

Some of the basic assumptions of the Class conflict theory as it has evolved today, can be 
listed as follows : 

i) Society is not in a state of constant harmony, equilibrium, instead it consists of a 
structure composed of elements of coercion and subjugation and frequent imbalances 
are observed in this structure. 

ii) The various elements of this society are in the process of continuous change. 

iii) All these conflicts and changes are acted out in the social atmosphere are called social 
conflicts. 

iv) Finally these class conflicts are inherent in the very nature of the social structure. 

An analysis of sxie ty  by certain class conflict theorists such as Karl M a n ,  Coser, 
Dahrendorf and C.W. Mills have studies class conflict in modem industrial societies. 

28.5 KARL MARX : VIEWS ON CLASS CONFLICT 

The main attempt to explain the class conflict theory emerged with from the theory of Karl 
Marx in his class work on Capitalism. Marx had stated that 'The History of all Hitherto 
Existing Societies is the History of Class Struggle'. This would mean that any society is 
fundamentally divided into two realms - Infra-structure and Super-structure. 

Box 28.01 

'The Infra-structure consists of the economic-sphere, this was the basic strength 
giving structure of society and any changes in it would affect the other structures. 
Marxism shows that  all conflicts arise in relation to this economic realm and within 
it the unequal distribution of means of production. 



Freeman and Slaves, Patrician and Plebeian, Lords and Serfs, in a word Opposer and the 
Opposed are the names of Social classes in different historical periods. These classes are ' 

distinguished from each other by the difference of their respective position in the economy. 

Etigles and Marx. identified primitive Communism, Ancient, Slave society, Feudal Society, 
Modem capitalism as principal historical forms of society. The mode of prohuction of each 
epoch determines the social, political and religious features of society at that particular state 
in history, as well as the nature of class relations. 

28.g.l ~ s ~ e e i s  of Class Conflict 

The Infia-structure in Capitalist society consisted of two rival classes -the Bourgeoisie or 
the Owners of the means of production (Have's) and the Proletarian or the non-owners 
(Have-nots). This group works for the former since the main aim of the Bourgeoisie i.e. to 
achieve maximum profit, he develops inhuman attitude towards the workers, this result in 
exploitation and alienation of the workers, who because of their feelings of discontentment 
and deprivation acquire feeling of class-~onsciousness. These Self-conscious classes then 
came into conflict'with each other in order to protect their own interests. 

Check Your Progress 1 
1 

1). ~ r i t e ' a  note on aspects of class conflict. Use about 10 lines for your answer. 

<:lass Conflict 

2) The owners of the means of production in capitalism are known as the 
(Tick the right answer) 

i) proletariate 

ii) bourgeoisie 

iii) power elite ' 

iv) have not's. 

Unlike the Utilitarians who feel that self-interest regulates a harmonious society, M m  felt 
that this was the hdamental source of conflict. In the case of a capitalist society, the rich 
capitalists were united on the basis of common political and ideological thinking and this 
seried the same function for them as class-consciousness did for the workers. Once the 
workers begin to feel tpat they are being neglected from within the process of production 
they will seek to change society. According to Marx, this would bring. about the destruction 
of the capitalist system. Here we notice clearly how conflict gives rise to a new value 
system and how it serves as functional. 

Marx's theory of class and class conflict was incorporated into the larger framework of his 
theory of social change which now forever is helpful for historical and social theories in 
their analysis of society. However, his theory has been criticised. 



Class in Indian Society 28.5.2 Criticism of Marx's views 

Marx's theories have subjected to much criticism. Thus: 

i) His pre-occupation with class led him to neglect other social relationships as well as 
the influence of nationalism and of conflict between nations in history. He also 
neglected the growing sense of national community in European nations that brought 
about new moral and social conceptions with emphasise common human interests. 

ii) Marx is also criticised on the grounds of his conception of class division. Evidence 
shows that 20" Century capitalism has created condition where the working class can 
no longer be regarded as totally alienated. Man's condition has improved along with 
the general standard of living and the expansion of social services and security of 
employment. 

iii) Also the growth of a new middle class contradicts the theory of Polarisation of 
classes. This new class comprising of workers, supervisors, managers etc. introduces 
an important element of stratification namely social prestige based on occupation, ' 
consun~ption and styles of Lillie. 

iv) Rapid rates of nlobility present the persistence of class in Marxian sense, as a result, 
status group become more important. 

v) The working class remains highly differentiated in terms of skill occupation. 
Therefore, classcs are not homogenous. The expansion of the middle class and the. 
general improvement in the standard of living has led to embuogeoisment of the 
working class. 

I n  large fortresses of medieval India. the castes adjusted to each other. 
Courtesy: U. Kiranmay i 

28.6 THE VIEWS OF LEWIS COSER 

Lewis Coser regards conflict as filnctional for society. He says that social reality is a 
product of inter-related parts. Imbalances between these parts, give rise to inter-group and 
intra-group conflicts which is an i~nportant element of social interaction. Coser feels that 
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conflict frequently helps to reform existing norms or it contributes to the emergence of new 



values in society. In saying this he goes to the extent of saying that a balance of power is a 
factor in social relationship. 

Class Conflict 

Class/Social conflicts exits most where there is a high frequency of interaction between the 
members of a society. Coser feel confict acts like a system of safety valve, to unite 
individuals to fight against the common enemy. 

28.7 DAHRENDORF AND CLASS CONFLICT 

Ralf Dahrendorf feels that class conflict is fundamental to social life and a deviation from 
nonnal conditions yhile developing the dialectic model. As Marx Dahrendorf kept the 
basic assumption in mind that class conflict arises out of inherent contraindications of all 
societies into antagonistic groups within functioning institution. Like Marx, he also talks 
about two classes related each other with conflicting tendencies. In other words, divided 
society into two classes -those with authority and those without authority. These groups 
have opposite interests. Those with authority want to maintain their status-quo and those 
without it want to change the structure of authority relations. These groups with collective 
interests are finally called Conflicting classes. 

Box 28.02 

Dahrendorf inspite of being influenced by Marx, did not feel that changing the 
ownership of production would eliminate conflict. Rather he feels that a revolution 
would just lead to a new set of antagonistic classes which would perpetuate conflict 
within society. This is the dialectic model. 

According to Dahrendorf, conflict operates within Imperatively Co-ordinated Associations 
(ICA) of society, over questions of power and authority. The conflicting relations operating 
within the ICA's which are units of social action. Such ICA's would be Church's, Chess 
Clubs etc. Since each ICA is related to other ICA's within the same society, conflict may be 
both inter-group and intra-group in nature. Within an ICA, there is a hierarchy of positions 
of power -- conflict arises in relation to these positions. Since each society, whatever be its 
level of development, has various ICA's and each ICA has conflicting relations within it. 
All ICk's together contribute to conflict within the society as a whole. This conflicts may 
be suppressed or resolved through the mechanism of conflicting allegiances and contribute 
to the stability as a whole. 

According to Dahrendorf a change or progression occurs in class societies from 'quasi 
t 

groups' which have only underlying or 'latent interests' to a situation where there are 
'interest groups' which have a common consciousness. The feel that these are in a simiIar 

j situation and therefore their interests become clear to all of them - that is these interests 
1 become 'manifest'. Thus while sharing latent interests is an important condition it does not 

I 
suffice to create the progression, which itself demands communal living and other aspects 

1 of culture. 

Activity 1 

Which model fits Indian reality best? Is it the functional model o r  the conflict 
model? Discuss your analysis with other students in the study centre. 

Thus Dahrendorf posits that class conflict results from the intrinsic structures of authority 
relations themselves. Dahrendorf argues that it is not the economic relations between 
superiors/subordinates that results in conflict situations. Their main point however is the 
authority that one or some have over the other(s). While the boss/employee relationship is 
conflictuai, it is clear that similar conflicts would arise in any organization which has 
authorities and subordinates e.g. a hospital, university or military battalion. 

C.W. MILLS AND THE POWER ELITE 

C.W. Mills has highlighted the class power structure as seen in the specific case of 
- - - - , 4 ~ ~ t a l 6 ; e d  about the division of the society into two c!asses -Elites and Masses. 



Class in Indian Society Elite means the choicest or the best. It represents a minority group of people who may be 
socially acknowledges as superior in some sense. The elite theory evolved as a reaction 
against the Marxian theory of class and opposed the concepts of a classless society, elite 
rule is inevitable and a classless society in an illusion. 

Another aspect of these elite theories is that they criticise the determinism in Marxism but 
they themselves tend to show this by not merely stressing that every society has been 
divided into two strata - ruling minority and ruled majority but that all societies must be so 
divided. Pareto claimed that one type of political society is universal validity of this "Law 
of elites and masses". 

Marx's theory stated that in every society, there existed a ruling class, owing the means of 
production and having political dominance and one or more subject classes. These two are 
always in conflict which is influenced by the development of productive forces i.e. changes 
in technology. For Marx, the conflict would result in the victory of the ruling class, 
ultimately leading to the formation of a classless society. This has been rejected by elite 
theorists. 

As mentioned earlier, C.W. Mills talks about two classes in society, the elite class who 
rules as opposed to the masses who are ruled. He feels that the power elite comprises of 
three sections of society namely military, industry and politics. This he calls monokithic 
power structure of America. These elite groups are further strengthened because of superior 
educational facilities and powerful family background. The masses are passive recipients 
and they do not challenge the positions of elites. Hence, the elite group is able to maintain 
its position in the society. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Give the views of C.W. Mills on the existence of classes in America. Use about five 
lines for your answer. 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 

............................................................ 
2) Fill in the blanks 

The (a). ................... .consider (b) ....................... 
(c) .................. to be the principal force producing change. 

The Marxists consider class conflict to be the principal force producing change, where the 
elite theorists attribute change to recurrent decadence of elite, rise of new elite and 
circulation of elites. The composition of the ruling class changes only with rapid change in 
the whole system of production and property ownership. This "circulation of elites" or 
"Social mobility" is an important characteristic of modem societies. 

Activity 2 

Does the power elite analysis apply to India? If so, who would comprise the power 
elite? Talk to various people before reaching your conclusion. Discuss with other 
students in the study centre. 

28.9 CONFLICT THEORY : AN APPRAISAL 

We now turn to some of the drawbacks of class conflict theory. We point out that 

i) The conflict school tends to indicate that all~conflict and contradictions divide society 



into two polar opposites. A clear division of society in this manner is not possible. 

r ii) They also assume that the society is in a continuous and unending process of change. 
This is not true as many traditional societies have not changed very much. 

BW iii) Further, these theorists tend to always equate conflict with change. They tend to 
assume that change follows conflict naturally. But it is proved that while conflict may 

- follow change vice-versa may not be true. 

iv) The conflict theorists have failed to differentiate between positive and negative 
conflicts. They do not acknowledge the facts and conflicts contribute as much as to 
social integration and stability as to disintegration and change. 

v) And finally these theorists have relied heavily on illustrative materials rather than on 
empirically verifiable data. 

~l though the conflict t h e o j  over-emphasise its role in society and tries to ignore the role 
played by contract in maintaining stability in society. It is more rational and non-utopian 
approach to study class division. 

28.10 LET US SUM UP 

Claiss Conflict 

Class conflict theory has many shades and has been put forward by as diverse thinkers as 
Marx and Mills, Coser and Dahrendorf. It is a theory which has developed since the 19Ih 
century into the 20" century and beyond have described the various.shades of class conflict 
theory and also pointed out its drawbacks in this unit. 

1 28.11 KEY WORDS 

Conflict . A condition where there is opposition between groups of people over 
working rights and working relationships. 

Class : A large group of people which are united by commonality of situation 
and interests. There can be "class in itself' a broadly statistical 
category or '"class of itself' where there is a consciousness regarding 
other members of the class and a proactive attitude. 

Polarization : A situation where society has become organized by social processes 
into two opposing classes, or the "have's" and the "have not's". 

Power Elite : This comprises the ruling class, which according to Mills is a mix of 
military, business and political groups. 

28.12 FURTHER READINGS 

Dahrendorf R. 1959. Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society. Stanford. Stanford 
University Press. 

Ma'<, K. and Engels, F., Collected Works. Vol. 6 ,  Progress Publishers, Moscow. 

ij 28.13 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR t 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Class conflict is associated with Karl Marx's theories of capitalism where the owners 
of the means of production and the proletariat or workers were in opposition, 
antagonistip and alienated from one another. The exploitation of the proletariat by the 
bourgeo~sie lzads to two violently conflicting social groups and ultimately to 
revolutiOn or the violent overthrow of the capitalists by the workers. 
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-Class in Indian Society 2) (ii). 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Class structure in America was studies by C.W. Mills who felt that there existed two 
broad classes the 'elites' and the 'masses'. The elites ruled and came from the most 
influential backgrounds. In fact for Mills it was the 'power'elite' which ruled the 
masses of America. The 'power elite' according to C.W. Mills comprised of the top 
military personnel, big commercial establishments and major political leaders. These 
three groups according to Mills made the major decisions in America. 

2) (a) Marxists (b) class (c) conflict. 
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- 
29.0 OBJECTIVES - 
After having studied this unit you will be able to: 

describe various types and fuims of mobility; 

highlight dimensions of mobility and its implications; and 

outline modem analyses of mobility. 

- 
29.1 INTRODUCTION - 
By social mobility is meant any transition from one social position to another. Change in 
social position involves generally significant change in life-chances and life styles. The 
concept of social mobility is classically defined by Pitirim A. Sorokin. According to 
Sorokin, the shift of position may be undertaken by an individual or social object or value. 
That is to say, anything that has been created or modified by human activity can experience 
social mobility. 

The in~portance of social mobility as a concept in sociology is quite obvious. Any change 
of position in socieQr experienced by an individual or a group has its impact not only on 
the intlividual or the group, but also on the society at large. 

- Implicit in invoking the cou6ept of social mobility is the recognition of gradation in a 
societ).. The gradation is normally done in terms of power, prestige and privileges. That is 
to say, a hierarchical structure then operates in such societies. This opens up the possibility 
of sociological investigation of whether or how an individual or a group gains or loses 
power, prestige and privileges in a society. In other words, along the line of hierarchy 
whether one moves up or falls down signifies change of social position i.e., social mobility. 



Time taken to effect the change of social position may vary from society to society. The 
dimensions of social mobility are many. Sociology of social mobility is right with the 
contributions of various scholars who have theorized on the concept on the basis of their 
respective field-studies and data coUected thereby. 

It is quite obvious that a change of position may take place either along a horizontal axis, 
or a vertical axis. So, the shift of social position can also be analytically understand in 
terms of two basic, viz, horizontal mobility and vertical mobility. 

I 

29.2 TYPES AND FORMS OF MOBILITY 

I We will now turn io a description of types and forms of social mobility. 

1 29.2.1 Horizontal Mobility 

Horizontal social mobility means movement by individuals or groups 6om one position to 
another in society which does not involve a shift into a higher or lower stratum. According 
to yorokin, horizontal social mobility means the transition of an individual or social object 
from one social group to another situated on the same level. With respect to the American 
society, transitions of individuals, as from the Baptist to the Methodist religious group, 
from one citizenship to another, from one family (as husband or wife) or another by 
divorce and remarriage, 6om one factory to another in the same occupational status, are all 
instances of horizontal social mobility. 

Since horizontal mobility does not involve a major movement up or down the hierarchical 
ladder, the horizontal dimension of social mobility cannot throw much light on the nature 
of stratification present in any society. Nevertheless, it does indicate the nature of divisions 
exiting in a society. Such divisions do not primarily indicate any major status 
differentiation in a society. More contemporary sociologist Anthony Giddens considers that 
there is a great deal of mobility along the lateral direction in modem societies. He prefers to 
define horizontal mobility as lateral mobility involving geographical movement between 
neighbourhoods, towns or regions. 

29.2.2 Vertical Mobility 

In sociological literature, most attention is given to vertical mobility, simply put-an 
upward or downward change in the rank of an individual or group. Examples of vertical 
social mobility-are for too many. A promotion or demotion, a change in income, marriage 
to a person of higher or lower status, a move to a better or worse neighbourhood-all serve 
as examples of vertical mobility. Essentially vertical mobility involves a movement which 
ensures enhancing or lowering of rank. It is important to remember that some movements 
may be bother horizontal and vertical at the same time. 

Classically P. Sorokin defines Vertical Social Mobility as the relations involved in a 
transition of an individual (or a social object) fiom one social stratum to another. 
According to the direction of the transition there are two types of vertical social mobility: 
ascending and descending, or 'social climbing' and 'social sinking' respectively. 

Anthony Giddens refers to vertical mobility as movement up or down the socio-economic 
scale. According to him, those who gain in property, income or status are said to be 
upwardly mobile, while those who move in the opposite direction are downwardly 
mobile. 

Interestingly, Giddens comments that in modem societies vertical and horizontal (lateral) 
mobility are often combined. Often one form of mobiliweads to the dher. For instance, 
on individual working in a company in one city might be promoted to higher position in a 
branch of the firm located in another town, or even in a different country. 

