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UNIT – I

Concepts: Inequality, Hierarchy, Differentiation, Social Exclusion

Overview of the Unit

This unit introduces four closely related concepts used in the 
sociological study of social structure: inequality, hierarchy, differentiation 
and social exclusion. Although these concepts are interconnected, they 
refer to different ways in which societies organize people, distribute 
resources, assign status and create boundaries between groups.

The unit examines how inequalities arise, how social hierarchies 
are established and maintained, how social differentiation produces 
distinctions among individuals and groups, and how some individuals or 
communities may be excluded from full participation in social, economic, 
political and cultural life. The unit also introduces major thinkers such as 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Louis Dumont, Max Weber and Pierre Bourdieu, 
along with contemporary approaches to social exclusion.

Lessons in the Unit

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.1 – Inequality

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.2 – Hierarchy

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.3 – Social Differentiation

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.4 – Social Exclusion

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.5 – Interrelationship among Inequality, Hierarchy, 
Differentiation and Exclusion
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Lesson 1.1 – Inequality

1.1.1 � Objectives

By the end of this lesson, learners should be able to:

 	 ➢ Define social stratification and social inequality and distinguish 
between them.

 	 ➢ Explain the meaning, concept, and key characteristics of social 
stratification.

 	 ➢ Identify types, dimensions, and sources of social inequality.

 	 ➢ Summarize major theoretical perspectives on inequality 
(functionalist, conflict, symbolic interactionist, and contemporary 
extensions).

 	 ➢ Critically evaluate classical contributions (Rousseau, Marx, 
Weber) and later developments (Davis & Moore, Tumin, Bourdieu, 
Wallerstein, Du Bois).

 	 ➢ Apply stratification concepts to contemporary forms of inequality 
(caste, class, gender, race, global hierarchies).

 	 ➢ Reflect on implications for life chances, mobility, and social policy.

1.1.2 � Introduction

Social stratification is the system by which society categorizes and 
ranks people in hierarchical layers according to factors such as power, 
wealth, race, and education. It shapes people’s unequal access to resources 
and influences their socioeconomic status. Some forms of stratification 
are relatively rigid and allow little or no social mobility—the ability to 
move up or down the social hierarchy. “The caste system is a key example: 
social standing is largely determined by birth and heredity. Other forms 
of stratification allow greater mobility because they are influenced by 
individual achievement and socioeconomic factors. The class system is 
one such example, as people may change their social position through 
employment, education, and the accumulation of wealth.

Social stratification is a significant sociological concept because 
it provides a framework for understanding structural inequality and 
explaining how and why human behaviour, life choices, and social power 
are distributed unequally. It helps sociologists analyse how large-scale 
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social systems shape people’s everyday realities. From this perspective, an 
individual’s success is rarely determined by hard work alone. Max Weber 
used the concept of life chances to describe a person’s opportunities to 
improve their quality of life. Social stratification draws attention to the 
ways in which a person’s starting position in society is associated with 
outcomes such as life expectancy, health, and educational attainment.

Before the emergence of sociology, inequalities were often attributed 
to biological destiny or personal moral failings. The sociological study of 
stratification instead examines how inequality is embedded in society and 
reproduced through institutions and practices, including inheritance laws, 
tax structures, and school funding systems.

Social stratification provides a way to examine some of sociology’s most 
influential theoretical frameworks. It enables sociologists to investigate 
whether social order is maintained primarily through cooperation or 
through unequal power and exploitation.

The study of stratification also helps sociologists understand social 
stability and change. By examining social mobility and class consciousness, 
they can analyse political developments, economic shifts, and social unrest. 
When stratification becomes highly rigid and the gap between the most 
and least advantaged groups widens, social tensions may increase and can 
contribute to crime, political polarisation, or social upheaval.

An individual’s socioeconomic position is associated with their religious 
and political beliefs, voting behaviour, and cultural tastes. Research on 
stratification helps explain how people in similar social positions may 
develop shared worldviews, identities, and consumer habits. The concept 
of social stratification is discussed below through the definitions and 
perspectives of key sociologists.

As Robert Andersen noted:

Social stratification is an important part of many areas of study 
in sociology, but it also constitutes a distinct field of its own. Social 
stratification is the allocation of individuals and groups according to 
various social hierarchies of differing status, power, or prestige. Although 
divisions are often based on gender, religion, race, or ethnicity, the present 
entry focuses largely on socioeconomic inequalities, leaving other forms 
of social inequality to other entries. In this regard, social stratification 
is found in every society, even if it takes on slightly different forms. 
Uncovering what accounts for differences in social stratification among 
societies and within particular societies over time is a long-standing 
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goal of the field. The classic era of early stratification sociology, spurred 
by the works of Karl Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, tended to focus on 
why and how stratification arises in the first place. Although this debate 
continues to motivate much research on social stratification, empirical 
research typically addresses questions for which evidence is more tangible. 
By the 1930s, stratification research was increasingly concerned with 
social mobility, though mostly within individual countries. By the 1980s, 
explaining cross-national differences in stratification had become an 
important goal of the field.

Definitions of social stratification

Pitirim Sorokin

In his book Social Mobility, published in 1927, Sorokin argued that 
stratification is universal in all enduring societies. He identified three 
interrelated forms: economic, political, and professional stratification. He 
defined social stratification as:

“The differentiation of a given population into hierarchically 
superposed classes, manifesting as the existence of upper and lower social 
layers with unequal distribution of rights, privileges, power, and prestige.”

Melvin M. Tumin

Tumin is best known for his critique of Davis and Moore’s functionalist 
theory of stratification. In his 1953 article, “Some Principles of Stratification: 
A Critical Analysis,” and his 1967 book, Social Stratification: The Forms 
and Functions of Inequality, he argued that:

 	 ➢ Stratification is not necessarily functional or inevitable in every 
society.

 	 ➢ It can prevent the discovery and development of talent by passing 
advantages from one generation to the next and restricting social 
mobility.

 	 ➢ Rather than integrating society, stratification can divide it and 
generate hostility and distress between social groups.

Tumin’s definition of social stratification supports his broader 
argument that stratification systems are contingent and variable, and 
may have dysfunctional consequences; they are not natural or universally 
beneficial. He defined social stratification as:

“The arrangement of any social group or society into a hierarchy of 
positions that are unequal in power, property, social evaluation, and/



Notes

5

or psychic gratification. Normally, power, property (class), and social 
evaluation (status and prestige) are considered the most important bases 
for determining position in a given society.”

Karl Marx

Karl Marx laid the foundations for the conflict perspective on social 
stratification by analysing society primarily through an economic lens. He 
argued that society is divided into classes according to their relationship 
to the means of production, such as factories, land, and other resources. 
The bourgeoisie own the means of production, while the proletariat—the 
working class—own no productive property and must sell their labour.

Marx also introduced the concept of class consciousness: the point at 
which workers recognise their shared exploitation and develop a collective 
interest in challenging the capitalist system. His work established a major 
conflict-theory perspective on stratification.

Max Weber

Max Weber identified class, status, and party as three important 
dimensions of social stratification, corresponding broadly to economic 
position, social standing, and political power. According to Weber, 
status-based stratification tends to be more prominent during periods of 
economic and technological stability. In The Theory of Social and Economic 
Organization, he wrote:

“Every technological repercussion and economic transformation 
threatens stratification by status and pushes the class situation into the 
foreground. Epochs and countries in which the naked class situation is 
of predominant significance are regularly the periods of technical and 
economic transformations. And every slowing down of the shifting of 
economic stratification leads, in due course, to the growth of status 
structures and makes for the resuscitation of the important role of status 
honour.”

Weber extended Marx’s analysis by arguing that social stratification 
cannot be reduced to economic class alone. In his multidimensional 
model, class refers to a person’s economic position; status concerns the 
social honour and respect they receive; and party refers to their political 
power, authority, and influence within organisations. For example, a priest 
may have high status but relatively little wealth. Weber’s framework helps 
sociologists analyse overlapping inequalities, including situations in which 
someone is wealthy but lacks social acceptance.
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Talcott Parsons

Parsons defined social stratification as:

“The differential ranking of the human individuals who compose a 
given social system and their treatment as superior and inferior relative to 
one another in certain socially important respects.”

Parsons distinguished stratification from differentiation, emphasising 
that stratification involves the social ranking of people according to criteria 
considered important within a society.

John Scott and Gordon Marshall

In A Dictionary of Sociology, Scott and Marshall described social 
stratification as central to macrosociology—the study of whole societies, 
often from a comparative perspective, to understand processes of social 
stability and change. They discussed Weber’s distinction between status-
based societies and class-based societies. Status-based societies may be 
organised around ascribed categories such as estates and castes, or around 
legally sanctioned inequalities such as slavery. Class-based societies, 
which are more characteristic of the modern West, tend to be more fluid 
and place greater emphasis on achievement and economic differences. 
Status formation and class formation can therefore be understood as two 
contrasting forms of social integration: ways in which people are positioned 
in relation to one another.

T. H. Marshall

In Citizenship and Social Class, Marshall discussed stratification as a 
system expressed through legal rights or established customs that have 
the binding force of law. In its most extreme form, such a system divides 
society into distinct, hereditary groups, such as patricians, plebeians, serfs, 
and slaves. He also observed that stratification is shaped by the interplay 
of factors related to property, education, and the structure of the national 
economy.

W. E. B. Du Bois

W. E. B. Du Bois was among the first scholars to place race at the centre 
of the analysis of social stratification, extending the discussion beyond 
class-based approaches. In his influential 1903 work, The Souls of Black 
Folk, he identified the “color-line” as the central problem of the twentieth 
century. His work showed how race could function as a caste-like barrier 
in the United States.



Notes

7

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert E. Moore

In their 1945 article “Some Principles of Stratification,” Davis and 
Moore explained stratification from a functionalist perspective. They 
viewed society as a system whose parts work together to promote 
stability and argued that stratification is a functional necessity that is 
universal and inevitable. In their account, stratification helps ensure 
that important social roles are filled. Some positions require rare skills, 
extensive training, or significant sacrifice; society offers greater rewards, 
such as income, power, and prestige, to motivate qualified people to 
perform them.

Pierre Bourdieu

Pierre Bourdieu examined how elite groups maintain their positions 
through resources beyond money. He introduced the concept of cultural 
capital, which refers to non-financial resources such as education, 
knowledge, speech styles, dress, and taste. These resources can help people 
navigate institutions and may affect their social mobility.

Bourdieu argued that privileged families pass cultural capital on 
to their children, teaching them how to behave and succeed in elite 
institutions. He showed how stratification is reproduced through 
education when inherited cultural advantages are treated as evidence of 
individual merit.

Immanuel Wallerstein

In 1974, Immanuel Wallerstein brought the analysis of stratification 
to the global level, examining inequality between countries as well as 
within them. His world-systems theory divides the global economy into a 
hierarchy of core, semi-peripheral, and peripheral nations:

 	 ➢ Core nations are wealthy, industrialised countries that exert 
substantial control over global finance and production.

 	 ➢ Semi-peripheral nations occupy an intermediate position in the 
global economic hierarchy.

 	 ➢ Peripheral nations are more economically dependent and often 
supply low-cost labour and raw materials.

Wallerstein argued that social stratification cannot be fully understood 
within national borders alone. People’s life chances are also shaped by the 
position their country occupies in the global economic system.
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Characteristics of social stratification

Tumin identified the following characteristics of social stratification:

 	 ➢ It is social and patterned in character.

 	 ➢ It is ancient and has existed in past societies.

 	 ➢ It is ubiquitous.

 	 ➢ It takes diverse forms.

 	 ➢ It has significant consequences because important, desirable, and 
often scarce resources are distributed unequally.

1.1.3 � Meaning and Concept of Social Inequality

In sociology, inequality refers to the unequal distribution of 
resources, opportunities, and rewards among individuals and groups. It 
describes systemic differences in wealth, power, and privilege that are 
embedded in society’s institutions and structures. The main dimensions 
of inequality include economic resources, social status, political power, 
and identity.

 	 ➢ Economic inequality refers to differences in income, wealth, and 
property.

 	 ➢ Social-status inequality refers to unequal levels of honour, respect, 
and privilege associated with different social positions.

 	 ➢ Political inequality refers to differences in people’s ability to 
influence decisions and access government resources.

 	 ➢ Identity-based inequality refers to unfair treatment or barriers 
linked to identities such as race, gender, class, or caste.

The origin of the concept of inequality

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was among the first philosophers to write a 
sustained and systematic account of the origins and foundations of social 
inequality. In his 1755 work Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality 
Among Men, he distinguished between two main forms:

 	 ➢ Natural or physical inequality refers to differences in age, health, or 
physical strength that arise from nature.

 	 ➢ Moral or political inequality refers to differences in wealth, power, 
and social status that are established or authorised by human 
societies.

Rousseau argued that the establishment of private property was a 
foundational source of artificial or moral inequality. He wrote:
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“I conceive that there are two kinds of inequality among the human 
species; one, which I call natural or physical, because it is established by 
nature, and consists in a difference of age, health, bodily strength, and 
the qualities of the mind or of the soul: and another, which may be called 
moral or political inequality, because it depends on a kind of convention, 
and is established, or at least authorised by the consent of men. This latter 
consists of the different privileges, which some men enjoy to the prejudice 
of others; such as that of being more rich, more honoured, more powerful 
or even in a position to exact obedience.”

A person’s relative strength or weakness may be natural, but the 
distinction between a landless labourer and a landowner, or between a 
ruler and a subject, is socially and politically produced. Rousseau described 
this as a form of inequality in which some people enjoy privileges to the 
disadvantage of others.

The second significant aspect of Rousseau’s argument is the state of 
nature. He imagined human beings before the development of organised 
society to explore the origins of inequality. This hypothetical condition is 
known as the “state of nature.”

According to Rousseau, people in this condition were:

 	 ➢ Relatively independent.

 	 ➢ Concerned primarily with their immediate needs.
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 	 ➢ Less dependent on one another.

 	 ➢ Capable of self-preservation.

 	 ➢ Motivated by self-love and natural compassion.

Rousseau did not mean that the state of nature was a specific historical 
period that could be identified through documentary records. Rather, it 
was a philosophical method for asking: “Which inequalities are genuinely 
natural, and which have been produced by society?” Rousseau noted:

“The natural human being does not constantly compare themselves 
with others. They seek food, shelter, safety, and personal survival, and do 
not necessarily desire wealth, fame, or domination. He stated that men 
in a state of nature, having no moral relations or determinate obligations 
one with another, could not be either good or bad, virtuous or vicious; 
unless we take these terms in a physical sense, and call, in an individual, 
those qualities vices which may be injurious to his preservation, and 
those virtues which contribute to it; in which case, he would have to be 
accounted most virtuous, who put least check on the pure impulses of 
nature. But without deviating from the ordinary sense of the words, it will 
be proper to suspend the judgment we might be led to form on such a 
state, and be on our guard against our prejudices, till we have weighed 
the matter in the scales of impartiality, and seen whether virtues or vices 
preponderate among civilised men; and whether their virtues do them 
more good than their vices do harm; till we have discovered, whether the 
progress of the sciences sufficiently indemnifies them for the mischiefs 
they do one another, in proportion as they are better informed of the good 
they ought to do; or whether they would not be, on the whole, in a much 
happier condition if they had nothing to fear or to hope from any one, 
than as they are, subjected to universal dependence, and obliged to take 
everything from those who engage to give them nothing in return.”

The third aspect of Rousseau’s argument concerns natural self-love 
and social comparison. He distinguished between two kinds of human 
motivation. The first, amour de soi, refers to a natural concern for one’s 
own preservation. It is not necessarily selfish or harmful. For example, 
a person may seek food, shelter, or protection in response to the basic 
instinct for self-preservation.

The second, amour-propre, refers to the desire for recognition, 
superiority, and social approval. For instance, a person may want not 
merely a comfortable house but a larger one than their neighbours have. 
A scholar may seek not only knowledge but also greater recognition than 



Notes

11

their colleagues. A wealthy person may accumulate more property not 
because they need it, but because wealth confers status and a sense of 
superiority. In this context, Rousseau stated:

“Insatiable ambition, the thirst of raising their respective fortunes, 
not so much from real want as from the desire to surpass others, 
inspired all men with a vile propensity to injure one another, and with 
a secret jealousy, which is the more dangerous, as it puts on the mask of 
benevolence, to carry its point with greater security. In a word, there arose 
rivalry and competition on the one hand, and conflicting interests on the 
other, together with a secret desire on both of profiting at the expense of 
others. All these evils were the first effects of property, and the inseparable 
attendants of growing inequality.”

In simple terms, Rousseau believed that social comparison can give 
rise to:

 	 ➢ Vanity.

 	 ➢ Jealousy.

 	 ➢ Rivalry.

 	 ➢ Competition.

 	 ➢ Shame.

 	 ➢ The desire for domination.

In this way, inequality becomes psychological as well as economic. 
People begin to assess and evaluate themselves according to how others 
perceive them.

The fourth aspect of Rousseau’s argument concerns the importance of 
private property. He saw the emergence of private property as a decisive 
turning point in the development of inequality. In his well-known account, 
the person who first enclosed a piece of land, claimed it as their own, and 
persuaded others to accept that claim became the founder of civil society. 
The crucial point is not simply that land was occupied, but that society 
came to recognise an individual’s exclusive right to a resource that had 
previously been available to all.

Once private property was established, society became divided between:

 	 ➢ Those who owned land and other resources.

 	 ➢ Those who possessed little or no property.

 	 ➢ Those who could live from their property.

 	 ➢ Those who had to work for property owners.
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The unequal distribution of property created material dependence and 
enduring social divisions. The development of agriculture and metallurgy 
intensified this process: agriculture encouraged land ownership and the 
production of surplus, while metallurgy introduced specialised tools and 
unequal control over production. Rousseau noted:

“Metallurgy and agriculture were the two arts which produced this 
great revolution. The poets tell us it was gold and silver, but, for the 
philosophers, it was iron and corn, which first civilised men, and ruined 
humanity. Thus both were unknown to the savages of America, who for 
that reason are still savage: the other nations also seem to have continued 
in a state of barbarism while they practised only one of these arts. One of 
the best reasons, perhaps, why Europe has been, if not longer, at least more 
constantly and highly civilised than the rest of the world, is that it is at 
once the most abundant in iron and the most fertile in corn.”

Definitions of inequality

Schaefer and Lamm (1992)

Schaefer and Lamm defined inequality as:

“The condition in which members of a society have different amounts 
of wealth, prestige, and power.”

Peter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan (1967)

Blau and Duncan wrote:

“The parameters of social structure include inequality and 
heterogeneity, or graduated and nominal dimensions, respectively, that 
intersect to constrain and differentiate individuals’ opportunities as well 
as their motivations and outcomes.”

André Béteille (1977)

Béteille discussed social inequality in terms of two primary dimensions: 
distributive and relational. He argued that inequalities are socially and 
culturally constructed rather than purely natural. According to him:

“The idea of hierarchy entails that of inequality. But inequality does 
not necessarily mean hierarchy, i.e., rigidity of high and low statuses.”

Davis and Moore (1945)

Davis and Moore described social inequality as:

“An unconsciously evolved device by which societies ensure that the 
most important positions are conscientiously filled by the most qualified 
persons.”
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Nature and Causes of Inequality

Socially created

Unlike natural differences, such as those related to height or age, 
social inequalities are created and maintained through human-made rules, 
cultural beliefs, and institutions.

Systemic patterns

Social inequalities often follow recurring patterns across generations, 
making it difficult for people to move up the social ladder.

Social inequality refers to the uneven distribution of opportunities, 
resources, and burdens among individuals and groups in society. It takes 
various forms, including economic, gender, and racial inequality. Economic 
inequality, for example, refers to disparities in wealth and income, which 
are often influenced by social class and opportunities for mobility. Gender 
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inequality involves the unequal treatment of people based on gender and 
is shaped by social roles that change over time. Racial inequality refers to 
the differential treatment of people based on race and is often rooted in 
systemic racism.

Various factors contribute to these inequalities, and individuals may 
experience several forms of inequality simultaneously. Assessing social 
inequality can inform policy changes and social movements. However, 
challenges remain because people hold differing views about the extent of 
inequality and the most effective ways to address it.

The concept of intersectionality further complicates discussions of 
inequality. It recognises that a person’s intersecting identities can shape 
their experiences and perceptions of inequality. Overall, social inequality 
is a complex, multifaceted issue with deep historical roots and continuing 
implications for societies.

Forms of Inequality

Economic inequality refers to the unequal distribution of income, 
wealth, and social opportunities among individuals and groups. Sociologists 
explain this form of inequality through different theoretical perspectives, 
including functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism.

Functionalist theorists argue that some degree of inequality and 
stratification is essential and may benefit society because it motivates 
people with particular skills, abilities, and training to fill important and 
demanding positions. Davis and Moore’s perspective supports this argument: 
they suggest that higher rewards, such as income and benefits for doctors, 
engineers, and administrators, are justified because these roles are considered 
functionally important and require substantial training and sacrifice. From 
this perspective, inequality is seen as inevitable and as part of the social order.

One example of economic inequality is the difference in salaries 
between a corporate chief executive officer (CEO) and a factory worker. 
Functionalists may argue that a CEO’s strategic decisions and responsibility 
for the organisation and its employees justify higher pay, while routine 
jobs receive lower rewards because they are perceived to require less skill 
and responsibility.

At the same time, many functionalist analyses recognise that extreme 
poverty or very high levels of inequality can be dysfunctional. Such 
conditions may contribute to social problems, including poor health, 
crime, and political instability, which can threaten social cohesion.
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Conflict Perspective

Conflict theorists argue that economic inequality results from power, 
domination, and systemic exploitation rather than merit or functional 
necessity. They contend that elites and high-status groups shape economic 
and political institutions to protect their privileges, control resources, and 
widen income and wealth gaps, particularly in capitalist economies.

The theory of social reproduction explains how upper-class groups 
use their wealth and influence to secure access to better education, social 
networks, and employment for their children. This can allow unequal 
opportunities to persist across generations. For example, conflict theorists 
may point to the concentration of wealth among the top 1% to 10% of the 
population in countries such as the United States as evidence of systemic 
inequality rather than a fair reward for individual effort.

Conflict theorists also examine how policies such as neoliberal 
reforms and finance-friendly regulations may increase inequality by 
weakening labour protections, depressing wages, and directing gains 
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towards shareholders and executives. They link economic inequality to 
wider social problems, including racial and gender inequality, labour-
market and educational disparities, and political instability. From this 
perspective, inequality is socially produced and perpetuated rather than 
the result of individual failings alone.

Symbolic Interactionist Perspective

Symbolic interactionists focus less on the macro-level distribution 
of wealth and more on how inequality is experienced and reproduced in 
everyday interactions. They examine how people develop class identities, 
internalise or perceive social prestige, and form self-concepts in relation 
to their income and social position.

For example, children from low-income families may be labelled as 
poor or unsuccessful, encounter lower expectations from teachers, or 
experience subtle exclusion from peer groups. These experiences can 
affect their confidence and aspirations. Research on everyday experiences 
of poverty also examines how people manage shortages, embarrassment, 
and stress—for example, avoiding social events because they cannot 
afford suitable clothing—and how these experiences shape identities and 
relationships.

Structural and Institutional Factors

Formal and informal institutions—including labour markets, education 
systems, corporate governance, and welfare policies—play a central role 
in producing and maintaining inequality. Institutional changes, such as 
the expansion of shareholder-oriented corporate governance, changes in 
hiring practices that favour capital, and the decline of trade unions, have 
contributed to widening income and wealth gaps in advanced economies.

Forms of Inequality

Inequality may be:

 	 ➢ Economic: Unequal distribution of income and wealth.

 	 ➢ Political: Unequal access to political power and decision-making.

 	 ➢ Social: Unequal status and prestige.

 	 ➢ Educational: Unequal access to quality education.

 	 ➢ Cultural: Unequal recognition of cultural practices and identities.

 	 ➢ Gender-based: Unequal opportunities and resources associated 
with gender.
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 	 ➢ Caste-based: Inequalities associated with caste membership.

 	 ➢ Regional: Differences in opportunities between regions and 
communities.

An important sociological distinction is the difference between 
social difference and social inequality. Difference does not automatically 
imply inequality. For instance, people may have different occupations, 
languages, or interests. These differences become inequalities when 
society attaches unequal rewards, privileges, or disadvantages to them.

1.1.4 � Types of Social Inequality

1. 	 Horizontal inequality

	 Horizontal inequality refers to differences between groups that do 
not necessarily involve ranking. For example, people may belong to 
different linguistic or cultural communities.

2. 	 Vertical inequality

	 Vertical inequality involves ranking individuals or groups from 
higher to lower positions according to resources, power, prestige, 
or status. For example:

	 Higher income → Middle income → Lower income

3. 	 Individual inequality

	 This refers to inequalities between individuals.

4. 	 Group inequality

	 This refers to systematic inequalities between social groups, such as 
social classes, castes, genders, or ethnic communities.

5. 	 Structural inequality

	 Structural inequality exists when social institutions, rules, and 
established practices systematically produce unequal outcomes.

1.1.5 � Dimensions of Inequality

Social inequality has several dimensions.

Economic dimension

This concerns income, wealth, property, and access to material 
resources.

Political dimension

This concerns participation in political institutions and access to decision-
making power.
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Social dimension

This concerns status, prestige, honour, and social recognition.

Cultural dimension

This concerns whose languages, knowledge, customs, and lifestyles receive 
recognition and legitimacy.

Educational dimension

This concerns access to educational institutions, the quality of education, 
and educational opportunities.

Intersectional dimension

Individuals may experience several forms of inequality simultaneously. 
For example, class, caste, gender, disability, and geographical location may 
interact with one another.

1.1.6 � Sources of Social Inequality

Important sources of social inequality include:

 	 ➢ Unequal ownership of property.

 	 ➢ Differences in income and wealth.

 	 ➢ The division of labour.

 	 ➢ Social class.

 	 ➢ Caste.

 	 ➢ Gender.

 	 ➢ Race and ethnicity.

 	 ➢ Education.

 	 ➢ Political power.

 	 ➢ Social status.

 	 ➢ Historical inequalities.

 	 ➢ Institutional practices.

Inequality may therefore be produced not only by individual differences 
but also by social structures and institutions.

1.1.7 � Theories and Perspectives on Inequality

Different sociological thinkers explain inequality in different ways.

Functionalist perspective

Functionalists argue that some degree of social differentiation 
and unequal rewards may serve important functions. For example, 
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unequal rewards may motivate individuals to occupy different social 
positions.

Marxist perspective

Marx emphasises ownership of the means of production and the 
conflict between social classes.

Weberian perspective

Weber argues that inequality cannot be understood through economic 
class alone. Class, status, and party represent distinct dimensions of social 
stratification.

Conflict perspective

Conflict approaches emphasise struggles over scarce resources, power, 
and social advantage.

1.1.11 � Contemporary Forms of Inequality

Contemporary societies continue to experience:

 	 ➢ Wealth inequality.

 	 ➢ Income inequality.

 	 ➢ Gender inequality.