29.2.3 Forms of Mobility 

Analytically one can'conceptualize various modes or forms of the change of social position 



experienced by an individual or a group. Drawing evidences from the American society P. 
Sorokin states that, both the ascending and descending currents of economic, political and 
occupational mobility exists in two principal forms. 

They exist as: 

i) an infiltration of the individuals of a lower stratum into an existing higher one; and 

ii) a creation of a new group by such individuals, and the inseition of such a group into a 
higher stratum instead of, or side by side hith, the existing groups of this stratum. 
Correspondingly, the descending or downward mobility has also two principal form 
as: 

iii) dropping of individuals from a higher social position into an existing lower one, 
without a degradation or disintegration of the higher group to which they belonged; 
and 

iv) degradation of a social group as a whole, in an abasement of its rank among other 
groups, or in its disintegration as a social unit. 

A more recent treatment on forms modes of mobility is advanced by Ralph H. Turner. 
Contrasting the predominant modes of mobility of England and the United states of 
America, Turner has suggested two ideal-typical normative patterns of upward mobility. 
They are: 

i) Contest Mobility is a system in which elite status is the prize in a open contest and is 
taken by the aspirants on efforts. The term elite is used by Tuner in a simplified 
sense to mean high class category. White the "contest" is governed by some rules of 
fair play, the contestants have wide choices in the strategies they may employ. Since 
the "prize" of successhl upward mobility is not in the hands of a established elite to 
give out, the latter can not determine who shall attain it and who shall not. 

ii) Sponsored Mobility is one where the established elite or their agents recruit 
individuals into their fold. In this case elite status is given on the basis of some 
criterion of supposed merit and cannot be taken by any mount of effort or strategy. 
Upward mobility is like entry into a private club where each candidate must be 
"sponsored" by one r more the members. Ultimately the members grant or deny 
upward mobility on 1 e basis of whether they judge the candidate to have these 
qualities they to see in fellow members. 

As along as in a society there is a gradation of social positions, there is a scope, at least 
theoretically, to conceptualize a transition from one social position to another. Such 
changes are undertaken or experienced by a individual, a group, or even a social value1 
object. Such change of social position is iilledsocial mobility. 

I Activity 

I Try to locate examples of horizontal and vertical mobility a i o n g  the people you 

I know. Note your. results and discuss with other students in your-study centre. I 
If such a change in experienced laterally it is called horizontal social mobility. A movement 
along a vertical axis would be a case of vertical mobility. In sociology most attention is 
given to the various aspects of vertical mobility - which could be either upward or 
downward. 

Analytically one. can talk about various forms of social mobility also. The important forms 
are: contest mobility and sponsored mobility. In case of contest mobility, an individual or a 
group though its own efforts and achievements actualize mobility. Whereas, under 
sponsored mobility, instead of the strivings and efforts of the depressed categories it is 
being granted or offered by either already entrenched higher social groups or government/ 
society at large in terms of certain criteria. 

Concepts and Forms 
of Social Mobility 



Social Mobility Check Your Progress 1 

i) Describe in about five lines the concept of 'contest' mobility 3 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 
........................................................... 

ii) Outline in about five lines the idea of 'sponsored' mobility. 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

........................................................... 

29.3 DIMENSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS OF 
MOBILITY 

In order to operationalise the concept of social mobility and to study its various forms, we 
need to discuss the various dimensions of the concept. Subsequently, these dimensions are 
all linked with the basic character of any society. In this section, we identity the important 
dimensions of social mobility and also indicate their implications in terms of the wider 
social structure. 

29.3.1 Intragenerational Mobility and Intergenerational Mobility 

There are two ways of studying social mobility. Either, one can study individual's own 
careers-how far they move up or down the social scale in the course of their working lives. 
This is usually called Intragenerational moblity. 

Alternatively, one can analyse how far children enter the same type of occupation as their 
parents or grandparents. Mobility across the generation is called Intergenerational 
mobility. 

In other words, study from the standpoint of changes over the lifespan cf an individual is a 
case of intragenerational mobility-study. If the study is undertaken from the standpoint of 
changes within family over two or more generation, it would be a cqse of intergenerational 
mobility study. 

Intragenerational mobility is also called popularly as career mobility. To find out about 
career mobility, people are asked to identify the jobs they held at various points in their 
lives. 

Studying the American occupational structure, Blau and Duncan have found that a person's 
chances of moving up the occupational ladder are strongly influenced by. 

i) Amount of Education 

8 



ii) The nature of the person's first job 

iii) Father's occupation 

Blau and Duncan's mobility model can be figuratively illustrated as follows: 

Education r r l  
Father's 
Occupation - Occupation 

In the illustration the direction of the influence is shown by the arrows, and the importance 
of the influence is indicated by increasing the number of lines constituting the arrow. 

Less obvious factors also play a part in occupational attainment. Small f ~ i l i e s  can given 
each child more resources, attention and encouragement. Those who postpone marriage 
are more likely to succeed than those who many early, Willingness to postpone marriage 
may be a sign of an underlying personality trait, etc. 

The study of career mobility or intragenerational mobility which deals with the changes 
dwing a person's working life, covers a rather short period and does not throw much light 
on how class is inherited. Also, such a study throws less light on the nature of the society 
as such. To judge the extent to which a society is open or closed it is always better to 
compare the positions of parents and children at similar points in their caieer or at similar 
ages. That is, intergeneration mobility studies are more h i t i id  in sociological research. 

29.3.2 Range of Mobility 

When people move up or down the social scale, they may travel through one or many 
strata. The social distance thus covered is denoted by the term 'range'. It could be 
movement covering a short social distance, i.e., short-range shift. Also, a big slide across a 
number of strata (up or down) is also possible. This is a case of long-range mobility. For 
example, when Blau and Duncan collected information on a national sample of 20,000 
males, they concluded that there is much vertical mobility in the United States. 
Interestingly, nearly all of this is between occupational positions quite close to one another. 
'Long-Range' mobility is rare. On the contrary, Frank Parkin stresses on instances of 'long- 
range' mobility. 

29.3.3 Downward Mobility 

Anthony Giddens proposes that, although downward mobility is less common than upward 
mobility, it is still a widespread phenomenon. According to his findings, over 20 percent of 
men in the UK are downwardly mobile intergenerationally although most of this movement 
is short-range. Downward intragenerational mobility is also common. This trend is most 
often linked up with psychological problems and anxieties, where individuals fail to sustain 
the life-styles to which they have become accustomed. Redundancy can also be the cause 
of downward mobility. Middle-aged men who lose their jobs, for example, find it hard to 
gain new employment at all, or can only obtain work at a lower level of income than 
before., 

In terms of inmagenerational mobility at any rate, many of the downwardly mobile are 
women. It is so, as many women abandon their promising careers on the birth of a child. 
After spending some years bringing up a family, such women return to the paid work force 
at a later date, often at a lower level than that at which they left. 

Concepbi and Forms 
of Social Mobility 



Social Mobility 

Acquiring wealth and property is the major means of moving up in modem societies, but 
other channels are also there. Entering an occupation with honour (Judge etc.), receiving a 
doctorate degree, or marrying into an aristocratic family are a few such channels. 

. Popularly it is being held that, the family serves as that social unit through which an 
individual is placed into the class structure of a society. Through the family the child can 
inherit property, occupation, educational opportunity, life-style, family connections, even 
titles and legal privileges. In prelnon-industrial societies, these may constitute the major 
process for locating individuals in the social structure. In industrial societies, inheritance 
processes do not guarantee transmission of social status by kinship to nearly the same 
extent, but such societies still do not eliminate inheritance as a significant process. 
Important here to note that imitations of higher class life-styles and behavior (at times 
crude, or otherwise) have also served as useful means of upward mobility in traditional as 
well as in modem societies. 

29.3.5 Possibilities of Mobility 

Studies of social mobility invariably leads one to the question of opennes and closeness of 
a society. Mobility is not possible if a society is rigid enough to allow any movement 
within its graded structure. On the other hand, mobility is facilitated if a society exhibits 
flexible character. 

Very little vertical mobility is possible in a closed society. Pre-modem Colombia and India 
more or less approximate such type. In contrast, an open society allows for greater vertical 
social mobility. However, even in open societies people cannot move from one stratum to 
another without resistance. Every society has established criteria - which might be proper 
manners, family lineage, education, or racial affiliation etc., which must satisfied before 
people can move to a higher social level. 

Most open societies tend to be highly industrialised. As societies industrialize, new skills 
are demanded and occupations ere created that were pervasively unnecessary. New 
occupations mean more opportunities for a wide section of people. Additionally, 
urbanization contributes to vertical social mobility because ascriptive criteria become less 
important in the anonymity of the city. People become achievement oriented, competitive, 
and status-striving . In industrial societies, most often government also undertake welfare 
programmes which foster mobility 

What makes mobility a reality is a change in occupation structure, enlarging the range and 
propoflion of middle - and upper-level occupations while reducing the proportions of lower 
ones. Mobilib created by changes in the occupational structure of the society is called 
structural mpbility (sometimes also called forced mobility). 

Box 29.01 

I t  is important to appreciate that modern society has moved beyond the crucial 
transition from agricultural to industrial society. Advanced industrial countries 
move beyond the predominance of manufacturing occupations to develop the 
tertiary branch of the economy, viz, trade transportations, communications, and 
personal and professional services. That is to say, overall there is a predominance 
of 'service' sector in any advanced industrial society. Such a situation was 
forecasted by Daniel Bell almost three decades back. Agricultural employment 
declines both proporationately and absolutely, while manufacturing declines 
proportionally. This change increases white collar and middle-class occupations. 
These developments, rather than individual effort, account primarily for social 
mobility. 

Many scholars have pointed out that the overall impact of capitalis$ path of industrialization 
has resulted in widespread downward mobility. While-collar occupations do not provide 
sufficient scope for vast sections of population for upward mobility. Marxist theory 



inspired scholars have showed that there is systematic 'degrading', rather than upgrading, 
of labour under the compulsion of late capitalism. The consequence has been large-scale 
downward mobility of a collective kind. 

29.3.6 Comparative Social Mobility 

Once social mobility as concept is clarified and we are acquainted with the theoretical 
implications, it would be useful to take note of actual empirical studies of social mobility. 
The findings and inferences of such studies covering diverse societies'would help us to 
relate the concept and forms of social mobility with real determinate social situations. We 
can indicate the most representative studies. 

Box 29.02 

Originally, through Sorokin's study (1927) it is popularly believed that the chance 
to be mobile is greater in the United States than in any European society. h w i n g  
instances from industrial societies of European continent Seymour Lipset and 
Reinhard Bendix (1959) showed that there is little difference from one industrial 
country lo another. They divided their data into a simple manual - non manual 
distinction for a number of industrial societies. 

Gerhard Lenski computed a manual- non manual index based on data from a variety of 
sources. His study shows the United States as first with a mobility rate of 34%, but five 
other European countries are close behind: Sweden, 32%, Great Britain, 3 1 %, Denmark, 
30%, Norway, 30% and France, 29%. So we can observe that the mobility rate is fairly 
similar in industrial societies. 

Frank Parkin made a subtle, yet a substantive study to throw new light on social mobility. 
He sought out data from erstwhile communist run societies of eastern Europe and 
attempted some cbmparison. 

i) the dominant class of managers and professionals, like such classes in capitalist 
societies, is able to transmit competitive advantage to their own children, and 

ii) the privileged classes assure high position for their children, there is nevertheless 
much social mobility for peasants and manual workers in these societies. 

Parkin cited a study of Hungary tc s h w  that 77% of managerial, administrative, and 
i 

I professional positions were filler! by men and women of peasant and worker origin, and 
that 53% of doctors, scientist and engineers were from such families. 

The increase in white-collar positions as a consequence of industrial expansion had 
provided in Eastern Europe a level of mobility for those lower in occupational rank that 
exceeds that in the United states and Europe. This fact instilled higher aspirations among 
the working classes. 

These studies indicate that social mobility - its possibilities and implications, are all being 
connected to specific social contexts. In the next section, we would take up the more recent 
studies of social mobility which have been conducted with more rigorous theorization on 
the concept of social mobility and use of sophisticated techniques of research. 

There are various dimensions in any study of social mobility. If change of social position in 
diagnosed over the life-span of an individual, it is a case of intra-generational mobility. If 
the change us across two or more generations, then it is called intergenerational mobility. 

The change of social position may be across short long 'social distance.' Range of mobility 
takes care of this phenomenon. 

As against popular belief, downward mobility is also widespread in modern industrial 

Concepts and Forms 
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Social Mobility societies. In modem industrial societies it is mainly the 'achievement' oriented criteria that 
determine upward mobility. Most modem societies are believed to be more 'open' to 
facilitate social mobility. Nevertheless, every society has its own criteria and mobility 
attempts are also resisted differently. 

Generally speaking all industrial societies exhibit a more or less similar degree of mobility. 
Communist societies may not be as closed as popularly thought to be so. 

Check Your Progress 2 
v 

i) Distinguish between intergenerational and intragenerational mobility in about ten 
lines. 

............................................................ 
ii) Write a note on 'downward' and 'upward' mobility in about ten lines. 



Suecessful entrepreneurs often begin with small enterpbises 
Courtesy : B. Kiranrnayi 

MODERN ANALYSES OF SOCIAL MOBILITY 

Concep~ts and Forms 
of Social Mobility 

Seymour Martin Lipset, Reinhard Bendix and Hans L. Zetterberg advanced a thesis that 
: oF;:rved.mobility rates are much the same in all western industrialized societies. This 
thesis had generated a debate among scholars of social mobility. With the help of more 
recent and detailed data many sociologists have contested the above thesis. 

To appreciate the thesis of Lipset et. al, it is useful, first, to briefly consider the popular 
'liberal theory' of industrialism inspired mobility studies. We can state its fundamental 
propositions as well as list down the logic of this thesis. once we know this, we then can 
examine the Lipset, Bendix, Zetterberg's theory vis-a-vis the theory of industrialism. 
Subsequently, we would draw upon the view of other scholars who have strongly debated 
and reformulated the Lipset, Bendix and Zetterberg's view. 

:29.4.1 'Liberal Theory' of Industrialism 

'The main tenet'of the 'Liberal Theory' is that there are certain defining pre-requisites for, 
itnd necessary collsequences of industty impacting upon any society. Accordingly, mobility 
trends in industrial societies, in co~nparison with pre-industrial one are: 

i) absolute rates of social mobility are generally high, and moreover upward mobility 
i.e., from less to more advantaged positions predominates over downward mobility; 



Social Mobility ii) relative rates of mobility of that is, mobility opportunities are more equal, in the sense 
that individuals of differing social origins compete on moraequal terms; and 

- 
iii) both the level of absolute rates of mobility and the degree of equally in relative rates 

tend to increase over time. 

P.M. Blau and O.D. Duncan (1967) are among those leading sociologists who hinted upon 
the above scenario. The arguments for such a conclusion are: 

i) Within industrial society the dynamism of a rationality developed technology demands 
continuous, and often rapid, change in the structure of the social division of labour. 
The structure of division of labour itself gets more differentiated with more 
specialized jobs. High values of mobility thus follow as from generation to generation, 
as well as in the course of individual life times. 

ii) Industrialism transforms the very basis of selection and allocation of particular 
individuals to different position within the division of labour. Instead of occupation, 
achievement orientation suits the rational procedures of selection. Moreover, the 
growing demand for highly qualified personnel promotes the expansion of education 
and training, and also the reform of educational institutions so as to increase their r 
accessibility to individuals of all social backgrounds; and 

iii) The new modes of selection will suit the new sectors of economy - that is, the more 
technologically advanced manufacturing industries and services, and also within the 
increasingly dominant form of large-scale bureaucratic organisation. So, areas of 
economy which are resistant to the industrial way of life get marginalised and 
achievement oriented mobility pervades the expanding areas of economy. 

29.4.2 Lipset and Zetterberg's Theory 

Quite conveniently Lipset and Zetterberg's theory of mobility in industrial society is 
generally assimilated to the above mentioned liberal position. Instead, it is interesting to 
note that they do not seek to argue that mobility steadily increases with industrial 
development. According of them, among industrial societies no association is apparent 
between mobility rates and rate of economic growth. Social mobility of societies becomes 
relatively high once their industrialization reaches a certain level. Also they do not consider 
the high mobility of industrial societies as the result of a tendency towards greater 
openness. High mobility is then primarily due to effects of structural change of these 
societies. Lipset and Zetterberg's central hypothesis is that rates of social mobility display a 
basic similarity across industrial societies. 

29.4.3 Reformulation of Lipset and Zetterberg's Hypothesis 

Feathenan, Jones and Hauser researched with advanced tools and techniques to revise the 
Lipset and Zetterberg's proposition. They showed that if relative rates of social mobility is 
considered, then only the proposition stands. Otherwise, if social mobility is expressed in 
terms of absolute-rates it would not be true. 