 	 ➢ Caste inequality.

 	 ➢ Educational inequality.

 	 ➢ Digital inequality.

 	 ➢ Health inequalities.

 	 ➢ Regional inequalities.

 	 ➢ Inequalities in political participation.

Technological change has also brought attention to the digital divide, 
which refers to unequal access to digital technologies, internet connectivity, 
and digital skills”.

Check Your Progress

 	 ➢ What is meant by social inequality?

 	 ➢ Distinguish between social difference and social inequality.

 	 ➢ What is the difference between horizontal and vertical inequality?

 	 ➢ What three dimensions of stratification did Weber identify?

 	 ➢ How does Rousseau distinguish natural inequality from moral or 
political inequality?
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1.1.13 � Summary

Social inequality refers to systematic differences in access to valued 
resources, opportunities, power, and status. It differs from simple social 
difference because it involves unequal rewards or disadvantages.

Rousseau examined the historical and social foundations of inequality, 
particularly the development of property and social institutions. Marx 
explained inequality through class relations and ownership of the means 
of production. Weber expanded the analysis by examining class, status, 
and party as distinct dimensions of stratification.

1.1.14 � Keywords

Social inequality, equality, social stratification, class, status, power, 
privilege, property, social difference, structural inequality, economic 
inequality, political inequality, digital divide.

1.1.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short-answer questions

 	 ➢ Define social inequality.

 	 ➢ What is structural inequality?

 	 ➢ What is horizontal inequality?

 	 ➢ What is vertical inequality?

 	 ➢ What does Rousseau mean by moral or political inequality?

Essay questions

 	 ➢ Explain the meaning and dimensions of social inequality.

 	 ➢ Discuss Rousseau’s argument concerning the origin of inequality.

 	 ➢ Explain Marx’s theory of class inequality.

 	 ➢ Discuss Weber’s multidimensional approach to inequality.

 	 ➢ Distinguish between social difference and social inequality.
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Lesson 1.2 – Hierarchy

1.2.1 � Objectives

After completing this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Define social hierarchy.

2.	 Identify the characteristics of hierarchical systems.

3.	 Distinguish hierarchy from simple social differentiation.

4.	 Explain Louis Dumont’s approach to hierarchy.

5.	 Understand hierarchy in relation to the caste system.

6.	 Explain the concepts of purity and pollution.

7.	 Examine hierarchy in contemporary institutions.

1.2.2 � Introduction

Hierarchy refers to the arrangement of individuals or groups into 
ranked positions. In a hierarchy, some positions are regarded as higher or 
more important than others.

Hierarchy may be found in families, educational institutions, 
organizations, political systems and social communities.

A hierarchy can involve differences in:

 	 ➢ Status

 	 ➢ Authority

 	 ➢ Prestige

 	 ➢ Power

 	 ➢ Responsibility

 	 ➢ Access to resources

Hierarchy therefore introduces the idea of ranking into social 
relationships.

1.2.3 � Meaning of Hierarchy

Hierarchy refers to “systems of social organization in which individuals 
are arranged by group status and have differential access to social and 
material resources.” The term is generally used to describe the ordering 
of social units as superior and inferior, or higher and lower. Caste and 
race are regarded as natural hierarchies because both involve the ordering 
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of endogamous groups whose membership and hierarchical positions are 
presented as unchanging. Given their systems of endogamy, caste and race 
share some similarities. However, they are based on different principles, 
and their actual functioning is also dissimilar. The principles of ranking 
and ordering that underpin hierarchy tend to reinforce stratification, class 
differentiation, and power relations.

As summarised by Joe C. Magee and Adam D. Galinsky:

“Social hierarchy is prevalent and serves two basic functions. 
Hierarchy provides a psychologically appealing kind of order that 
clarifies roles and facilitates coordination. The structure of hierarchy also 
provides opportunities for individuals to achieve higher rank, which is 
more rewarding than lower rank for most people. Thus, hierarchy offers 
individual incentives, and if these incentives are aligned with the goals of 
the organization, the organization realizes benefits from this motivational 
function. By understanding these functions of hierarchy, it becomes clear 
why hierarchy has emerged as a dominant mode of social relations: it helps 
groups and organizations survive and prosper.”

Definitions of social hierarchy

Sidanius and Pratto (1999):

“Social hierarchies are broadly defined as systems of social organization 
in which some individuals enjoy a higher social status than others.”

Axt, J. R., Ebersole, C. R., and Nosek, B. A. (2014):

“Hierarchies are systems in which people are stratified by their group 
membership.”

Katz-Wise and Hyde (2012):

“In socially stratified societies, high-status groups are afforded greater 
access to material and social resources relative to low-status groups, 
leading to differential opportunities and outcomes.”

Blau and Scott (1962):

“Hierarchy is an implicit or explicit rank order of individuals or groups 
with respect to a valued social dimension. We use the words implicit and 
explicit to capture the range of awareness that people have of the hierarchies 
in which they are embedded. Hierarchies can be delineated by rules and 
consensually agreed upon, or they can be subjectively understood and 
taken for granted. We use the phrase rank order to indicate that at least one 
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individual or group must be subordinate to at least one other individual 
or group.”

Louis Dumont

The French anthropologist Louis Dumont was a pioneering scholar of 
hierarchy. In Homo Hierarchicus, he examined the institutionalised nature 
of hierarchy. According to him, the Indian caste system is fundamentally 
hierarchical and cannot be understood simply as a system of economic 
inequality. He explained:

“The Brahmans, being in principle priests, occupy the supreme rank 
with respect to the whole set of castes. The Untouchables, as very impure 
servants, are segregated outside the villages proper, in distinct hamlets (or 
at least distinct quarters). The Untouchables may not use the same wells 
as the others (barring recent local relaxations), access to Hindu temples 
was forbidden them up to the Gandhian reform, and they suffer from 
numerous other disabilities. (It must be said that the situation has been 
somewhat modified since the Gandhian agitation, and that independent 
India has declared Untouchability illegal; this is an important step, but it 
cannot transform overnight the traditional situation which concerns us 
here.) The term ‘Untouchable’ to designate the category is English rather 
than indigenous: the notion is present, but in common usage these people 
are designated by the name of the particular caste to which they belong. 
Euphemisms are usually resorted to when the category is designated, the 
most recent, introduced by Gandhi, being ‘Harijan’, ‘sons of Hari’, that is, 
creatures of God (Vishnu).”

Dumont’s structural analysis of the Indian caste system focuses on 
three main aspects:

 	 ➢ The ideology of purity and impurity.

 	 ➢ The subordination of power to status.

 	 ➢ Holism over individualism.

Purity and pollution

Castes are arranged according to their relative social and ritual value. 
The concept of purity and pollution is central to Dumont’s explanation: 
the pure is ranked above the impure. Brahmins occupy the highest ritual 
position because of their association with purity, while groups regarded as 
“untouchable” are placed at the bottom because of their association with 
pollution.
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Dumont argued that the caste system cannot be understood through 
economic or political perspectives alone. It is also a religious and 
ideological framework based on a binary opposition between purity and 
impurity, or the sacred and the profane. Each caste or community occupies 
a particular position in the hierarchy according to its perceived degree of 
purity. Brahmins are placed at the apex and considered the purest, while 
those regarded as untouchable are relegated to the bottom and considered 
the most impure.

The pure and the impure are mutually dependent: the pure can 
maintain its status only because the impure is assigned the task of 
absorbing pollution associated with organic life. For example, occupations 
involving the handling of dead animals and bodily waste were assigned to 
those regarded as untouchable. Thus, the two categories are distinct yet 
structurally connected.

The subordination of power to status

Unlike Western systems of stratification, which are often described 
as being shaped by wealth and political power, the Indian caste system, in 
Dumont’s account, separates ritual status from temporal power and gives 
priority to the former. Ritual status, represented primarily by the Brahmin 
priest, is ranked above the political and economic power represented by the 
king. Although the king controls land, builds material power, and enforces 
laws, he remains religiously inferior to the Brahmin. The king requires the 
spiritual legitimacy conferred by the priest in order to rule. This creates a 
social order in which the wealthiest or most powerful person in a village 
does not necessarily occupy the highest social rank.

Holism versus Western individualism

Dumont used a comparative approach, contrasting the traditional 
Indian worldview with modern Western society to explain how hierarchy 
operates as an organising principle within a particular social context. 
Traditional Indian society, in his account, values holism: society as a 
collective whole is the primary moral unit. Individual parts—such as 
caste, language, or ethnicity—derive meaning from their relationship to 
the larger system.

In this holistic system, Western-style individualism—in which the 
individual is treated as the primary moral unit—is less prominent. Society 
is understood as an organism in which everyone has a predetermined and 
distinct role. Hierarchy is therefore not simply a ladder that individuals 
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climb; it is a principle through which the elements of Indian society are 
ranked in relation to the whole. Higher elements incorporate lower ones 
and thereby occupy a relatively higher position in the hierarchy.

Critiques of Dumont

Critics such as M. N. Srinivas argue that Dumont relied too heavily 
on ancient Sanskrit texts rather than on field-based evidence. One major 
criticism is that he downplayed the roles of physical violence, land 
ownership, and economic exploitation in maintaining the caste system, 
thereby presenting relations of power primarily in terms of ritual purity.

As K. L. Sharma noted:

“Dumont has mainly relied on Indological sources on India’s caste 
system. Independent India shows vast differences, differential interests, 
conflicts, exploitation, upward and downward mobilities, and internal 
and overseas migrations, which, in fact, should become the basis of 
understanding of Indian social formation. Dumont has played down the 
importance of social change. There is no unilinear hierarchy of castes. 
Multiple hierarchies characterize today’s Indian society. Intercaste and 
intracaste relations are no more the bedrock of organic ties between the 
castes and within the castes. Family and individual matter in attaining 
honour and social prestige more than their castes and communities. 
Increasingly, caste is becoming a desideratum, a state of mind, a plastic 
and malleable institution. No more hyper-symbolisation is manifest to 
express caste differences and typifications on a continuing basis.”

Lévi-Strauss: Reciprocity, exchange, and asymmetrical hierarchy

Claude Lévi-Strauss argued that not all exchanges are equal. When 
kinship groups exchange goods or perform rituals, these exchanges 
establish systems of reciprocity that may be symmetrical or asymmetrical. 
He explained:

“In generalized (asymmetrical) marriage exchange, hierarchy arises 
because women move in a one-directional circuit among three or more 
groups, creating a permanent, non-reciprocal debt between wife-givers 
and wife-takers. This structural asymmetry is expressed through ritual, 
political, and economic rankings, so that wife-givers and wife-takers 
occupy systematically superior and subordinate positions, producing an 
organic social hierarchy out of the marriage alliance system.”

According to Lévi-Strauss, hierarchy originates in “a cognitive 
mechanism to classify and organize social components through binary 
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divisions.” In contrast, Louis Dumont explained hierarchy as “a specific 
holism predicated on the religious opposition of Pure vs. Impure.”

1.2.4 � Characteristics of Social Hierarchy

Social hierarchy generally involves:

1.	 Ranking – positions are arranged as higher and lower.

2.	 Status differences – positions receive different levels of prestige.

3.	 Authority differences – some positions have greater decision-
making power.

4.	 Recognition – the ranking is socially recognized.

5.	 Institutionalization – hierarchy may become embedded in 
institutions.

6.	 Legitimation – societies often develop ideas that justify particular 
rankings.

7.	 Continuity – hierarchical relationships may persist over generations.

1.2.5 � Hierarchy and Social Stratification

Hierarchy is an important element of social stratification.

However, the concepts are not identical.

Social differentiation → people are different.

Hierarchy → differences are ranked.

Stratification → ranked differences become part of a broader system of 
unequal social positions.

Thus:

Difference → Ranking → Stratification → Unequal outcomes

This sequence is useful for understanding how social distinctions can 
become institutionalized.

1.2.6 � Louis Dumont and the Idea of Hierarchy

Louis Dumont’s work is particularly important for understanding 
hierarchy in Indian society.

In Homo Hierarchicus, Dumont contrasts the hierarchical principle 
associated with traditional caste society with the egalitarian principle 
associated with modern individualism.

Dumont argues that caste cannot be understood simply as an economic 
class system. It involves a cultural system of values in which groups are 
ranked according to ideas of purity and pollution.
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His analysis emphasizes that hierarchy is not simply imposed through 
physical force. It can be embedded in social values, religious ideas, 
institutions and everyday practices.

1.2.7 � Hierarchy in the Caste System

The caste system historically involved a complex arrangement of 
ranked social groups.

Traditional caste organization was associated with:

 	 ➢ Endogamy

 	 ➢ Hereditary membership

 	 ➢ Occupational specialization

 	 ➢ Ritual ranking

 	 ➢ Rules concerning commensality

 	 ➢ Ideas of purity and pollution

It is important to recognize that actual caste practices have varied 
considerably across regions and historical periods.

1.2.8 � Status, Purity and Pollution

In Dumont’s analysis, ritual status is central to understanding caste 
hierarchy.

The concepts of purity and pollution historically provided a cultural 
basis for ranking groups.

Certain occupations and practices were traditionally considered more 
or less ritually pure. This contributed to the ranking of communities.

Dumont’s approach therefore directs attention to values and cultural 
meanings, rather than explaining hierarchy only through economic power.

1.2.9 � Hierarchy in Modern Societies

Hierarchy is not limited to traditional societies.

Modern institutions also contain hierarchical arrangements.

Examples include:

Educational Institutions

Principal
↓

Teachers
↓

Students



Notes

29

Organizations
Chief Executive
↓

Managers
↓

Supervisors
↓

Employees

Political Institutions
Higher office holders
↓

Administrative authorities
↓

Lower-level officials

Modern hierarchy, however, is often justified through ideas such 
as merit, expertise, responsibility, seniority and organizational 
efficiency.”

1.2.10 � Hierarchy and Power

Hierarchy is closely connected with power but the two concepts are 
not identical.

Hierarchy refers to ranked positions.

Power refers to the ability to influence or control outcomes.

A person may occupy a high-status position but have limited power in 
a particular situation. Conversely, an individual may exercise considerable 
informal power without holding a formally high position.

Check Your Progress

1.	 What is social hierarchy?

2.	 How is hierarchy different from differentiation?

3.	 Why is Louis Dumont important in the study of hierarchy?

4.	 What is meant by purity and pollution?

5.	 How can hierarchy exist in modern organizations?

1.2.11 � Summary

Hierarchy refers to the ranking of individuals or groups into higher and 
lower positions. It differs from simple differentiation because hierarchy 
involves evaluation and ranking.
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Louis Dumont’s analysis of caste emphasizes the importance of 
cultural values and the opposition between purity and pollution. Hierarchy 
is also present in modern institutions, although it may be justified 
through different principles such as merit, expertise and organizational 
responsibility.
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1.2.12 � Keywords

Hierarchy, ranking, status, caste, ritual status, purity, pollution, 
Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus, social stratification, authority, power

1.2.13 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define hierarchy.

2.	 What is meant by social ranking?

3.	 What is ritual hierarchy?

4.	 Who wrote Homo Hierarchicus?

5.	 What is the significance of purity and pollution?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the meaning and characteristics of social hierarchy.

2.	 Discuss Louis Dumont’s understanding of hierarchy.

3.	 Explain the relationship between hierarchy and caste.

4.	 Distinguish between hierarchy, differentiation and inequality.

5.	 Discuss the relevance of hierarchy in modern organizations.
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Lesson 1.3 – Social Differentiation

1.3.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Define social differentiation.

2.	 Identify major forms of social differentiation.

3.	 Explain the relationship between differentiation and division of 
labour.

4.	 Discuss Durkheim’s understanding of differentiation.

5.	 Distinguish differentiation from hierarchy and inequality.

6.	 Explain the significance of differentiation in modern societies.

1.3.2 � Introduction

No society consists of people who perform exactly the same roles. 
Individuals and groups differ in their occupations, responsibilities, 
identities, interests and social positions.

Social differentiation refers to the “process through which individuals 
or groups become distinguished from one another according to socially 
recognized characteristics, roles or functions.

Differentiation is therefore a basic feature of social organization.

Differentiation refers to the process through which individuals and 
groups in society are distinguished from one another on the basis of 
biological, cultural, or social characteristics. They are assigned distinct 
roles and responsibilities. Differentiation is a horizontal process that 
creates diversity and specialisation in social positions. It is an essential 
precondition for social stratification, which involves the vertical ranking 
of those differentiated positions within a hierarchy of inequality.

Differentiation means distinguishing or describing something by 
referring to its specific attributes. In sociology, it denotes the process 
through which social positions are defined and distinguished by assigning 
each position a distinctive role and a set of rights and duties. For example, 
the statuses of parent, teacher, student, employee, and employer are 
associated with distinct roles and responsibilities. These are essential for 
the satisfactory performance of society’s basic tasks and enable the division 
of labour and role specialisation.
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According to Schimank (2001):

“The concept of social differentiation is an important theoretical 
instrument to understand the origin, dynamics, and structure of 
modern society. In sociological theory, there are two perspectives on the 
differentiation of modern society. On the one hand, social differentiation is 
seen as division of labor, with an emphasis on advantages of specialization. 
On the other hand, social differentiation is understood as the emergence of 
autonomous ‘value-spheres’ or self-referential chains of communication, 
with an emphasis on the ‘polycontexturality’ of society. Performance 
improvements, evolution, the rationalization of cultural ideas, and 
interests of actors are identified as driving-forces of social differentiation. 
The consequences of increasing differentiation are ambivalent both for 
individuals and for society at large. Individuals gain options but lose 
‘ligatures’; and modern society pays for performance improvements of its 
subsystems with problems of social and ecological integration.”

Status differentiation

“This process is indispensable to any society if it is to continue more 
than a generation, for to continue, several basic tasks must be performed 
satisfactorily, and hence in turn, responsibility for them must be assigned 
in such a way as to ensure their completion. Among such tasks are the 
reproduction, care, and socialization of children. These three functions 
could each be assigned to a separate social unit; or each to several 
social units; or all to the same unit; and one could contrive many other 
combinations of these possibilities. But the tasks must be ascribed to 
someone, so that it is known who is responsible for what.

Status differentiation operates most effectively when (1) tasks are 
clearly defined; (2) lines of authority and responsibility for roles are 
clearly distinguished; (3) effective mechanisms exist for recruiting 
and training a sufficient number of persons to assume the statuses; 
and (4) adequate sanctions, including rewards and punishments, exist 
to motivate individuals to conscientious performance and to restrain 
them from indifference to or deviation from minimum standards of 
performance.

Most important social roles would probably not be performed, or at 
least not in the ways considered desirable and effective, if responsibilities 
were not formally assigned through the process of status differentiation. 
For roles are not in any sense simple or automatic responses. Rather, 
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they are complex matters that involve a good deal of teaching, learning, 
motivating, and sanctioning. Thus, while it might be safely assumed 
that, in the absence of any conventions, men and women would engage 
indiscriminately in sexual relations, one could not safely assume that in the 
absence of such conventions men and women would enter into sustained 
and enduring relationships, keep newborn children alive, and bear the 
costs and pains of raising them to maturity.

Even if one could be sure men and women would develop some 
pattern of family life and child rearing, one could not be confident that 
the desired pattern, whatever it may be, would be followed if there were 
no rules, procedures, and instructions. This is evident in the diversity of 
way in which societies perform familial tasks throughout the world. Each 
of these ways of performing the familial tasks represents a ‘natural’ choice 
by a human group from the range of possibilities; and presumably, if there 
were no deliberate efforts to foster one pattern against others, a random 
assortment of patterns would probably be found in each society.”

Ranking of statuses

Once statuses have been differentiated on the basis of their roles, it 
becomes possible to compare them. One particular kind of comparison 
involves ranking. Statuses can be ranked according to three criteria:

 	 ➢ Personal characteristics, such as intelligence, beauty, or strength, 
that are believed to be required to perform a role effectively.

 	 ➢ Trained skills and abilities believed to be necessary for performing 
a role efficiently, such as manual dexterity, knowledge of the law, 
command of scholarly literature, or the ability to saw wood and 
drive nails.

 	 ➢ The consequences or effects of a role on others and on society as a 
whole. For example, actors provide entertainment, judges administer 
justice, and police officers preserve order. These consequences are 
sometimes called the “social functions” of the role.

One major purpose of ranking is to identify the levels of skill and talent 
required, the amount of education needed, and the personal qualities 
desired. This makes it easier to find and allocate personnel rationally and 
to train them efficiently.

Although it is often technically difficult to measure accurately the 
extent to which people possess certain qualities or skills, or the extent to 
which roles serve their intended functions, it is possible, at least in theory, 
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to rank statuses according to these criteria—even if only in broad terms 
such as “more or less” or “higher or lower.”

Ranking does not involve an evaluative judgement of “better” or 
“worse.” One role may be judged more difficult than another, may require 
greater muscular dexterity, or may provide more entertainment without 
implying any judgement of comparative value. Such evaluation depends 
on what a society regards as valuable. Although an actor may provide more 
entertainment than a Supreme Court judge, the judge may be considered 
more important if justice is valued more highly than entertainment. Like 
differentiation, ranking is value-neutral and differs from evaluation. It is 
concerned primarily with questions of “more and less,” rather than “better 
and worse.”

To be sure, ranking and evaluation often correlate in similar ways 
across different societies, but these common patterns of correlation arise 
from shared values. For example, the nobility of one’s lineage significantly 
affects whether one is evaluated as superior or inferior in societies where 
noble descent is considered important. However, these are two separate 
steps: first, the amount of nobility in a lineage is ranked; second, a 
judgement is made about the value to be ascribed to that lineage. That 
noble origins are not inherently valuable is evident from the fact that, 
during popular democratic revolutions—such as those in the United 
States and France in the eighteenth century, or the Russian Revolution 
in the twentieth century—proof of noble origins could sometimes lead to 
ostracism, exile, or death.

Ranking is selective in two ways. First, only some of the statuses 
differentiated in a society are selected for comparison. Second, only 
some of the possible criteria for ranking statuses are actually used. In the 
United States today, for example, more attention is devoted to ranking 
occupational statuses than to ranking family backgrounds or religious 
affiliations. This suggests that greater importance is attached to economic 
roles than to family roles. In sharp contrast, non-literate societies often 
give considerably more attention to kinship roles, while economic roles 
are more or less taken for granted.

One could argue that, in any society, the greatest emphasis is placed 
on the social tasks that those with the power to determine such matters 
consider most important. This argument differs from that of Marx and 
Engels because it does not insist that economic power is always the ultimate 
form of power or that economic interests are always the ultimate interests 
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at stake. This broader view makes it possible, for instance, to argue that 
the organised Church in medieval Europe was responsible for keeping 
religion at the centre of social organisation without suggesting that its 
primary interests in doing so were economic. The dominant emphasis in a 
society, we argue, reflects the interests of its dominant power structure; the 
economic bases and interests of that structure may sometimes be relatively 
unimportant.

The presence of dominant emphases in every society is an undeniable 
feature of social organisation, with important consequences for status 
differentiation and ranking. Compared with less-emphasised institutions, 
status differentiation in emphasised institutions is distinctive in five 
ways:

 	 ➢ It tends to be more complex, with a larger number and wider variety 
of statuses.

 	 ➢ Roles tend to be specified more precisely.

 	 ➢ The acceptable range of performance in any given status tends to 
be narrower.

 	 ➢ There are usually recognised methods for measuring the adequacy 
of role performance, even if only roughly.

 	 ➢ Rewards for expected performance and punishments for deviation 
or failure tend to be more precisely formulated, consistently 
understood and applied, and more substantial or severe.

Consider, for example, the spheres of occupation and family life in 
modern industrial societies. In the occupational sphere, roles are more 
complex, task expectations are stated more specifically, the limits of 
acceptable performance are narrower, performance is measured more 
closely, and sanctions are more specific and consistent. Accordingly, 
considerable emphasis is placed on ranking jobs according to various 
criteria, such as educational prerequisites, intelligence and skill 
requirements, and the difficulty of the work.

By contrast, in the family sphere, all roles are considered equally 
important and equally difficult to perform, and are understood to 
require equal—though different—kinds of intelligence and skill. No 
assumption is made that different skills, such as those associated with 
the roles of mother and father, can be ranked as higher or lower than one 
another. Indeed, comparisons of this kind are considered illegitimate 
and disruptive, whereas comparisons in the occupational sphere are 
considered essential.
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The reasons certain criteria are selectively emphasised must be sought 
in the organising values that guide the productive process. In industrial 
societies, where these values are concerned primarily with efficiency, 
productivity, and profitability, there is an understandable emphasis 
on fitting people to appropriate tasks and standardising functions. 
Consequently, there is a clear effort to minimise individual differences, 
and questions of educational adequacy, skill, and talent become important. 
If the organising values instead placed the greatest emphasis on the 
“meaningfulness of work” for employees, the criteria used for ranking 
would be substantially different.”

1.3.3 � Meaning of Social Differentiation

Social differentiation refers to the existence or development of 
socially meaningful distinctions among individuals and groups.

Examples include:

 	 ➢ Teacher and student

 	 ➢ Doctor and patient

 	 ➢ Farmer and industrial worker

 	 ➢ Parent and child

 	 ➢ Administrator and citizen

 	 ➢ Skilled and unskilled occupations

Differentiation does not necessarily mean that one category is superior 
to another.
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1.3.4 � Characteristics of Social Differentiation

Social differentiation involves:

 	 ➢ Distinct social roles

 	 ➢ Division of responsibilities

 	 ➢ Specialized activities

 	 ➢ Different identities

 	 ➢ Different social positions

 	 ➢ Interdependence

 	 ➢ Social recognition of differences

Differentiation can therefore contribute to the organization and 
functioning of society.

1.3.5 � Bases of Social Differentiation

Social differentiation may be based on:

Age

Children, adolescents, adults and older people may occupy different social 
roles.

Gender

Societies may assign different roles to people based on gender.

Occupation

People perform different occupational roles.

Education

Educational qualifications create distinctions between social roles.

Religion

Different religious communities may constitute distinct social groups.

Language

Linguistic differences can produce distinct social identities.

Region

People may be differentiated according to geographical and regional 
identities.

1.3.6 � Social Differentiation and Division of Labour

Division of labour refers to the distribution of different tasks among 
individuals or groups.
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For example, in a hospital:

Doctors → diagnosis and treatment

Nurses → patient care

Pharmacists → medicines

Administrators → management

The specialization of roles creates differentiation while also producing 
interdependence.

1.3.7 � Durkheim and Social Differentiation

Émile Durkheim›s analysis of the division of labour is central to 
understanding social differentiation.

Durkheim distinguished between:

Mechanical Solidarity

Associated with societies characterized by relatively similar activities, 
beliefs and ways of life.

Organic Solidarity

Associated with societies characterized by specialization and 
interdependence.

As societies become more complex, the division of labour increases. 
Individuals perform specialized functions and consequently become 
increasingly dependent upon one another.

1.3.8 � Differentiation, Inequality and Hierarchy

These concepts should not be treated as synonyms.

Concept Main Idea

Differentiation People/groups are different

Hierarchy Differences are ranked

Inequality Resources/opportunities are distributed unequally

Exclusion Some groups are prevented from full participation

For example, having different occupations is differentiation.

If occupations are ranked according to prestige, it becomes hierarchy.

If some occupations receive systematically greater rewards and 
opportunities, it may involve inequality.



Notes

40

If certain groups are prevented from accessing particular occupations 
or institutions, it may involve exclusion.”

1.3.9 � Functional and Social Differentiation

Differentiation can be functional when different roles perform 
different tasks necessary for social organization.

For example:

Teacher → Education

Doctor → Healthcare

Judge → Adjudication

Engineer → Technical functions

Such differentiation can create interdependence rather than necessarily 
creating inequality.

1.3.10 � Differentiation in Modern Society

Modern societies are characterized by increasing specialization.

Examples include:

 	 ➢ Professional specialization

 	 ➢ Bureaucratic specialization

 	 ➢ Technological specialization

 	 ➢ Academic specialization

 	 ➢ Occupational specialization

At the same time, differentiation may sometimes become connected 
with hierarchy and inequality.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Define social differentiation.

2.	 How does differentiation differ from hierarchy?

3.	 What is division of labour?

4.	 Explain mechanical and organic solidarity.

5.	 Can differentiation exist without inequality? Explain.

1.3.11 � Summary

Social differentiation refers to socially meaningful differences among 
individuals and groups. It is closely associated with specialization and 
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division of labour. Durkheim argued that increasing specialization 
produces organic solidarity based on interdependence.

Differentiation itself does not necessarily produce inequality. However, 
differences may become ranked and unequally rewarded, thereby creating 
hierarchy and inequality.

1.3.12 � Keywords

Social differentiation, division of labour, specialization, social roles, 
interdependence, mechanical solidarity, organic solidarity, Durkheim, 
social structure

1.3.13 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 What is social differentiation?

2.	 What is division of labour?

3.	 What is organic solidarity?

4.	 How does differentiation produce interdependence?

5.	 What is the difference between differentiation and hierarchy?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the concept of social differentiation.

2.	 Discuss Durkheim’s theory of division of labour.

3.	 Distinguish between differentiation, hierarchy and inequality.

4.	 Explain the importance of differentiation in modern society.

5.	 “Differentiation does not necessarily produce inequality.” Discuss.
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Lesson 1.4 – Social Exclusion

1.4.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Explain the concept of social exclusion.

2.	 Identify the major dimensions of exclusion.

3.	 Distinguish exclusion from poverty and inequality.

4.	 Explain the mechanisms through which exclusion occurs.

5.	 Examine caste, gender, disability and other forms of exclusion.

6.	 Understand the importance of social inclusion.

1.4.2 � Introduction

People participate in society through institutions such as family, 
education, employment, markets, political organizations and cultural 
communities. However, not everyone has equal access to these institutions.

“Social exclusion refers to processes through which individuals or 
groups are prevented from fully participating in important areas of social life.

Exclusion can be deliberate or indirect. It can result from formal 
rules, informal practices, prejudice, discrimination, lack of resources or 
institutional arrangements.

1.4.3 � Meaning of Social Exclusion

Social exclusion can be understood as:

A process through which individuals or groups are denied, restricted 
or prevented from participating fully in social, economic, political or 
cultural life.

The concept is broader than poverty.

A person may have low income, but exclusion also asks:

 	 ➢ Can the person access education?

 	 ➢ Can the person obtain employment?

 	 ➢ Can the person participate politically?

 	 ➢ Is the person’s identity socially recognized?

 	 ➢ Can the person access public spaces and institutions?

 	 ➢ Does the person have social networks and opportunities?
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1.4.4 � Characteristics of Social Exclusion

Social exclusion is:

1.	 Multidimensional

2.	 Relational

3.	 Process-oriented

4.	 Institutional

5.	 Often cumulative

6.	 Connected with power

7.	 Capable of reproducing disadvantage

Exclusion is therefore not simply an individual condition. It can be 
produced through relationships and institutions.

1.4.5 � Dimensions of Social Exclusion

Economic Exclusion

Limited access to employment, markets, income and productive resources.

Social Exclusion

Limited participation in social networks and institutions.

Political Exclusion

Limited participation in political decision-making.

Cultural Exclusion

Lack of recognition or marginalization of cultural identities.

Educational Exclusion

Restricted access to educational institutions and opportunities.

Spatial Exclusion

Concentration or isolation of disadvantaged groups in particular 
geographical spaces.

Digital Exclusion

Limited access to digital technologies, internet connectivity and digital 
skills.

1.4.6 � Mechanisms of Exclusion

Exclusion may operate through:

 	 ➢ Discrimination

 	 ➢ Prejudice
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 	 ➢ Stereotyping

 	 ➢ Segregation

 	 ➢ Social stigma

 	 ➢ Institutional barriers

 	 ➢ Economic disadvantage

 	 ➢ Unequal access to education

 	 ➢ Unequal access to employment

 	 ➢ Spatial segregation

 	 ➢ Lack of political representation

These mechanisms may reinforce one another.

1.4.7 � Social Exclusion and Poverty

Poverty and exclusion are related but different.

Poverty primarily concerns inadequate resources or living conditions.

Exclusion concerns the inability or restriction of individuals and 
groups to participate fully in social life.

A person may experience poverty because of exclusion from 
employment or education. Thus, exclusion can be both a cause and 
consequence of poverty.

1.4.8 � Social Exclusion and Discrimination

Discrimination involves treating individuals or groups unequally on 
the basis of socially significant characteristics.

Exclusion is broader because it refers to the outcome or process 
through which participation is restricted.

For example:

Prejudice → Discrimination → Institutional barriers → Exclusion

This sequence is not inevitable, but it demonstrates how exclusion can 
develop through interconnected processes.

1.4.9 � Social Exclusion in the Indian Context

Social exclusion has been discussed in relation to several social 
processes in India, including:

 	 ➢ Caste-based exclusion

 	 ➢ Untouchability

 	 ➢ Gender discrimination
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 	 ➢ Tribal marginalization

 	 ➢ Religious and communal inequalities

 	 ➢ Disability-related barriers

 	 ➢ Regional disparities

 	 ➢ Educational inequalities

 	 ➢ Digital inequalities

The Indian Constitution provides a framework for equality and 
prohibits untouchability. Various affirmative measures and welfare policies 
have also attempted to address historically produced inequalities.

1.4.10 � Inclusion and Social Integration

The opposite of exclusion is not simply physical presence but 
meaningful participation.

Social inclusion involves:

 	 ➢ Equal opportunities

 	 ➢ Access to institutions

 	 ➢ Participation

 	 ➢ Recognition

 	 ➢ Non-discrimination

 	 ➢ Social integration

 	 ➢ Access to resources

An inclusive society seeks to ensure that differences among people do 
not become grounds for systematic exclusion.

Although the word exclusion has long been used in writings on social 
stratification, caste, class, and race, the concept of social exclusion gained 
currency in Western studies of social stratification and race during the 
1970s. The caste system is based on principles of inclusion and exclusion, 
or purity and impurity, which define superior and inferior positions and 
determine access to power and privilege. Since “exclusion” implies social 
relations, it may be more appropriate to use the term social exclusion rather 
than exclusion alone.

In Western Europe, the concept is used to indicate different forms of 
social disadvantage, including economic, social, political, and cultural 
disadvantage. Social exclusion occurs in different ways and to varying 
degrees. Whenever social integration comes under strain, social exclusion is 
understood to have emerged. In the 1970s, Europe experienced alarmingly 
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high levels of unemployment, which were regarded as a sign of weakened 
social cohesion. In the United States, the concept of relative deprivation 
is used to distinguish between advantaged and disadvantaged sections of 
society. In India, minorities—and particularly poor people among them—
are often described as marginalised. Karl Marx’s account of poverty, 
unemployment, deprivation, disengagement, withdrawal, the underclass, 
and alienation can be used to examine important dimensions of social 
exclusion. Herbert Marcuse, in turn, considered the lack of freedom to be 
a significant concern.

The concept of social exclusion is often used in studies of 
electoral participation; access to societal resources and opportunities; 
unemployment; poverty; education; and healthcare. Its use is expanding. 
Whether social exclusion causes poverty or poverty causes social exclusion 
remains a contested issue. Despite this ambiguity, social exclusion is often 
understood as a rupture of social bonds and is a powerful concept for 
explaining social inequality.

Dimensions of social exclusion

Social exclusion takes many forms. India provides an important 
example: caste, the jajmani system, untouchability, religion, gender, 
disability, customs, and practices have all been used to exclude lower castes 
and communities. According to the International Institute for Labour 
Studies (IILS) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
social exclusion can be understood through the following criteria:

1.	 Social exclusion is a negative condition or process involving 
mechanisms of resource allocation, including power relations, 
agency, culture, and social identity.

2.	 It can be an objective or subjective feature of people’s lives, expressed 
either as material deprivation or as a sense of inferiority.

3.	 It can be understood as a disadvantage experienced by an individual.

4.	 It can involve the denial of goods, services, and resources to 
individuals.

No one wants to be excluded from their surroundings or social 
relationships. Social exclusion is therefore generally an involuntary 
condition imposed by the state, society, or, in particular, privileged groups. 
It can cause conflict and dissent, disturbing social harmony and cohesion. 
However, social exclusion is neither static nor one-dimensional. It has four 
dimensions:
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1.	 Civic integration.

2.	 The labour market.

3.	 Welfare-state provision.

4.	 Family and community.

Social exclusion adversely affects all these aspects of society.

Poverty and social exclusion

With the exception of civic integration, the dimensions of the labour 
market, welfare-state provision, and family and community relations are 
closely connected to the poverty experienced by disadvantaged people. 
Social exclusion entails disadvantage and deprivation. On the one hand, 
it is associated with marginality, closure, disaffiliation, dispossession, 
deprivation, and destitution. On the other hand, it raises questions of 
inclusion, integration, citizenship, and solidarity.

In the Indian context, social exclusion is reflected in the lack of 
distributive justice, caste-based social distance and discrimination, 
unequal access to opportunities, and inadequate state policies. In other 
words, society and the state contribute to social inequality through caste 
hierarchy and weak welfare policies, respectively. This context raises 
several questions:

1.	 How is social exclusion related to poverty?

2.	 Is social exclusion caused by a lack of distributive justice?

3.	 What is wrong with policymaking concerning poor, disadvantaged, 
and marginalised groups?

4.	 What social barriers impede inclusion?

Poor people are often excluded from access to life chances and dignity. 
They may be dehumanised in many areas of life. Thus, the concept of 
social exclusion overlaps with poverty and marginalisation, while also 
encompassing the relational and distributive dimensions of poverty. How 
can social inclusion be identified? What indicators can be used? The 
following may help identify conditions of social exclusion:

1.	 The multidimensional nature of poverty.

2.	 Multiple disadvantage.

3.	 The psychosocial dimensions of disadvantage.

4.	 The importance of agency and participation.

5.	 Violence and personal insecurity.



Notes

48

6.	 Comparisons between poverty and social exclusion.

7.	 Programmes to combat poverty and social exclusion.

8.	 Access.

9.	 Personal security.

10.	 Vulnerability.

11.	 Self-esteem.

Because the framework of social exclusion helps us understand and 
analyse unequal social relationships, it can also help hold accountable—
and reform—the institutions and actors that produce exclusion, alienation, 
and deprivation. This is essential for advancing social justice. The study of 
social exclusion raises further questions:

1.	 Who decides the criteria for social exclusion?

2.	 Do poor people consider themselves to be excluded?

3.	 Which groups exclude themselves?

4.	 Who has rejected the authority of the state or society?

5.	 Are there socially excluded people who are not poor?

6.	 Are there poor people who are not socially excluded?

7.	 What is the position of Indigenous groups, women, and others who 
may be marginalised in a society where the conditions for inclusion 
are set by others?

The rationalisations used to justify the persistence of inequality can 
be found in constitutional provisions, institutional structures, and social 
practices. Poor people remain excluded from mainstream activities. Today, 
however, social and political awareness has enabled them to recognise their 
low status in society. Self-exclusion is rare, except perhaps among those 
who renounce the world for religious or spiritual reasons. History records 
movements and protests against exploitation and privilege. Our view is 
that poor people remain socially excluded, while the exceptionally wealthy 
may also experience exclusion in particular circumstances. In most cases, 
people are socially excluded not by choice but as a result of the dominance 
and power of privileged groups.

Social exclusion is therefore an evocative, ambiguous, multidimensional, 
and expansive concept. It helps explain who is denigrated, alienated, 
isolated, or treated as an “outsider” in a given society. Because society is 
not static, the concept of social exclusion must be reconsidered in response 
to structural and cultural change. The forms and dynamics of exclusion 
and inclusion also change over time.
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Nutrition, elementary education, basic healthcare, housing, water 
supply, sanitation, and social security are among the principal issues 
associated with social exclusion in India today. Exclusion and inclusion 
have long been realities of Indian society. Caste hierarchy is rooted in 
principles of social distance and inclusion and exclusion. The principle of 
purity and impurity involves excluding people by labelling them “impure” 
and including others by describing them as “pure.” Socially excluded groups, 
including lower castes, have been referred to by terms such as “exterior 
castes,” “Dalits,” and “untouchables.” The changing position of lower castes 
in India demonstrates the changing dynamics of social exclusion.

Tribal people and Indigenous communities have been alienated from 
land and forest resources. Movements and agitations against exploiters 
testify both to the exclusion of these groups and to their struggles for 
inclusion. Women may experience alienation and exclusion within their 
own homes. Recent efforts toward women’s empowerment seek to challenge 
their exploitation and subordination. Patriarchy has been a powerful 
instrument of oppression in male-dominated societies. Poor people are 
deprived of adequate nutrition, education, healthcare, employment, 
participation in decision-making, and other basic opportunities. Who is 
responsible for this situation? To answer this question, we must examine 
the changing role of the state since independence and consider why the 
rich remain rich or become richer.

Discussion: social stratification in everyday life

We can understand social stratification by imagining society as 
a ladder, a high-rise building, or a multi-tiered pyramid. People at the 
top occupy a privileged position, while those at the bottom face greater 
restrictions and insecurity.

A multinational corporation illustrates how wealth, power, and 
prestige interact in everyday life. At the top are the board members and 
chief executive officer, who hold considerable power and prestige. They 
control the company’s assets and make decisions that affect thousands of 
people. They may also receive stock options, executive healthcare, and 
private-club memberships.

The middle tier includes managers and directors, who have moderate 
wealth, localised authority, and a degree of prestige. They implement 
decisions made by senior executives and supervise lower-level employees. 
They generally receive stable salaries, standard medical benefits, and 
greater purchasing power than workers in lower positions.
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At the bottom are factory and line workers, who have little or no 
organisational power and relatively low prestige. They perform repetitive, 
shift-based work and have little control over their schedules. They may 
receive low hourly wages, limited or no healthcare benefits, and face 
considerable job insecurity. Their financial security and well-being are 
therefore at risk.

When sociologists examine how stratification operates in daily life, 
they focus on key variables such as wealth, power, and prestige. A wealthy 
family may pass down property and provide funding for elite schools, 
giving its children an initial advantage. In politics, a well-connected 
executive may lobby local politicians to change zoning laws, while a low-
wage worker may have little influence. A brain surgeon and a sanitation 
worker may both work 50 hours a week, yet society typically grants the 
surgeon greater social respect. A person’s position in the hierarchy directly 
affects their daily life, future opportunities, and security.

People with higher incomes can afford preventive medicines and 
consultations with leading specialists, which may contribute to longer 
life expectancy. A wealthy person can also hire experienced legal 
representation, while a low-income person may rely on an overburdened 
public defender. Children in wealthy neighbourhoods often attend schools 
funded by high property taxes, giving them access to modern technology, 
advanced classes, and pathways to elite universities.

The sociological analysis of stratification has evolved from a focus on 
rigid economic divisions to an examination of the complex ways in which 
prestige, gender, and global exploitation intersect. The contributions of 
foundational sociologists to the study of stratification can be considered 
in the following sections.

To understand how contemporary sociologists map the social hierarchy, 
we must consider how multiple identities intersect and how they affect 
people’s ability to move between social positions. It is therefore important 
to understand intersectionality and intergenerational social mobility.

Intersectionality: the overlapping matrix

The concept of intersectionality was prominently developed by Patricia 
Hill Collins in her 1990 book Black Feminist Thought. It contributed to a 
significant shift in the study of stratification.

Collins argues that race, class, gender, sexuality, and physical ability 
should not be treated as separate and isolated dimensions of inequality. 
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Instead, they intersect and work together, forming what she calls a “matrix 
of domination.” People do not experience stratification in the same way. 
For example, a wealthy Black woman may face different social barriers, 
privileges, and stereotypes from those experienced by a low-income 
white woman. A person’s position in the social hierarchy is shaped by the 
combination of their social identities.

Intergenerational social mobility

While intersectionality maps the positions people occupy, 
intergenerational social mobility examines whether families can change 
their position over generations. Sociologists measure it by comparing an 
adult child’s socioeconomic status with that of their parents.

Research indicates that social mobility in some developed countries, 
including the United States and the United Kingdom, is lower than 
popular beliefs suggest. Sociologists sometimes describe this persistence 
of advantage and disadvantage through the concepts of the “sticky floor” 
and the “sticky ceiling.”

The sticky floor describes the barriers that make it difficult for people 
born into the bottom 20% of the income distribution to move upwards 
as adults. These barriers may include underfunded schools, limited 
professional networks, and inequalities in healthcare. The sticky ceiling 
describes the advantages that help children born into the top 20% remain 
in higher-income positions. Wealthy parents can provide financial safety 
nets, paid internships, and what Bourdieu called cultural capital, helping 
their children secure future opportunities.

The mobility paradox

International research suggests that social mobility tends to be higher 
in countries with robust social safety nets and substantial public investment 
in education, including Denmark, Norway, and Finland. By contrast, 
countries with lower taxes and less state intervention may experience 
more rigid and persistent patterns of stratification.

The origins of social stratification

Social stratification emerged as a major topic in nineteenth-century 
sociology. The term derives from the Latin stratum, meaning a layer. It 
describes the way societies categorise people into hierarchical levels based 
on wealth, status, and power.
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Foundational sociologists, including Karl Marx, Max Weber, Kingsley 
Davis, and Wilbert Moore, developed influential frameworks for analysing 
social stratification.

Marx argued that stratification originates in the economic system. 
Ownership of the means of production divides society into the bourgeoisie 
and the proletariat.

Weber expanded this view by proposing a multidimensional model. 
He argued that stratification involves three components: class, based on 
economic power; status, based on social prestige; and party, based on 
political power.

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore later developed a functionalist 
perspective. They suggested that stratification exists because certain social 
roles require specialised skills and are functionally necessary for society.

As human societies began producing and storing surplus food, 
wealth could accumulate. This enabled the specialisation of labour and 
contributed to the development of power structures that distributed 
resources unequally. Sociologists and anthropologists identify several 
factors that have shaped the emergence and development of hierarchical 
systems, including control over economic resources, institutional power, 
political authority, and social ideologies.

Marx argued that stratification stems directly from the economic 
system: those who own and control the means of production—such as 
land, factories, and capital—hold power over those who must sell their 
labour. In terms of power and governance, the ruling class establishes 
and enforces laws, political structures, and property rights that protect its 
resources and elevated position. In terms of ideology and social beliefs, 
societies may develop cultural or religious ideas that justify the superiority 
of certain groups and the inferiority of others. For example, the historical 
caste system has used religious doctrines and inherited status to justify 
social hierarchy.

Historical conflicts, including conquest, colonisation, war, and slavery, 
have also created institutionalised advantages and disadvantages that can 
persist across generations. Another factor that perpetuates stratification 
is the division of labour. Functionalist theories suggest that, as societies 
become more complex, stratification helps organise their social structures. 
Hierarchies emerge because some occupational roles require specialised 
skills or carry greater responsibilities and are rewarded with higher status, 
prestige, and compensation. Over time, stratification has taken different 
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forms, from rigid systems such as slavery and caste to class systems that 
generally allow greater social mobility.

Overall, social stratification can be defined as a condition of social 
heterogeneity in which people and groups occupy unequal social positions. 
It is both a process and an outcome of social differentiation into groups 
with different statuses. The criteria used to divide society into strata may 
be diverse and may be objective or subjective. Common criteria include 
occupation, income, property, participation in governance, education, 
prestige, self-esteem, and social position.

Some researchers argue that the middle class contributes to the stability 
of modern industrial society while also providing it with momentum. 
The middle class is often characterised by productive, highly qualified, 
proactive, and enterprising workers.

Systems of stratification

Sociologists distinguish between two broad types of stratification 
systems: closed and open systems. A closed system allows little social 
change. It restricts movement between levels and limits social relationships 
across them. Slavery, estate systems, and caste are examples of relatively 
closed systems.

Open systems are based more on achievement and allow greater 
movement and interaction between social layers and classes. The way 
these systems operate reflects and promotes particular cultural values, 
which shape individual beliefs. This section considers class, caste, and 
other systems of stratification, as well as the ideal of meritocracy.

Status consistency

Sociologists use the term status consistency to describe how consistently 
a person’s position is ranked across the factors that determine social 
stratification. Caste systems tend to have high status consistency because 
people have limited opportunities to move between positions. More 
flexible class systems tend to have lower status consistency.

For example, consider a woman named Serena who earns a high-
school diploma but does not attend college. After high school, she begins 
working in landscaping, which is manual labour often associated with 
lower-middle- or working-class positions. Over time, however, Serena 
starts her own company, hires employees, wins larger contracts, becomes 
a business owner, and accumulates property. Her occupation and income 
may then suggest an upper-middle-class position, while her level of 
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education remains unchanged. The inconsistency among her education, 
occupation, and income reflects the flexibility of a class system. Such a 
system may allow people to move into the middle or upper classes despite 
having less education. In a caste system, this kind of movement would 
be far less possible. In class systems, lower status consistency is generally 
associated with more choices and opportunities.

Discussion

As K. L. Sharma noted, social stratification is a universal feature of 
human societies, although it takes different forms and degrees. People, 
positions, and groups are differentiated according to the norms and 
criteria of a given society. These norms and criteria develop over time. 
Depending on a society’s culture, politics, and economy, stratification may 
be relatively simple or highly complex.

The unit that is ranked may be an individual, a family, a community, 
or a combination of these, depending on the context. No system of social 
stratification remains static or stable forever. Even rigid systems based on 
race, ethnicity, caste, and estate are changing perceptibly. Flexibility in the 
norms and criteria of stratification is increasingly regarded as an indicator 
of development, progress, equality, modernity, and social justice.

Older systems of stratification are being transformed and replaced by 
new forms and criteria of social ranking. The study of social stratification 
therefore involves examining ideology, structure, and process as dimensions 
of inequality and its changing dynamics.” Ideology includes the values, 
norms, and criteria through which social distinctions are justified.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Define social exclusion.

2.	 How is social exclusion different from poverty?

3.	 Identify four dimensions of social exclusion.

4.	 What is institutional exclusion?

5.	 Explain the relationship between discrimination and exclusion.

1.4.11 � Summary

Social exclusion refers to processes that prevent individuals or 
groups from fully participating in important areas of social life. It is 
multidimensional and may operate through economic, political, social, 
cultural, educational and spatial mechanisms.
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Social exclusion is closely connected to inequality and discrimination. 
Addressing exclusion requires more than providing resources; it also 
requires removing institutional barriers and ensuring meaningful 
participation and recognition.

1.4.12 � Keywords

Social exclusion, inclusion, discrimination, marginalization, 
stigma, participation, poverty, social integration, institutional 
exclusion, segregation, social justice

1.4.13 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 What is social exclusion?

2.	 What is economic exclusion?

3.	 What is political exclusion?

4.	 How is exclusion different from poverty?

5.	 What is social inclusion?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the meaning and dimensions of social exclusion.

2.	 Discuss the relationship between inequality and social exclusion.

3.	 Explain the major mechanisms of social exclusion.

4.	 Discuss social exclusion in the Indian context.

5.	 How can social inclusion be promoted?
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Lesson 1.5 – Interrelationship among Inequality, Hierarchy, 
Differentiation and Social Exclusion

1.5.1 � Objectives

After completing this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Explain the relationship between the four concepts.
2.	 Distinguish differentiation from hierarchy.
3.	 Explain how hierarchy can produce inequality.
4.	 Understand how inequality can contribute to exclusion.
5.	 Apply the four concepts to social examples.
6.	 Analyze social stratification using an integrated framework.

1.5.2 � Introduction

Inequality, hierarchy, differentiation and exclusion are closely related 
but should not be used interchangeably.

A useful way of understanding their relationship is:

Differentiation → Hierarchy → Inequality → Exclusion

However, this should not be understood as an automatic sequence. 
Differentiation does not always produce hierarchy, hierarchy does not 
always produce severe inequality, and inequality does not always result in 
complete exclusion.

The concepts help us examine different dimensions of social 
organization.

1.5.3 � Differentiation as Social Difference

Differentiation begins with socially recognized differences.

For example, society contains:

 	 ➢ Teachers and students
 	 ➢ Doctors and patients
 	 ➢ Managers and employees
 	 ➢ Different occupations
 	 ➢ Different age groups
 	 ➢ Different cultural groups

These differences are not necessarily unequal.
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1.5.4 � From Differentiation to Hierarchy

When society begins to evaluate different positions as higher or lower, 
differentiation becomes hierarchical.

For example:

Different occupations
↓

Occupational ranking
↓

Differences in prestige

Here, the issue is no longer merely difference but social ranking.

1.5.5 � From Hierarchy to Inequality

When higher-ranked positions receive greater access to resources, 
opportunities, power or privileges, hierarchy becomes connected with 
inequality.

For example:

Higher occupational status

→ Higher income

→ Greater authority

→ Better opportunities

→ Greater prestige

The resulting unequal distribution of resources is an example of social 
inequality.

1.5.6 � From Inequality to Social Exclusion

Persistent inequality may contribute to exclusion when disadvantaged 
groups are prevented from accessing important institutions.

For example:

Economic inequality
↓
Limited educational opportunities
↓
Limited employment opportunities
↓
Reduced income
↓
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Further social disadvantage

This may create a cycle in which inequality is reproduced across 
generations.

1.5.7 � Interrelationship among the Four Concepts

Concept Key Question

Differentiation How are people/groups different?

Hierarchy How are these differences ranked?

Inequality Who receives more or less?

Exclusion Who is prevented from participating?

Another useful framework is:

Difference
↓

Evaluation and ranking
↓

Unequal distribution of resources/status/power
↓

Restricted participation
↓

Social exclusion
	 This framework allows students to distinguish the concepts while also 

understanding their interconnection.

1.5.8 � Illustrative Example: Caste

The caste system provides an important example for understanding all 
four concepts.

Differentiation

Different caste groups historically performed different social and 
occupational roles.

Hierarchy

These groups were traditionally ranked according to ritual status.

Inequality

The ranking was associated with unequal access to resources, status 
and opportunities.
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Exclusion

Certain groups experienced severe forms of social exclusion, including 
restrictions associated with untouchability.