Cross-national similarity cannot be confirmed if one goes by absolute rates i.e. going by set 
of observable characteristics of individuals or groups. This is so, as these rates are greatly 
influenced by a whole range of economic, technological and circumstances which vary 
widely (the structural context of mobility). 

Activity 2 

Talk to various people in industry and see how far the Lipset and Zetterberg's 
hypothesis holds for Incia. Compare your notes with other students in the study 
centre. 

The relative rates of mobility - that is, w k n  mobility is considered as net of all such 

I l4 

effects, the likelihood of cross-national similarity is much more, in this case, only those 



factors are involved that influence the relative chances of individuals of differing social 
origin achieving or avoiding, in competition with one another, particular destination 
positions among those that are structurally given. 

I Finally, the study of nine European countries conducted by Robert Erickson and John 
Goldlthorpe too rehted the 'liberal theory' of industrialism. They studies both western and 
eastern European societies-and found no evidence of general and abiding trends towards 
either higher levels of total mobility or of social fluidity within the nations. They did not 
find any evidence that mobility rates, whether absolute or relative, are changing in any 
other consistent direction; nor again evidence that such rates show a tendency over time to 
become cross-nationally more similar. 

29.4.4 Problems in Studying Social Mobility 

After our exposure to the most elemental knowledge about social mobility, we have also 
tried to acquaint ourselves with the current, more advanced research findings on social 
mobility. Before we conclude our understanding of the concept and forms of social 
mobility, we need to at least indicate some of the basic problems that one encounters in 
studying mobility. 

I Following Anthony Giddens, we can list down the possible problems as follows: 

i) The nature of jobs alters over time, and it is not always obvious that what are regarded 
I as the 'same' occupations are in fact still such. For example, it is not clear whether 

mobility from blue-collar to white-collar work is always correctly defined as 
'upward'. Skilled blue-collar workers may be in a superior economic position to many 
people in more routine white-collar jobs. 

ii) In studies of intergenerational mobility, it is difficult to decide at what point of the 
respective careers to make comparisons. For example, a parent may still be at 
mid-career when a child begins his or her work life; parents and their offspring may 
simultaneously be mobile, perhaps in the same direction or (less than) in different 
directions. Now, the problem arises in term so whether to compare them at the 
beginning or the end of their careers? 

Still to some extent these problems can be resolved. When it becomes apparent that the 
nature and esteem of a job has shifted radically over the period covered by a particular 
study, we can take care in attending the grading of occupational categories. The second 
problem, above mentibn%d, can be sorted out if the data allows so. This is done by 
comparing parents and children both at the beginning and at the end of their respective 
careers. 

Check Your Progress 3 
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Social Mobility 
, 

ii) Describe two of the problems in studying social mobility& about five lines. 

...................................... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

29.5 LET US SUM UP 

Modem analyses of social mobility essentially debate over the proposition of 'liberal 
theory' of industrialism. The 'liberal theory' of industrialism proposes that all industrial 
societies over a period of time would coverage to share similar characteristics of openness. 
Accordingly, the social mobility rates and pattern would also tend to be similar. 

Lipset, Bendix and Zetterberg's study on social mobility confirms that rate of mobility 
display a basic similarly across industrial societies. But they also point out that the high 
mobility of industrial societies is less an effect of greater openness of these societies. " 
Instead they consider the high mobility as primarily caused by structural change of these 
societies. 

Featherman, Jones and Hauser hold that only if relative rate of social mobility is considered 
then only the similarity of mobility trend among industrial societies would be confirmed. 

Erikson and Goldthorpe through their studies showed that no common trend of mobility is 
available among different societies. 

/ 

Studies of social mobility should also take note of the problems associated with such 
studies. Particular social position as determined by job-status is not immutable, because the 
social value attached any occupation may change overtime. Also, while studying 
intergenerational mobility it is to be carefully decided at what point of their careers should 
parents and children be compared. 

29.6 KEY WORDS 

Contest Mobility : Refers to mobility which occurs through open 
competition. 

I 
i 

: Refers to shifts in Position in a society which does Horizontal Mobility 
not involve movement between strata. 

Intragenerational Mobility : This is mobility which occurs within different 
generations of people. 

Intergenerational Mobility : Refers to mobility within the time span of two or 
more generations. 

Sponsored Mobility : This type of mobility refers to upward status shifts 
which occur due to the decision of the 'sponsor' or 
member of the elite group into which the individual 
is invited to join. 

-- 

29.7 FURTHER READINGS 

Blau, P.M. and O.D. Duncan (1967) The American Occupational Structure, New York: 
Wiley. 



29.8 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

i) Contest mobility comprises a situation where the elite status is the goal which is 
achieved in an open contest. Success depends on the aspirants own efforts. This 
means that the contest is governed by some rules of fair play, and it complies that the 
successful upward mobility is not in the hands of the established elite to give out. 

ii) Sponsored mobility is a situation where it is the established elite to recruit individuals 
into their group. The requirement for this cannot be acquired by open competition, 
effort or strategy. Thus upward mobility here is like being 'sponsored' by other 
members. 

Check Your Progress 2 

i) There are two different methods for analyzing social mobility. The first is 
intrageneration mobility and comprises a study of an individual's careers, and 
assessing how for up or down they have moved in the social scale. 

The second method, that of intergenerational mobility is to see mobility in career and 
status across the generations. 

iii) Downward mobility is when an individual loses status; in the case of upward mobility 
individual gains status. Downward mobility is widespread. According to Giddens 20 
percent of the men in UK are downwardly mobile intergenerational upward mobility 
involves gaining wealth and power, and position to a greater extent than earlier. 

Check Your I'rogress 3 

i) Lipset and Zetterberg's hypothesis is that there is no apparent relationship between 
industrial society and mobility rate. However social mobility becomes relatively high 
once industrialization reaches a certain level. They do not consider the high mobility 
of industrial societies as a result of greater openness, but feel it is a result of structural 
changes. 

ii) Two of the problems in studying social ~uobility are: 

Concepts nnd Forms 
of Socir~l Mobility 

a) The nature ofjobs alters over time. 
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30.0 OBJECTIVES 

to outline the processes and factors that influence mobility in caste; 

to describe the nature of mobility in class and the factors influencing it; and 

to highlight the factors influencing class mobility in India. 

30.1 INTRODUCTION 

Sorokin has made pioneering contribution to the analysis and study of social mobility and 
has contributed to conceptualization, types and channelization of it. He differentiated 
between societies that are 'closed' rigid, immobile and impenetrable and those that are 
'open', plastic, penetrable or mobile, the nature of stratification has a bearing on the nature 
of mobility while caste systems is often associated with 'closed society' where avenues for 
mobility rare, restricted and few. Classes are found in 'open' societies7 which often-ample 
opportunities for mobility through achievement. It is important to investigate into the 
nature of mobility in caste and class to find out how far they con fm to the generalization 
mentioned by Sorokin. 

30.2 ,MOBILITY IN CASTE 

While the general impression has been that caste is a 'closed' system of stratificatiot7s,ryet 
in reality it is far from true. No society is static and even in the traditional set up where 
ascription was the prime determinant of one's ritual and occupational standing, access to 
rewards and resources and social nlobility both upward and downward was not totally 
absent. 



Social mobility in the caste system is evident in the increasing discrepancy between caste Social Mobility in Caste and Class 
and occupations, withering away of jajmani obligations, the rigidity regarding purity and 
pollution and acceptance of secular lifestyle. In the olden days, Srinivas points out, there 
were two major sources of mobility. First was the fluidity of the political system, which 
made it feasible for new castes to assume the status of Kshatriyas and exercise power. 
Second was the availability of marginal land which could be brought under cultivation. As 
a consequence of these two available routes to upward mobility, leaders from dominant 
castes such as Reddis, Marathas could seize political power and claim Kshatriyas status. 
The medieval Pala d asty of Bengal was Shudra in origin. The Patridars of Gujarat 
originated as peasan l" caste. When the leader of a dominant caste escalated the rank of raja 
or king, it became a source of mobility for the other members and this was strengthened by 
adoption of pri~ctices and life styles of the upper castes. 

30.2.1 Level of Mobility I 

Mobility has taken place at the level of individual, family and group. Sharma has made a 
aarefbl analysis of these levels of mobility. 

i) Mobility of an, Individual within a family: Some individuals even though of low 
caste, may h h e  better status and prestige compared to other members of their family. 
This may be on account of one's personality traits such as integrity, honesty, 
acquisition of education and other achievements. Similarly an individual of higher 
may lose his position on account of misdeeds and slothful habits. This may result in 
downward mobility for the individual. The individual mobility is therefore a 
consequence of the individual's capabilities or lack of it and hence does not influence 
the prestige of the caste and is least corporate in nature. 

li) Mobility of a minority of families within a caste: This kind of mobility is linked to 
socio-economic and political aspects of the families. The improvement in status could 
be result of acquisition of land and education which is fbrther reiterated by emulating 
the practices of higher caste with regard to dress, lifestyle and rituals. Mobility of this 
type is not cooperate in nature and can be viewed as 'horizontal mobility' rather 
than 'vertical mobility' which bridges the gap between status distinctions. Burton 
Stein points out that this trend was predominant in medieval period. 

iii) Mobility of a majority of family or group: This kind of mobility is 'corporate' in 
nature. It involves collective state at prestige, honour, status and is therefore marked 
by changes in socio-cultural practices regarding purity and pollution. Certain castes 
improve their positions by discarding practices regarded impure and degrading. 
Sanskritization was the chief process which helped these castes to move up in 
hierarchy and legitimize their claim to the upward mobility. 

30.3 SANSKRITIZATION AND WESTERNIZATION 

There are several features and processes of mobility. We now turn to these. 

30.3.1 Sanslkritization 

M.N. Srinivas formulated and contributed immensely to the concept of Sanskritization as a 
process of mobility in caste. He refers to Sanskritization as a "process by which a now 
Ilindu caste or tribal or other groups, changes its customs, ritual ideology and way of life in 
direction of a high and frequently 'twice born' castes" (Srinivas 1966) Sanskritization has 
tieen prevalent throughout history and has assumed various forms. It has been used as 
nlechanism to bridge the gap between secular and ritual rank. Whenever a caste achieved 
secular power it tried to legitimise its status by acquiring traditional symbols of high castes 
by adopting their customs, rituals. 

Eleliefs and ideas such as vegetarianism and teetotalism. Besides, they tried to obtain the 
szrvices of Brdunin priests, visited pilgrimage centres and acquired knowledge of sacred 
tc:xts. 



Social Mobility The census recording was considered an excellent source of making claims to higher status. 
This claim according to Srinivas was upgraded in subsequent operations. For example if in 
one census the caste claimed to by Vaishya, in the subsequent operations it would lay claim 
to Brahmin or Kshatriya. This attempt was followed by attempts made by the castes to 
emulate the lifestyle of the respective caste they laid claim to. The status attributes of -- 
highly ranked warrior ruler category i.e. Kshatriya and the Brahmin served as model or 
most upwardly mobile groups. 

Another very significant pattern of Sanskritization involved increasing Puritanism on the 
part of the castes who rejected superiority of the twice born e.g. the Koris of eastern Uttar 
Pradesh refused to accept water from Brahmins. Such a process of de-sanskritization 
contributes to crystallization of new groups and greater political mobilization. 
Re-sanskritization is another process in the endeavour to attain mobility. In this case 
formerly westernised or modernised groups discard many symbols of modernization and 
revert to traditional sanskritic life styles. * 

From the above discussion, it is clear that Sanskritization was a ,process of social mobility 
which resulted only in positional changes for particular castes and their sections i.e. the 
individual castes moved up or down the hierarchy while the structure remained the same. 

Srinivas defines "Westernization as the changes brought about it Indian society and culture 
as result of over 150 years of British rule, the term subsuming changes occurring at 
different levels technology, institutions, ideology and values". (Srinivas 1966) 
Westernization is therefore a vast, multidimensional and a complex process which 
impinged upon various domains through a member of institutions and hence had a 
significant bearing on caste mobility. It not only altered the existing set up but also opened 
fresh avenues and doors for social mobility. A large number of inter-related factors are 
resp~nsible for this. 

Under the British rule, land became a saleable commodity and this had far reaching 
consequences for mobility. Ge members of low caste who could atiord to buy land could 
now become upwardly mobile and those who lost their rights to lands suffered downward 
mobility. 

Activity 1 

Ohsewe the s~ciety in a suburban village near you. How far does social interaction 
confirm the westernization thesis. Make notes and compare with other students 
in study centre. 

The introduction of new means of and communication served to dilute the restrictions and 
inhibitions associated with caste. 

The British rule provided fresh avenuts for social mobility altering the nature of 
?re-existing institutions such as schools and colleges which opened their doors to all castes 
and establishing new ones such as army, bureaucracy and law courts which recruited 
members on the basis of merit and hence provided ample source of mobility. Most of the 
new economic opportunities generated under the British rule were taken advantage of by 
the upper castes who availed of the educational facilities. This not to say that the lower 
castes were unaffected by them for example Bailey mentioned how the prohibition policy 
resulted in.the relative prosperity of Ganjam and Board Distillers. Similar Srinivas cites the 
examples of Noniyas of Western U.P. and Kolis of Surat coast who benefited from new 
employment opportunities resulting from railway road and canal constructions. The telis 
(oilmen) all over eastern India became wealthy on account of larger market and trade for 
oil. 

Westernization accelerated the mobility process in more ways than one. On one hand it was 
a desirable mechanism of attaining mobility, on the other, it generated mobility also 

/ because the 'westernized' become a model for emulation for the others. 



It must be noted that westernization did not begin and end with British rule. It provided Social Mobility in Caste and Class 
tracks which hrthered and accelerated the mobility process. It set the bal! rolling which ' 

gained further momentum after Independence. The independent India took over from the 
rationalistic egalitarian and humanitarian principles from the British and created further 
room for mobility. 

i)' New Legal System: The British rule resulted in the political integration of the 
country into a single administrative unit with a uniform and homogeneous pattern of 

I 

law and order grounded in the principles of rationalism, humanitarianism and 
egalitarianism. These laws were sometimes in contradiction with the pre-existing 

I ones. .For example under the traditional law punishment varied according to the caste 
of the person committing the offence, while the British laws treated everyone equally. 

! The Caste Disabilities Removal Act and Abolition of Slavery were a great leap 

I forward towards upIiftment of Iower castes. These laws were efforts in the direction 

1 of bridging the gap between lower and higher castes. 

Box 30.01 

The principles of universalism and egalitarianism which have guided the legal 
. system in India after Independence have fostered social mobility among the lower 

castes. The new civil, penal and procedural law has done away with the inequities 
inherent in traditional law. Another important contribution ofthe new legal system 
was the creation of consciousness of positive rights. The abolition of untouchability 
and adoption of protective discrimination' policy haye proved in~mensely beneficial 
for the lower rung of society. 

The principle of universal adult franchise, adoptio'n of Panchayati Raj System have altered 
the distribution of power the strengthening the hands of the weaker sections and restricting 
the appropriation of power by the upper castes. Similarly land reforms have been a motor 
force affecting mobility. Ceiling of holdings have proved a blow to the status and prestige 
of zamindars and boon for peasant cultivators who have attained ownership rights 

ii) Adoption of Reforms: Whenever efforts are made at reforming the society it 
generates opportunities for mobility. Buddhism, Jainism and later Sikhism which are 
the sects of Hindu religion have disregarded,the rigidities associated with purity and 
pollution. They have advocated against the prevalent inequities and established a new 
egalitarian order within the sects. Similarly the Christian missionaries during the 
British rule proselytized the most oppressed castes they extricated the untouchables 
from a life of misery and exploitation and provided them education and health 
facilities. This enabled them to find new employment opportunities and attain higher 
status and prestige than before. 

The educated liberal reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Keshsb Chandra Sen, 
Swami Vivekananda, Swami Dayananda in their endeavour to reform the society got 
abolished evil practices such as sati, child marriage, human a sacrifice etc. To alleviate 
oppression and elevate the status of lower castes, they tried to infuse elements of 
rationality and modernity into Hindu religion. This they did by doing away with dogma and 
rituals associated with Hindu religion and wakening the clutches of Brahmins who they 
regarded as the oppressors. The new religious sects like Ary? Samaj, Rarnakrishna Mission, 
Brahm Samaj were egalitarian and were against disabilities and discrimination based on 
caste. They have played an important role in imparting education and modern knowledge 
and hence raising the status of their members. 

Mahatma Gandhi and B.R. Ambedkar fought vociferously for the upliftment of'the 
untouchables and their efforts bore fruits in t+e form of abolition of untouchability and the 
provision for protective discrimination. This has generated large scale upward social 
mobility among. 