This example demonstrates how social differences can become 
institutionalized into hierarchical and unequal systems.

1.5.9 � Illustrative Example: Gender

Gender provides another example.

Differentiation

Society may assign different roles to people based on gender.

Hierarchy

Some roles may be valued more highly than others.

Inequality

Unequal access to education, employment, income or political power 
may result.

Exclusion

Institutional and cultural barriers may restrict participation in 
particular spaces or occupations.

1.5.10 � Illustrative Example: Education and Employment

Consider access to higher education.

Students may differ in:

 	 ➢ Family background

 	 ➢ Location

 	 ➢ Economic resources

 	 ➢ School quality

 	 ➢ Access to technology

These differences constitute differentiation.

If educational institutions and qualifications are ranked, hierarchy 
emerges.

If access to high-quality education is unequally distributed, inequality 
results.

If disadvantaged groups are systematically prevented from accessing 
educational institutions, exclusion may occur.
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1.5.11 � Approaches to Reducing Inequality and Exclusion

Measures to address inequality and exclusion include:

Equal Opportunity

Ensuring that individuals have fair access to institutions and 
opportunities.

Anti-Discrimination Measures

Preventing discriminatory treatment.

Affirmative Action

Providing support or representation to historically disadvantaged 
groups.

Universal Public Services

Ensuring access to education, healthcare and other essential services.

Social Protection

Providing assistance to vulnerable populations.

Political Participation

Increasing representation and participation in decision-making.

Social Recognition

Recognizing the dignity and equal social worth of different groups.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Distinguish differentiation from hierarchy.

2.	 How can hierarchy contribute to inequality?

3.	 How can inequality contribute to exclusion?

4.	 Explain the four concepts using caste as an example.

5.	 Does every form of differentiation produce inequality? Explain.

1.5.12 � Summary

Differentiation, hierarchy, inequality and exclusion represent different 
dimensions of social organization.

Differentiation identifies social differences.

Hierarchy introduces ranking.

Inequality concerns unequal distribution of resources, power and 
opportunities.
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Exclusion concerns restricted participation in social life.

The four concepts can therefore be studied independently but are most 
useful when examined together.

1.5.13 � Keywords

Differentiation, hierarchy, inequality, social exclusion, stratification, 
social difference, ranking, privilege, disadvantage, marginalization, 
inclusion, social justice

1.5.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Distinguish differentiation and hierarchy.

2.	 Distinguish hierarchy and inequality.

3.	 What is social exclusion?

4.	 How are the four concepts interconnected?

5.	 Give one example illustrating all four concepts.

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the interrelationship between inequality, hierarchy, 
differentiation and social exclusion.

2.	 “All inequality involves difference, but not all difference involves 
inequality.” Discuss.

3.	 Use the caste system to explain differentiation, hierarchy, inequality 
and exclusion.

4.	 Discuss gender as an example of the relationship between 
differentiation and inequality.

5.	 Explain how social exclusion can reproduce inequality across 
generations.
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UNIT – I  Quick Conceptual Map

The entire unit can be understood through the following framework:

Social Differentiation

People and groups are socially different
↓

Hierarchy
Some differences are ranked as higher/lower
↓

Inequality
Ranked positions receive unequal resources, power, status and opportunities
↓

Social Exclusion
Some groups experience restricted participation and access
↓

Reproduction Of Social Disadvantage

Important Qualification

This sequence is analytical rather than automatic. Social differentiation 
can exist without inequality. For example, different occupations may 
simply represent specialization. Similarly, hierarchy does not always result 
in complete exclusion. The task of sociology is to examine when and how 
differences become ranked, unequal and exclusionary.
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Unit-Level Self-Assessment

Part A – Very Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define social inequality.

2.	 What is social hierarchy?

3.	 Define social differentiation.

4.	 What is social exclusion?

5.	 Who wrote Homo Hierarchicus?

6.	 What is meant by purity and pollution?

7.	 What is organic solidarity?

8.	 What is structural inequality?

9.	 What is institutional exclusion?

10.	 What is social inclusion?

Part B – Short Answer Questions

1.	 Distinguish between difference and inequality.

2.	 Explain the relationship between hierarchy and stratification.

3.	 Discuss Rousseau’s distinction between natural and moral 
inequality.

4.	 Explain Weber’s concepts of class, status and party.

5.	 Discuss Durkheim’s concept of division of labour.

6.	 Explain Dumont’s understanding of hierarchy.

7.	 Distinguish poverty from social exclusion.

8.	 Explain the dimensions of social exclusion.

Part C – Essay Questions

1.	 Critically examine the concept of social inequality with reference to 
Rousseau, Marx and Weber.

2.	 Discuss Louis Dumont’s understanding of hierarchy and its 
relevance to the study of caste.

3.	 Explain Durkheim’s theory of social differentiation and division of 
labour.

4.	 Discuss social exclusion as a multidimensional process.

5.	 Differentiate between inequality, hierarchy, differentiation and 
social exclusion.
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6.	 “Social difference becomes socially significant when it is ranked 
and unequally rewarded.” Discuss.

7.	 Examine the relationship between hierarchy, inequality and 
exclusion using suitable examples from Indian society.

Suggested Activity

Concept Mapping Activity:

Ask students to select one social institution—caste, education, gender, 
occupation or class—and prepare a four-column analysis:

Differentiation Hierarchy Inequality Exclusion

What differences 
exist?

How are they 
ranked?

Who receives 
more/less?

Who is restricted 
or marginalized?
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UNIT – II

Theories: Class And Social Change, Class, Status And Party, 
Functionalist Perspective

Overview of the Unit

This unit introduces major sociological theories of social stratification 
and social change. It focuses on Karl Marx’s understanding of class and 
social change, Max Weber’s multidimensional approach of class, status and 
party, and the functionalist perspective on social stratification.

The unit helps learners understand how sociologists explain the 
formation of social classes, the relationship between social structure 
and change, the role of status and political power, and the functional 
significance of social inequality.

Lessons in the Unit

 	 ➢ Lesson 2.1 – Class and Social Change

 	 ➢ Lesson 2.2 – Marx’s Theory of Class and Social Change

 	 ➢ Lesson 2.3 – Class, Status and Party

 	 ➢ Lesson 2.4 – Functionalist Perspective on Social Stratification

 	 ➢ Lesson 2.5 – Comparative Understanding of Marx, Weber and 
Functionalism
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Lesson 2.1 – Class and Social Change

2.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Define social class.

2.	 Explain the major characteristics of social class.

3.	 Distinguish class from other forms of social stratification.

4.	 Explain the relationship between class and social change.

5.	 Understand the role of economic structures in producing social 
change.

6.	 Explain the relationship between class conflict and social 
transformation.

2.1.2 � Introduction

Social change and social stratification are “deeply interconnected 
sociological concepts. Social change refers to significant transformations in 
social institutions, relationships, norms, values, and patterns of behaviour 
over time. Social scientists examine the following question to understand 
social stratification:

“When society changes, do inequalities disappear, or do they simply 
take new forms?

For instance, industrialisation, education, urbanisation, technology, 
and democratic politics may create new opportunities. On the other 
hand, these changes may also produce new inequalities based on digital 
access, unemployment, income, education, and social networks. In this 
context, this section deals with social change with particular reference to 
class stratification. Social change basically involves transformations in the 
structure and functioning of society, which may affect:

 	 ➢ Family and marriage

 	 ➢ Education and employment

 	 ➢ Religion and belief systems

 	 ➢ Political institutions

 	 ➢ Economy and technology

 	 ➢ Gender relations
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 	 ➢ Class and caste relations

 	 ➢ Urban and rural life

 	 ➢ Patterns of communication and interaction

Social change can be gradual or rapid, planned or unplanned, 
progressive or regressive, temporary or long-term, and local, national, or 
global.

Social class is one of the most important concepts used to understand 
social stratification. Unlike systems in which social position is largely 
determined by birth, class positions are generally associated with economic 
resources, occupation, education, income, and opportunities. Class is also 
closely connected with social change. Changes in technology, production, 
markets, employment and economic organization can transform the 
structure of social classes. For sociologists, therefore, class is not merely a 
category describing income. It can also represent a relationship involving 
resources, opportunities, power and social interests. 

2.1.3 � Meaning of Social Class

A social class is a category or group of people who occupy relatively 
similar positions within an economic and social structure.

Class position may be influenced by:

 	 ➢ Income

 	 ➢ Wealth

 	 ➢ Property ownership

 	 ➢ Occupation

 	 ➢ Education

 	 ➢ Employment

 	 ➢ Market opportunities

 	 ➢ Access to resources

Class is generally more open and flexible than caste because individuals 
may experience some degree of social mobility.

2.1.4 � Characteristics of Social Class

Social class generally has the following characteristics:

1. Economic Basis

Class is fundamentally linked to people’s relationship to economic 
resources: income, property, assets, means of production, and market 
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position. In Marxian theory, classes arise from unequal ownership of the 
means of production: capitalists own productive assets and employ labour, 
while workers sell their labour power for wages. Max Weber broadened this 
view by treating class as a group of people sharing similar “life chances” in 
commodity and labour markets. Thus, class is not merely a label for “rich” 
or “poor” people; it refers to structured economic relations that repeatedly 
produce unequal access to resources.

2. Relative Openness

A class system is relatively open because individuals may, in 
principle, move from one class position to another. Education, 
occupational achievement, entrepreneurship, migration, marriage, and 
wealth accumulation may contribute to upward mobility. Similarly, 
unemployment, debt, illness, job insecurity, or business failure may lead 
to downward mobility.

Relative openness does not mean that everyone has an equal chance of 
moving upward. Children from affluent families often have greater access 
to high-quality education, English-language skills, private coaching, 
social networks, inherited property, and financial support. Therefore, 
class systems permit mobility, but existing inequalities can limit the actual 
opportunities available to different groups.

3. Social Mobility

Social mobility refers to movement between social-class positions. It 
may be upward, when an individual or family moves into a higher class 
position, or downward, when they move into a lower one. Mobility may 
also be intergenerational, comparing the class position of children with 
that of their parents, or intragenerational, occurring during a person’s own 
lifetime.

For example, a child of agricultural labourers who becomes a university 
professor may experience upward intergenerational mobility. In contrast, 
a salaried professional who loses secure employment and falls into debt 
may experience downward mobility. The extent of mobility in a society 
indicates how far class positions are shaped by achievement rather than by 
family background.

4. Unequal Distribution of Resources

Different social classes have unequal access to income, wealth, land, 
housing, quality education, healthcare, political influence, and secure 
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employment. Wealth is especially important because it can be transferred 
across generations through property, savings, business ownership, and 
inheritance.

Upper-class and upper-middle-class families may possess resources 
that protect them against financial crises and enable investment in 
education, housing, healthcare, and career opportunities. Working-class 
and poor households may face insecure employment, low wages, limited 
savings, debt, and inadequate access to essential services. Such inequalities 
make class an enduring structural feature of society rather than merely an 
individual economic condition.

5. Unequal Life Chances

Class position significantly affects people’s life chances the 
opportunities individuals have to achieve desired social and economic 
outcomes. It influences the quality of schooling, type of employment, 
housing conditions, nutrition, healthcare, safety, access to technology, and 
exposure to environmental risks.

For instance, a student’s educational performance may be influenced 
not only by individual ability but also by access to books, internet facilities, 
private tuition, a quiet place to study, and parental support. Similarly, 
people in economically disadvantaged positions may be more likely to 
work in insecure or hazardous occupations and may have fewer options 
during illness, unemployment, or economic crisis. Class inequality is 
therefore reproduced through everyday differences in opportunity and 
security.

6. Social and Cultural Differences

Social class is also expressed through social and cultural practices. 
Pierre Bourdieu explained that class influences people’s habitus, their 
dispositions, preferences, manners, language, tastes, and ways of 
interacting with institutions. It also affects their access to cultural capital, 
such as educational knowledge, linguistic competence, familiarity with 
formal institutions, and valued cultural practices.

Class differences may be reflected in patterns of consumption, 
food habits, clothing, leisure, media use, housing, parenting styles, and 
friendship networks. These differences should not be understood as signs 
that one class is naturally superior to another. Rather, society often gives 
greater value to the cultural practices of privileged groups, which can 
create advantages in educational and professional settings.
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2.1.5 � Class and Social Stratification

Social stratification refers to the structured ranking of individuals 
and groups. Class is one form of stratification. Class differs from caste 
because class membership is generally less rigid and can change during 
an individual’s lifetime. Crompton, R. (1999) noted, “The linkage of ‘class’ 
with hierarchy persists today, in that class is a term which is widely used 
to describe unequally rewarded groups, such as the Registrar General’s 
‘social classes’ in Britain. These are employment aggregates corresponding 
to broad divisions within the occupational order - manual workers, white-
collar workers, managers and professionals, and so on. In contemporary 
societies, however, such groupings are not characterized by any formal, 
legal distinctions, rather, they summarize the outcome, in material terms, 
of the competition for material resources in market capitalism.”

2.1.6 � Class in Different Types of Society

The organisation and meaning of social class change as societies 
undergo economic, technological, and institutional transformation. 
Although inequality exists in different kinds of societies, the resources that 
create privilege and disadvantage may vary. In some societies, land is the 
main source of wealth and power; in others, industrial capital, education, 
professional skills, or digital resources become more important.

Agrarian Society

In agrarian societies, agriculture is the principal basis of livelihood 
and economic organisation. Land ownership is therefore a major source of 
class power. Landlords, large farmers, and those who control agricultural 
land may occupy privileged positions because they can control production, 
employment, and access to resources. Landless labourers, tenant farmers, 
sharecroppers, and small cultivators often occupy economically vulnerable 
positions.

Class relations in agrarian society are shaped by control over land, 
water, agricultural credit, tools, seeds, and access to markets. In the 
Indian context, agrarian class relations may also overlap with caste, since 
historically dominant caste groups have often held greater control over 
land and local political power.

Industrial Society

Industrial society is organised around factories, manufacturing, wage 
labour, and the ownership of industrial capital. Industrial production 
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creates a clear relationship between those who own factories, machines, 
and financial capital and those who sell their labour for wages. Marx 
identified this relationship as central to the division between the 
bourgeoisie, who own the means of production, and the proletariat, 
who depend on wage labour. Industrialisation also produces a range of 
intermediate class positions, including managers, supervisors, clerical 
workers, technicians, skilled workers, and small business owners. Trade 
unions and labour movements emerge as important collective responses 
to workplace inequality, low wages, unsafe working conditions, and 
limited job security.

Post-Industrial or Service Society

In post-industrial or service-oriented societies, employment 
increasingly shifts from agriculture and manufacturing to services such as 
education, healthcare, finance, information technology, retail, transport, 
media, hospitality, and public administration. Professional qualifications, 
managerial authority, technical expertise, and specialised knowledge 
become important bases of class position. This transformation can expand 
the middle class, particularly among professionals, administrators, teachers, 
engineers, and information-technology workers. At the same time, it may 
create insecure and poorly paid service work in sectors such as delivery 
services, domestic work, retail, security, hospitality, and platform-based 
employment. Thus, the growth of services does not automatically remove 
class inequality; it can create new divisions between secure professional 
workers and precarious service workers.

Digital Economy

The digital economy refers to economic activities organised through 
digital technologies, online platforms, data, software, automation, artificial 
intelligence, and digital communication networks. In this context, class 
positions may be influenced by access to digital devices, reliable internet, 
technological skills, coding and analytical knowledge, intellectual property, 
and control over data and online platforms.

Those who own or control major technology companies, digital 
platforms, patents, algorithms, and data may gain substantial economic 
power. Highly skilled technology professionals may have better employment 
opportunities and higher incomes, while many platform workers, including 
delivery workers, drivers, freelancers, and temporary online workers, 
may experience unstable work, limited social security, and algorithmic 



Notes

72

monitoring. Digitalisation can therefore generate opportunities while also 
producing new forms of class inequality and digital exclusion.

2.1.7 � Class and Social Change

Social change refers to significant transformations in social structures, 
institutions, social relationships, values, and patterns of behaviour over 
time. From a sociological perspective, class and social change have a 
two-way relationship: social change can reshape class structures, while 
class relations and class can themselves generate social change. Marxist 
sociology treats class conflict as a major force of historical transformation, 
whereas Weberian sociology highlights how changing market opportunities 
reshape people’s class situations and life chances.

Social Change Reshapes Class Structure

Changes in technology, production, education, law, and state policy 
can alter the kinds of work available in society and the resources that 
determine class position. For example, the growth of digital technologies 
may reduce some routine jobs, create new technical and professional 
occupations, and expand platform-based work. These processes can 
change the size, composition, security, and bargaining power of different 
social classes.

2.1.8 � Economic Structure and Social Change

Economic transformations can produce wider social changes by altering 
patterns of production, employment, settlement, and social relationships. 
For example, industrialisation contributed to rapid urbanisation as people 
migrated from rural areas to towns and cities in search of employment. It 
also led to the expansion of factory-based employment and wage labour, 
whereby workers depended on regular wages rather than agriculture 
or traditional forms of production. At the same time, industrialisation 
contributed to the growth of industrial working classes and the development 
of capitalist enterprises based on private ownership, investment, profit, 
and the employment of wage workers. New forms of political organization. 
Economic change can therefore transform not only production but also 
family structures, education, politics and patterns of migration.

Class conflict occurs when different social classes have competing 
economic, political, or social interests. In capitalist societies, employers 
generally seek higher productivity, profitability, cost reduction, and 
managerial control over the production process. Workers, on the other 
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hand, seek higher wages, employment security, reasonable working hours, 
safe working conditions, social protection, and greater participation in 
decisions affecting their work. Although employers and workers depend 
on one another for production, their interests do not always coincide.

2.1.10 � Contemporary Understanding of Class

Contemporary sociology recognises that social class cannot be 
explained solely in terms of income. Although income remains an 
important indicator of class position, class also influences a person’s access 
to education, employment, housing, healthcare, cultural participation, 
social networks, political influence, and lifestyle. These dimensions are 
interconnected and shape the opportunities available to individuals and 
families throughout their lives.

For example, people from economically privileged classes may 
have access to high-quality schools, private healthcare, secure housing, 
professional employment, cultural institutions, and influential social 
networks. These advantages can improve their educational and 
occupational prospects and may be transmitted across generations. In 
contrast, people from disadvantaged classes may experience insecure 
employment, inadequate housing, limited healthcare, restricted cultural 
participation, and reduced political influence.

Class also affects lifestyle and everyday practices, including 
consumption patterns, leisure activities, language use, educational choices, 
and forms of social interaction. Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of economic, 
social, and cultural capital help explain how class advantages operate 
beyond income. Economic capital refers to wealth and material resources, 
social capital refers to useful relationships and networks, and cultural 
capital refers to knowledge, skills, qualifications, and cultural practices 
valued by institutions.

Thus, class is best understood as a multidimensional social position 
connected to broader patterns of life chances and social inequality. It 
influences not only what people earn, but also the opportunities they 
receive, the risks they face, the resources available to them, and their 
ability to participate fully in social, economic, cultural, and political life.”

Check Your Progress

1.	 Define social class.

2.	 Identify three characteristics of social class.
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3.	 How is class different from caste?

4.	 How can technological change transform class structures?

5.	 Explain the relationship between class conflict and social change.

2.1.11 � Summary

Social class refers to relatively similar positions within an economic 
and social structure. Class is associated with income, wealth, occupation, 
education and access to resources. Unlike rigid systems of stratification, 
class systems generally permit some degree of mobility.

Class and social change are closely connected. Changes in technology, 
industrialization, employment and economic organization can transform 
class structures. At the same time, conflicts between classes may contribute 
to social and political change.

2.1.12 � Keywords

Social class, social stratification, social mobility, life chances, economic 
structure, class conflict, industrialization, capitalism, social change

2.1.13 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 What is social class?

2.	 What is social mobility?

3.	 What are life chances?

4.	 How does class differ from caste?

5.	 How is class related to social change?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the concept and characteristics of social class.

2.	 Discuss the relationship between class and social change.

3.	 Explain how economic transformation changes social class 
structures.

4.	 Discuss class conflict as a source of social change.”
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Lesson 2.2 – Marx’s Theory of Class and Social Change

2.2.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Explain Marx’s concept of class.

2.	 Understand historical materialism.

3.	 Explain the concept of mode of production.

4.	 Distinguish bourgeoisie and proletariat.

5.	 Explain exploitation and class conflict.

6.	 Understand class consciousness.

7.	 Explain Marx’s theory of social change.

2.2.2 � Introduction 

Karl Marx developed one of the most influential theories of class and 
social change. For Marx, societies are fundamentally shaped by the ways in 
which people organize the production of material goods.

The central question is:

Who owns and controls the means of production, and who must work 
for them?

Marx argues that different forms of economic organization generate 
different class relationships. Contradictions within these relationships can 
produce conflict and historical change.

2.2.3 � Karl Marx and the Study of Class

Marx viewed class as a “social relationship rather than simply an 
income category.

In capitalist society, the major relationship is between:

 	 ➢ Those who own the means of production.

 	 ➢ Those who sell their labour power.

This creates two major classes:

Bourgeoisie → Owners of capital

Proletariat → Wage workers
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2.2.4 � Historical Materialism

Historical materialism is Marx’s approach to understanding social 
development through material and economic conditions.

In simplified form:

Material conditions → Mode of production → Class relations → 
Institutions and social relationships

Marx’s Concept of Class

Karl Marx viewed class as a “social relationship rather than merely 
an income category. In his analysis, class is determined primarily by 
people’s relationship to the means of production,the resources and 
institutions required to produce goods and services. These include land, 
factories, machinery, raw materials, technology, financial capital, and other 
productive assets.

In capitalist society, the central class relationship exists between:

 	 ➢ Those who own and control the means of production.

 	 ➢ Those who do not own productive property and must sell their 
labour power for wages.

This relationship creates two major classes: the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat.

Bourgeoisie: Owners of Capital

The bourgeoisie are the capitalist class who own or control the means 
of production. They may own factories, companies, land, machinery, 
financial resources, technology, or large businesses. Their economic 
position enables them to organise production, employ workers, control 
investment decisions, and receive profits from the production and sale of 
commodities.

The bourgeoisie do not necessarily perform the physical labour 
involved in production. Instead, they control the conditions under which 
production takes place. Their objective is generally to accumulate capital 
and maximise profit. Profit is generated when the value produced by 
workers is greater than the wages paid to them. Marx referred to this 
difference as surplus value.

Proletariat: Wage Workers

The proletariat are workers who do not own sufficient productive 
property to support themselves independently. As a result, they must sell 
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their labour power to employers in exchange for wages. They may work in 
factories, offices, mines, farms, construction sites, service industries, or 
digital and platform-based occupations.

Workers contribute their time, skills, knowledge, and physical or 
mental effort to the production process. However, they do not usually 
control the organisation of work, the use of technology, the distribution 
of profits, or major business decisions. Their dependence on wages makes 
them economically vulnerable, particularly when employment is insecure 
or alternative employment is limited.

Class Relations and Exploitation

For Marx, the relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat 
is unequal because one class owns the means of production while the other 
possesses mainly its labour power. Workers produce commodities and 
services, but the owners control the products and the profits generated 
through their sale.

Marx described this unequal relationship as exploitation. Exploitation 
does not necessarily mean that employers individually behave cruelly or 
illegally. Rather, it refers to the structural process through which workers 
produce more economic value than they receive in wages. The difference 
between the value created by labour and the wages paid to workers becomes 
surplus value for the capitalist class.

For example, a worker may produce goods or services worth ₹2,000 
during a working day but receive wages equivalent to ₹800. The remaining 
value is not simply a personal gift from the employer; it contributes to the 
costs, profits, and accumulation of the enterprise. In Marx’s analysis, this 
process is built into the capitalist system of production.

Class Conflict

The interests of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat are therefore 
partly contradictory. Employers generally seek to increase productivity, 
reduce production costs, and maximise profit. Workers generally seek 
higher wages, shorter working hours, employment security, safer working 
conditions, and greater control over their work. These differences may 
produce class conflict through:

 	 ➢ Trade-union activities.

 	 ➢ Strikes and demonstrations.

 	 ➢ Collective bargaining.
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 	 ➢ Demands for higher wages.

 	 ➢ Campaigns for workplace safety.

 	 ➢ Opposition to retrenchment and unfair dismissal.

 	 ➢ Movements for social security and labour rights.

Class conflict may be open, as in a strike, or less visible, as in resistance 
to work intensification, absenteeism, employee turnover, or informal 
forms of workplace protest.

Class Consciousness

Marx distinguished between a class-in-itself and a class-for-itself. A 
class-in-itself refers to people who occupy a similar economic position but 
may not yet recognise their common interests. A class-for-itself develops 
when workers become conscious of their shared exploitation and organise 
collectively to challenge the existing class structure.

Class consciousness may develop through common workplace 
experiences, trade unions, political organisations, social movements, 
and collective struggles. When workers understand that their difficulties 
are connected to broader economic arrangements rather than individual 
failure, they may seek structural change.

Class and Social Change

Marx considered class struggle a major force of historical change. 
Different modes of production have produced different class relationships, 
such as the relationship between slaves and slave owners, serfs and 
landlords, and wage workers and capitalists. As economic contradictions 
intensify, conflicts between classes may lead to reforms, political struggles, 
or fundamental changes in the organisation of society.

Thus, Marx’s concept of class explains more than differences in income. 
It examines who owns productive resources, who controls economic 
decisions, who performs labour, and who benefits from the value created 
through production. Class is therefore a structural relationship that shapes 
wealth, power, work, inequality, and social change.

Social conflict and change

Marx does not suggest that every aspect of society can be reduced 
mechanically to economics. Rather, he gives economic organization a 
central role in explaining historical development.
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2.2.5 � Mode of Production

A mode of production refers to the way a society organizes the 
production of goods and services. It includes the forces of production, 
such as labour, technology, tools, machinery, and knowledge, as well as 
the relations of production, including ownership, control, labour relations, 
and class relationships. Changes in these forces and relations may create 
contradictions that lead to social transformation.

2.2.6 � Means of Production

The means of production refer to the resources and instruments used 
to produce goods and services in a society. They include land, factories, 
machinery, tools, raw materials, infrastructure, and productive technology. 
In Marxist analysis, ownership and control over these resources are 
central to the organization of economic life because they determine who 
controls production and receives its benefits. Groups that own the means 
of production generally possess greater economic and social power, while 
those without such ownership are often dependent on wage labour for 
their livelihood. Thus, the means of production form the material basis of 
class relations in capitalist society

2.2.7 � Bourgeoisie and Proletariat

Marx identifies the bourgeoisie and the proletariat as the two principal 
classes in capitalist society. The bourgeoisie are the capitalist class who 
own and control the means of production, such as factories, machinery, 
land, and capital. The proletariat are workers who do not own the major 
means of production and must therefore sell their labour power to the 
bourgeoisie in return for wages. Their positions are defined by their 
relationship to production: the bourgeoisie control productive resources, 
whereas the proletariat depend primarily on their capacity to work. This 
relationship constitutes the central class division in Marx’s analysis of 
capitalism.

2.2.8 � Class Relations and Exploitation

Marx argues that capitalist production is based on the extraction of 
surplus value from workers’ labour. Workers receive wages for their labour 
power, but the value they create during the production process may be 
greater than the value of those wages. The difference between the value 
produced by workers and the wages they receive is understood as surplus 
value, which is appropriated by the owners of capital as profit. From 
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Marx’s perspective, exploitation occurs because workers do not control or 
retain the full value created through their labour. Consequently, capitalist 
class relations involve an unequal distribution of economic power and the 
benefits of production.

2.2.9  Class Consciousness

Class consciousness refers to the awareness that members of a social 
class develop regarding their shared interests, common conditions, and 
position within the system of production. Marx distinguishes between a 
class-in-itself and a class-for-itself. A class-in-itself consists of people 
who occupy a similar structural position, such as workers who depend on 
wages, but who may not recognize their common interests. A class-for-
itself emerges when members become conscious of their shared situation, 
identify the sources of their disadvantages, and act collectively to defend 
or advance their interests. Class consciousness can therefore provide the 
basis for trade union activity, political mobilization, and broader collective 
action.uregina

2.2.10 � Class Conflict and Historical Change

For Marx, class conflict is a central force in historical development. 
Social classes often possess opposing interests because they occupy unequal 
positions within the system of production. The owners of productive 
resources seek to increase control and profit, while subordinate classes 
seek better wages, improved working conditions, and greater control over 
their labour. Marxist historical analysis identifies conflicts between slave 
owners and slaves, feudal lords and serfs, and the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat. These conflicts may produce pressures that challenge existing 
institutions and transform established social, economic, and political 
arrangements.

2.2.11 � Capitalism and Social Change

Marx views capitalism as a dynamic economic system that continuously 
transforms society. Competition among capitalists encourages 
technological innovation, expansion of markets, increased productivity, 
and changes in the organization of production. Capitalism also promotes 
urbanization, the growth of factories, and the expansion of wage labour 
as people increasingly depend on employment for their livelihood. These 
processes generate economic growth and social change, but they also 
intensify inequalities, insecurity, alienation, and class conflict. Thus, 
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capitalism contains internal contradictions: it expands productive capacity 
while concentrating wealth and power in the hands of those who own 
capital.

2.2.12 � Critiques of Marx’s Theory

Although Marx’s theory remains highly influential, it has been 
criticized on several grounds. Some scholars argue that Marx gives excessive 
importance to economic factors and does not adequately explain the 
independent influence of culture, politics, religion, and social institutions. 
His two-class model may also appear too simple for contemporary 
societies, which contain expanding middle classes, professional groups, 
managers, and diverse forms of employment. In addition, social identities 
such as gender, caste, ethnicity, race, and nationality cannot always be 
explained through class relations alone. Critics further point out that 
capitalist societies have shown a capacity for institutional reform through 
welfare policies, labour legislation, democratic participation, and social 
movements.” Nevertheless, Marx’s concepts of class, exploitation, surplus 
value, class consciousness, and social conflict continue to provide 
important tools for understanding inequality, power, and social change. 
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Check Your Progress

1.	 What is historical materialism?

2.	 What are the means of production?

3.	 Who are the bourgeoisie?

4.	 Who are the proletariat?

5.	 Distinguish class-in-itself and class-for-itself.

6.	 Why is class conflict important in Marx’s theory?

2.2.13 � Summary

Marx explains social change through the relationship between material 
production, class relations and conflict. Under capitalism, the bourgeoisie 
own the means of production while the proletariat sell their labour power.

The contradiction between these classes creates conflict. Class 
consciousness and collective action can contribute to social transformation. 
Marx’s theory therefore connects class, economic structure, conflict and 
social change.

2.2.14 � Keywords

Karl Marx, historical materialism, mode of production, means of 
production, bourgeoisie, proletariat, surplus value, exploitation, class 
consciousness, class conflict, capitalism

2.2.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define historical materialism.

2.	 What is a mode of production?

3.	 Explain means of production.

4.	 Who are the bourgeoisie and proletariat?

5.	 What is surplus value?

6.	 What is class consciousness?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain Marx’s theory of class.

2.	 Discuss historical materialism as an explanation of social change.

3.	 Explain the relationship between bourgeoisie and proletariat.

4.	 Discuss class conflict as a mechanism of social change.

5.	 Critically examine Marx’s theory of class and social change.
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Lesson 2.3 – Class, Status and Party

2.3.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Explain Weber’s theory of social stratification.

2.	 Define class, status and party.

3.	 Explain the concept of life chances.

4.	 Distinguish economic position from social prestige.

5.	 Explain political power through the concept of party.

6.	 Compare Weber’s approach with Marx’s theory.

2.3.2 � “Introduction

Max Weber developed a multidimensional approach to social 
stratification that fundamentally reshaped how sociologists analyze social 
hierarchy. While Karl Marx assigned central importance to economic class 
as the singular engine of history, Weber argued that “social inequality is 
far too complex to be explained solely through the prism of economic 
ownership. He posited that stratification is a phenomenon intimately 
linked to the distribution of, and struggles for, power. In this structural 
regard, both Marx and Weber differ sharply from modern functionalists, 
who view stratification as a harmonious mechanism for societal 
integration. However, Weber departed from Marx by expanding the 
definition of power and breaking it down into three distinct, autonomous, 
yet interacting axes: Class, Status, and Party. These dimensions represent 
economic position, social honour, and political power respectively, 
forming a sophisticated framework capable of capturing the nuances of 
modern, highly differentiated societies.

2.3.3 � Max Weber and Social Stratification

Weber viewed society as a complex web characterized by multiple, 
overlapping forms of inequality. A person’s ultimate social position cannot 
be derived from a single metric; rather, it depends on an intersection of their 
economic resources, market opportunities, social prestige, and political 
influence. While structural functionalists often look at stratification as 
a meritocratic ladder of consensus, Weber saw it as a site of perpetual 
competition and conflict over scarce resources and social positioning. 
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Crucially, Weber emphasized that these dimensions do not necessarily 
coincide. A individual might rank remarkably high along one axis while 
remaining marginalized along another. This introduces the concept of 
status incongruence and highlights why stratification must be studied as 
a pluralistic, multidimensional system rather than a monolithic hierarchy.

2.3.4 � Weber’s Concept of Class

For Weber, class is fundamentally connected with an individual’s market 
situation. While he agreed with Marx that the most basic structural divide 
in society exists between property holders and non-property holders, 
Weber argued that this binary classification was insufficient for analyzing 
advanced capitalist economies. People share a common class position 
when they find themselves in a similar causal situation regarding their 
economic opportunities within a competitive market. Rather than looking 
solely at the ownership of the means of production, Weber distinguished 
classes by the specific sources and amounts of income they commanded. 
Within property owners, he differentiated between rentiers (who live 
off passive investment and rent) and industrialists (who actively deploy 
capital). Among the propertyless, he distinguished between highly skilled 
professionals and unskilled manual labourers. Therefore, Weber’s concept 
of class is significantly broader than Marx’s, focusing on how individuals 
utilize their property, skills, qualifications, employment, and income 
opportunities to maximize material gain through rational calculation in a 
market economy.

2.3.5 � Market Situation and Life Chances

The concept of life chances is central to Weber’s economic analysis, 
referring to the empirical probability and opportunities individuals have 
to obtain valued goods, services, quality education, secure employment, 
and other highly desirable societal outcomes. In the Weberian view, an 
individual’s market situation directly determines and constrains their 
life chances. This creates a cascading causal chain within the social 
structure:

Unlike Marx, who focused heavily on how class positions would 
inevitably lead to revolutionary consciousness (moving from a “class-
in-itself ” to a “class-for-itself ”), Weber was more interested in how 
class structural constraints dictate an individual’s daily possibilities and 
standard of living. Class, therefore, operates as a probabilistic determinant 
of an individual’s trajectory within the market.
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2.3.6 � Status Groups

Standing in distinct opposition to the economically driven market 
situation are status groups .A status group consists of a collectivity of 
individuals who share a specific, subjective level of social honour, prestige, 
or positive/negative social evaluation. While classes are formed within 
the arena of economic production and market exchange,where thought 
takes the form of cold, rational calculation,status groups are formed 
within the sphere of consumption and culture. Membership in a status 
group is predicated on shared perceptions of dignity and social worth. 
This prestige may be tied to a variety of non-economic markers, including 
occupation, level of education, family background, social recognition, and 
shared cultural practices. Consequently, status represents a distinct social 
formation that cannot be cleanly reduced to economic class.

2.3.7 � Social Honour and Prestige

Weber strongly emphasizes that social honour is autonomous and 
not necessarily determined by wealth or material possession. To illustrate 
this independence, Weber highlights several sociological anomalies. For 
instance, a wealthy individual (such as a “nouveau riche” speculator) may 
possess vast economic resources but find themselves completely excluded 
from high social prestige and elite circles due to a lack of traditional 
breeding or cultural capital. Conversely, certain professions such as 
academics, clergy, or civil servants,often command immense social prestige 
and public deference even when their members earn modest incomes 
compared to commercial merchants. Status groups actively maintain their 
boundaries and express their position through distinct lifestyles, modes of 
dress, specialized consumption, educational credentials, restricted social 
interaction, and endogamous marriage patterns, effectively shielding their 
social honour from purely economic intrusion.

2.3.8 � Party and Political Power

The third dimension of Weber’s stratification triad is the party, which 
represents the realm of organized power and political influence. For Weber, 
a party refers to any associative group that is structured to influence a 
collective social action or direct political decision-making within a given 
community or institution. While political parties in the modern electoral 
sense are the most obvious manifestations of this dimension, Weber’s 
conceptualization is much broader. “Parties” encompass any organized 
interest group, faction, clique, or trade union that acts strategically to 



Notes

88

secure power, advance specific goals, or claim advantages for its leaders 
and followers. Parties often emerge out of class interests or status groups, 
but they can also cut across both. Their primary action is oriented toward 
the acquisition of social power and the manipulation of institutional 
decisions, whether within the state apparatus, corporate bureaucracies, or 
voluntary organizations.”

2.3.9 � Class, Status, and Party: The Three Dimensions

Dimension Main Basis Central Sociological Question

Class
Economic 
position & market 
situation

What economic opportunities and 
material advantages do people have 
within the competitive market?

Status
Social honour, 
prestige, and 
lifestyle

How are people socially valued, 
ranked, and culturally esteemed by 
others in society?

Party
Organized power 
& institutional 
control

Who can effectively influence 
collective decisions, manipulate 
policy, and direct social action?

These three dimensions do not operate in isolation; they intersect, 
conflict, and reinforce one another in highly intricate ways. A wealthy 
industrialist possesses a high class position, but may suffer from low 
status within an aristocratic or caste-dominated community. Meanwhile, 
a high-ranking political bureaucrat or charismatic leader may command 
immense power through their party affiliation while possessing relatively 
modest personal wealth. This multidimensional friction prevents society 
from splitting into two simple, polarized camps.

2.3.10 � Weber’s Multidimensional Theory of Stratification

Ultimately, “Weber’s multidimensional theory offers a comprehensive 
diagnostic tool for modern sociology, proving that social inequality is 
inherently pluralistic. The structural realities of life cannot be compressed 
into a singular economic narrative:

 	 ➢ Economic resources translate into Class positions within the market.

 	 ➢ Social honour crystallizes into Status hierarchies within the cultural 
sphere.

 	 ➢ Political influence organizes into Parties within the arena of power 
and domination.
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By decoupling these three axes, Weber provided a profound critique 
of both the functionalist view of meritocratic harmony and the orthodox 
Marxist view of economic determinism. This framework allows sociologists 
to diagnose complex matrices of inequality,such as the intersection of race, 
gender, and occupation,without reducing these lived realities to a mere 
byproduct of property ownership.

2.3.11 � Weber and Marx: A Comparison

Marx Weber

Emphasizes economic class Emphasizes class, status and party

Ownership of means of production 
is central

Market situation is central to class

Class conflict is central
Conflict may occur along multiple 
dimensions

Strong emphasis on capitalism Broader analysis of stratification

Focus on structural class relations Multidimensional approach

Weber did not simply reject Marx. His approach can be understood as 
expanding the analysis of stratification beyond economic class.”

Check Your Progress

1.	 What are Weber’s three dimensions of stratification?

2.	 Define life chances.

3.	 What is a status group?

4.	 What does Weber mean by party?

5.	 How is Weber’s concept of class different from Marx’s?

6.	 Can class and status be different? Explain.

2.3.12 � Summary

Weber explains social stratification through three dimensions: class, 
status and party. Class concerns economic opportunities and market 
position; status concerns social honour and prestige; party concerns 
organized power.

The theory demonstrates that social inequality is multidimensional. 
Economic wealth, social prestige and political power may overlap but do 
not necessarily belong to the same individual or group.
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2.3.13 � Keywords

Max Weber, class, status, party, life chances, market situation, social 
honour, prestige, power, social stratification

2.3.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define class according to Weber.

2.	 What are life chances?

3.	 What is a status group?

4.	 What does Weber mean by party?

5.	 What is multidimensional stratification?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain Weber’s theory of class, status and party.

2.	 Discuss the concept of life chances.

3.	 Explain the distinction between class and status.

4.	 Discuss the role of party in Weber’s theory of social stratification.

5.	 Compare Marx’s and Weber’s theories of social stratification.
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Lesson 2.4 – Functionalist Perspective

2.4.1 � Objectives

After completing this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Explain the basic principles of functionalism.

2.	 Understand the functionalist view of social stratification.

3.	 Explain the Davis-Moore thesis.

4.	 Discuss unequal rewards and role allocation.

5.	 Understand the relationship between stratification and social 
mobility.

6.	 Critically evaluate functionalist explanations of inequality.

2.4.2 � Introduction

The functionalist perspective views society as a system composed 
of interconnected institutions and roles that work together to maintain 
social continuity and stability. Different parts of society perform specific 
functions that contribute to the overall functioning and survival of the 
social system, much like organs in a living organism contribute to the 
health of the body. From this viewpoint, social phenomena,including 
seemingly problematic ones like inequality,are examined for the roles they 
might play in preserving social order rather than being dismissed as purely 
detrimental

From a functionalist perspective, social stratification may serve 
certain social functions rather than being merely a source of conflict 
or injustice. Some positions are considered more important for societal 
survival or require greater skill and training than others, and societies 
must find ways to ensure these positions are filled competently. Unequal 
rewards may therefore be used to encourage individuals to prepare for 
and perform these roles effectively. This approach asks a distinctive 
question: what purposes might inequality serve for the maintenance 
of social order and the efficient functioning of society? By focusing 
on the contributions of stratification to social stability, functionalists 
offer a counterpoint to conflict-oriented perspectives that emphasize 
exploitation and struggle.
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2.4.3 � Meaning of the Functionalist Perspective

Functionalism views society as an integrated system whose different 
parts are interconnected and interdependent, each contributing to the 
functioning of the whole. This organic analogy suggests that just as the 
human body depends on the coordinated functioning of various organs, 
society depends on the coordinated functioning of institutions, roles, and 
norms. When one part changes, other parts are affected, and the system 
seeks to maintain equilibrium through adjustments across its components.

The major concepts of functionalism illuminate how social order is 
achieved and maintained. Social order refers to the stable arrangement of 
social relationships and institutions that provide predictability in social life. 
Social stability denotes the maintenance of equilibrium and continuity over 
time, even as changes occur. Integration describes the binding together 
of individuals and groups through shared values, norms, and collective 
experiences. Social institutions,such as family, education, religion, economy, 
and government,are established patterns of behaviour and relationships that 
meet fundamental societal needs. Social roles are the expected behaviours 
associated with particular positions within these institutions, while social 
functions are the contributions that parts of society make to the whole. 
Value consensus refers to agreement on fundamental values and goals that 
binds society together, and social equilibrium describes a balanced state 
where parts work harmoniously to sustain the system.

Key thinkers associated with functionalist sociology have shaped 
this perspective in important ways. Émile Durkheim emphasized organic 
solidarity and the division of labour as foundations of modern social 
order. Talcott Parsons developed comprehensive theories of social systems 
and value consensus, arguing that shared values are essential for social 
integration. Robert K. Merton distinguished between manifest functions 
(intended consequences) and latent functions (unintended consequences), 
adding nuance to functional analysis. Kingsley Davis, along with Wilbert 
Moore, co-developed the famous Davis-Moore thesis on stratification, 
arguing that inequality serves a necessary role-allocation function. 
Functionalism dominated American sociology in the mid-20th century 
and continues to influence sociological thinking about social order and 
institutional interdependence.

2.4.4 � Social Structure and Social Functions

Social institutions are organized patterns of behaviour and relationships 
that meet fundamental societal needs and provide structure to social life. 
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Major institutions include the family, which socializes children, provides 
emotional support, and regulates reproduction; education, which transmits 
knowledge, develops skills, and prepares individuals for occupational roles; 
the economy, which produces and distributes goods and services; religion, 
which provides meaning, reinforces values, and offers emotional comfort; 
and government, which maintains order, resolves conflicts, and provides 
collective decision-making. Each institution performs specific functions 
that contribute to the continuation and stability of society as a whole.

Education serves as an illustrative example of how institutions perform 
multiple functions simultaneously. Education transmits knowledge 
by passing on accumulated cultural and technical knowledge to new 
generations, ensuring continuity of civilization. It develops skills by training 
individuals in cognitive, technical, and social competencies required for 
various roles. Education socializes individuals by teaching norms, values, 
and expected behaviours, integrating them into the broader social order. It 
prepares people for occupational roles by sorting and training individuals 
for positions in the division of labour, thus serving a role-allocation 
function. Additionally, education promotes social integration by bringing 
together diverse individuals around common experiences and values, 
fostering a sense of collective identity. From a functionalist viewpoint, 
each institution contributes to maintaining the social system as a whole, 
and changes in one institution ripple through others.

2.4.5 � Functionalist Explanation of Social Stratification

Functionalists approach social stratification by asking a distinctive 
question: What functions might social stratification perform for society? 
Rather than focusing primarily on inequality as a source of conflict, 
exploitation, or injustice, they examine how stratification might contribute 
to social order, efficiency, and the effective functioning of society. This 
perspective does not deny that inequality can cause suffering or conflict, 
but it emphasizes the potential benefits of stratification for social 
organization.

Core functionalist arguments centre on the practical necessities 
that all societies face. Societies need to fill different social positions to 
ensure that all necessary roles are occupied, from doctors and teachers to 
farmers and administrators. They must ensure that people are motivated 
to perform important roles with diligence and commitment, especially 
when these roles involve significant responsibilities. Societies need to 
prepare individuals for complex occupations that require lengthy training 
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and specialized expertise, which involves personal sacrifice and deferred 
gratification. Finally, they must allocate appropriate rewards to different 
positions to distribute incentives differentially according to the importance 
and difficulty of various roles. From this perspective, unequal rewards 
can serve as incentives that motivate individuals to undergo training, 
accept responsibilities, and perform demanding roles conscientiously. 
Stratification is thus interpreted as a mechanism for role allocation and 
motivation, a “sieve” that sorts individuals into positions where they can 
contribute most effectively.

2.4.6 � Davis and Moore Thesis

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert E. Moore proposed a well-known 
functionalist explanation of stratification in their seminal 1945 article 
“Some Basic Postulates of Social Stratification.” Their argument, known 
as the Davis-Moore thesis or Davis-Moore hypothesis, remains one of the 
most discussed, cited, and debated theories in the sociology of inequality. 
The thesis emerged during the heyday of structural functionalism and 
offered a systematic explanation for why all societies exhibit some form of 
stratification.

Their argument can be summarized as a logical chain of reasoning. 
Some positions are more functionally important than others for societal 
survival and functioning. Some positions require greater skill or training, 
making them more difficult to fill. Individuals must be motivated to 
acquire the required skills, which often involves lengthy training, personal 
sacrifice, and deferred gratification. Higher rewards are therefore attached 
to certain positions to provide these incentives. People are encouraged to 
compete for and perform these positions, ensuring that the most important 
roles are filled by the most qualified persons. Thus, stratification is 
interpreted as serving a role-allocation function,an unconsciously evolved 
device by which societies ensure efficient placement of talent.

The key postulates of the Davis-Moore thesis elaborate on this 
reasoning. First, functional necessity holds that stratification is not merely 
inevitable but functionally necessary for efficient social operation. Second, 
differential importance recognizes that some positions are more crucial 
for societal survival and functioning than others. Third, scarcity of talent 
acknowledges that only a limited number of individuals possess the innate 
ability or willingness to undergo required training. Fourth, training and 
sacrifice emphasizes that acquiring skills for important positions requires 
lengthy training, deferred gratification, and personal sacrifice that must be 
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compensated. Finally, unconscious mechanism suggests that stratification 
is an unconsciously evolved device by which societies ensure that important 
positions are filled by qualified persons, rather than a deliberately designed 
system. Together, these postulates present stratification as a functional 
necessity rather than a mere byproduct of power or exploitation.

2.4.7 � Functional Importance of Unequal Rewards

According to the Davis-Moore argument, rewards attached to 
positions may include multiple forms of inducement beyond simple 
economic compensation. Income includes salary, wages, and other 
economic compensation that provides material security and comfort. 
Prestige encompasses social honour, respect, and recognition from others, 
which satisfies the human need for esteem and social validation. Authority 
involves the power to make decisions and direct others, providing a sense 
of control and influence. Occupational advantages include job security, 
favourable working conditions, benefits, leisure time, and other perks that 
enhance quality of life. These rewards are often bundled together, with 
high-ranking positions receiving multiple forms of compensation.

Unequal rewards are viewed as mechanisms for motivating individuals 
to undertake the efforts and sacrifices required for important positions. 
They encourage individuals to undergo lengthy training, such as the 
years of education required for medical or engineering professions. They 
motivate people to accept demanding responsibilities, such as leadership 
roles with high stakes for organizational or societal outcomes. They 
incentivize the development of specialized expertise that requires sustained 
effort and dedication. They compensate for personal sacrifices, such as 
deferred income during training periods or the stress associated with 
high-responsibility roles. Without differential rewards, Davis and Moore 
argued, individuals might not be sufficiently motivated to fill the most 
demanding and important positions, potentially leading to inefficiency or 
dysfunction.

Consider occupations requiring extensive education and specialized 
expertise, such as doctors, engineers, scientists, or senior administrators. 
These positions may receive higher rewards to compensate for the time 
and cost of training, which may span a decade or more. The scarcity of 
qualified personnel,due to the difficulty of training or the rarity of required 
talents,necessitates higher rewards to attract sufficient candidates. 
The functional importance of these roles for society ensuring health, 
infrastructure, technological advancement, or effective governance,justifies 
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differential compensation. Davis and Moore argued that without such 
differential rewards, societies might struggle to fill these critical positions 
with competent individuals.

2.4.8 � Role Allocation and Social Mobility

Functionalists emphasize that societies need effective systems 
for allocating people to social positions based on their abilities and 
qualifications. This process ensures that the right people fill the right 
roles for optimal social functioning, much like a matching mechanism 
that pairs talent with opportunity. Role allocation is thus central to the 
functionalist understanding of stratification, as it explains how societies 
sort individuals into positions where they can contribute most effectively.

The role-allocation process typically follows a sequence. Education 
serves as the initial stage, where individuals are exposed to knowledge and 
skills. Selection and training follow, as educational institutions identify 
and develop talent through examinations, evaluations, and specialized 
programmes. Occupational placement occurs as individuals are assigned 
to positions based on their qualifications, credentials, and performance. 
Finally, individuals perform specialized roles, contributing to social 
functioning through their work in various positions. This process is 
ongoing, with continuous assessment and adjustment as individuals 
develop and societal needs change.

Education systems contribute to role allocation in multiple ways. They 
identify talent by assessing abilities and potential through examinations, 
evaluations, and teacher recommendations. They provide training by 
developing skills and knowledge required for various positions, from 
basic literacy to advanced professional competencies. They certify 
qualifications by awarding credentials,degrees, diplomas, certificates,that 
signal competence to employers and society. They channel individuals by 
guiding people toward appropriate occupational paths through counselling, 
tracking, and differential access to advanced training. However, critics 
note that educational systems may also reproduce existing inequalities 
by providing unequal access to quality education based on class, caste, 
gender, and region.

Social mobility allows individuals to move between positions in the 
stratification system, either upward or downward. Functionalists generally 
view mobility as meritocratic, based on individual abilities and efforts rather 
than birth or ascriptive characteristics. They see it as functional, ensuring 
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that talented individuals can rise to positions where they can contribute 
most effectively to society. They also view it as stabilizing, reducing 
conflict by providing opportunities for advancement and preventing the 
solidification of rigid class boundaries. However, critics point out that 
mobility is often constrained by unequal starting conditions, structural 
barriers, and the intergenerational transmission of privilege, challenging 
the meritocratic ideal.

2.4.9 � Criticisms of the Functionalist Perspective

As KL Sharma noted , “Functionalist explanations of stratification 
have been criticized on several grounds by sociologists including Melvin 
Tumin, Dennis Wrong, Ralph Dahrendorf, and others. These criticisms 
challenge the core assumptions of the Davis-Moore thesis and question 
whether stratification is truly necessary or beneficial for society.

The first major criticism argues that inequality may not be necessary 
for social functioning. Critics contend that important work does not 
always require extremely high rewards to attract qualified individuals. 
Tumin (1953) challenged the assumption that stratification is functionally 
necessary, suggesting that many essential roles,such as teachers, nurses, 
farmers, and care workers,are poorly rewarded despite their importance for 
societal well-being. Intrinsic motivation, social recognition, or moderate 
rewards might suffice to fill important positions without generating 
extreme inequality. Moreover, excessive inequality may actually prevent 
qualified people from attempting to fill roles due to barriers to training, 
such as cost, discrimination, or lack of access.

The second criticism focuses on unequal starting points. People do 
not begin with equal educational, economic, and social opportunities, 
challenging the meritocratic assumptions of functionalism. Access to 
quality education varies significantly by class, caste, gender, region, and 
other social characteristics. Wealthy families can provide advantages,such as 
tutoring, enriched environments, social networks, and cultural capital,that 
help their children succeed regardless of innate ability. Structural 
barriers, including discrimination, poverty, lack of infrastructure, and 
unequal school funding, limit mobility for disadvantaged groups. Thus, 
the “meritocratic” ideal is often undermined by the intergenerational 
transmission of privilege, where advantages and disadvantages are passed 
from parents to children.

The third criticism emphasizes power and privilege. Higher rewards 
may reflect power and historical privilege rather than functional 
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importance. Critics argue that dominant groups can define which 
positions are “important” and reward themselves accordingly, shaping 
stratification systems to serve their interests. Historical patterns of 
exploitation,such as colonialism, caste hierarchy, slavery, or gender 
discrimination,shape contemporary stratification in ways that cannot be 
explained by functional necessity alone. Wealth and power can be used 
to maintain inequality across generations through inheritance, exclusive 
access to education, and control over political processes. This suggests 
that stratification reflects power relations as much as, or more than, 
functional requirements.