2 1 



Social Mobility SECULARIZATION 

The term "secularization" implies that what was previously regarded as religious ceases to 
be such and it also implies a process of differentiation in the various aspects of society, 
economy, polity, laws and morality becoming increasingly discrete in relation to each 
other. In the traditional set up the principle of purity and pollution was the prime 
determinant of the status, ranking, occupation and the general lifestyle. With increasing 
emphasis on rationality and education the notion of purity pollution weakened and today it 
is common the see people of different castes work together in factories or rub shoulders 
against each other in buses and trains and even dine together in restaurants. Together with 
this, the manner of dress in the modem society serves to blue caste distinctions. The new 
law based on universalism and the constitutional recognition of equality for all citizens and 
the declaration of India as a secular state has served to abolish discrimination based on 
caste. 

30.4.1 Education 

Education was the prerogative of the Brahamins and 'twice born' castes ir ~ ' l e  traditional 
set up. During the British rule educational institutions were opened to all and knowledge 
had a secular and rational basis. Acquisition of education opened avenues for individual 
and group mobility. Those trained in modem education could find jobs in army and 
bureaucracy which gave impetus to upward mobility. Besides this education instilled the 
minds of people with new principles of the justice, liberty and equality. The educated elite 
fought against discriminations on the basis of caste. 

Education had such a deep impact on the pace and pattern of mobility that it created a new 
middle class. After independence , in an effort to uplift the SC, ST and OBC's through 
education, seats have been reserved for them in educational institutions. Since then these 
benefits have been appropriated by a small section. It has resuited in new cleavages among 
these sections. These cleavages are an aspect of mobility patterns based on those who have 
and do not have access to education. 

30.4.2 SC's and OBC's 

Under this section we will analyze two main modes of mobility i.e.'mobility through 
conflict and mobility on account of protective discrimination. 

For years the backward sections who were oppressed remained submissive and servile. But 
under British rule they improved their status and tried to legitrnise it though Sanskritization. 
But simultaneously, the upper castes leaped forward by usurping new opportunities. The 
gap between the upper and lower castes widened and this they tired to bridge by laying 
claim to economic and political resources. These under privileged castes consolidated 
themselves against the upper castes in the form of Caste Sabhas the anti-Brahmin 
movement date back to 1870's in Maharasthtra and were led by dominant castes such as 
Kamrnas, Reddis, Nayars etc. The most significant movements were launched by Mahars 
under the leadership of B.R. Arnbedkar. The other movements include those of 'Dalit 
Panthers" who united all sections of depressed people. 

Activity 2 

Talk to various strata of people and find out how far protective discrimination 
will help the SC's and OBC's Compare your notes with other students in the 
study centre. 

These movements are illustrations for horizontal mobility and endeavours at vertical 
,(upward) mobility. pradeip Bose has identified two main mobility courses i.e. movement 
for consolidation and movements for assertion. In thk former the caste associations tried 
to raise their statulthrough census operations and petitioning the rulers. These moves were 
legitimized through Sanskritization and maintaining distance from equivalent castes. For 
example Kayasthas and Bhumihar in Bihar. In the other mobility course represented 

22 economic grievances and deprivations. These castes formed associations to alter the 



Social Mobility in Caste and Class 
exigting pol~tlcal land economic relations. For example Yadavs, Kurmis and Keories 
illustrated this pattern. 

The backward sections have found opportunities for upward mobility on account of 
'protective discrimination' policies which involves reservation of seats in educational 

i institutions, freeship and scholarships, Besides, there are reservations in jobs and legislative 
bodies. These welfare measures have benefited only a small section who have claims to 
much higher status than their counterparts of the same caste resulting in hrther dbisions in 
the castes. 

I 
I 30.4.3 Industrialization and Urbanization 

Industrialization accelerated the rate of social mobility in various ways. It provided 
employment opportunities which emphasized on achievement and qual~fications rather than 
caste. In the factories jobs were hierarchically graded according to qualifications and 

1 experience rather that ritual ranking. These employment opportunities were open'to all and 
proved a source of upward mobility for the landless labourers. 

Industrialization brought with it a new work set up and work culture based on technical 
division of labour and uniform standards. In the factories workers from different castes 
worked together on same machines irrespective of considerations regarding purity and 
pollution. 

Box 30.02 

Most of the industries are city based and this generates migrations of work force 
to  cities which results in urbanization. The urbanization induced by 
industrialization had far reaching ramifications on social mobility. In the city the 
lifestyles and residential patterns are no longer ordained by caste and have served 
to mellow down caste distinctions. The cosmopolitan set up is also responsible to 
inter caste marriages. 

The mobility in cities is largely on account of achievement through education and new 
occupational avenues. Class as system of stratification in replacing caste. But caste 
divisions are also simultaneously crystallizing in the form of caste associations, federations 
etc. Urbanization has created greater avenues for both vertical and horizontal mobility. 
Horizdnrhl mobility characterizes both caste and class in cities. Formation of caste 
associations is an example of former and job transfers is an illustration of the latter. 

Check Your Progress 1 

'Tick the right answer in the following questions. 

i) Sanskritization refers to: 

a) Speaking in Sanskrit 

b) Spreading knowledge in Sanskrit 

c) A process of mobility in caste. 

ii) Westernization refers to: 

a) Brain Drain 

b) Changes brought about on account of British Rule. 

c) Apingthe western culture. 

iii) What is 'Protective Discrimination'? 

a) Policy of reservation of seats in educational institutions, legislative and jobs for 
weaker sections 

b) Policy for the upliftment of the upper classes. 

c) Oppression and exploitation of the untouchables. 



Social Mobility iv) Tick the factors which have generated mobility in caste: 

a) Education 

b) Legal Reforms 

c) Industrialization 

d) Urbanization. 

Those at the lower rungs of society often have to travel uncomfortably. 
They also have low social mobility 

Courtesy : B. Kiranmay i 

30.5 CLASS AND SOCIAL MOBILITY 

We will now discuss the significance of class and social mobility below. 

30.5.1 Significance of Class Mobility 

Classes are a very significant and pervasive dimension of stratification and the analysis of 
mobility along class lines is of crucial significance not only as an end in itself but also on 
account of its ramifications on other social processes. The extent of mobility has been used 
as a measure of the "openness" of industrial society and high mobility rates are an 
indication of the society being characterized by achievement rather than ascription and that 
it is meritocratic where individuals reap regards on the basis of their personal qualities 
rather than through inherited wealth and positions. 

Class mobility is a crucial factor for the understanding of class formation. Also, study of 
class mobility can provide indications of life chances of the members of society i.e. the 
impact of one's class of origin on life chances. Besides this, the responses and reactions of 
the those undergoing mobility are important for analyzing social stability and expansion. 
Together with these the extent of social mobility has been used as measure of "openness" 
of industrial society and high mobility rates are an indication of society being characterized 
by achievement rather than ascription. 



30.5.2 Class Mobility and Class Formation 

The most crucial aspect of class formation. A large number of scholars have shown keen 
interest in this area of study. Karl Marx was concerned about the relationship between class 
formation and action on the hand and the extend of mobility between class positions on the 
other. He was of the view that proletarianization was inimical to the process of class 
formation. Also in advanced capitalist societies, the expansion of middle class in based on 
recruitment from proletariat. Marx alkiecognized that a certain degree of immobility is 
seen a h  indispensable prerequisite for the emergence of class consciousness. Similarly, 
Weber too emphasized on the significance of social mobility for class formation. Weber 
recognized immobility as a chief determinant for social and cultural identity of a class. 

Westergaard and Resler reiterate the crucial part played in shaping of class structure as a 
whole by the division, between those who own the capital and those who do not. They also 
recognise the importance of mobility and lack of it as a factor influencing peoples 
responses to their class situation, class consciousness and class organization. Like 
Westergaard and Resler, Giddcns too visualizes mobility as process of central importance 
to class formation. But for Giddens, its importance lies not only in the development of class 
consciousness and organisation as classes for themselves, it also extends back as 
recognizable social phenomena i.e. as 'classes in themselves'. Giddens is of the opinion 
that greater the restrictions on mobility i.e. greater the immobility, greater the chances for 
formation of distinct identifiable classes in terms of reproduction of life chances, cohesion 
and class solidarity. Similarly in a society with constant flux and greater mobility rate, class 
distinctions are blurred. Mobility is a basic source of class 'structuration' i.e. it is the rate 
and pattern of mobility that will determine the extent to which classes may be recognized 
as collectivities of individual or families occupying similar locations. Secondly, the extent 
of mobility may be taken as significant indicator for prevailing modes of class action. - 
Parkin has argued that class conflict is to an important degree expressed in the formation of 
strategies of exclusion adopted by advantaged groups. Mobility rates and patterns serve to 
reveal the effectiveness of exclusion and potential success fWSsolidarism. i 

30.5.3 Industrialization and Mobility 

In the kalysis of mobility processes and patterns that term class in not used strictly in the 
sense used by Marx or by Weber. Rather class is viewed in terms of occupational groupings 
because ocppation is an aspect of one's merit, education and qualifications k d  it 
determines one's status, prestige and salary which is turn influences the consumption 
patterns pattern and life chances. 

Industrialization has introduced a lot of changes not only in the econolhic sphere but in all 
realms of society. Industrial societies are referred to as 'open' societies where the 
opportunities for mobility are available in plenty. The high rates of mobility in industrial 
societies is attributed to rapid economic change which necessitates occupational 
geographical and social mobility to make optimum and efficient use of available talent. It 
is on this account that Lipset and Zettergerg feel that industrialism creates uniform mobility 
patterns. Duncan and Blua emphasise on a number of factors generated by industrialization 
that have a bearing on mobility patterns. They are of the opinion that industrialization is 
connected with growing rationalism which accounts for universalistic criteria for selection 
and upgrading occupational division of labour, weakening of Kinship and neighborhood 
ties. 

The emphasis on achievement as a criteria for selection in industrialization has generated. 
both upward and downward mobility. While it is clear that upward mobility is the result of 
the recognisation given to merit, downward mobility is the result of lack of inheritable 
positions of the elites. 

Industrialization affects the occupational patterns. In every industrialized or industrialising 
society there is an increase the proportion for professional official managerial and 
white - collar positions and decline in the proportion of unskilled labour jobs which create a 
surge of upward mobility. More and more. people are required to manage industry, for 
administration and for distribution of goods and services. 

Social Mobility in Castle and Class 
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. - 

30.5.4 Education and Mobility 

The impetus on achievement and qualifications as determinants of one's merit has resulted 
in the increasing emphasis on education and training to obtain them. Education has attained 
a key role in facilitating mobility especially in the industrial societies. The increasing 
specialization and division of labour presuppose the existence of qualified personnel who 
can handle specialised tasks. These specialists whether in the field of industry laws, or 
medicine are trained and educated in specialised branches of knowledge. These educational 
and training facilities are open to all in the industrial societies. In the traditional set up, it 
was imparted to a very small number of people in the guilds which then restricted mobility. 
Education has been used as a route to attain upward mobility. Educational attainment is a 
major determinant of career mobility and deeply affects the patterns of inter-generational 
and intra-generational mobility discussed below. 

t 

30.5.5 Intergenerational and Intragenerational Mobility 

It refers to mobility or shift (upward or downward) vis-8-vis one's parents' class. It a son or 
a daughter of a supervisor becomes an unskilled labour it would be downward mobility 
and if the same person's son or daughter becomes a manager it would amount to upward 
mobility. 

One of the first major studies on inter-generational mobility was conducted in England and 
Wales by David Glass in 1949. It was found that intergenerational mobility was quite high 
and about two-third of the persons interviewed were in a different occupational category 
from that of their father. Most of the mobility was short range i.e. people were fourid in . 

categories close to their father. Upward mobility was more common than downward 
mobility and was mostly concentrated in the middle levels of the class structure. 

Another significant study was conducted in Western Europe and U.S. It was found that 
cross-class mobility was about 30% for all western industrial societies and that most of the 
mobility was short range. They found that inter-generational mobility links the effect of 
family background on the occupational and socihl placement of Individuals. Educational 
qualifications have a bearing on mobility patterns. Those with higher qualifications were 
found in non-manual occupations. Also, with similar educational attainments, some of 
manual workers entered in manual jobs while those of non-manual workers entered manual 
jobs. Only college education enabled some manual workers to enter in non-manual jobs. 
According to Lipset and Bendix, poverty, lack of education, lack of exposure are other 
factors that affect mobility. 

Later studies by H a m r  and Hout have confirmed that short range mobility is greater than 
long range and that mobility is more likely in the middle of socio-economic hierarchy than 
at its peak. Intra-generational Mobility i.e. where the individual changes soCjal position 
during his1 her career. For example a clerk maykpromoted to managerial cadre during 
his1 her career. It has been found that work like m o b i ~  is generally less than 
inter-generational mobility its degree depends on the first job. Work life mobility decreases 
with age i.e. it does not increase much after the age of 35 years. Although it is not the rule, 
yet worklife mobility is largely upward. It has been found that intra-generational mobility 
is also linked to educational qualifications and more specific the educational qualifications 
and more specific the educational training less the scope for mobility. According to Lipset 
and Bendix self employment is one of the few means i f  the acquiring higher positions and 
mobility among manual workers. 

30.6 SOCIAL MOBILITY AND CLASSES IN INDIA 

Very often it is expressed that classes in India are a result of social mobility induced by 
British rule in India. This statement is far from true because classes did exist in pre-British 
times. However, it cannot be denied that in the traditional set up caste system was more 
predominant system of stratification. In the present set up classes and castes have 
co-existed as dynamic systems and have interacted to create a complex and 
multi-dimensional empirical reality. It is only for analytical purposes that the following 
different class strata are being identified. 



3816.1 Social Mobility in Agrarian Classes 

In the traditional set up load could be brought or sold and was a source of great prestige. 
During the British rule land became a saleable cgmmodity and it had serious repercussion 
on the nature of agrarian reIations and on socio mobility. 

The introduction of land reforms in th_e 1950 which aimed at abolishing the intermediaries, 
such as the Zamindars and providing land to the tiller generated vertical mobility - both 
upward and downward. While some tenants could buy surplus land and become upwardly 

-*dobile, others were throw out by the Zamindars who claimed to be the cultivators. This 
resulted in the pauperization of the landless labourers, land reforms were also a source of 
downward mobility for the Zamindars. They lost their right to extract taxes and share from 
the cultivators which was a source of their wealth. They were left with fragmented holdings 
which could not support their feudal lifestyle. With the introduction of legal measures such 
as introduction of panchayats and universal aduJt franchise, they felt uncomfortable for 
their influence and power waned. 

Green Revolution programme launched by the government in 1960's has also altered the 
pattern of inequalities inthe villages.,The emphasis of this programme was on the use of 
High Yielding variety seeds and use of fertilizers for increasing productivity. But these 
seeds and fertilizers also required other basic infrastractural facilities such as tubewells for 
regular water supply. These along with other requirements cannot be afforded by small 
peasants. A new class of 'Progressive Farmers' have come to characterize the villages 
under the Green Revolution Programme. They have large land holdings and can afford to 
invest in resources like tractors, pumpsets, power threshers etc. These progressive farmers 
are entrepreneurs who invest in land to reap profits. They are a distinct class who are 
separated from the small farmers and from the agricultural labour whom they employ 
Green revolution has thus further reinforced social inequality. 

The increasing prosperity of the rich landlords at the cost of pauperization of the workers 
has generated conflict and strife in the agtarian set up. Political mobilization of the agrarian 
classes on an all India basis started during the freedom struggle. This continues even today, 
although the spread and intensity of mobilization varies across regions, classes and time 
periods. 

C 

Social Mobility in Caste and Class 

It is now clear that a large number of processes have influenced the nature of agrarian 
classes and mobility among them. They have been measures and mechanism for the 
formation of new castes and the upward and downward mobility of the existing ones. 

38.6.2 Social Mobility in Urban Classes 

U$qnization is not a new phenomena for Indian society. During the pre-British period, 
there were a large number of cities with a district pattern of ranking and.administration. 
After industrialization, the resultant urbanward migration has been rapid and enormous. 
This has grossly affected the nature of the social classes. There we four major classes,that 
can be identified in an urban set up. These include: 

i) The capitelists/bourgeoisie: The Britishers introduced modem industrialization in 
India. The setting up of industries, free trade and new markets gave impetus to trade 
and commerce. The traders became wealthier and took to industry. It is noteworthy 
that even today a large number of industrialists hail from trading castes and 
communities such as Marwaries in Rajasthan, Gujarati Banias and jains in the west, 
Chettiars and the South. The merchant class was the first to become capitalist. Certain 
artisans and craftsmen who availed of the new economic opportunities also set up 
small scale factories. The Jatavs of Agra studied by Lynch have taken to shoe 
manufacturing some landowning castes too become industrialists, these include 
Patidars of Gujarat, Naidus and Reddies of Andhra Pradesh. 

Industry has expanded immensely after iddependence and diversified into all fields ranging 
from iron and steel, textiles, automobiles, electronics to aeronautics. The class of 
irldustrialists has ,become economically and numerically stronger. 



Social Mobility ii) Entrepreneurs Traders and Shopkeepers: Urban society always comprised of 
entrepreneurs who included traders and shopkeepers. These classes have flourished 
and expanded w-wth of cities and towns and cashed on the rising demands 
of new goods and services in them. This class would include entrepreneurs running 
restaurants, marriage bureaus, video libraries and other like property dealers, grocers, 
laundered, dry cleaners, vegetable renders who are a direct link between suppliers of 
goods and service and consumers. A large number of people have become wealthy by 
joining this rung of class structure in the cities while some have diversified and 
expanded in their traditional occupations and arts such as Dhabi's taking to dry 
clearing and barbers opening beauty parlours. Other have established absolutely new 
enterprises and other consumer durables, travel agencies etc. 

iii) Professional Classes: This class has undergone vast changes in its nature and 
complexion on account of the changes introduced under the British rule and after 
independence. The British required a large body of professionals for various 
purposes. They felt it was cheaper to educate Indians for the same. Hence a large 
number of educational institutions were established to train professionals. This class 
included doctors, lawyers, managers, bureaucrats scientists, technocrats etc. 

With the expansion of tertiary sector, this class has expanded both in size and prestige. 
Even though it ista highly heterogeneous class comprising of those ranging from clerk9 to 
C.A.'s, Babus to bureaucrats, yet one factor that characterizes them all is that they have 
achieved their status through qualifications that befit their positions. 

The members of this class have made use of education and training to attain their 
positions. Another common feature of this class is that a large majority of them are salaried 
employees of state or private sector, they are neiiher direct rulers nor economic producers 
like industrialist of peasants. 

iv) Working Class: Studies have shown that the earliest working class population 
comprised of pauperized agricultural labour who were landless or impoverished 
peasantry who had mortgaged their land. The later joined the labour force on a short 
term basis as 'target workers' to earn a fixed sum of money to be able to get back 
their land, Others joined as seasonal workers in search of work during slack periods 
in agriculture. These workers worked in factories, textile mills. Plantations, and in 
informal sectors what characterized them all was abject living conditions in slums. 

With the expansion of industry in recent decades, working class has expanded and 
diversified into various industrial set ups in all ports of the country. They have organized 
themselves into unions to enter into better bargaining positions with their employers. These 
trade unions have political affixations and have raised their leaders to position of power 
land prestige and mediators between management workers. The workers have provisions 
for both intra and inter-generational mobility. They can opr for change in the industrial 
unite they work for, on the basis of pay structure and work conditions. Besides vertical 
mobility, the workers also depict horizontal mobilization in terms of labour unions, clubs 
associations etc. 

Check Your Progress 2 

Tick the right answer in the following questions. 

1) Inter-generational 'Mobility refers to: 

a) Mobility during a persons worklife. 

b) Mobility on account of Migration. 

c)  hid of mobility (upward or downward) vis-it-vis one's parents 

2) The factors responsible for mobility in the agrarian set up in India are: 

a) Land Reforms 

b) Green Revolution Programme 

c) White-Collar Jobs 

d) a) and b) 
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,3)  The four major classes that are found in Indian cities are: 

a) Bourgeoisie, Entrepreneurs, Kisans and 

b) Bpurgeoisie, Entrepreneurs, Professionals and Zamindars 

1 c) bourgeoisie, Entrepreneurs, Professionals and working class. 

30.7 LET US SUM UP 

It can be noted from the above discussion on social mobility that even in so called 'closed' 
system of stratification, there is constant effort among members to improve their social 
positions through the means available to them. As we have seen in India, some of the 
mechanisms and progresses involved in social mobility were culture specific as is the case 
of Sanskritization. The new avenues for mobility provided by education, urbanization and 
industrialization were quickly united for advantageous shifts in hierarchy. 

Industrialization and urbanization have played at vital role in generating mobility both in 
the caste and class societies by emphasizing on the role of achievement and skill acquired 
through educatioh. These twin processes have widened the horizons the horizons for 
vertical and horizontal mobility. 

In India caste mobility and class hierarchy co-exists, intermingle and have resulted in a 
complex arid multi-dimensional pattern of stratification and mobility where the two may or 
may not be co-terminoug 

30.8 KEY WORDS 

Sanskritization : It is a process of social mobility in caste whereby a low caste 
may change its customs, lifestyle, rituals and ideology in the 
direction of high castes mainly Brahmins and Kshatriyas. 
Emulation is the main process involved here. 

Westernization . : It is a term used to describe the changes that came about as a 
result of British rule in India. These changes include those at 

. the level of technology, institutions, ideology etc. 
Westernizations opened new doors for mobility at the level of 
individuals and castes. 
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PROGRESS 

Social Mobility in Cmte and Class 

Check Your Progress 1 

i) c 

ii) b 

iii) a 

iv) a, b,c and d 
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31.0 OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit, you should be able to: 

sum up the factors affecting mobility; and 

present the different views on this 

31 .1 INTRODUCTION 

Social mobility is one of the most researched areas of social stratification. You have so far 
seen what is meant by mobility in different societies. In this section, we will look at some 
of the factors that have been identified as influencing social mobility. Certain things must 
be borne in mind before we begin this discussion. Firstly, no theory of social mobility (for, 

. when we are talking of factors of social mobility, we implicitly have a theory in mind) can 
be separated from a theory of stratification, or of how society is structured more gener~lly. 
In other words, the study of social mobility cannot be separated from social placement or 
recruitment. Secondly, while the following discussion will focus on factors affecting social 
mobility, it must not be regarded as a passive, dependent variable. Social mobility, or the 
denial of it, can itself have far reaching consequences for society and social stratification 
more specifically. Towards the end of this discussion, this will be touched upon in a little 
more detail. Lastly, there are differences among scholars on what are seen as the factors 
affecting social mobility. In this section, we will take a brief look at some of the different 
ways in which the questions of mobility has been dealt with. 

While it is true that social mobility has existed in all societies, even the most 'closed' 
societies such as the caste system in India, industrialization, it has been argued has 

' significantly increased the rates of social mobility. Consequently, much of the mobility - 
I research has focussed on the ! -udy of social mobility in industrial societies, and the factors 

50 - .  affecting mobility there. 



One of the-pioneers in the study of social mobility is the Russian sociologist, Sorokin. 
According to him, there are certain primary factors that affect mobility-in all societies, and 
secondary factors that are specific to particular societies at particular times.'That is, has 
argued that no society can be regarded as completely closed, denying any mobility, nor can 
it be completely open, as there are always barriers to mobility. He listed four primary 
factors, namely the demographic factor, the abilities of parents and children, the faulty 
distribution of individuals in social positions, and most importantly, the change of the 
environment. Let us now discuss each of these in turn. 

31.2 THE DEMOGRAPHIC FACTOR 

One factor that affects mobility in all societies is the demographic factor. In general, it has 
been observed that the birth rate of higher groups is lower than that of lower groups. Even 
though the death rates of the lower groups are higher, the net reproduction rate is such that 
there is usually some room at the top for members of lower groups. Perray, for e. g., found 
that out of 215 noble lineages in a certain region of France in 12000 only 149 were left a 
century later. In general, he found the life span of such lineages to be only 3 to 4 
generations. They were then replaced by lineages of non noble birth, or by collateral 
lineages. Similarly, Alex Inkeles, in his study of stratification in the Soviet Union in the 
middle of this century, attributes the very high rates of mobility there partly to the loss of 
lives in the war, necessitating a high degree of mobility. The other important reason, of 
course, is rapid industrialization. 

This is true not only in terms of higher and lower groups, but also in terms of urban and 
rural populations. The latter usually have higher net reproduction rates. Despite this, urban 
populations have been growing much more rapidly than nlral ones. This is due largely to 
migration, rather than due to a natural increase in population. 

Box 31.01 

The demographic factor has a bearing on social mobility. Today advances in 
medical care and other factors have caused an increase in life expectancy. One a 
consequence of this is a rise jn the retirement age, i nd  the consequent loss of 
vacancies for new recruits. From another angle, society has a larger pool of human 
resources to deploy, because the working age now extends longer. On another 
front this has caused the problem of looking after the aged, a problem which has 
been there for decades in the western Societies. 

There a concomitant of this has been the emergence of old age homes, hospitals for looking 
after terminally ill patients, etc. From the mobility angle, this means that new kind of 
vacancies are created which must the11 be filled. 

Factor!; and Forces 
of Social Mobility 

Thus the demographic factor definitely has a bearing on social mobility, but is itself not a 
purely biological phenomenon, as social factors in general have a bearing on demography. 
Mandelbaum and others have for example written on how cultural faclors such as son 
preference have affected population structures 

31.3 TALENT AND ABILITY 

Talent and ability as factors making for social mobility have been discussed in different 
ways by different people. Sorokin notes that usually, abilities of parents and children do 
not match. In ascriptive societies, children may not always be aS suited to their inherited 
status positions as their parents. Many ways d e  suggested by Sorokin to get around this 
problem. Popular pressure may force-individuals to vacate positions they are unsuited for. 
The incumbents may themselves preempt ?hi; by vacating their positions and so on. Lipset 
and Bendix state that there are always new supplies of talent which must be absorbed 
somewhere or the other. Even in societies with inherited status positions, there were always 
opportunities for talented individuals to be upwardly mobile. For example .under 
feudalism's first age, Bloch shows now individuals wit5 military'prowess could rise. 
Similarly, Bergel, in his study of social stratificatiori points out that evzn in the rigidly 
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Social Mobility hieraichical feudal system, there was opportunity for persons of low birth, even from 
among the bonded, to rise into favour, the 'ministeriales.' Closer'to home, the bestowing 
of a jagir was a sign of appreciation for services rendered. Mobility of this kind, Turner has 
cal1ed"sponsored mobility', contrasted to 'contest mobility', although these terms were not 
coined with respect to pre-industrial forms of mobility. 

While the absorption of new talent might be regarded as problematic in societies with 
ascriptive status positions, even in societies that are regarded 'open', this may not prove to 
be easy. That is to say, an achievement oriented society may not really be as open as it is 
thought to be. In this context, it may be relevant to briefly mention the functionalist theory 
of Davis and Moore. In substance, this theory states that positions in society are filled on 
the basis of talent and training of individuals for the diffgrent social positions. The most 
able are attracted to the most important positions by the differential reward attached to 
them. In this way, society is able to use its best human resources in the most imponant 
positions. Thus stratification is a device by which social placement and motivation takes 
place. 

Now while h i s  theory has an appeal in terms of neatness and tightness, very fundamental 
criticisms can be and have been leveled against it. In the context of what we are at present 
discussing, namely the abilities of individuals, critics have pointed out that it is nafve to 
assume that even the 'open' societies, much less the more 'closed' ones, allocated 
individuals to positions on the basis of ability. Class of origin, if not overt forms of 
inequality such as caste or race, bring about a situation where there is a reproduction of 
inequality generation after generation. Inequality of opportunity means that even able 
individuals from the less privileged groups will not be able to rise. We can also mention 
here the satire on "The Rise of the Meritocracy" by Michael Young, where he effectively 
debunks the myth.that the 'open' societies are really responsiye to talent and ability. 
Various empirical studies of mobility in western industrial societies have also shown that at 
large amount of that mobility recorded is ' mass mobility', that is mobility across the 
manuaV non manual divide. The class of origin still matters in that the topmost positions 
and the lowest positions are largely self recruiting. Therefore talent as a factor has a limited 
role in explaining mobility. 

31.3.1 Elite Theories 

Talent and ability as the main reason for why individuals come to occupy certain positions 
was the chief argument of Vilfredo Pareto, one of the elite theorists. He contended that over 
time generations lose their innate qualities, or persons from lower strata might exhibit those 
qualities, and thus a change in the personnel of the elite would take place. "History is the 
graveyard of aristocracies," and Pareto. This was his famous theory of the circulation of 
elites. 

This circulation in Pareto's theory was of two types. In the first, talented individuals from 
lower strata enter higher strata. At other times, when the abilities of higher groups are 
called into question, it is likely that groups from lower strata challenge and overthrow the 
supremacy of such groups. In other words, both individual and group mobility is possible. 
Max Gluckman has referred to this as 'repetitive change', in the context of changes in 
African chiefdoms. Of course, it may also happen that such a change does not take place 
within the confines of a given system, but ends in changing the system itself, i.e, the 
structure of positions itself. Maurice Duverger haspreferred to this as the difference between 
conflicts 'within the regime' and conflicts ' over the regime.' 

31.4 ' CHANGE IN THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 

Of all the factors that Sorokin deemed relevant, the changes that take place in the social 
environment is the most important. Indirectly in fact, this can influence the demographic 
factor (for e.g. advances in medicine lengthening life expectancy), as well the talents of 
individuals (expansion of educational opportunities may allow the discovery of talent, for 
e.g.1 



A major factor for mobility is thus social change. Changes of various kinds, economic, 
social, political, legal, technological, and other, have an effect on social mobility. These 

I macro processes of change which affect not only mobility, but other aspects of society as 
I 
, well. One of the important economic changes that have been unidentified by sociologists as 

having an impact on social mobility is industrialization. 

31.4.1 Industrialization and Mobility 

Much of the theorizing on mobility has been concerned with the relationship of 
industrialization with social mobility. One of the leading arguments in this field, associated 
with Lipset and Bendix is that industrialization leads to an increase in mobility over pre 
industrial rates, and that once all societies have reached a certain level of industrialization, 

1 there is a similarity in their rates of social mobility. A different but related thesis is the 
I 
I Convergence thesis, which has been propounded by Kerr and others, that all industrial 

societies converge towards a common pattern of mobility among other things, like overall 
patterns of stratification. 

Let us discuss fust the theory of Lipset and Bendix. In a famous comparative study of a 
number of European countries and the USA, they sought to test two main hypotheses. First, 
that once all societies have reached a certain level of industrialization, they experience 
higher rates of mobility than pre industrial societies, Second, the common perception that 
the USA offers significantly greater opportunities for mobility than the countries of Europe. 
Their data confirmed the first hypothesis but not the second. Lipset and Bendix, list five 
main points, the factors of social mobility in industrial societies. These are: 

) Changes in the number of available vacancies 

ii) Different rates of fertility 

iii) Changes in the rank accorded to occupations 

iv) Changes in the number of inheritable status positions 

v) Changes in legal restrictions pertaining to potential opportunities. 

S,ome of these, such as the different rates of fertility have already been discussed. Let us 
discuss the other. 

31.4.2 Available Vacancies 

It is commonly agreed that with industrialization, there is a shift in the occupational 
structure fiom Agriculture, to Industry, and later on, the Services. With the shift to 
industry, there is a sudden spurt in economic activity, an increase in the number of 
positions available in society. This has been well documented in numerous cases. The 
migration of people to cities from rural areas in order to work at the new factory jobs is one 
form of mobility. This has both geographical aspects, as well as a vertical aspect, as 
usually, city jobs are ranked higher in prestige hierarchies than rural ones. Other examples, 
can also be cited. New white collar positions also come into existence, as for example in 
th: computer profession. All of these result in the expansion in the number of available 
vacancies. In this way then industrialization acts as a major factor generating social 
mobility. 

31.4.3 Legal Restrictions 

Changes in the political and legal framework can also be an important source of social 
mobility. The traditional caste order in India assigned individuals to traditional 
oct:upations, and certain occupations such as the learned occupations were legally or 

? cu:itomarily forbidden to people of low birth. The democratization of political systems, 
I wiih the concept of all citizens having equal rights under the law, removed barriers to social 

mobility. At the same time, the introduction of measures such as universal hnchise, 
Pruichayati Raj, etc. enabled persons hitherto denied political rights to enter into the 

I 
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Social Mobility political arena. Anand Chakravarti's study of village Devisar in Rajasthan, shows how 
. changes in the wider political system were used for social mobility. Other examples 

abound. 

Related to this is the fact that with industrialization and its demand for skills hitherto not 
known, it is unlikely that positions will come to be occupied on the basis of traditional 
specializations. Thus there is a reduction in the number of inheritable positions, and far 
larger increase in the number of positions filled through criteria of achievement. In-this the 
education system play a major role. It is not the place of this section to discuss the relation 
of education to stratification, which is done elsewhere in your course, but this is directly 
related to the increase in non ascriptive positions. 

31.4.4 Rank and Position 

Mobility can also occur without any change in an individual's position, if the ranking of 
positions changes. For example, in the USA, one study shows that government positions 
have enhanced their prestige in the fifties compared to the twenties. Therefore government 
servants have experienced upward mobility without changing their jobs. This could, of 
course, lead to downward mobility as well. Due to reranking some occupations would 
come to be less important in the society and economy than formerly, and thus those 
occupying those positions would be demoted. 