The fourth criticism highlights conflict. Functionalism may 
underestimate conflicts between groups and the role of struggle in 
shaping social order. Dahrendorf and conflict theorists emphasize 
that stratification generates tension, resistance, and struggle between 
advantaged and disadvantaged groups. Inequality is not always accepted 
as legitimate or functional by those at the bottom, who may resist, protest, 
or seek to overturn existing arrangements. Social change often arises 
from conflict rather than consensus, as disadvantaged groups mobilize 
to challenge their position. By focusing on stability and integration, 
functionalism may overlook the dynamic and contested nature of 
stratification systems.

The fifth criticism addresses ideological justification. Critics argue 
that functionalist explanations can sometimes make existing inequalities 
appear natural or necessary, legitimizing the status quo. This risks 
presenting inequality as functionally beneficial rather than as a product 
of historical and political processes that could be changed. It may ignore 
alternative arrangements that might reduce inequality without sacrificing 
efficiency or social functioning. By emphasizing the “necessity” of 
stratification, functionalism may inadvertently provide intellectual 
support for maintaining existing power structures.

Tumin’s specific criticisms raised several pointed objections to the 
Davis-Moore thesis. He argued that the distinction between “less functional” 
and “more functional” positions is misleading and tautological,positions 
are deemed important because they are highly rewarded, and highly 
rewarded because they are important. He suggested that stratification 
may actually limit the discovery of talent by restricting access to training 
for disadvantaged groups, preventing potentially qualified individuals 
from ever developing their abilities. He also noted that the theory ignores 
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inequalities based on race, gender, caste, and other ascriptive characteristics 
that cannot be explained by functional necessity.

Dennis Wrong, also a functionalist, criticized the Davis-Moore 
theory for being too general and abstract. He argued that it says nothing 
about the range of inequality in concrete societies,why some societies 
have extreme inequality while others have relatively modest differences. 
It ignores the determinants of rank in specific historical contexts, such 
as how caste, race, or gender shape stratification in particular societies. 
It neglects the disruptive consequences of mobility and inequality of 
opportunity, themes notably underexplored by American functionalist 
sociologists. Wrong’s critique suggests that while functionalism offers 
valuable insights, it must be supplemented with attention to historical 
specificity and variation.

2.4.10 � Functionalism and Contemporary Society

Despite criticisms, functionalist ideas remain useful for 
understanding certain aspects of contemporary social life. Occupational 
specialization,the increasing division of labour in modern economies,can 
be analyzed through functionalist concepts of role allocation and 
differential rewards. Social roles and the expectations attached to 
positions continue to guide behaviour in predictable ways, contributing 
to social order. Institutional interdependence,how changes in one 
institution affect others,remains a valuable lens for understanding social 
dynamics, such as how economic changes affect family structures or 
educational outcomes. Education and role allocation continue to be 
central concerns, as schools and universities sort and train individuals 
for the labour market. Social integration,how shared values and norms 
bind society together,remains relevant in diverse, pluralistic societies 
where cohesion is not automatic.

However, contemporary sociology generally combines functional 
analysis with other approaches that emphasize dimensions functionalism 
tends to neglect. Power is examined to understand how dominant groups 
shape stratification systems to serve their interests, rather than assuming 
that rewards reflect functional importance alone. Conflict is analyzed 
to understand how inequality generates struggle, resistance, and social 
movements that drive change. Inequality is studied in its own right, 
with attention to structural barriers that limit mobility and opportunity 
for disadvantaged groups. Social change is examined as a central feature 
of modern societies, rather than as a disturbance to equilibrium. Most 
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sociologists today recognize that while functionalist insights about role 
allocation and institutional interdependence are valuable, they must be 
balanced with attention to power, conflict, and historical context.

Impact on Indian Studies: Functionalism and Caste

Most studies on the caste system in India were conducted from a 
functionalist perspective, particularly in the first half of the 20th century 
and continuing through the 1960s and 1970s. This approach shaped how 
scholars understood caste, emphasizing its integrative functions and 
organic character while downplaying conflict, exploitation, and historical 
transformation.

Key scholars and their functionalist approaches left a lasting imprint on 
Indian sociology. H.H. Risley and J.H. Hutton, British administrators and 
anthropologists, viewed caste as a useful institution for social organization 
and governance, emphasizing its stability and orderliness. G.S. Ghurye 
emphasized the integrative functions of caste and its organic character, 
presenting caste as a cohesive system that bound Indian society together. 
M.N. Srinivas, perhaps the most influential Indian sociologist of the mid-
20th century, studied jajmani relations, intercaste relations, and intracaste 
solidarity as positive bases of Indian society, emphasizing functional 
interdependence and mutual support. Louis Dumont, in his famous work 
“Homo Hierarchicus,” analyzed caste as a hierarchical system based on 
ritual purity and pollution, presenting hierarchy as a cultural value rather 
than merely an economic or political arrangement.

Functionalist interpretations of caste enumerated positive functions 
of the caste system. The organic character of caste was emphasized, 
presenting it as an integrated system of interdependent parts working 
together harmoniously. The jajmani system,traditional reciprocal 
exchanges between castes,was highlighted as evidence of functional 
interdependence and mutual support. Intercaste relations were interpreted 
as functional interdependence through division of labour, where different 
castes performed specialized roles that contributed to the whole. Intracaste 
solidarity was celebrated as a source of cohesion and mutual support 
within castes, providing social security and identity. Congruence between 
caste, class, and power was emphasized, suggesting that ritual, economic, 
and political hierarchies aligned in a coherent system. In these studies, 
the “caste model” was often accepted without critical examination, and 
some scholars even claimed secular credentials for caste, calling it “the 
democratic incarnation.”
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Critiques of functionalist caste studies emerged from scholars like 
Yogendra Singh and others who questioned the assumptions and blind 
spots of this approach. They observed that structural-functional studies 
implied a systematic teleology based on the Brahminic or “hierarchical” 
model of caste society, presenting hierarchy as natural and beneficial. 
The approach emphasized harmony and consensus while downplaying 
conflict, exploitation, and resistance within the caste system. “Historicity” 
was casual,historical processes of power, domination, and resistance were 
neglected in favour of timeless structural analysis. The functional ethos of 
“integration” overwhelmed critical analysis of inequality and oppression, 
presenting caste as a source of social order rather than a system of graded 
inequality.”

Shifts in the 1970s marked a turning point in Indian sociology. 
The structural-functional approach showed two tendencies: deeper 
substantive and theoretical concerns about processes of change in caste 
and stratification, and increased diagnostic orientation,more critical 
examination of caste as a source of inequality and conflict. Contemporary 
Indian sociology now combines functionalist insights with conflict 
perspectives, feminist critiques, Dalit-Bahujan perspectives, and subaltern 
approaches that highlight power, resistance, and historical transformation. 
This pluralistic approach offers a more nuanced understanding of caste 
as both a source of social integration and a system of oppression and 
inequality.

Check Your Progress

1.	 What is functionalism?

2.	 What is the Davis-Moore thesis?

3.	 Why do functionalists consider unequal rewards important?

4.	 What is role allocation?

5.	 Identify two criticisms of the functionalist perspective.

2.4.11 � Summary

The functionalist perspective views society as an interconnected 
system whose institutions contribute to social order and continuity. Davis 
and Moore argued that social stratification performs a role-allocation 
function by attaching unequal rewards to different positions.

Critics challenge this argument by pointing to unequal starting 
conditions, power, privilege and the possibility that inequality may not 
always be functionally necessary.
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2.4.12 � Keywords

Functionalism, social structure, social function, social order, social 
integration, stratification, Davis-Moore thesis, role allocation, social 
mobility, value consensus

2.4.13 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define functionalism.

2.	 What is social function?

3.	 What is the Davis-Moore thesis?

4.	 What is role allocation?

5.	 Why do functionalists consider rewards important?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the functionalist perspective on social stratification.

2.	 Discuss the Davis-Moore thesis.

3.	 Explain the relationship between social stratification and role 
allocation.

4.	 Critically evaluate the functionalist explanation of inequality.

5.	 Discuss the relevance and limitations of functionalism in 
understanding contemporary society.
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Lesson 2.5 – Comparative Understanding of Marx, Weber and 
Functionalism

2.5.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Compare Marxist, Weberian and functionalist approaches.

2.	 Explain different interpretations of social stratification.

3.	 Distinguish conflict and consensus approaches.

4.	 Apply theoretical perspectives to contemporary social inequality.

5.	 Critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of each approach.

2.5.2 � Introduction

Marxist Analysis: A Marxist would ask: “Who owns the organization 
where this occupation is performed? Is it a private corporation owned 
by shareholders, a state institution, or a cooperative? Who controls 
production and makes decisions about work processes, technology, and 
resource allocation? How are profits and wages distributed,what portion 
of the value created by workers goes to owners as profit, and what portion 
goes to workers as wages? Is this occupation part of the proletariat 
(selling labour power) or does it have some relationship to ownership 
or management? How does this occupation relate to class conflict,are 
workers organized in unions, and do they struggle with management over 
wages, conditions, or control? A Marxist analysis would emphasize the 
economic structure, exploitation, and potential for class conflict within 
this occupation.

Weberian Analysis: A Weberian would ask: What is the occupational 
class position based on market situation? What skills, qualifications, 
and credentials are required, and how do these affect life chances and 
income opportunities? What prestige does the occupation have,what 
status honour is accorded to practitioners of this profession? How is this 
status expressed through lifestyle, consumption patterns, education, 
and social recognition? What political or organizational power does 
this occupation possess,do practitioners have influence over decisions 
in their workplace, profession, or society? Are they organized in 
professional associations or unions that exercise party-like influence? A 
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Weberian analysis would examine the intersection of class, status, and 
party, recognizing that this occupation’s position cannot be understood 
through economics alone.

Functionalist Analysis: A functionalist would ask: What skills are 
required for this occupation, and how lengthy or costly is the training? What 
function does this occupation perform for society,how does it contribute to 
social functioning, stability, or well-being? How functionally important is 
this occupation compared to others? How are people motivated to acquire 
the necessary qualifications,what rewards (income, prestige, authority, job 
security) are attached to this position? How does the education system 
identify, train, and allocate individuals to this occupation? Does this 
occupation contribute to social integration and order, or does it generate 
conflict? A functionalist analysis would emphasize role allocation, 
motivation, and the contribution of this occupation to social functioning. 
pressbooks.

This exercise demonstrates that the same occupation can be understood 
in multiple ways,as a site of exploitation and class struggle (Marx), as 
a position in a multidimensional hierarchy of class, status, and power 
(Weber), or as a functionally important role that requires incentives and 
training (functionalism). Each perspective illuminates different aspects of 
the occupation’s social significance.

2.5.9 � Strengths and Limitations of the Three Perspectives

Each theoretical perspective offers distinctive strengths but also faces 
important limitations. Understanding these strengths and limitations 
enables more critical and nuanced application of sociological theories.

Marx

Strengths: Marx highlights economic inequality and the centrality of 
ownership and exploitation in understanding stratification. His analysis 
explains class conflict and the dynamics of struggle between groups 
with opposed interests. He connects economic structure with social 
change, showing how class struggle drives historical transformation. His 
framework remains powerful for analyzing capitalism, corporate power, 
and global inequality.

Limitations: Marx may overemphasize economic class at the expense 
of other sources of identity and inequality, such as gender, race, ethnicity, 
caste, or religion. His analysis can understate the autonomous power of 
culture, ideology, and status honour independent of economic position. 
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His prediction of increasing class polarization and revolutionary overthrow 
of capitalism has not materialized in most advanced capitalist societies. 
His economically reductionist approach struggles to explain why certain 
forms of inequality persist even when economic classes might theoretically 
be abolished.

Weber

Strengths: Weber provides a multidimensional approach that captures 
the complexity of contemporary stratification. He explains class, status, 
and political power as distinct but intersecting dimensions, offering a 
more comprehensive framework than purely class-based models. He 
introduces the concept of life chances, linking stratification to concrete 
opportunities for education, health, employment, and well-being. His 
analysis of bureaucracy, authority, and rationalization remains highly 
relevant for understanding modern organizations and states.

Limitations: Weber’s framework is more complex and less unified 
than a purely class-based model, making it harder to apply systematically. 
He does not provide a single, comprehensive theory of historical 
change comparable to Marx’s theory of class struggle and revolutionary 
transformation. His emphasis on multiple dimensions can make it difficult 
to identify clear patterns or predict outcomes. Some critics argue that his 
framework, while descriptively rich, lacks the explanatory power of Marx’s 
more focused analysis.

Functionalism

Strengths: Functionalism explains social institutions and their 
interdependence, showing how different parts of society contribute to the 
whole. It highlights role allocation and social integration, offering insights 
into how societies match talent with positions and maintain cohesion. 
Its emphasis on shared values and social order helps explain stability 
and continuity in social systems. It remains useful for understanding 
occupational specialization, institutional functions, and the contributions 
of education to role allocation.

Limitations: Functionalism may underestimate conflict and power, 
presenting an overly harmonious view of society that neglects struggle, 
resistance, and domination. It can appear to justify existing inequalities 
as natural or necessary, legitimizing the status quo rather than critically 
examining it. It may overlook historical and structural disadvantages, such 
as inherited privilege, discrimination, and unequal starting conditions 
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that limit mobility. Its reasoning about functional importance can be 
circular,positions are deemed important because they are highly rewarded, 
and highly rewarded because they are important. It struggles to explain why 
certain groups,women, ethnic minorities, people with disabilities- remain 
systematically disadvantaged even when their functional contributions are 
clear.

Check Your Progress

What is the main focus of Marx’s theory? The main focus of Marx’s 
theory is class and class conflict, particularly the exploitative relationship 
between those who own the means of production (bourgeoisie) and those 
who must sell their labour power (proletariat). Marx emphasizes economic 
structure, ownership, capital, exploitation, and how class struggle drives 
historical chang

What are Weber’s three dimensions of stratification? Weber’s three 
dimensions of stratification are class (economic position and market 
situation), status (social honour and prestige), and party (political 
power and organized influence). These dimensions are distinct but often 
intersect, and together they shape individuals’ life chances and social 
positions.

What does functionalism emphasize? Functionalism emphasizes 
social order, integration, role allocation, socialization, motivation, 
unequal rewards, and social stability. It examines how social institutions 
and stratification systems contribute to the functioning and continuity of 
society as a whole.

Distinguish conflict and consensus perspectives. Conflict perspectives 
(associated with Marx) emphasize competition, struggle, power, unequal 
resources, domination, and social change driven by class conflict. 
Consensus perspectives (associated with functionalism) emphasize shared 
values, social integration, cooperation, stability, institutional functions, 
and social order maintained through socialization and value consensus. 
Conflict theorists view society as divided by competing interests, while 
consensus theorists view society as an integrated system working toward 
stability.

How would Marx, Weber and functionalists analyse the same 
occupation differently? Marx would focus on who owns the organization, 
who controls production, how profits and wages are distributed, and the 
occupation’s relationship to class exploitation and conflict. Weber would 
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examine the occupation’s class position (market situation), status (prestige 
and honour), and party (political or organizational power), recognizing 
multiple dimensions of inequality.” Functionalists would analyze the skills 
required, the function the occupation performs for society, how people are 
motivated to acquire qualifications, and how the occupation contributes 
to role allocation and social order.”

2.5.10 � Summary

Marx, Weber and functionalist theorists provide three important 
approaches to understanding social stratification.

Marx emphasizes class, ownership, exploitation and conflict.

Weber expands the analysis to class, status and party, emphasizing 
economic position, social honour and political power.

Functionalism emphasizes the functions of social stratification, role 
allocation, motivation and social order.

Together, these approaches demonstrate that social stratification can 
be studied from different theoretical perspectives.

2.5.11 � Keywords

Marxism, Weberian theory, functionalism, class, status, party, social 
stratification, conflict, consensus, power, social order, role allocation

2.5.12 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 What is the central concern of Marx’s theory?

2.	 What are Weber’s three dimensions of stratification?

3.	 What is the functionalist approach?

4.	 What is the conflict perspective?

5.	 What is the consensus perspective?

Essay Questions

1.	 Compare Marx and Weber’s approaches to social stratification.

2.	 Discuss the functionalist explanation of social stratification.

3.	 Compare Marx, Weber and functionalism as theories of social 
stratification.

4.	 Explain the difference between conflict and consensus perspectives.

5.	 “No single theory can fully explain social stratification.” Discuss.
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UNIT – III

Forms of Social Stratification: Class, Caste, Gender and Race

Overview of the Unit

This unit examines the major forms through which societies organize, 
rank and differentiate individuals and groups. Social stratification refers 
to the structured pattern of inequality in which people occupy different 
social positions and have unequal access to resources, opportunities, 
power, prestige and privileges.

The unit focuses on four major forms of stratification. Although 
these forms are analytically distinct, they often overlap. An individual’s 
social position may be shaped simultaneously by class, caste, gender, race, 
ethnicity, and other social characteristics.

Lessons in the Unit

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.1 – Class as a Form of Social Stratification

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.2 – Caste as a Form of Social Stratification

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.3 – Gender as a Form of Social Stratification

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.4 – Race as a Form of Social Stratification

 	 ➢ Lesson 3.5 – Comparative and Intersectional Understanding of 
Class, Caste, Gender and Race
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Lesson 3.1 – Class as a Form of Social Stratification

3.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Define social class.

2.	 Explain class as a form of social stratification.

3.	 Identify the major bases of class position.

4.	 Explain the relationship between class, occupation and income.

5.	 Understand Marx’s and Weber’s approaches to class.

6.	 Explain social mobility in a class system.

7.	 Identify contemporary forms of class inequality.

3.1.1 � Objectives

 	 ➢ After studying this lesson, learners will be able to define social class 
and explain its role as a major form of social stratification. 

 	 ➢ They will understand the economic and social factors that shape 
class position, including income, wealth, occupation, education, 
skills, employment, and market opportunities. 

 	 ➢ Learners will also be able to distinguish between income and wealth, 
explain the connection between class and life chances, and identify 
different forms of social mobility. 

 	 ➢ Finally, they will gain an introductory understanding of Karl Marx’s 
and Max Weber’s approaches to class, as well as contemporary 
patterns of class inequality.

3.1.2 � Introduction

Social class is one of the most significant systems of social stratification 
in modern societies. As scholars noted “Social stratification refers to the 
division of society into unequal layers, in which some groups possess 
greater access to resources, power, prestige, and opportunities than others. 
Class is especially important in industrial, capitalist, and post-industrial 
societies, where people’s economic location often shapes many aspects of 
their everyday lives.

Unlike caste, which is traditionally based on birth and is relatively 
closed, class is comparatively open. A person’s family background remains 
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important, but education, occupational achievement, income, skills, 
property ownership, and employment opportunities can influence class 
position. Thus, class systems allow a degree of social mobility, although 
opportunities for mobility are not equally available to all individuals. Class 
differences affect access to good education, healthcare, housing, secure 
employment, political influence, social networks, and cultural resources.

3.1.3 � Meaning of Social Class

A social class may be understood as a broad category of people who 
occupy a similar economic and social position in society. Members of 
a class may share similar levels of income, wealth, occupational status, 
educational opportunities, living conditions, and access to social resources. 
However, social class is not based on only one factor. It is shaped by several 
interconnected conditions that influence an individual’s position within 
society.

Income, wealth, ownership of property, occupation, education, 
employment security, skills, and market opportunities are among the 
major factors that determine class position. For example, a highly educated 
professional with a stable and well-paid occupation is likely to have a 
different class position from a daily-wage labourer with insecure work and 
limited access to formal education. Therefore, class should be understood 
as both an economic category and a social category. It affects not only 
what people earn or own, but also their lifestyle, aspirations, networks, 
social status, and future opportunities.

3.1.4 � Characteristics of Class Stratification

Class stratification has an important economic basis because access to 
income, wealth, property, and productive resources is unevenly distributed. 
People who own land, factories, businesses, financial assets, or other forms 
of property usually possess greater economic security and influence than 
those who depend mainly on wages or daily work for survival. Economic 
inequality therefore forms the foundation of class differences.

A second feature of class is its relative openness. Unlike a rigidly 
closed system, class systems permit movement from one social position 
to another. An individual may improve their class position through 
education, occupational achievement, entrepreneurship, migration, or 
access to better employment. At the same time, people can also experience 
downward mobility because of unemployment, debt, illness, business 
losses, economic crisis, or family responsibilities.
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Class stratification also produces unequal life chances. People from 
privileged classes are more likely to have access to quality schooling, private 
healthcare, secure housing, better nutrition, professional networks, and 
financial support. In contrast, people from lower-income groups may face 
insecure employment, poor housing, inadequate healthcare, and limited 
educational opportunities. Class differences are also visible in lifestyle 
patterns, including forms of consumption, leisure activities, language use, 
clothing, housing, food habits, and cultural preferences.

3.1.5 � Bases of Class Stratification

Class position is shaped by a number of interrelated factors. Ownership 
of property is a major basis because property can generate income, security, 
and power. Landowners, business owners, and those with substantial 
financial assets often have greater economic independence than those who 
own little or no property. Income is another key basis, as it determines a 
person’s capacity to meet daily needs, invest in education, access healthcare, 
and maintain a particular standard of living.

Education and occupation are closely related to class position. Higher 
education can provide access to professional and managerial occupations, 
which may offer better salaries, prestige, authority, and job security. 
Skills and employment conditions are equally important. A worker with 
specialized technical or professional skills may enjoy better market 
opportunities than someone engaged in unskilled or insecure labour. These 
factors often reinforce one another: higher education can lead to better 
employment, better employment can lead to higher income, and higher 
income can support wealth accumulation and improved social status.

3.1.6 � Class, Wealth and Income

Income refers to money received over a particular period, such as 
wages, salaries, business profits, rent, pensions, or interest. It is usually 
measured weekly, monthly, or annually. Income enables individuals 
and families to meet immediate needs such as food, clothing, transport, 
education, housing, and healthcare. However, income alone does not fully 
indicate a person’s class position.

Wealth refers to accumulated assets and resources owned by an 
individual or household. Wealth may include land, houses, savings, gold, 
shares, businesses, vehicles, inherited property, and other valuable assets. 
A person may earn a high salary but have limited wealth because they have 
only recently entered a well-paid occupation or have significant expenses 



Notes

113

and debts. In contrast, someone may have a moderate current income but 
possess substantial inherited property or assets. Wealth often provides 
long-term security and can be transferred across generations, thereby 
reproducing class inequality.

3.1.7 � Class and Occupation

Occupation is one of the most visible indicators of class position. 
Different occupations vary in income, skill requirements, authority, 
prestige, working conditions, and job security. Professional occupations 
such as doctors, teachers, engineers, lawyers, and senior administrators 
may provide relatively high income, social prestige, and stable employment. 
Managerial occupations may involve authority over workers and decision-
making power within organizations.

Industrial workers, agricultural labourers, domestic workers, 
construction workers, delivery workers, and informal-sector workers may 
experience lower wages, insecure employment, limited social protection, 
and difficult working conditions. In many developing societies, informal 
employment plays a major role in class structure because a large number 
of people work without formal contracts, pensions, insurance, or job 
security. Occupational differences therefore contribute significantly to 
class inequality.

3.1.8 � Class and Life Chances

Max Weber’s concept of life chances helps explain the wider 
consequences of class inequality. Life chances refer to the opportunities 
individuals have to obtain desirable resources, experiences, and social 
advantages. They include the possibility of receiving good education, 
finding secure employment, living in safe housing, accessing quality 
healthcare, building useful social networks, and participating effectively 
in political and public life.

Class affects life chances because people from economically privileged 
backgrounds generally have greater access to resources that support 
success. For instance, a child from an affluent family may attend a well-
resourced school, receive private coaching, use digital learning tools, and 
benefit from professional networks. A child from a low-income family 
may have fewer educational resources and may need to begin paid work at 
an early age. Thus, class shapes not only present living conditions but also 
future opportunities and outcomes.
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Melvin M. Tumin explains that social stratification is not merely a way 
of dividing people into higher and lower groups. It has real consequences 
for people’s everyday lives. When society is divided unequally on the basis 
of wealth, power, prestige, education, caste, race, gender, or occupation, 
people do not receive the same opportunities. Some groups enjoy greater 
security, comfort, recognition, and access to resources, while others face 
deprivation and exclusion. Tumin therefore emphasizes that stratification 
affects both people’s life chances and their life styles.

Meaning of Life Chances

The term life chances was mainly developed by Max Weber. It refers 
to the opportunities people have to obtain desirable things in life and 
to avoid undesirable conditions. These opportunities include access to 
adequate food, safe housing, education, healthcare, secure employment, 
income, social respect, and political participation. In simple terms, life 
chances show how a person’s social position affects what they are able to 
achieve in life. People who share a similar class situation often have similar 
life chances because they have similar access to economic resources and 
market opportunities.

For example, a child born into a wealthy family may have access to 
high-quality schools, private medical care, nutritious food, digital devices, 
coaching classes, and professional networks. These advantages may help 
the child gain higher education and a well-paid occupation. In contrast, 
a child from a poor family may face inadequate schooling, financial 
hardship, poor nutrition, insecure housing, and pressure to begin work 
early. Thus, unequal social positions can produce unequal opportunities 
from childhood onward.

Interconnection of Life Chances

Life chances are closely connected with one another. One advantage 
can lead to another advantage, just as one disadvantage can create further 
disadvantages. For instance, family wealth can make higher education 
possible. Higher education may lead to a professional occupation, and such 
an occupation can provide better income, healthcare, housing, and social 
status. These advantages may later be passed on to the next generation 
through inheritance, educational support, and social networks.

This process explains why inequality can continue across generations. 
A family with limited income may struggle to provide quality education; 
limited education can restrict occupational opportunities; insecure or 
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low-paid work can then reduce access to healthcare, housing, and savings. 
Therefore, class inequality is not limited to money alone. It shapes a chain 
of opportunities and disadvantages throughout a person’s life.

Tumin’s Critique of Stratification

Tumin strongly criticized the idea that s”ocial inequality is always 
useful or necessary for society. He argued that stratification can prevent 
society from recognizing and developing the abilities of people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. A poor but talented student may not receive 
good schooling, training, encouragement, or opportunities to demonstrate 
their abilities. Society then loses valuable talent simply because opportunity 
is distributed unequally.

Tumin also argued that stratification distributes positive self-image 
unequally. Privileged groups are more likely to receive respect, confidence, 
and recognition, whereas disadvantaged groups may experience exclusion, 
humiliation, and a feeling that they do not belong. Inequality can therefore 
create resentment, suspicion, and hostility between social groups, 
weakening social unity and cooperation. 

Life Chances and Life Styles

Tumin distinguishes life chances from life styles. Life chances refer to 
opportunities available to people, such as the chance to receive education, 
remain healthy, get a secure job, and live longer. Life styles refer to the 
patterns of living that people follow, including housing, clothing, food 
habits, leisure, language, cultural tastes, and forms of consumption. 
Stratification affects both: unequal resources shape people’s opportunities, 
while differences in status and social honour shape their ways of life.