31.4.5 The Convergence Hypothesis 

A well known and much debated hypothesis regarding the relationship of industrialization 
and stratification is the Convergence Hypothesis. This was most clearly articulated by Kerr 
and others who stated that in today's world, the fact of industrialization was a common 
denominator which would impel all industrialized societies towards a common future 
society which they called a pluralistic industrialist society. These societies would have 
common patterns of stratification as well as common patterns of mobility, hlobility would 
be high, as the demands of industrialization would necessitate the free and easy mobility of 
persons from one position to another. This was a functionalist argument in one sense. They 
also implied that there would be a continuous increase in mobility ratt, over time. 

The argument of Kerr and others has been comprehensively criticized by Goldthorpe. He 
cities the work of Miller, who, using more data than Lipset and Bendix, shows that in fact 
there is a lack of convergence between the rates of mobility of industrial societies. This 
shows that perhaps it is not industrialization per se, but also other factors, such as cultural 
factors, the education system etc., which also have a bearing on social mobility. Goldthorpe 
himself holds the view that it is the political and ideological differences that are important 
between the socialist and capitalist societies, which Kerr and Company include under one 
umbrella category of 'industrial society'. 

Activity 1 

Converse with other students and teachers regarding the thesis. To 
what extent can it be upheld? Note down your findings. 

There is a superficial similarly between the argument of Kerr and that of Lipset and 
Bendix, but in fact the latter's argument as already discussed simply states that after a 
certain level of industrialization, there is a rise in mobility rates. A continuous increase is 
not predicted, nor also a convergence. We may also note here that Sorokin did not predict 
either a continuous increase in mobility rates over time, nor did he predict a fall. He in fact 
believed that industrialised societies are not completely open, nor are pre-industrial ones 
completely closed. If at all, he held to a cyclical view of the rates of mobility, which would 
rise and fall. 

31.5 DOWNWARD MOBILITY 

So far we have only been looking a how various kinds of changes have enabled people to i 



t~ecorne upwardly mobile, however this is defined. The same argument has another side as 
well. Just as industrialization is seen as increasing rates of upward mobility, it also brings 
about a great deal of downward mobility. Downward mobility can occur because certain 
occupations have lost in prestige through a reranking of positions, and thus their occupants 
have moved down. In a number of cases however, it may not merely be a case of demotion, 
l)ut rather, that those very positions cease to exist. So this would be a case of structural 
(downward) mobility, rather than circulation (downward) mobility if such terms can be 
used. For example the coming of polyester and other synthetic fabrics in India has 
tirastically reduced the demand for cotton. Coupled with a fall in global demand for Indian 
t9hort staple cotton, many cotton farmers in India have had to face ruin. Some have turned 
lo other crops, others to other occupations, and some have even committed suicide. With 
the coming of modem househeld gadgets for example, traditional occupations such as the 
washing of clothes can employ so many people. What is of concern is not so 
much the loss of traditt which may have been quite demeaning to human dignity 
;is in the case of the tasks perfixjwil by the lower castes in India, as that if no alternative 
:;ources of livelihood are offered, I&ge sections of people may sink deeper into poverty. 
IJnemployment therefore is a consequence or aspect of downward mobility. 

Check Your Progress 1 

I) Explain what are 'elite theories' in about five lines. 

1 )  Describe the importance of the social environment in about five li..zs. 

3) Convergence Hypothesis implies: 
(Tick the right answer) 

i) low mobility rates 

ii) high mobility rates 

Factors and Forces 
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Social Mobility 

The Locomotive links the society and nation state. There are different 
compartments and 'classes' for travellers 

Courtesy : Kiranmayi Bushi 

3 1.6 BARRIERS TO MOBILITY 

Another aspect that is often ignored by the proponents of the view that industrialisation 
provides avenues of upward mobility, are the barriers to mobility. We have already 
mentioned during the discussion on talent as a factor of mobility, that industrial societies 
are not as open as they are made out to be. Some writers suggest that today the systematic 
class inequalities have given way to 'case' inequalities. There is also the view that capitalist 
societies are no longer as inegalitarian as Marx had predicted they would become, and that 
there is a reduction in inequalities. It is doubtful whether this is true of the western 
countries today, but it is certainly not true of countries like India, where groups of various 
kinds have systematically been denied access to things that are valued. It is true that many 
of the occupations today are filled on the basis of formal qualifications acquired though the 
education system; however, it would be wrong to assume that all have equal access to 
education, or to education of uniform quality. Thus though legal barriers to mobility may 
have been removed, social inequalities themselves prove to be barriers to mobility. 

31.7 THE MARXIST VIEW 

At this point, it may be relevant to discuss the Marxist view, as many of the critical 
viewpoints may be directly or indirectly derived from it. The Marxist view of stratification 
and mobility is based on the class nature of society. Although Marxist view of these 
matters. Marx posited that as capitalism (he would not have used the term industrial 
society) developed, there would be a tendency towards polarization. By this he meant that 
the stratification system would come to resemble a pyramid, with the masses of people 
bunched at the bottom.) Even the intermediate groups such as the petty bourgeoisie, small 
landowners and others would in course of time find themselves demoted. Thus if at all 
mobility was a feature of capitalism, it was downward, rather than upward. The result of 
this polarization and pauperization would be the overthrow of the capitalist system and the 
creation of socialism. 



Box 31.02 

Marxist writers have further developed the theme of proletarianization. Given 
the growth in service sector occupations, they have sought to see whether the 
lower rungs of white collar occupations can in fact be included into the proletariat, 
and have concluded that they can be. Notable amongst those who have argued 
thus are Braverman and others, although other Marxists have disagreed. Outside 
the Marxist fold, there are those like Dahrendorf and others who argue that the 
changes that have taken place since the analysis of Marx have been so far reaching, 
that today's societies can no longer even be called capitalist, but rather, post- 
capitalist. 

I 
Therefore, from the Marxist perspective, the factors causing mobility are those that are 

I basic to the system of capitalism, and furthermore, the opportunities for upward mobility 
are negligible, and the bulk of mobility is downward. 

,31.8 SUBJECTIVE FACTORS 

'The- foregoing discussion has been about the variofis objective factors affecting social 
]nobility, as seen from the different perspectives. Let us now look at the subjective factors, 
 lamely those factors that motivate people to be mobile. Here we are obviously talking 
about aspirations for upward mobility. In many cases, of course, mobility takes place 
involuntarily, as many happen in the case of a re ranking occupations. But given 
individuals in similar positions, what motivates one to strive for mobility and another not 
to. Let us look therefore at some of t6e subjective factors of social mobility. We can 
assume safely that individuals usually with to be upwardly rather than downwardly mobile. 
Veblen's book, The Theory of the Leisure Class allows us to infer that every stratification 
system is automatically a source of mdbility. This is because every individual's estimation 
clf himself or herself is largely based on other's evaluation of them. And individuals will 
always seek to be well thought of in the eyes of their fellow men. Thus they will aspire to 
those positions which society deems to be worthwhile. The process of Sanskritization 
shows how it is in fact a commitment to the values of the caste system that is the source of 
aspiration for mobility. 

r Activity 2 

Try to locate the wbjective factor in people you know have had any kind of social 
mobility. Discuss your findings with other students in the study centre. 

But as Beteille points out, while the upwardly aspiring groups wish to be included among 
the higher groups, once they arrive there, they try to retain their exclusivity. Thus in the 
case of the caste sySiem both processes, those of inclusion and exclusion paradoxically 
coexist. This idea is similar to that of social closure, used by Weber. 

But to return to the main argument, we may generalise by saying that wherever there exist 
slstems of values, commitment to those values will automatically generate motivations for 

I mobility. 

I" 
Merton has also written about the importance of the reference group in determining social 
bt~haviour. He states that the individual who seeks to be mobile has as a reference group a 
ncfn membership group, rather than his own group. Thus the norms which be adopts are 
dc viant so far as his own groups is concerned. This process he terms "anticipatory 
socialization". Those individuals who for a varlety of reasons are at the periphery of their 
social groups may undergo such anticipatory socialization. The process of Sanskritization 
can once again be used as an example of this, where a caste adopts the life style and 
customs of a higher caste, and over a period of time strives to be ~.ecognized aShigher in 
th~: hierarchy. 

Factors r~nd Forces 
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Social Mobility 31.9 SOCIAL MOBILITY AND SOCIAL CHANGES 

In the discussion so far social mobility has been treated as a dependent variable, whereas 
social structure is the independent one. However, as the brief mention of Marx above 
shows, mobility, or the lack of it can itself be a source of the system. Thus instead of a 
discussion in terms of objectives factors versus subjective factors as distinct and separate, 
one should link structure and agency, and look at their interrelation. Giddens criticizes 
conventional discussions of mobility which look at classes as fixed categories which can be 
populated by different people at different times. Schumpeter for example likens classes to 
buses, which have different passengers at different times. The problem here is two-fold. 
Firstly, one cannot separate a discussion of mobility from factors that structure class 
relations in general, and secondly, the very process of mobility from factors that structure 
class relations in general, and secondly, the very process of mobility can bring about 
changes in the system of stratification. 

Merton's work on social structure and anomie, sheds more light on this. He differentiates 
between socially accepted goals and means of achieving these goals. The goals refer to the 
values of society. Those who accept the goals and the means of achieving them are 
Conformists. But there may be those who-reject the goals, i.e. The values, as well as the 
means of achieving them. These people may either retreat from social life, Retreatism, or 
may rebel against society, Rebellion. In the latter case, they may, as referred to earliest, 
postulate a new structure of society, rather than seek advancement within the given 
structure. 

When a discontent with the existing system leads to change of the system, this itself will 
throw up new positions and therefore mobility. Therefore it is difficult to clearly separate 
the objective and subjective factors into watertight compartments. Social structure may 
itself generate anomie. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Marx has posited that in capitalism. 

i) these would be pauperization 

ii) there would be low mobility 

iii) there would be a tendency for polarization 

iv) all of the above 

2) Describe some of subjective factors is social mobility in about five lines. 

31.10 LET US S U M ~ T P  

This discussion has tried to present some of the main macro structural as well as more 
subjective factors that affect social mobility. At the same time, we have tried to take a 
somewhat critical look at the factors generating social mobility. An attempt has also been 
made to present differing viewpoints to enable student to develop their own critical 
faculties. A brief reading list is provided for students who with to go further. Unfortunately 
there is no a comparable amount of empirical work on mobility in India as there is on the 
developed countries of the west. 

38 
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as capitalism progresses. 

Demographic 

Elite 

Subjective 

: Pertaining to population, its growth rates and various other 
aspects such as life expectancy 

: The strata of society which has all the benefits of wealth and 
property- 

: That which depends upon inter-'person attitudes 

31.12 FURTHER READINGS 

a Goldthorpe, J.H< (1967) Social Stratification in Industrial Society, in Bendix and Lipset, ed, 
Class, Status and Power, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

Lipset, Seymour and Bendix, Reinhard, (1959). Social Mobility in Industrial Society, 
Berkeley, University of California Press. 

31.13 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1 )  According to Pareto, talent and ability is the chief reason why individuals occupy 
certain positions. Pareto argued that is was innate superiority that created the elite. 
Yet it was possible that the elite might lose their abilities, or persons from lower strata 
can exhibit those qualities and thus a change in the elite could take place. 

2) Sorokin is of the view that changes in the social environment lead to charges in the 
demographic factors such as life expectancy, and the talents of theindividuals. Thus a 
change in social environment is a major factor in creating social mobility. Changes of 
different kinds like the economic, social, political, legal, technological all affect 
mobility. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) (iii) 

2) Every stratification system according to Weber Is a source of mobility. This is 
because self-evaluation depends on the other evaluation of oneself. A good example 
of the subjective factors also, is the process of Sanskritization in which it is 
commitment to the caste system which is the source of aspiration for mobility. 
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32.Q OBJECTIVES 

This unit deals.with the social, political and social-psychological consequences of social 
mobility. After studying this unit, you would be able to understand : 

meaning of social mobility will become clearer; I 
consequences of social mobility for all the three major classes-the lower class, middle 
class and upper class respectively; 

consequences of social mobility for the society as a whole-image of the social order; 

impact of social mobility on social groups or class-the political consequences; and 

effect of social mobility on an individual living in a modem industrial society-the 
social psychological consequences, 

32.1 INTRODUCTION I 
As you must have already read that 'social stratification' refers to a system of ranked 
statuses by which the members of a society are placed in higher and lower positions. These 
positions or statuses are not always fixed. There are possibilities of movements of 
individuals or groups in either direction, upward or downward fiom the given rank. This 
upward or downward movement in known as Vertical mobility. They are usually referred 
to as upward mobility and downward mobility. Mobility can also take place laterally i.e., 
movement fiom one position to another along the same social class and status. This lateral 
movement is known as Horizontal mobility. 

Social mobility is usually measured in terms of occupational rankings, income and 
consumption patterns of the upwardly or downwardly mobile groups or individuals. In the 
previous units you must have already read about various theoretical approaches, 
dimensions, and factors and forces of social mobility. In this particular unit, we will be 
looking at yet another aspect of social mobility i.e. its 'consequences'. 

By 'consequences' we mew- the impact or effect of social mobility. Now the question 
arises, impact on what? Here, we study the impact of social mobility not only on the 

I 



individual or groups, but also the society as a whole. Therefore, we shall study the 
consequences of social mobility along three axis's. First, 'Social Consequences' dealing 
with the impact of social mobility on the whole society. Secondly, 'Political Consequences' 
dealing with the effect of social mobility for various 'groups and associations' in a society. 
Finally, 'Social-Psychological Consequences' dealing with the impact of social mobility at 
the level of an 'individual' living in a society experiencing rapid mobility. 

Consequences of Social Mobility 

32.2 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY OF 
CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL MOBILITY 

'(:onsequences' as an aspect of social mobility was studied systematically for the first time 
by Pitirim A. Sorokin. He studied the effects of mobility fiom three dimensions viz. the 

' 'clemographic impact' of mobility on society, effects of mobility on 'human behaviour and 
psychology', and mobility influencing 'processes and organizations' in a society. Though 
ht: had collected immense data ftom various societies to corroborate his findings, yet the 
techniques he used to arrive at the conclusions, which he did, were not adequate. He used 
the dichotomy between mobile and immobile societies, illustrated by taking examples 
randomly fiom historical and contemporary societies, to ground his theory of social and 
c~iltural mobility. Later, many other social scientists have worked upon and qualitatively 
improved studies on mobility by using sophisticated techniques and methods of research. 

Box 32.01 

Researches carried out by S.M. Lipset and R. Bendix, (1959) have made a detailed 
study and analysis of social mobility and its consequences in various contemporary 
societies of the world, crossing national borders. Melvin M. Tumin's (1957) study 
of impact of mobility in a 'mass society' have rekindled a hope for better future 
by the very virtue of knowing the fallacies besetting a society undergoing rapid 
social mobility. While, M. Janowitz has confined his study of consequences of 
social mobility to United States alone; George Simmel's 'The Stranger', E.V. 
Stonequist's 'The Marginal Man' are the portrayals of despair enshrouding the 
lives of 'individual beings' in a fragmented social structure. 

We also have political scientists like Robert Michels, making a detailed analysis of the 
political behaviour (voting) of upwardly or downwardly mobile populace of Europe before 
Mlorld War I. On the other hand elite theorists like G. Mosca and V. Pareto in their theory 

, oP 'circulation of elites' have given an account of social factors and political forces leading 
i tc mobility. Mosca has M e r  extended his thesis to include the rise of a new class-middle 

class-as a consequence of social mobility. 

Every society is ordered in a particular manner such that each individual or group is 1 assigned particular tasks, which fulfill the functions ofthe social whole for its maintenance 
and perpetuation. It is in the context of each society these tasks or duties performed by the 
individuals living in it, are assigned high or low statuses or ranks according to the 
inlportance attached to the functions fulfilled by that task for the society as a whole. 
Therefore, in any society, at any point of time, some tasks have higher prestige associated 
with them, accompanied by corresponding privileges, than others. On the basis of 
performance of tasks, thereby, individuals and groups, are assigned higher or lower 
positions or ranked statuses in the society-i.e., stratification system in that particular 
society-known as classes (or castes in Indian society.) 

According to many thinkers, past and present, there could be two antagonistic classes 
struggling for supremacy (Marx), or there could be four or more classes, each with its own 
strategies to obtain maximum economic political and cultural rewards fiom the social order 
oj'which they, are members (Weber and others). 

- 
32.3 SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES OF MOBILITY - 
We now turn to some of the consequences of social mobility 
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Social Mobility 323.1 Embourgeoisement 

Envisioning a more heterogeneous society than Marx, most recent social thinkers like 
Clarke Kerr, Jessie Bernard and others in 1950s md 60's put forward the 
'Embourgeoisement' thesis in contrast to Marx's notion that increasing number of non- 
manual workers or the middle class(es) would fall into the ranks of manual workers 
(proletarianization) as the capitalist society advances. But, according to the proponents of 
the embourgeoisement thesis, a process was occurring in most of the industrial societies, 
whereby increasing number of manual workers were entering the middle stratum and 
becoming middle-class. This process was explained by the increase in general prosperity 
due to advances in technology and the nature of industrial economy of the societies after 
the Second World War. This had led to the increase in the wages of the manual workers 
such that they touched non manual, white-collar. range of salaries. Thus, by many writers, 
these workers were known as 'affluent workers', who had achieved the middle-class status, 
and increasingly adhered to norms, valued and attitudes of the middle-class. Further, this 
process led to the belief that the shape of the stratification system was also being 
transformed. It was argued that the pyramidical structure of the stratification system in, 
which the majority of the population fell into the large impoverished working class at the 
bottom, with a small wealthy group at the top, was being transformed into a diamond 
shaped structure of the stratification system, whereby an increasing proportion of the 
population fell into the middle iange. Thus, lending credibility to the term 'middle mass 
society'. 