3.1.9 � Social Mobility and Class

Social mobility refers to movement by individuals or groups from one 
social position to another. In a class system, mobility can occur through 
education, employment, migration, marriage, business success, political 
influence, or changes in the wider economy. Upward mobility occurs 
when a person moves to a higher socioeconomic position, such as when 
the child of a manual worker becomes a doctor, civil servant, entrepreneur, 
or university teacher.

Downward mobility occurs when a person moves to a lower social or 
economic position. This may result from job loss, financial crisis, illness, 
debt, business failure, or changes in the labour market. Intergenerational 
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mobility refers to changes in class position between parents and children. 
Intragenerational mobility refers to changes that take place during 
an individual’s own lifetime. Although class systems permit mobility, 
inequalities in education, wealth, social networks, and employment 
opportunities can limit the extent to which people are able to move upward.

3.1.10 � Marxist Perspective on Class

Karl Marx explained class primarily in terms of people’s relationship to 
the means of production. The means of production include land, factories, 
machinery, technology, raw materials, and other resources used to produce 
goods and services. According to Marx, the most important division in 
capitalist society is between those who own and control these productive 
resources and those who must sell their labour in order to survive.

The bourgeoisie, or capitalist class, own or control the means of 
production. They earn profit through the labour of workers and possess 
significant economic power. The proletariat, or working class, do not 
own sufficient productive property and therefore sell their labour power 
in return for wages. Marx argued that this unequal relationship produces 
exploitation because workers create value through their labour, while 
owners receive much of the profit. This conflict of interests between 
owners and workers can lead to class consciousness, collective action, and 
class conflict.

3.1.11 � Weberian Perspective on Class

Max Weber offered a broader and more multidimensional approach to 
social stratification. He agreed that economic position was important, but 
he did not reduce class solely to ownership of the means of production. 
Weber explained class in terms of market situation, meaning a person’s 
opportunities in the labour market and their ability to obtain income, 
property, employment, and economic security.

Weber argued that stratification has three related dimensions: class, 
status, and party. Class is connected to economic position and market 
opportunities. Status refers to social honour, prestige, lifestyle, and 
recognition. Party refers to political power and the ability to influence 
collective decisions. For example, a person may have a moderate income 
but high social prestige because of their occupation, education, religion, 
or community standing. Weber’s approach is therefore useful for 
understanding the complex ways in which inequality operates in modern 
societies.
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3.1.12 � Contemporary Class Structure

Contemporary societies often contain several broad class categories, 
such as the upper class, upper-middle class, middle class, working class, 
and lower-income groups. The upper class generally includes people with 
substantial wealth, property, business ownership, and influence. The 
upper-middle class may include highly educated professionals, senior 
administrators, managers, and successful businesspersons. The middle 
class commonly includes salaried employees, teachers, small business 
owners, technical workers, and lower-level professionals.

The working class includes people employed in manual, industrial, 
service, agricultural, and routine wage-based occupations. Lower-income 
groups may include casual labourers, unemployed persons, informal 
workers, migrant workers, and households facing poverty or economic 
insecurity. These categories are not always fixed, and their boundaries 
differ across societies. Globalization, technological change, automation, 
digital platforms, professionalization, migration, and the expansion of 
service-sector work have transformed contemporary class structures. 
At the same time, growing inequalities in wealth, job security, housing, 
education, and digital access continue to make social class a central issue 
in sociology.”

Check Your Progress

1.	 Define social class.

2.	 What are the major bases of class stratification?

3.	 Distinguish income from wealth.

4.	 What is social mobility?

5.	 Explain Marx’s concept of class.

6.	 What are life chances?

3.1.13 � Summary

Class is a relatively open form of social stratification based primarily 
on economic and social position. Income, wealth, occupation, education 
and market opportunities influence class position. Marx explains class 
through ownership and control of the means of production, while Weber 
emphasizes market situation and life chances. Class systems generally 
allow greater mobility than caste systems, although opportunities for 
mobility may themselves be unequal.
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3.1.14 � Keywords

Class, social class, stratification, income, wealth, occupation, life 
chances, social mobility, bourgeoisie, proletariat, means of production

3.1.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define social class.

2.	 What is the difference between income and wealth?

3.	 What are life chances?

4.	 What is social mobility?

5.	 Who are the bourgeoisie and proletariat?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain class as a form of social stratification.

2.	 Discuss Marx’s theory of class.

3.	 Explain Weber’s concept of class and life chances.

4.	 Discuss the relationship between class and social mobility.

5.	 Examine the major characteristics of contemporary class 
stratification.
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Lesson 3.2 – Caste as a Form of Social Stratification

3.2.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Define caste.

2.	 Identify the major characteristics of caste stratification.

3.	 Distinguish caste from class.

4.	 Explain endogamy and hereditary membership.

5.	 Understand purity and pollution.

6.	 Explain caste hierarchy.

7.	 Examine changes in the caste system.

3.2.2 � Introduction

Caste has historically been one of the most important forms of social 
stratification in South Asia, especially in India. “Social stratification refers 
to the division of society into unequal social groups based on status, power, 
privilege, and access to resources. Caste has traditionally organized people 
into groups whose membership is largely determined by birth. It has 
influenced marriage, occupation, social interaction, religious practices, 
political participation, and access to social opportunities.

Caste should not be understood only as an economic system because it 
affects many dimensions of life. It has social, cultural, religious, political, 
and institutional aspects. Traditionally, caste influenced whom a person 
could marry, the work they were expected to perform, the people with 
whom they could share food or social space, and the level of respect 
they received in society. Although caste has changed substantially over 
time, it continues to influence identity, social relationships, and access to 
opportunities in contemporary India.

3.2.3 � Meaning of Caste

Caste refers to a system of socially recognized groups that have 
historically been characterized by hereditary membership, endogamy, 
occupational association, social ranking, and rules governing interaction. 
A person is generally born into a caste group, and this membership is 
traditionally passed from parents to children. Therefore, caste has often 
been described as a relatively closed form of social stratification.
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Caste groups have traditionally been associated with particular 
occupations, customs, marriage practices, and social status. However, 
caste is not the same in every region of India. Its organization, ranking, 
customs, and occupational links have varied across villages, districts, 
linguistic regions, and historical periods. It is therefore necessary to study 
caste as a complex and changing social institution rather than as a fixed or 
uniform system.

3.2.4 � Characteristics of the Caste System

A central feature of caste is hereditary membership. Traditionally, a 
person’s caste identity is determined at birth and cannot easily be changed 
through individual achievement, education, or wealth. This distinguishes 
caste from class, in which occupation, income, education, and property 
can more directly influence a person’s social position.

Endogamy is another important feature of caste. It refers to the 
practice of marrying within one’s own caste or community. Traditionally, 
caste endogamy maintained social boundaries between groups and 
helped reproduce caste identity across generations. Although inter-caste 
marriages have increased in some urban and educated sections of society, 
marriage continues to be an important sphere in which caste identity 
remains influential.

Caste is also characterized by hierarchy. Caste groups have traditionally 
been placed in a ranked social order, with some groups receiving greater 
ritual status and social respect than others. This hierarchy was connected 
to unequal access to resources, social recognition, and opportunities. 
Occupational association formed another feature of the system, as 
particular communities were historically linked with occupations such as 
agriculture, craft production, trade, religious services, administration, and 
various service occupations.

Traditional caste practices also regulated social interaction. These 
practices could include restrictions on food-sharing, marriage, physical 
contact, entry into religious spaces, and residence in particular localities. 
Ideas of purity and pollution were used to justify many of these restrictions. 
Such beliefs classified some activities and occupations as ritually pure and 
others as impure, thereby contributing to unequal treatment and social 
exclusion.
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3.2.5 � Caste and Varna

Varna refers to a broad fourfold conceptual classification found in 
traditional Hindu social thought. The four varnas are Brahmin, Kshatriya, 
Vaishya, and Shudra. Brahmins were traditionally associated with religious 
learning and ritual activity; Kshatriyas with governance and warfare; 
Vaishyas with trade and agriculture; and Shudras with service and labour. 
This model is often used as a general description of traditional social 
hierarchy.

However, varna should not be confused with the actual organization 
of caste in Indian society. The lived reality of caste has involved thousands 
of jati groups, each with its own regional history, customs, occupations, 
marriage rules, and status claims. Jati refers to the more localized and 
concrete caste groups found in everyday social life. Therefore, varna is a 
broad ideological model, whereas jati refers to the numerous social groups 
that have existed in different regions.

3.2.6 � Endogamy and Hereditary Membership

Endogamy means marriage within a particular group. In the caste 
system, endogamy has historically been one of the strongest mechanisms 
for maintaining caste boundaries. By encouraging or enforcing marriage 
within the group, caste communities preserved their identity, customs, 
kinship ties, and social status. It also helped ensure that caste membership 
continued from one generation to the next.

Hereditary membership means that an individual receives caste identity 
by birth. Traditionally, children were assigned the caste position of their 
family, regardless of their personal abilities, education, or achievements. 
This made caste a comparatively closed system. In practice, however, social 
change, education, migration, urban life, legal protection, and inter-caste 
interaction have challenged some traditional restrictions, even though 
caste continues to influence marriage decisions in many families.

3.2.7 � Caste and Occupation

Traditional caste organization was closely connected with occupational 
specialization. Certain caste groups became associated with particular types 
of work, including farming, pottery, weaving, carpentry, leatherwork, trade, 
priesthood, administration, domestic service, and other occupations. This 
division of labour often passed from one generation to another because 
occupational skills, social networks, and customary expectations were 
transmitted within the community.
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However, caste-based occupation should not be understood as 
completely fixed in all times and places. Modern education, industrialization, 
urbanization, migration, market expansion, state employment, and new 
professional opportunities have weakened the traditional link between 
caste and occupation. People from many caste backgrounds now 
enter education, government service, business, industry, information 
technology, healthcare, and other fields. Nevertheless, unequal access to 
land, education, capital, and social networks means that caste background 
can still affect occupational opportunities.

3.2.8 � Purity and Pollution

The ideas of purity and pollution are important for understanding 
traditional caste hierarchy. Certain occupations, foods, practices, and 
forms of social contact were historically regarded as ritually pure or 
impure. These ideas shaped rules about eating together, sharing water, 
entering temples, physical contact, and living spaces. Such beliefs were not 
merely religious ideas; they also contributed to the maintenance of social 
inequality.

Louis Dumont emphasized purity and pollution as central principles of 
caste hierarchy. He argued that caste was organized around a ritual ranking 
in which groups were considered relatively pure or impure. However, this 
perspective has also been criticized because caste cannot be explained only 
through religious ideas. Caste is also connected with economic inequality, 
political power, land ownership, social exclusion, and unequal access to 
education and employment.

3.2.9 � Caste and Social Hierarchy

Caste is more than simple social difference. People may differ in 
language, food habits, religion, occupation, or region without necessarily 
being ranked as superior or inferior. Caste, however, involves hierarchical 
differentiation. This means that different groups are placed in a social 
order in which they may receive unequal status, respect, rights, and access 
to resources.

The process can be understood as follows:

Different caste groups
↓

Social ranking of groups
↓
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Unequal status and recognition
↓

Unequal access to resources and opportunities

This hierarchical structure made caste a powerful form of social 
stratification. Historically, caste hierarchy could influence access to land, 
education, political authority, religious institutions, public spaces, and 
dignified employment. It could also lead to discrimination, exclusion, and 
unequal treatment, especially for groups historically placed at the bottom 
of the caste order.

3.2.10 � Sociological Perspectives on Caste

Louis Dumont explained caste mainly through the cultural ideas of 
hierarchy, purity, and pollution. In his view, caste society gave importance 
to ritual status rather than to economic equality. His approach helped 
sociologists understand the symbolic and religious dimensions of caste. At 
the same time, critics have argued that his perspective gives less attention 
to conflict, economic inequality, power, and resistance.

M. N. Srinivas studied caste as a changing institution in Indian society. 
He introduced the concept of Sanskritization to explain how some lower or 
middle-ranking groups attempted to improve their social status by adopting 
the customs, rituals, dietary practices, and lifestyle patterns associated 
with higher-status groups. Srinivas also examined Westernization and the 
impact of education, law, urbanization, and modern institutions on caste 
relations.

André Béteille examined the relationship between caste, class, and 
power. He showed that these three forms of inequality may overlap 
but are not always identical. A person may have high caste status but 
limited economic resources, while another person may have economic 
power without occupying a traditionally high caste position. His work 
demonstrates that social inequality in India must be studied through 
several connected dimensions.

B. R. Ambedkar offered one of the most influential critiques of caste. 
He viewed caste as a system of graded inequality that divides people into 
unequal groups and denies dignity, equality, and fraternity. He strongly 
opposed untouchability and caste-based exclusion, and he argued that 
democracy could not succeed fully without social equality. His thought 
remains central to understanding caste, social justice, constitutional rights, 
and the struggle against discrimination.
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3.2.11 � Caste and Social Change

Caste has undergone major changes due to modern education, 
urbanization, industrialization, migration, democratic politics, legal 
reforms, constitutional equality, and economic transformation. The 
Constitution of India prohibits discrimination on the basis of caste 
and provides safeguards for historically disadvantaged communities. 
Policies of affirmative action, commonly known as reservation, aim to 
improve representation and access to education, employment, and public 
institutions for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and other socially 
disadvantaged groups.

Urbanization and migration have brought people from different 
caste backgrounds into workplaces, educational institutions, residential 
areas, and public spaces. These changes have weakened some traditional 
restrictions on occupation, food-sharing, and everyday interaction. 
However, social change has not removed caste entirely. In many contexts, 
caste continues to influence marriage, local politics, social networks, 
community organizations, and access to resources.

3.2.12 � Caste in Contemporary India

Caste in contemporary India shows both continuity and change. Many 
traditional restrictions have weakened, especially in cities, educational 
institutions, and modern workplaces. People increasingly enter occupations 
that are not traditionally associated with their caste, and democratic 
participation has enabled marginalized communities to demand rights, 
recognition, representation, and social justice.

At the same time, caste remains important in marriage practices, 
political mobilization, electoral alliances, social networks, community 
identity, and access to land, education, employment, and public 
resources. Caste discrimination and caste-based violence continue to be 
serious concerns in some parts of society.” Therefore, the contemporary 
study of caste must examine both traditional structures and modern 
transformations. It should recognize caste as a changing institution that 
continues to shape inequality, identity, and power in India.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Define caste.

2.	 What is endogamy?

3.	 Distinguish varna and jati.
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4.	 Explain purity and pollution.

5.	 How is caste different from class?

6.	 Identify two processes that have contributed to caste change.

3.2.13 � Summary

Caste is a historically significant form of stratification characterized 
by hereditary membership, endogamy, hierarchy and occupational 
associations. Ritual ideas of purity and pollution have played an important 
role in traditional caste organization.

Caste differs from class because caste membership has traditionally 
been determined by birth and has been relatively closed. Modernization, 
constitutional provisions, education, urbanization and democratic 
politics have transformed caste relations, although caste remains socially 
significant.

3.2.14 � Keywords

Caste, jati, varna, endogamy, hereditary status, hierarchy, purity, 
pollution, Sanskritization, social mobility, caste system

3.2.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 What is caste?

2.	 What is endogamy?

3.	 What is the difference between varna and jati?

4.	 Explain hereditary membership.

5.	 What is meant by purity and pollution?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the major characteristics of the caste system.

2.	 Discuss caste as a form of social stratification.

3.	 Explain Louis Dumont’s interpretation of caste.

4.	 Discuss B. R. Ambedkar’s critique of caste.

5.	 Examine the relationship between caste and social change in 
contemporary India.

6.	 Distinguish between caste and class.
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Lesson 3.3 – Gender as a Form of Social Stratification

3.3.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Distinguish sex and gender.

2.	 Explain gender as a form of social stratification.

3.	 Understand gender roles and socialization.

4.	 Explain patriarchy.

5.	 Examine gender differences in work, education and politics.

6.	 Introduce feminist approaches to gender inequality.

7.	 Understand intersectionality.

3.3.2 � Introduction

Feminist scholars noted, “Gender is a major basis of social differentiation 
and social stratification. Social differentiation refers to the ways in which 
people are categorized on the basis of socially recognized characteristics, 
whereas social stratification refers to the unequal ranking of such categories 
in terms of power, prestige, resources, and opportunities. Societies attach 
particular expectations, rights, responsibilities, and roles to individuals on 
the basis of gender. These expectations influence everyday life, including 
family relationships, educational choices, employment opportunities, 
political participation, and access to property.

Gender stratification occurs when gender differences become linked 
with unequal access to resources, authority, opportunities, and social 
recognition. It is therefore not simply the result of individual choices or 
biological differences. Rather, gender inequality is often embedded in 
social institutions such as the family, school, workplace, economy, media, 
religion, law, and political system. Sociological study of gender examines 
how these institutions create, maintain, and sometimes challenge unequal 
gender relations.

3.3.3 � Sex and Gender

The distinction between sex and gender is central to sociological 
analysis. Sex generally refers to biological characteristics associated with 
reproductive anatomy, chromosomes, hormones, and physiology. These 
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characteristics are commonly used to classify people at birth into categories 
such as female and male. However, biological characteristics themselves 
are more diverse and complex than simple binary classifications may 
suggest.

Gender, in contrast, refers to the social meanings, roles, expectations, 
identities, and behaviours that societies associate with gender categories. 
For example, the belief that women should be caring and emotional, while 
men should be assertive and independent, is a gender expectation rather 
than a biological fact. Gender roles differ across societies and historical 
periods, demonstrating that they are socially created and learned. The 
distinction between sex and gender helps sociologists examine how 
biological differences may be transformed into social inequalities.

Judith Butler on Sex and Gender

Judith Butler is a major feminist and queer theorist known for 
developing the idea of gender performativity, especially in Gender 
Trouble (1990). Butler challenges the view that gender is a fixed inner 
identity or a natural result of biological sex. Instead, gender is produced 
through repeated actions, speech, dress, gestures, bodily practices, and 
social expectations. In simple terms, gender is not simply something a 
person is; it is shaped and expressed through what people repeatedly do 
within society. 

Butler uses the term performativity carefully. It does not mean that 
gender is a freely chosen performance, like acting in a play. Rather, people 
learn and repeat gender norms because society rewards conformity and 
may punish those who do not conform. For example, expectations that 
boys should be tough or that girls should be gentle are repeated through 
family, school, media, peer groups, and institutions. Repetition makes 
these social expectations appear natural and permanent, even though they 
are historically and culturally shaped.

Butler’s View of Sex

Many sociological approaches distinguish between sex as biological 
and gender as social. Butler questions this strict separation. Butler argues 
that even “sex” is not understood outside society and culture because 
bodies are classified, interpreted, and regulated through social norms. 
Thus, biological characteristics exist, but the meanings attached to bodies, 
the categories used to classify them, and the expectations that follow are 
socially organized.
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Butler therefore critiques the assumption that there is a natural 
sequence: male body leads to masculine gender, which leads to attraction 
toward women; or female body leads to feminine gender, which leads to 
attraction toward men. This assumption treats heterosexuality and the 
male-female binary as natural and compulsory. Butler argues that gender 
identity, gender expression, bodily classification, and sexuality do not 
always follow this expected pattern.

Sociological Significance

Butler’s work is important because it shows that gender inequality is 
maintained through everyday practices as well as through institutions. 
If gender norms are socially produced, they can also be questioned, 
resisted, and changed. This perspective is useful for analysing stereotypes, 
discrimination against gender-nonconforming persons, unequal 
expectations within families, and the exclusion of transgender and non-
binary people.

3.3.4 � Meaning of Gender Stratification

Gender stratification refers to the structured and unequal distribution 
of power, resources, status, opportunities, and responsibilities among 
people on the basis of gender. It is called “structured” because it is not 
limited to isolated cases of discrimination. Instead, inequality may be 
produced through regular patterns within major institutions of society.

Gender stratification can be seen within families, where decision-
making and domestic responsibilities may be unequally distributed. It 
can be seen in education through unequal access, gender stereotyping in 
subjects, or differences in educational continuation. It is also visible in 
workplaces through occupational segregation, wage differences, unequal 
promotion, insecure employment, and the unequal burden of unpaid care 
work. In politics, gender stratification is reflected in unequal representation 
in legislatures, leadership positions, and decision-making institutions.

Ann Oakley on Gender Stratification

Ann Oakley is a major feminist sociologist who helped establish 
the distinction between sex and gender in sociology. She explains sex as 
biological differences associated with male and female bodies, whereas 
gender refers to the socially constructed ideas of masculinity and 
femininity. For Oakley, gender roles are not natural outcomes of biology; 
they are learned through culture and socialization.
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Oakley’s contribution to gender stratification lies in showing how 
these socially created gender roles produce unequal positions for women 
and men. From childhood, girls and boys may be encouraged to develop 
different interests, behaviours, occupations, and responsibilities. Girls are 
often prepared for caring and domestic roles, while boys may be encouraged 
towards independence, paid work, authority, and public achievement. Such 
socialization can make unequal gender roles appear normal or natural.

Housework and Inequality

In The Sociology of Housework (1974), Oakley challenged the 
functionalist claim that the traditional division of labour in the family is 
natural, harmonious, or beneficial to everyone. She argued that women’s 
unpaid domestic work,such as cooking, cleaning, childcare, and caring for 
elderly or sick family members,is socially necessary labour, yet it is often 
undervalued and treated as a woman’s duty.

This unequal division of labour can limit women’s economic 
independence, leisure time, professional advancement, and participation in 
public life. While men’s paid employment is generally recognized through 
wages and status, unpaid domestic work is often invisible in economic 
measures and receives little social recognition. Oakley therefore connects 
gender inequality in the household to wider inequalities in employment, 
income, power, and social status

For Oakley, gender stratification develops when cultural ideas about 
masculinity and femininity place men and women in unequal social 
roles. The family is important because it can reproduce these roles across 
generations through everyday socialization and the unequal distribution 
of domestic responsibilities. However, because gender roles are socially 
created rather than biologically fixed, they can be questioned and changed.

3.3.5 � Gender Roles and Socialization

Gender roles are socially shared expectations about how people are 
expected to behave, dress, speak, work, express emotions, and fulfil family 
responsibilities on the basis of gender. These roles are learned through the 
process of gender socialization. Gender socialization begins in childhood 
and continues throughout life as individuals interact with family members, 
schools, peer groups, media, religious institutions, and popular culture.

Families may socialize children differently by giving them different 
toys, clothing, responsibilities, freedoms, and expectations. Schools can 
reinforce gender roles through textbooks, classroom practices, sports 
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participation, and career guidance. Media and popular culture may present 
stereotypical images of masculinity and femininity. For instance, women 
may be represented mainly as caregivers and men as decision-makers or 
economic providers. Such patterns can shape aspirations and influence 
occupational choices, household roles, and ideas about what is considered 
appropriate behaviour.

3.3.6 � Patriarchy

Patriarchy refers to a social system in which men, as a group, 
have historically held greater authority, power, and privilege in major 
social institutions. Patriarchy does not mean that every man has power 
over every woman in every situation. Rather, it refers to a broader 
institutional pattern in which men are more likely to occupy positions 
of authority and women are more likely to face restrictions or unequal 
responsibilities.

Patriarchal patterns may be expressed through male control over 
family decision-making, property ownership, inheritance, political 
leadership, religious authority, and workplace management. They may also 
be reflected in the unequal division of domestic labour, where women are 
expected to perform a larger share of household work and caregiving even 
when they are engaged in paid employment. The form and intensity of 
patriarchy vary across class, caste, region, religion, culture, and historical 
period. Therefore, patriarchy must be studied as a changing system rather 
than as an identical experience for all women.

Ann Oakley’s View of Patriarchy

Ann Oakley explains patriarchy as a systemic form of male dominance 
rather than simply the behaviour of individual men. It operates through 
social institutions and cultural ideas that give greater value, authority, and 
prestige to masculine roles while assigning women subordinate positions. 
In this view, patriarchy is reproduced in the family, workplace, education, 
and other institutions; it is structured, widespread, and tends to reproduce 
itself over time.

For Oakley, the family is a key site through which patriarchy operates. 
The conventional nuclear family often places men in the role of paid 
breadwinner and women in the role of unpaid housewife and mother. 
Because women’s domestic labour,cooking, cleaning, childcare, and care 
of other family members,is unpaid and undervalued, women may become 
economically dependent on men. This dependence can reduce women’s 
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power in household decision-making and limit their independence in 
public life.

Patriarchy is also maintained through gender socialization. From 
childhood, girls may be encouraged to be caring, obedient, and domestic, 
while boys may be encouraged to be independent, assertive, and career-
oriented. These learned expectations make the unequal division of labour 
appear “natural,” even though Oakley argues that gender roles are culturally 
created rather than biologically determined.

3.3.7 � Gender and Division of Labour

The gendered division of labour refers to the allocation of different 
kinds of work to people on the basis of gender. Traditionally, men have 
often been associated with paid work outside the home, political authority, 
and occupations involving public decision-making. Women have often 
been associated with unpaid domestic labour, childcare, elder care, food 
preparation, cleaning, emotional support, and household management.

Feminist sociologists have emphasized that unpaid domestic and care 
work is essential for the functioning of households, labour markets, and 
the wider economy. Workers can participate in paid employment partly 
because someone performs the daily work of cooking, cleaning, caring for 
children, and supporting elderly or sick family members. Yet such work 
is often treated as natural women’s responsibility and is not given equal 
economic value or social recognition. The unequal division of paid and 
unpaid work can limit women’s time, mobility, career advancement, and 
financial independence.

Marxist Feminist Argument

Marxist feminists argue that the gendered division of labour is closely 
connected to capitalism. They examine how women are often assigned 
unpaid domestic and care work, while men are more often associated with 
paid work in the labour market. This arrangement benefits capitalism 
because the daily maintenance and replacement of workers is carried out 
at low or no cost to employers.

For example, cooking, cleaning, childcare, caring for older persons, 
and emotional support help workers remain healthy and able to return to 
work each day. Raising children also helps produce the next generation of 
workers. Marxist feminists describe this as social reproduction: the work 
required to maintain people’s everyday lives and reproduce the labour 
force across generations.solidarity.
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Unpaid Work and Capitalism

According to this perspective, women’s unpaid domestic labour lowers 
the cost of labour for employers. Employers pay wages to workers, but they 
usually do not pay for much of the domestic work that makes wage labour 
possible. As a result, capitalism gains from women’s unpaid work, while 
women may become economically dependent on male earners and have 
less time for education, paid employment, political activity, or leisure.

Marxist feminists also point out that when women enter paid 
employment, they are often concentrated in low-paid, insecure, and care-
related occupations. Many women then face a double burden: paid work 
outside the home along with unpaid domestic work at home. The division 
of labour is therefore not treated as biologically natural; it is understood 
as a social and historical arrangement shaped by economic relations and 
gender ideology.