Activity 1 

How far is the embourgeoisement thesis valid for Indian society? Look at the 
ppwspapers and magazines and study daily the appropriate portions for several 
weeks. Note down your findings and discuss with other students in the study centre. 

Despite strong support for the 'embourgeoisement thesis' it has been refuted by the 
findings of research (The Affluent Worker in Class Structure) carried out by Goldthorpe, 
Lockwood, Bechhofer and Platt among the affluent workers of Luton, a prosperous area in 
south east England. This area was supposed to be a favourable setting for the confirmation 
of the embourgeoisement hypothesis. If the process of embourgeoisement was not evident 
in the most favourable setting then the hypothesis would stand refuted. The workers in this 
area who had high wages, comparable to white-collar workers salaries were contrasted with 
them along four criteria-attirudes to'work; interaction patterns in the community; 
aspirations and social perspectives; and political views. On all the four basis the affluent 
workers differed significantly form the white-collar workers. Further, they differed in their 
interaction patterns in the community, and aspirations and social perspectives from the 
traditional manual worker. In addition, they differed in their motives in terms of above 
mentioned four criteria from the traditional non-affluent manual workers. Therefore, 
lending credence to Lockwood and Goldthorpe's conclusion of the emergence of a 'new 
working-class' in the societies characterized by a advanced industrial economy. , 

Hence 'embourgeoisement' remained an hypothesis based on impressionistic evidence, 
rather than a thesis based on actual empirical findings. 

32.3.2 Heterogeneity of the Working Class 

Unlike Marx's prediction of increasing homogeneity of working class with the progress of 
technology, some sociologists have seen a definite reversal of the trend. In advanced and 
advancing industrial societies, due to progress in science and technology, in its application 
to industry, are influencing the very character and content of the working class. According 
to Ralf Dahrendorf, the working class has become increasingly heterogeneous or dissimilar. 
Due to changes in technology, cdmplex machines are being introduced, which require 
well-trained and qualified workers to work on them, to maintain them and do repairs on 
them when necessary. Not just simple minders of machines of yesteryears but technically 
trained and hence highly skilled workmen are required. (Even agriculture no longer is a 
hard, back-breaking task, irrespective of weather conditions. Increasing mechanisation of 
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agriculture has transformed its character, and nature of work done. Now it is counted as one 



of the industries constituting an economy of the society). Therefore according to Ralf Conrequences of Socir~l Mobility 
Dahrendorf, on the basis of nature of work~equired in various industries, workers can be 
divided into three distinct levels-unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled workers. This 
classification of workers is accompanied by differences in economic rewards (i.e., wages) 
and prestige accorded to each of them. Thus, skilled workers enjoy higher wages, more 
fringe benefits, greater job security and so higher prestige than the other two category of 
workers. Dahrendorf believes that in the twentieth century, due to mobility among workers, 
it has become meaningless to speak of working class, rather there has been a 
'decomposition of labour' into various divisions as mentioned above. 

Many sociologists like K. Roberts, F.M. Martin and others have negated this aspect of 
heterogeneity of the working class as a consequence of social mobility in the industrial 
societies of today, as enumerated above. Rather, they have suggested, through the findings 
of various researches, that the manual workers share similar market situation and similar 
life-chances. 'The workers are also aware of their shared class identity due to common class 
interests. Therefore, they can be distinguished fiom other classes in the society by their 
distinct sub-culture. Hence, to speak of heterogeneity of working class as an impact of 
social mobility is a fallacy. The working class do form a social class, and has not 
disintegrated into distinct categories., 

32.3.3 The Enlarged and Fragmented Middle Classes 

Though the middle class was never a cohesive social group in its origin, yet it was too 
small in numbers to actually make its presence felt in a decisive manner in the economy 
and polity of a society. In the earlier days it usually comprised of the lowermost officials of 
the state, the petty tradesmen, or the exceptionally few peasants who owned a free plot of 
land. But in the nineteenth century, with the expansion of commercial interests of various 
natihs and the State playing an increasingly active role in governance, led to a demand for 
educationally and technically qualified personnel who could be mobile geographically as 
well as aspirationally. Thus, the on-going process of expansion of the middle class since the 
mid-nineteenth century onwards has once again proved the fallacy of Marx's prediction 
that the middle strata would disappear (be proletaranized). Instead, Max Weber, A. 
Giddens, Frank Parkin etc. see the rise and expansion of the 'middle class', inherent in the 
very logic of industrial economy. Each has given a classification of classes According to 
Weber, the white-collar middle class expands rather than contracts as capitalism develops, 
because the capitalist enterprises and the bureaucratic organization of modem nation state 
requires the services of large number of administrative staff. As capitalism advances, the 
enterprises undergo vast changes-there is separation of ownership and control-leading to 
increase in number and role of managers and administrators. Therefore for Weber middle 
class would comprise of 'property less white-collar workers' whose market situation and 
life chances depend upon skills and services offered by them. Secondly, 'the pretty 
bourgeoisie' i.e., the small property owners who due to competition fiom l ~ g e  capitalists 
take to white-collar professions. h thony Giddens identifies three major classes in 
advanced capitalist society, of which the middle class is based on the possession of 
educational and technical qualifications. 

Higher professionals, managerial and administrative-comprising of judges, 
barristers, lawyers, doctors, architects, planners, university lecturers, accountants, 
scientists and engineers. 

Lower professionals, managerial and administrative-comprising of school teachers, 
nurses, social workers, librarians etc. 

Routine white-collar and minor supervisory-comprising of clerks, foremen etc. . 

Each sub-division occupies different positions not only in the occupational reward system, 
but are also accorded differential prestige and the corresponding status in the social scale of 
a particular society. 

Not only are these people accorded differential prestige and status, but they perceive their 
market situation and life-chances to be non-ana!ogous. Therefore fiom a study of 'images 
of class', Robets, Cook, Clarke and Semenoff came to the conclusion that the middle class 



Social Mobility is itself increasingly divided into a number of different strata, each with a distinctive view 
of its place in the stratification system. So to speak of a common class identification of the 
middle white-collar middle class needs to be discounted. The diversity of class images, 
market situations, life chances and interest within the white-collar group suggests that the 
middle class is becoming increasingly fiagmented (Kenneth Roberts). Hence, to speak of a 
single social group as a middle class is debate, rather it is more meaningful to conceptualize 
it as a plurality of 'middle-classes7. 

32.3.3 Rate of Social Mobility and Class Solidarity 

Rate of Social mobility is the amount of movement from one strita to another in a 
particular society. In the contemporary society characterized by industrial economy, the 
rate of social mobility is considerably higher than the earlier societies. The reason behind 
this high rate of social mobility is the criteria of achievement based on merit, ability, talent, 
ambition and hard work, which determines a person position in the society. Class solidarity 
is the degree of cohesiveness of a particular class in the society. Therefore, the rate of 
social mobility has important consequences for class solidarity. According to many 
sociologists, the rate of social mobility is indirectly proportional to social solidarity i.e., if 
the rate of social mobility is low, class solidarity and cohesion will be high and vice versa. 
So for Anthony Giddens, if the rate of social mobility is low, most individuals will remain 
in their class of origin. This will lead to common life experiences over generations, 
formation of distinctive class subcultures, and aspirations to identify with the next higher 
class. Thus sounding a death knell for class solidarity. 

Even.Marx believed that a high rate of social mobility would tend to weaken class 
solidarity. Classes would become increasingly heterogeneous as their members cease to 
share similar backgrounds. Distinctive class sub-cultures would disintegrate as norms, 
attitudes and values would change not only over generations but within a single generation 
for a particular class. Therefore, for Marx, the potential for class consciousness and the 
intensity of class conflict would be considerably reduced. Whereas, according to Ralf- 
Dahrendorf, due to high rate of social mobility in the contemporary industrial societies, the 
nature of class conflict has changed. Since nowadays societies give primacy to the criteria 
of achievements, and he have become open, there is an increased competition among 
individuals of the same class for higher positions in the occupational reward strupture. 
Therefore there is a reduction in class solidarity and intensity of class conflict. 

Box 32.02 

Goldthrope and C. Llewellyn, based on the 'Oxford Mobility Study' have shown 
a very optimistic side of social mobility for class formation amongst the working 
class. According to their findings, since in the contemporary societies upward 
mobility is greater tha., downward mobility, few people actually move down to 
the level ofmanual working class. This will lead to the formation of a homogeneous 
working class, as they usually have similarity of origins and experiences which 
provides a basis for collective strategies in pursuit of common interests. Therefore, 
there is a greater potential for class solidarity and formation of a homogeneous 
class amongst the manaul workers. 

Simultaneously, even Goldthorpe h d  Llewellyn have discounted class solidarity amongst 
the middle class. Due to heterogeneity of social background of its members, it thus lacks 
cohesion i.e., low classness, and the image of middle class as a single social group is 
negated, akin to Kenneth Robert's image of 'fragmented' middle class, as mentioned in the 
previous ,section. 

32.3.5 The Image of Social Order 

The effects o'f social mobility on social order has been the theme of many writers since 
Durkheim wrote about the concept of 'anomie', meaning, disruptive impact of unlimited 
aims and aspirations of people in a society unable to fulfill all these demands. Durkheim 
recognized that social mobility might have negative consequences, both for the society as 
well as the individual, in his classic study 'Suicide'. According to him, earlier societies 
maintained strict restraints on its stratification system such that an individual living in a 



?articular society knew the legitimare limit of his aspirations. But when the stratification Consequences of Social Mobility 
.system is no longer subjective to these restraints, both-sudden growth of power and 
wealth, and economic disasters lead to situations which are potentially disastrous for the 
moral order of the society. Therefore, not only during periods of upheavals, like that of 
~:conomic depression (as there would be declassification) but also, during a rapid rise in 
rortune or power (as there would be no ceiling on ambitions) have dissociative impact on 
lhe social integration of a system, leading to suicides by individuals due to undermining of 
personal integration. Thus exhibiting anomic tendencies. 

In similar vein, Lipset and Bendix and Germani have emphasized that social mobility have 
different consequences in different social structures. Social mobility is more likely to be 
tlisruptive in its effects in traditional societies, which have an 'ascriptive' system of 
stratification, ~ i t h  high degree of status rigidity and hence inadequate preparation for 
rnobility.This is based on the assumption that the constraints of 'class of origin' in a 
traditional society are very powerful and binding, and when once broken by social 
mobility, leave the individual isolated and anxious about his social status and identity. 
While in an 'industrial' society, marked by openness of its stratification system. Social 
n~obility is a normal process fovourable for the maintenance of the system. 

Exen P.A. Sorokin, talking about 'Social and Cultural Mobility' (1927) too wrote about the 
disruptive consequences of social mobility. He believed that social mobility contributes to 
instability of the social order, cultural fluidity, diminishing solidarity. It may also lead to 
ehaustion of elite's and therefore decay of nations. It facilitates atomization, a 
silperficiallty in personality, skepticism, cynicism and misoneism. According to Sorokin 
social mobility plays a vital role in diminishing intimacy, sensitivity, increases mental 
sl rain and accompanying diseases. Increase in isolation, loneliness, restlessness may lead to 
a hunt for transitory sensual pleasures, which fiuther leads to disintegration of morals in the 
society. ~orokii6lso attempted to balance out the negative impact of social mobility by 
p~tting forward positive influences of social mobility for the society as well as the 
ir dividual. In this regard he talked about 'better and more adequate distribution of 
ir dividuals' such that the best men at the top reduce narrow-mindedness and 
occupationally hazardous idiosyncratic behaviour; it facilitates economic prosperity and a 
rapid social progress, thereby enhancing the positive consequences of social mobility for 
the social order. 

- - - 

This means-in the sphere of work, the inherent virtue of work has lost all its meaning and 
given way to 'open portrayal of being successful' through consumption of power and 
pnperty, has become the most important criteria of social mobility. This has led to 
denigration of work and thereby dignity of all tasks but few which are high income 
generating ones. This 'denial of work' has negative consequences for social integration. 
Further, rapidsocial mobility Lads to imbalance of institutions like family, kin groups, 

i religion, political and educational institutions, which are now measured against the 
yardstick of income and wealth generation. This has effect on the changing definitions and 
parameters of these institutions now based solely on their utility value. Thus, seriously 

b endangering the major functions traditionally performed by them. In addition, not only are 
the various social institutions being undermined by the encroaching impact of social 
mobility, even the human element in terms of the older generations, steeped in the customs 
and traditions of the bygone era, are looks upon with vituperative contempt by the new- 
mcbile segments of the population. This has been proved by the mushrooming of 'old age 
homes' not only in the so-called advahced Western societies, but nowadays even in the 
mare tolerant societies of the East. Any society which wallows in its past indiscriminately 
or squally indiscriminately rejects it, will be the loser. Hence, a society should aim to 
achieve a balance between tradition and modernity to offset the negative impact of ripid 

Box 32.03 

Melvin M. 'Tumin in a paper, has also made a study of 'Some Unappalauded 
Consequences of Social Mobility in a Mass Society'. 'Taking the contemporary 
mass society as a fame of reference, he has seen 'consumption' as the motive force 
in each and every sphere of life, be it wealth, income, social status, art and aesthetics, 
culture or polity, the basic institutions like family, religion and education; even 
social criticism are all weighed against a criteria of marketability. 



Social Mobility social mobility.Further, Melvin Tumin laments the decline of 'social criticism' under the 
impact of 'a cult of gratitude' among significant sections of the.mobile population. Even 
the intellectuals who are supposed to be upholders of creative criticism of the social order, 
'responsibility for actively persuing open and sharp debate for the maintenance of an open 
society, have not been spared by the vituperative impact of social mobility. Their ideas 
have now become commodities for sale in the aid of populist measures of the State. They 
derive their value from their marketability. There is a 'depreciation of taste and 
culture. ..when marketability becomes the criteria of aesthetic worth'. Conumption of art 
and culture is determined by elite fads and fashion. This process portends a doom for 
democratic tendencies in a pluralist society, as everything and every body, even ideas give 
way to the advancing authority of capital and its social correlates. The ethnic groups 
become converted into status-competing hierarchies instead of being cultural groups. Thus, 
diminishing the possibility of genuine cultural pluralism in a diverse society. When such a 
dissociative image of social order is presented, then the individual is lost in the welter of 
rapidity of social change. Hence, engendering insecurity leading to alienation, extreme 
individualism, suicide and many similar processes disruptive in their consequences. 

The portrayal of social order engendered by rapid social mobility as given above is 
extremely pessimistic. For some thinkers like Peter M. Blau this pessimism in its extreme is 
unfounded. He tries to give reasons for the changing social order in the dilemma's of 
acculturation faced by the socially mobile. Blau argues that a socially mobile individual 
faces dilemma in choosing between the values, attitudes, behaviour and friends of his class 
of origin, or the class of destination. It is this dilemma which leads to various observed 
consequences of social mobility like-social disintegration, insecurity or over conformity 
by the socially mobile individuals. Therefore, Blau has not really challenged the 
dissociative image of social order, but through his 'acculturation hypothesis' tried to assign 
reasons for social change engendered by social mobility. 

Activity 2 

Enumerate the various consequences of social mobility in India. Discuss your list 
of the' findings with other students in the study centre. 

In contrast to the dismal picture of the social order portrayed by the exponents of 
'dissociative hypothesis' (as explained above), Frank Parkin and C.J. Richardson in Britain, 
and H.L. Wilensky and H. Edwards in America examined class in capitalist society. Frank 
Parkin studying the effect of high rate of upward mobility, came to the conclusion that , it 
acted as a 'political safety-valve'. Upward mobility provides opportunities for the 
fulfillment of aspirations of individuals to reach higher status and pay. As a result, it 
prevents hstrations from developing, which in the absence of upward mobility if 
intensified might threaten the social fabric. Usually, those who move out of working class 
are more preoccupied with acculturing themselves to the new norms and values of the 
higher class, rather than bothering about people left behind. Thus, weakening the intensity 
of class conflict between classes in a capitalist society. On the other hand, H.L. Wilensky 
and H. Edwards examined the consequences of 'downward mobility'. According to them 
people who actually move down in social hierarchy from middle class to working class, 
usually do not accept their lowly position, and so do not adapt themselves to the norms 
values of the working class. They always aspire to regain their lost status. Hence, 
engendering conservatism in their outlook. Thus, C.J. Richardson's study of social mobility 
in Britain, concludes that neither upward social mobility, nor downward social mobility 
arouse feelings of relative deprivation or dissatisfaction with their present lot, or has may 
disruptive consequences for the social order. Hence, both upward and downward mobility 
tend to reinforce status quo. Both tend to become even more conservative in their social 
and political outlook, one (the upwardly mobile) in the hope of restoration of their former 
status. Thus, none of them actually threaten the stability or integrity of a society. 

Both the images of social order are based on actual and impressionistic studies of various 
societies. How far can they be wholly applied to a particular society, is debatable. But, we 
can safely presume that in reality a mixture of elements from both the images obtain. 'I'he 
consequences of social mob'lity are neither wholly pessimistic, nor overly positive. Thus, 
the image of social order of present societies, will lie in between the two poles of social 
order in a continuum. 



Check Your Progress 1 Consequences of Social Mobility 

i) What is 'embourgeoisement'? Why is it known as hypoth&is and not thesis? Outline 
in five lines. 

ii) Can we call,'workiig-class' a social group? Give your reasons in about five lines. 
. , 

............................................................ 

iir) What do you understand by the phase 'fragmented' middle class? Explain in about 
five lines 

iv) What effect does the rate of social mobility, has on class-solidarity? Elucidate in 
about five lines. 

v) Elucidate the image of social order as a consequence of social mobility. Use about 
five lines for your answer. 



Social Mobility 32.4 POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL 
MOBILITY 

The consequences of social mobility can also be viewed through an 'impact of stratification 
dynamics on political behavoiur'. It usually depends upon what dimension of the 
stratification system is being challenged. Generally it has been seen that, when the social 
class position of the order elite (or upper-class) is challenged by the emerging elite (usually 
referred to as 'nouveaux riches'), then all kinds of barriers are put forward to stop their 
incursion. This happens during periods of high occupational and consumption mobility. 
The upper-class feeling threatened, would take recourse to traditional values of ascription, 
with elements of irrationality associated with to redefine their valued status. Even though 
the nouveaux riches would have acquired enough income, education, occupational rank 
and other criterias to enter the elite status, the older elites would invoke other 
traditionalistic criteria, ascriptive in character, like kinship, ethnic origin, table and bar 
manners etc., to deny them access to higher status and their associations. Thus it can be 
inferred that occupational mobility did not lead to social mobility. These actions of the 
order elites would make the newly-mobile aspirants lose faith in the fairness of &e social 
process and make Wm question the openness or democratic ethos of their culture. Thus 
rejected, they would create alternate' symbols of status like various ethnic associations (e.g. 
Dalit Associations in India), political parties (e.g. Samajwadi party or the Rashtriya Janata 
Dal) residential sites (e.g. Arnbedkar Nagar) Colleges, schools, recreational facilities etc. 
This process would be further reflected in the voting behaviour of both the older elite and 
the nouveaux riches. The older elites trying to consolidate and reinforcing their traditional 
aspects of culture would become extremely conservative in their political outlook. 
Therefore 'extreme rightism' is seen as a response to insecurity about social class position. 
While on the other hand, the newly-mobile aspirants would support any faction of political 
party which opposes the older elite. Thus the strains introduced by mobility aspirations will 
predispose individuals towards accepting more extreme political views. 

- 

- - - - - 

Box 32.04 

Closely associated with the above mentioned process, is Franz Neuman's 
'Conspiracy Theqry of Politics', which reflects the irrational element of the social 
class insecurity. When an individual or a particular group is unable to achieve an 
aspired status or experience downward mobility; then instead of looking for reasons 
for such a happening in their own inability or their stratification system; they 
tend to place the blame for their social evils on another group, supposedly on the 
conspiracy by a secret group of evil-doers. By laying the blame elsewhere, they 
believe they have done all they could, and continue to adhere to the stratification 
system which gives them their valued position in the society. Thus, discounting 
the actual changes which are taking place in the social structure of their society. 
Again, such tendencies are reflected in the political behaviour of the people 
adhering to such irrational theories. They then tend to believe in actual or 
imaginary target groups against whom to consolidate their power position in the 
political field. 

More often than not, social mobility gives rise of 'status discrepancy' such that mobility in 
one' sphere need not necessarily lead to mobility all the other spheres. For instance S.M. 
Lipset studying political behaviour in the province of Saskatchewan (Canada) found that 
leaders of the Socialist Party were either businessmen or professionals. Though they 
belonged to high occupational and income category, yet they weke considered low in the 
social hieraichy, as they were largely of non-Anglo Saxon origin. Whereas, the Liberal and 
Conservative Parties were dominated by the middle class. Though lower in income and 
occupational category, they belonged to higher social class, as they were from Anglo- 
Saxon origin, (they formed 90% of the population). Even when the higher status, 'upper 
class' Anglo-Saxon population did 'not economically exploit the non-Anglo-Saxon group, 
yet they felt socially deprived of the privileges, which usually accompany high 
occupational and income category. Thus the cleavage between the two groups was very 
sharp. The contradictions in their status positions were such that, the minority group (i.e., 
the non-Anglo-Saxon group)  referred to ideologically align themselves with the political 
party which was opposed to ine 'upper class' (i.e., the Anglo-Saxon group). Thus, 
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portraying extreme political views due to frustrated aspirations, brought about by status 
discrepancy. 

In a similar vein, Robert Michels has analyzed European Socialism before the First World 
War. The Jews had come to occupy a prominent position in the European socialist 
movement, because, even when legally free, they were still discriminated against socially 
all over Eastern Europe and Germany. Even though they were economically rich, no 
corresponding social or political advantages were ensured by the prevailing system. Only 
the socialist's utopia assauged their feelings of hurt and rejection. This attitude of the Jews 
has been evident in the recent times also. For example, in Scandinavia, where there is 
relatively little anti-Semitism (i.e. Anti-Jewish feelings) and the Jews are progressively 
achieving a higher social class position, it is expected that they would not exhibit leftist 
political orientation to the same extent as earlier. 

Thus discrepancy in status may lead to many permutation and combinations of social class 
statuses and their ideological alignments in the political sphere. Therefore one come see 
any of the following combinations actually operating depending upon the social, economic, 
statistical and political circumstances: 

i) Political orientation to the left, when a group's social class position is lower then its 
occupational or economic position, in spite of the fact under normal circumstances, 
the group would have conservative outlook. 

ii) Political orientation to the left, when a social group's deprived position normally 
orients it to take radical position against the economically and socially dominant 
group. 

iii) Political orientation to the right, when a group's social class position is higher then 
their occupational and economic position. 

iv) Political orientation to the right, when for example, nouveaux riches are sometimes 
even more conservative than the older elite, as they seek to move up in the social 
hierarchy and be accepted by the order elite. 

v) Political orientation to the extreme right, when a group's higher social class position 
if felt to be threatened by the incurrsion of emerging mobiles. For instance, when the 
older elite close their ranks against the emerging nouveaux riches 

vi) Political orientation to the left, when a group's old but declining upper class status 
makes it more liberal in its outlook. 

Box 32.05 

Another political consequence of social mobility about which P.A. Sorokin refers 
to directly, but is also implied in G. Mosca and V. Pareto's theory of 'elite 
circulatiol~' is the recruitment from the lower to the upper strata. According to 
Mosca ant1 Pareto's theory of elite circulation, when the superior elements of the 
elite get exhausted, then of necessity they have to recruit new individuals of superior 
quality from among the lower starata. This is a continuous process. If this does 
not happen, then the degenerate elements in the upper strata, increase in number 
which will have negative consequence for the whole society. In addition, the 
superior quality individuals in the lower strata, in the absence of restricted avenues 
of mobility would get concentrated, and in a concerted action overthrow the 
degenerate ruling minority and take over the reins of the governance. Even Sorokin 
has pointed out the negative consequelace of the excess of degenerate elements in 
upper class, in the absence of mobility. 

I Mosca had even seen the emergence of a new social class-the middle class-in modem 
democracies, es a product of social mobility. He sees middle clxs as the intermediate strata 
from which the ruling elite usually recruit fresh talent to fill their vacant ranks. In this 
manner ambitious and talented individuals in the lower strata are able fulfil their 
aspirations. Thus, as can be seen from above, the political consequence of social mobjlity 
are important In their implications for the processual develo. nent of society as a whole. 



Social Mobility Check Your Progress 2 

i) What happens when the newly-mobile aspirants (Nouveaux riches) try to enter the 
ranks of upper class? Write in about five lines. 

............................................. d . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

ii) What is meant by 'conspiracy theory of politics'? Elaborate in about five lines. 

iii) What are the political ramifications of 'status discrepancy' in mobile society? Explain 
briefly in five lines. 

iv) How does 'circulation of elites' help in the maintenance of order in the societj? 
Outline in about five lines. 



,32.5 SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES OF Consequences of Social Mobility 

SOCIAL MOBILITY 

Inequality being the hallmark of stratification system, distributes rewards and privileges I tiifferentially amongst its inhabitants. Modem industrial societies usually organised around 
the democratic ethos undergo immense ideological pressures from all sides, as they are 
supposed to be upholders of 'opportunity for all'. It is this criteria of 'opportunity of all' 
ivhitch enjoins upon all the members of that society to aspire for a position in the 'sun' i.e. 
the higher-most, most sought after positions in the society. But, just as the most sought 
after goods are scarce and therefore valuable, similarly, the most sought after positions too 
are scarce and hence valuable. Not everybody can occupy them. It is after a long process of 
selection, starting from primary education till a person actually reaches the coveted 
position. Chances of his being rejected are built into the system. Therefore, the people who 
do not reach their desired goals usually suffer from mental strain, evoked by their denial of 
self-worth. In many cases it may also lead to rejection of he 'self i.e., 'self-hatred'- 
asceptance of lower conception of self-worth. This according to Veblen, acts as a barrier to 
the possibility of self enhancement. This rejected image of self-worth is usually found in 
the inviduals of lower-status minority groups, e.g. Jews. But, this self-hatred is difficult to 
s aintain as self worth reasserts itself, and culminates into social action which may have 
rsmifications for the society as a whole. The social consequences of a predominantly 
pr;yhological phenomenon can usually be seen in the following three processes as put 
fcnvard by S.M. Lipset and H.L Zetterberg. 

i) Some people may reject the dominant values of the upper classes. In such cases, 
rejection may take the form of lower-class religious values which morally deny the 
values accorded to wealth and power. 

ii) Secondly, another form of rejection of dominant values and assertion of self-worth 
could take the form of rebellious 'Robin Hood' bands, or formal revolutionary, or 
social reform movements. 

iii I Finally, individuals may make efforts to improve their status through ligitimate or 
illegitimate means. 

Thus, inequality lnheres in itself an instability in the social order. This aspect of instability 
be ng such a pervasive phenomenon in the modem industrial society, has negative 
consequences for the individual personality as well. 'Anomie', (a well-known concept, 
explained by Durkheim; spreads through the society when its members become highly 
mobile. The age-old definitions of various roles and statuses are distorted. Even if these are 
not destroyed and replaced by others, the incumbents move so rapidly, such that they 
us~~ally neither have the time nor inclination to be absorbed in traditional responsibilities, 
which that role entails. Thus, the security which derives from stability of a role and the 
expectations built into it are shattered. This has disruptive consequence for the socialisation 
of the young ones, who are unable to fill a role adequately, in the absence of proper role- 
preparation. Even the parents are unable to cope up with the fast changing definitions of the 
situations, such that within a decade, they themselves need to re-socialise themselves. This 
leads to difision of insecurity amongst a population of a society on a mass-scale. It is in 
this context that many thinkers have talked about atomization of individual, fragmented 
pen;onality or the marginal man. 

Hence, the social psychological consequences of social mobility may be disruptive in their 
impact, yet some people may find in their individual mobility an affirmation of self-worth, i 
a positive culmination of their individual effort. 

Check Your Progress 3 

i) What consequence does the rejection of self-worth have for the individual? Write 
your answer in about five lines. , 

............................................................ 
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ii) How does diffusion of insecurity take place in a modem industrial society? Elaborate 
in about five lines. 

... h . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

32.6 LET US SUM UP I 
In this unit, we have analysed the various consequences of social mobility from three 
perspectives-it$ ramifications for the society as a whole i.e. Social consequences; its 
influence on the political behaviour of various groups in the society i.e, political 
consequences; and finally, the impact of social mobility on an individual in a modem 
industrial society i.e, social-psychological consequences. 

In the first section, dealing with the social consequences, initially we tried to analyse the 
present status and the character of the two statistically predominant classes-the working 
class and the middle class(es). Various viewpoints tend to either discount or reinforce their 
image as a social group. This led us to examine the very nature of class-solidarity in terms 
of rate of social mobility i.e., the amount of movement between various classes in the light 
of above given segmental portrayal of society, in the final section, we try to cohere an 
image of the social order as a consequence of social mobility. Many traditional and 
impressionistic studies propagate the 'dissociative hypothesis', while Peter. M. Blau's 
study of American mobility led to the formulation of 'acculturation hypothesis'. But 
finally, the negative or disruptive consequences are balanced out by the positive 
consequences for the social order indicated by researches carried out in Britain by Frank 
Parkin and in America by H.L. Wilensky and H. Edwards, and C.J. Richardson. 

The political consequence of social mobility has taken account of the topmost section of 
the society-the upper class the ruling elite (Mosca and Pareto). kere, we have analysed 
the consequences of individual and group social mobility on their political behaviour. 
Political behaviour as seen in their voting behaviour tends to be on the extreme reaches of 
the left or right depending' upon the thwarted social status aspirations of the occupationally 
and income mobile group i.e., 'status-discrepancy'. Thus the degree of anomaly between 
social privilege accorded and income ranking achieved will give the degree of political 
extremism. Each group tries to undermine the power bases of the OW. 

32.7 KEY WORDS 

Social Stratification : When people are ranked heirarchically along some 
dimension of inequality, whether income, wealth, power, 
prestige, etc. 

Sub-culture : This is a system of values, attitudes, modes of behaviour 
and life-styles of a social group which is distinct from, but 
related to the dominant culture of a society. It occurs due to 
great diversities in society. 
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Social Order : When cohesion and peace are maintained in the society. Consequences o f  Social Mobility 

Class-solidarity : When there is unity cf values among members of the same 
class. 

32.8 FURTHER READINGS 

I3otto;nore, T.B., (1 964). Elites and Society, England: Penguin Books. 

4 "iddens, A. (1989). Sociology, UK Polity Press. 

32.9 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

iI Check Your Progress 1 

i) Embourgeoisement is the process whereby increasing members of manual workers 
are entering the middle stratum of the society and becoming middle class. It is still 
known as a hypothesis since it was based on impressionistic evidence, which on being 
tested under most favourable circumstances, stood disproved. 

ii) According to Ralf Dahrendorf, due to the logic of modem industrial economy, the 
nature of work has changed. Working class can be divided into highly skilled, semi- 
skilled and unskilled workers, each with differential economic rewards and 
corresponding prestige in the social hierarchy. Yet, some other thinkers discount this 
heterogeneity by putting forward the similar life-chances and shared identity of 
interests irs the basis of their homogeneity. 

iii) 'Fragmented middle class' is a phrase used by Kenneth Roberts to depict the 
increasing heterogeneity of middle classes. 

iv) There are two viewpoints about the effect of rate of social mobility on class solidarity. 
One. the rate of social mobility is indirectly proportional to the social solidarity i.e., 
higher the rate of social mobility, lower will be the degree of class solidarity. 
Secondly, upward social mobility increases conservative tendencies at all levels. 

v) First, we talk about the 'dissociate hypothesis' in which is explained the disruptive or 
nebdive consequences of social mobility for the society as a whole. Second, the 
'acculturation hypothesis' forwarded by P.M.-Blau gives rehons for the disruptive 
consequences for the individual. Finally, findings of Frank Parkins and others portray 
an optimistic note, as social mobility is seen to have positive consequences for the 
social order. 

(Check Your Progress 2 

I) When the newly-mobile aspirants try to enter the ranks of upper class, the upper class 
feels threatened and places many obstructions to stop their entry. So much so, it even 
uses traditional ascriptive criterias to block the entry of newly-mobiles 

i) The irrational element of social class insecurity, is depicted by Franz Neuman, who 
put forward the 'Conspiracy theory of politics'-placing the blame for social evils on a 
secret group of evil-doers. 

iii) 'Status discrepancy' in a mobile society can lead to changes in the normal political 
behaviour associated with particular g ro~ps  of a social class or for the social class a 
whole. Thus we see its reflection in the voting behaviour of the individuals and 
groups. 

IV) 'Circulation of elites' allows the ambitious and talented individuals to rise in social 
hierarchy. Thus, dissipating frustrated aspirations. Hence, it lessens the intensity of 
conflict and periodically rejuvenates the social order by i~clusion of higher quality 
individuals. 53 
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