Central Claim

The central Marxist feminist argument is that women’s liberation 
cannot be achieved only by giving individual women formal legal equality. 
It also requires changes in the economic organization of work, care, and 
family life. Marxist feminists propose that domestic and care work should 
be socially recognized, shared more equally, and supported through 
collective arrangements such as childcare, public services, and workplace 
protections.uregina+1

3.3.8 � Gender Inequality in Education and Employment

Gender inequality in education can take many forms. In some 
contexts, girls and women may face limited access to schooling, early 
withdrawal from education, safety concerns, household responsibilities, or 
discouragement from entering certain fields of study. Even where formal 
access to education has improved, gender stereotypes can influence subject 
choice. For example, science, technology, engineering, and leadership-
oriented fields may be seen as masculine, while care-oriented fields may 
be treated as feminine.

In employment, gender inequality may appear through occupational 
segregation, wage differences, unequal access to promotion, insecure 
work, and underrepresentation in senior positions. Horizontal 
occupational segregation occurs when women and men are concentrated 
in different occupations, such as women in care, teaching, and service 
work and men in technical, managerial, or industrial work. Vertical 
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occupational segregation occurs when men are more likely to occupy 
higher-ranking and better-paid positions within the same occupation 
or organization.

Formal legal equality does not automatically remove these 
inequalities. A woman may have the legal right to work and receive 
equal pay, but unequal care responsibilities, workplace discrimination, 
unsafe transport, lack of childcare, and gender stereotypes may continue 
to affect employment outcomes. Gender equality therefore requires not 
only equal rights in law but also equal conditions for participation in 
everyday life.

3.3.9 � Gender and Political Power

Political power involves the ability to participate in decision-making, 
influence public policy, represent social interests, and exercise authority 
within institutions. Historically, women and gender minorities have 
often been excluded from formal political institutions or represented in 
very limited numbers. This has affected whose experiences and concerns 
receive attention in law-making and public policy.

Gender inequality in political life may be reflected in low representation 
in legislatures, political parties, cabinets, local bodies, trade unions, and 
senior administrative positions. Barriers can include unequal access to 
money, political networks, education, family support, public visibility, 
and safety. Increasing representation is important because it can broaden 
democratic participation and bring greater attention to issues such as 
education, healthcare, employment, safety, reproductive rights, childcare, 
domestic violence, and social welfare.

3.3.10 � Feminist Perspectives

Liberal feminism focuses on equal rights, equal opportunities, and 
the removal of legal and institutional barriers. Liberal feminists argue that 
women should have equal access to education, employment, property, 
political participation, and public life. They emphasize reforms such as 
equal-pay legislation, anti-discrimination laws, access to education, and 
equal political representation.

Marxist and socialist feminism connect gender inequality with 
economic systems, class relations, labour, and capitalism. These 
perspectives argue that women’s unpaid domestic work supports the wider 
economic system by reproducing and caring for the labour force. They 
also examine how women may be concentrated in low-paid, insecure, and 
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undervalued forms of employment. Socialist feminism further emphasizes 
that class inequality and patriarchy can operate together.

Radical feminism emphasizes patriarchy as the fundamental 
structure of gender inequality. Radical feminists focus on male power over 
women’s bodies, sexuality, reproduction, family life, and public spaces. 
They draw attention to issues such as sexual violence, domestic violence, 
sexual harassment, objectification, and control over reproductive choices. 
This perspective argues that gender inequality cannot be removed merely 
through legal reforms unless deeper power relations are transformed.

Intersectional feminism examines how gender interacts with other 
forms of inequality, including class, caste, race, ethnicity, disability, 
sexuality, religion, age, and region. It challenges the assumption that 
all women experience gender inequality in the same way. For example, 
the experience of a middle-class urban woman may differ significantly 
from that of a rural Dalit woman, a migrant woman worker, or a woman 
with disability. Intersectionality therefore makes feminist analysis 
more attentive to diversity and unequal power relations among women 
themselves.

3.3.11 � Gender and Intersectionality

Intersectionality is a concept used to understand how multiple forms 
of social inequality operate together. An individual does not experience 
gender separately from class, caste, religion, race, disability, sexuality, age, 
or region. Instead, these social locations interact and produce distinct 
patterns of privilege or disadvantage.

For example, gender inequality may affect women differently 
depending on their class and caste location. A woman from an 
economically privileged family may have greater access to education, 
healthcare, transport, and employment networks than a woman from a 
poor household. Similarly, caste discrimination can combine with gender 
discrimination to create specific forms of social exclusion, violence, 
occupational insecurity, and restricted mobility. An intersectional 
approach is therefore necessary for a fuller understanding of gender 
stratification in India and elsewhere.

3.3.12 � Changing Gender Relations

Gender relations have changed considerably due to the expansion of 
education, women’s entry into paid employment, legal reforms, feminist 
movements, urbanization, media exposure, political participation, 
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and changing family structures. Women have increasingly entered 
higher education, professional occupations, public administration, 
entrepreneurship, politics, and civil society organizations. Legal measures 
relating to inheritance, domestic violence, workplace harassment, 
marriage, and equal opportunity have also strengthened the basis for 
gender justice.

However, change has been uneven. Women may participate in paid work 
while continuing to carry a disproportionate burden of unpaid domestic 
and care work. Gender-based violence, unequal wages, discriminatory 
social norms, restricted mobility, underrepresentation in leadership, and 
unequal access to property continue in many societies.” The sociological 
study of gender must therefore examine both progress toward equality and 
the continuing structures that reproduce inequality.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Distinguish sex and gender.

2.	 What is gender stratification?

3.	 Define patriarchy.

4.	 What is gender socialization?

5.	 What is intersectionality?

6.	 Identify two feminist perspectives.
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3.3.13 � Summary

Gender is a major basis of social differentiation and stratification. 
Gender roles are learned through socialization and can become 
institutionalized in family, education, employment and politics. Patriarchy 
provides one framework for understanding gendered power relations. 
Feminist perspectives examine gender inequality from different theoretical 
positions, while intersectionality demonstrates how gender interacts with 
class, caste, race and other forms of stratification.

3.3.14 � Keywords

Gender, sex, gender roles, gender socialization, gender stratification, 
patriarchy, feminism, intersectionality, occupational segregation, gender 
inequality

3.3.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Distinguish sex and gender.

2.	 What is gender stratification?

3.	 Define patriarchy.

4.	 What is gender socialization?

5.	 What is intersectionality?

Essay Questions

1.	 Explain gender as a form of social stratification.

2.	 Discuss the role of socialization in creating gender roles.

3.	 Explain patriarchy as a system of social power.

4.	 Discuss feminist perspectives on gender inequality.

5.	 Explain the importance of intersectionality in studying gender 
stratification.
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Lesson 3.4 – Race as a Form of Social Stratification

3.4.1 � Objectives

Learners will be able to:

1.	 Define race sociologically.

2.	 Understand race as a social construction.

3.	 Explain racialization and racism.

4.	 Distinguish race from ethnicity and nationality.

5.	 Explain institutional racism.

6.	 Examine racial inequality as a form of stratification.

7.	 Understand the intersection of race with other social categories.

3.4.2 � Introduction

Race has historically been used to classify people according to 
perceived physical features, such as skin colour, hair texture, facial features, 
and ancestry. However, contemporary sociology rejects the view that race 
consists of clear, fixed, biologically separate human groups. Rather, race 
is understood as a social category whose meanings have been created and 
changed through historical, cultural, political, and institutional processes.

Race becomes a basis of social stratification when racial categories are 
connected to unequal access to wealth, education, employment, housing, 
political power, public services, and social respect. Thus, the sociological 
concern is not merely with physical difference but with the ways societies 
attach meanings, status, and unequal opportunities to perceived difference.

3.4.3 � Meaning of Race

Race refers to “socially constructed categories based on perceived 
physical characteristics or ancestry-related features. Historically, societies 
have classified people by visible characteristics such as skin colour, hair 
type, facial appearance, and presumed ancestry. The boundaries of these 
categories have varied across societies and historical periods, showing that 
racial classification is shaped by social interpretation rather than biological 
certainty.

A sociological definition may therefore state: Race is a socially 
constructed system of classification in which people are grouped according 
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to perceived physical or ancestral characteristics, and these categories are 
often linked to unequal status and power. Racial categories may appear 
natural because they are familiar in everyday life, but their social meaning 
is learned, historically produced, and institutionally reinforced.

3.4.4 � Race as a Social Construction

To say that race is socially constructed does not mean that physical 
differences among individuals do not exist. It means that societies decide 
which visible characteristics matter, how people should be classified, what 
meanings should be attached to particular groups, and how members 
of those groups should be treated. A physical feature acquires racial 
significance only when society gives it social meaning. For example, skin 
colour becomes socially important when it is connected to assumptions 
about intelligence, ability, morality, beauty, citizenship, or social worth. 
Such assumptions are not natural facts; they are learned beliefs that can 
support unequal treatment. Although race is socially constructed, it has 
real consequences because racial categories shape identity, everyday 
interactions, institutional decisions, and life chances

3.4.5 � Racialization

Racialization is the social process through which individuals, 
communities, or populations are assigned racial meanings. It occurs when 
a group is identified as fundamentally different on the basis of perceived 
physical features, ancestry, culture, religion, language, or migration 
background. These differences may then be used to define the group 
as inferior, dangerous, foreign, incapable, or unsuitable for full social 
membership.

Racialization is therefore closely connected to power. Dominant groups 
and institutions often have greater influence in deciding which groups 
are categorized, how they are represented, and what opportunities they 
receive. Racialization can result in stereotyping, exclusion, surveillance, 
discrimination, or unequal treatment in employment, education, housing, 
policing, and public life. Racism operates when racial classifications are 
used to establish or justify a hierarchy that benefits some groups while 
disadvantaging others.

3.4.6 � Racism and Racial Inequality

Racism refers to beliefs, practices, and institutional arrangements that 
create or reproduce racial hierarchy. It involves more than personal dislike 
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or prejudice. Racism may include stereotypes, discriminatory treatment, 
unequal access to resources, and systems that advantage socially dominant 
racial groups while disadvantaging marginalized groups.

Racial inequality can appear in many areas of life. It may affect 
educational access and achievement, employment opportunities, 
occupational mobility, wages, housing quality, neighbourhood conditions, 
healthcare, political representation, and treatment by public institutions. 
These inequalities may persist even when laws formally prohibit racial 
discrimination, because historical disadvantage and unequal institutional 
arrangements can continue to influence present-day outcomes.

3.4.7 � Institutional Racism

Institutional racism refers to racial inequality that is embedded within 
the normal procedures, policies, and practices of institutions. It does not 
always require an openly prejudiced individual. An institution may appear 
neutral in its rules but still produce unequal outcomes when those rules 
operate within a society marked by historical discrimination and unequal 
access to resources.

For example, schools located in economically disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods may have fewer resources, less experienced teachers, or 
weaker infrastructure than schools in privileged areas. If racialized groups 
have been historically concentrated in disadvantaged areas, apparently 
neutral systems of funding or admission may reproduce racial inequality. 
Institutional racism can operate in education, health care, housing, law 
enforcement, migration systems, employment, and the criminal justice 
system.

3.4.8 � Race, Ethnicity and Nationality

Race, ethnicity, and nationality are related but distinct concepts. Race 
refers to a social classification based primarily on perceived physical 
characteristics or ancestry. Ethnicity refers to a sense of shared cultural 
identity based on language, religion, history, customs, kinship, ancestry, or 
cultural practices. Ethnic identity may be claimed by members themselves 
and can provide a sense of belonging and collective identity.

Nationality refers to membership in, or legal and political affiliation 
with, a nation or state. A person may share a nationality with people from 
many racial and ethnic backgrounds. Similarly, people with a shared ethnic 
identity may live in different countries and hold different nationalities. 
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These categories can overlap, but sociology treats them as analytically 
separate in order to understand the specific basis of inequality or identity 
in a given context.

3.4.9 � Historical Development

Racial classifications have often been used to justify systems of 
domination. Colonial powers used racial ideas to portray colonized 
populations as inferior and to legitimize political control, economic 
extraction, and cultural intervention. Racial ideologies also supported 
slavery, segregation, forced displacement, unequal citizenship, and 
restrictions on migration and political participation.

The consequences of these historical systems do not automatically 
disappear when formal discriminatory laws end. Unequal ownership of 
property, uneven access to quality education, residential segregation, 
inherited wealth disparities, and unequal representation in institutions 
can remain as long-term legacies. Sociological analysis therefore connects 
contemporary racial inequality to historical processes of power, exclusion, 
and resource distribution.

3.4.10 � Race in Contemporary Society

In contemporary societies, racial inequality may be seen in 
employment, income, education, housing, healthcare, political 
participation, migration experiences, policing, media representation, and 
access to public institutions. Racialized groups may encounter stereotypes, 
lower expectations, discriminatory barriers, or exclusion from positions of 
authority. These experiences can influence both material life chances and 
a person’s sense of dignity, safety, and social belonging.

Globalization, international migration, refugee movements, and 
transnational communication have increased cultural diversity in many 
societies. At the same time, they have made questions of citizenship, 
national identity, belonging, and racialized exclusion especially significant. 
Sociologists study how race interacts with migration status, language, 
religion, nationality, and public policy in shaping contemporary social 
relations.

3.4.11 � Race and Intersectionality

An intersectional approach recognizes that race does not operate 
separately from other forms of inequality. A person’s experience of racial 
inequality may also be shaped by class, gender, ethnicity, religion, disability, 
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sexuality, citizenship, age, and region. For instance, a racialized migrant 
woman in low-paid employment may experience discrimination that 
cannot be understood solely through either race, gender, or class alone.”

Intersectionality therefore helps sociologists avoid treating any 
social group as internally uniform. It draws attention to the different 
opportunities and disadvantages experienced by people located at the 
intersection of multiple social positions. This perspective is especially 
useful for examining unequal access to education, employment, health 
care, housing, legal protection, and political participation.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Define race from a sociological perspective.

2.	 What does it mean to say that race is socially constructed?

3.	 What is racialization?

4.	 Define institutional racism.

5.	 Distinguish race, ethnicity and nationality.

6.	 What is the significance of intersectionality?

3.4.12 � Summary

Race is a socially constructed system of classification that has 
historically been associated with perceived physical characteristics and 
ancestry. Although racial categories are socially constructed, they have 
significant real-world consequences.

Racial stratification occurs when racial categories become associated 
with unequal access to resources, opportunities, status and power. Racism 
may operate through individual attitudes as well as institutional structures.

3.4.13 � Keywords

Race, racialization, racism, racial inequality, social construction, 
institutional racism, ethnicity, nationality, segregation, intersectionality

3.4.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define race sociologically.

2.	 What does social construction of race mean?

3.	 What is racialization?

4.	 What is institutional racism?

5.	 Distinguish race and ethnicity.
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Essay Questions

1.	 Explain race as a form of social stratification.

2.	 Discuss race as a social construction.

3.	 Explain the concept of racialization.

4.	 Discuss individual and institutional forms of racism.

5.	 Examine the relationship between race and social inequality.

6.	 Explain the importance of intersectionality in understanding racial 
stratification.
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Lesson 3.5 – Comparative and Intersectional Understanding 
of Class, Caste, Gender and Race

3.5.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, learners will be able to:

1.	 Compare class, caste, gender and race as forms of stratification.

2.	 Distinguish open and closed systems of stratification.

3.	 Explain ascribed and achieved status.

4.	 Understand the relationship between power, privilege and 
disadvantage.

5.	 Explain intersectionality.

6.	 Apply an intersectional approach to social stratification.

3.5.2 � Introduction

Modern societies display increasingly complex patterns of 
stratification that cannot be understood through a single axis of inequality. 
Contemporary sociology therefore studies stratification through multiple 
and intersecting dimensions, recognizing that economic inequality, caste 
inequality, gender inequality, racial inequality, educational inequality, 
digital inequality, regional inequality, and occupational inequality often 
operate together rather than in isolation.

Class, Caste, Gender and Race as Interlocking Systems

Class, caste, gender and race are distinct but interconnected forms of 
social stratification. Class is primarily associated with economic position 
and life chances, shaped by wealth, income, education and occupation. 
Caste is historically associated with hereditary membership, hierarchy and 
endogamy, particularly in the Indian context where jati structures social 
relationships, marriage boundaries and notions of purity and pollution. 
Gender structures social roles and power relations through patriarchal 
arrangements that organize access to resources, opportunities and 
recognition. Race involves socially constructed categories that can become 
associated with discrimination, racialization and unequal opportunities 
through institutional racism.

In India, these systems are especially intertwined. As one scholarly 
synthesis notes, “class difference has often subsumed within it other 
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identities, most importantly in the case of India the specific caste-gender 
(and often religious) intersections. Indian women, for instance, experience 
compounded levels of marginalization that come from the combination of 
gender, caste and class operating as “interlocking and mutually reinforcing 
inequality structures.” This means that the experience of gender inequality 
differs substantially depending on a person’s caste and class position, and 
similarly, caste-based disadvantage is mediated by gender and economic 
resources.

Open and Closed Systems, Ascribed and Achieved Status

Stratification systems vary in their openness to social mobility. Open 
systems permit relatively greater movement between social positions and 
are based on achievement, allowing individuals to shift levels through 
education, occupation or other accomplishments. Class systems are 
generally more open than caste systems because they allow for mobility 
based on both birth and individual achievement.

Closed systems restrict movement between social positions and rank 
people primarily by ascribed status,social positions assigned at birth 
or acquired involuntarily. Traditional caste organization is an example 
of a comparatively closed system because membership is hereditary, 
marriage boundaries are strongly regulated through endogamy, and social 
relationships across caste lines have historically been restricted. Ascribed 
statuses include age, family background, caste, and some aspects of gender 
and racial classification.

However, no social system is completely open or completely closed. 
Achieved statuses,such as occupation, educational qualification and 
professional position,are acquired through individual action or social 
processes, but in actual social life, ascribed and achieved statuses often 
interact. A person’s caste position may influence access to education, 
employment, networks and social status even when economic development 
changes their class position, which is why caste inequality and class 
inequality may overlap but one cannot simply be reduced to the other.

Intersectionality and Multiple Marginalities

Intersectionality, formally introduced by legal scholar Kimberlé 
Crenshaw in 1989, is an approach that examines how different systems 
of inequality interact to produce unique forms of disadvantage that 
cannot be understood by examining each identity in isolation. A person 
may simultaneously occupy positions related to class, caste, gender, 
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race/ethnicity, region, disability and other dimensions, and these do not 
necessarily operate independently.

An intersectional approach therefore asks: how do multiple forms of 
inequality operate together rather than separately? For example, racialized 
groups may experience different employment opportunities depending 
on gender and class position, and in India, gender disparities are “deeply 
embedded within intersecting systems of caste, class, region, and socio-
economic status.” Understanding these intersections provides a more 
complete explanation of social inequality because it captures how privilege 
and disadvantage are structured through overlapping systems rather than 
single categories.

Social Mobility and Structural Inequality

Social stratification changes over time due to education, 
industrialization, urbanization, migration, political movements, legal 
reforms, economic transformation, globalization and technological 
change. However, social mobility does not necessarily eliminate structural 
inequality. A society can experience substantial individual mobility 
while maintaining significant inequalities between groups, which is why 
contemporary sociology emphasizes studying stratification through 
multiple and intersecting dimensions rather than assuming that mobility 
alone resolves inequality.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Distinguish class and caste. Class is based primarily on economic 
position and is relatively open to mobility through achievement, 
whereas caste is based on hereditary membership, endogamy and 
hierarchical status, traditionally forming a more closed system.

2.	 What is an open system of stratification? An open system permits 
relatively greater movement between social positions and ranks 
people by achieved status, allowing mobility through education, 
occupation or other accomplishments.

3.	 What is an ascribed status? An ascribed status is a social 
position assigned at birth or acquired involuntarily, such as age, 
family background, caste, and some aspects of gender and racial 
classification.

4.	 What is an achieved status? An achieved status is a social position 
acquired through individual action or social processes, such as 
occupation, educational qualification and professional position
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5.	 Define intersectionality. Intersectionality is an approach that 
examines how different systems of inequality,such as class, caste, 
gender, race, region and disability,interact to produce unique forms 
of disadvantage that cannot be understood by examining each 
identity in isolation.

6.	 Why should class and caste be studied separately as well as 
together? Class and caste should be studied separately because they 
operate through different mechanisms (economic position versus 
hereditary hierarchy), but they should also be studied together 
because in societies like India they overlap and interact, with caste 
position influencing access to education, employment, networks 
and social status even when class position changes”.

3.5.3 � Comparing Class, Caste, Gender and Race

Feature Class Caste Gender Race

Main basis
Economic 
position

Birth and social 
status

Gender 
categories

Perceived 
physical 
characteristics/
ancestry

Membership
Relatively 
open

Traditionally 
hereditary

Generally 
assigned/
experienced 
through 
social 
categories

Socially 
assigned 
categories

Mobility
Relatively 
possible

Traditionally 
restricted

Possible but 
inequality 
persists

Social category 
generally 
difficult to 
change

Main 
mechanism

Economic 
inequality

Hierarchy and 
endogamy

Gender roles 
and power

Racialization 
and racism

Major 
institutions

Economy, 
education

Family, 
marriage, 
community

Family, 
work, 
politics

State, economy, 
education, 
media

Key 
concepts

Class, 
wealth, 
life 
chances

Jati, hierarchy, 
purity/
pollution

Patriarchy, 
gender roles

Race, 
racialization, 
racism
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3.5.4 � Open and Closed Systems of Stratification

Open System

An open system permits relatively greater movement between social 
positions.

Class is generally more open than caste.

Closed System

A closed system restricts movement between social positions.

Traditional caste organization is an example of a comparatively closed 
system because membership is hereditary and marriage boundaries are 
strongly regulated.

However, no social system is completely open or completely closed.

3.5.5 � Ascribed and Achieved Status

Ascribed Status

A social position assigned at birth or acquired involuntarily.

Examples may include:

 	 ➢ Age

 	 ➢ Family background

 	 ➢ Caste

 	 ➢ Some aspects of gender and racial classification

Achieved Status

A social position acquired through individual action or social 
processes.

Examples include:

 	 ➢ Occupation

 	 ➢ Educational qualification

 	 ➢ Professional position

In actual social life, ascribed and achieved statuses often interact.

3.5.6 � Power, Privilege and Disadvantage

Stratification is not simply about difference.

It concerns unequal:

 	 ➢ Power

 	 ➢ Resources
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 	 ➢ Opportunities

 	 ➢ Status

 	 ➢ Recognition

 	 ➢ Life chances

Privilege refers to unearned or socially structured advantages available 
to particular individuals or groups.

Disadvantage refers to systematic barriers or reduced access to 
resources and opportunities.

3.5.7 � Intersectionality

Intersectionality is an approach that examines how different systems 
of inequality interact.

A person may simultaneously occupy positions related to:

Class + Caste + Gender + Race/Ethnicity + Region + Disability

These dimensions do not necessarily operate independently.

For example, the experience of gender inequality may differ depending 
on a person’s class or caste position.

3.5.8 � Intersections of Class and Caste

In India, caste and class are related but not identical.

A person’s caste position may influence access to:

 	 ➢ Education

 	 ➢ Employment

 	 ➢ Networks

 	 ➢ Social status

Economic development can change class position without necessarily 
eliminating caste identity.

Therefore: Caste inequality and class inequality may overlap, but one 
cannot simply be reduced to the other.

3.5.9 � Intersections of Gender and Class

Gender experiences can vary according to class position.

For example, people from different economic classes may have different:

 	 ➢ Employment opportunities

 	 ➢ Access to childcare

 	 ➢ Educational opportunities
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 	 ➢ Economic independence

 	 ➢ Working conditions

Thus, gender stratification should be studied alongside economic 
inequality.

3.5.10 � Intersections of Race, Gender and Class

Race, gender and class can intersect in ways that produce different 
social experiences.

For example, racialized groups may experience different employment 
opportunities depending on gender and class position.

An intersectional approach therefore asks:

How do multiple forms of inequality operate together rather than 
separately?

3.5.11 � Social Mobility and Changing Stratification Systems

Social stratification changes over time due to:

 	 ➢ Education

 	 ➢ Industrialization

 	 ➢ Urbanization

 	 ➢ Migration

 	 ➢ Political movements

 	 ➢ Legal reforms

 	 ➢ Economic transformation

 	 ➢ Globalization

 	 ➢ Technological change

However, social mobility does not necessarily eliminate structural 
inequality.

A society can experience substantial individual mobility while 
maintaining significant inequalities between groups.

3.5.12 � Contemporary Forms of Stratification

Modern societies display increasingly complex patterns of stratification.

These include:

 	 ➢ Economic inequality

 	 ➢ Caste inequality

 	 ➢ Gender inequality
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 	 ➢ Racial inequality

 	 ➢ Educational inequality

 	 ➢ Digital inequality

 	 ➢ Regional inequality

 	 ➢ Occupational inequality

Contemporary sociology therefore studies stratification through 
multiple and intersecting dimensions.

Check Your Progress

1.	 Distinguish class and caste.

2.	 What is an open system of stratification?

3.	 What is an ascribed status?

4.	 What is an achieved status?

5.	 Define intersectionality.

6.	 Why should class and caste be studied separately as well as together?

3.5.13 � Summary

Class, caste, gender and race are distinct but interconnected forms of 
social stratification.

Class is primarily associated with economic position and life chances. 
Caste is historically associated with hereditary membership, hierarchy 
and endogamy. Gender structures social roles and power relations. Race 
involves socially constructed categories that can become associated with 
discrimination and unequal opportunities.

An intersectional approach recognizes that individuals may experience 
several forms of stratification simultaneously. Understanding these 
intersections provides a more complete explanation of social inequality.

3.5.14 � Keywords

Social stratification, class, caste, gender, race, open system, closed 
system, ascribed status, achieved status, privilege, disadvantage, 
intersectionality, social mobility

3.5.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Distinguish class and caste.

2.	 What is an open system of stratification?

3.	 What is an ascribed status?
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4.	 What is an achieved status?

5.	 Define privilege.

6.	 Define intersectionality.

Essay Questions

1.	 Compare class, caste, gender and race as forms of social stratification.

2.	 Explain the distinction between open and closed systems of 
stratification.

3.	 Discuss the concepts of ascribed and achieved status.

4.	 Explain intersectionality with suitable examples.

5.	 Discuss the relationship between caste and class in Indian society.

6.	 Examine how gender intersects with class and caste.

7.	 Explain why contemporary social stratification should be 
understood as multidimensional.”
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UNIT – III  Integrated Conceptual Map

CLASS

Economic resources

↓

Income, wealth, occupation and market position

↓

Unequal life chances

CASTE

Birth-based membership

↓

Endogamy + hierarchy + occupational association

↓

Unequal status and opportunities

GENDER

Gender categories

↓

Socialization + gender roles + patriarchy

↓

Unequal power, resources and opportunities

RACE

Socially constructed racial categories

↓

Racialization + racism

↓

Unequal treatment and institutional outcomes

INTERSECTIONALITY

Class + Caste + Gender + Race

↓ 

Multiple and overlapping forms of advantage and disadvantage

Unit-Level Self-Assessment

Part A – Very Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define social stratification.

2.	 What is social class?
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3.	 What is caste?

4.	 What is jati?

5.	 What is varna?

6.	 Define gender stratification.

7.	 What is patriarchy?

8.	 Define race sociologically.

9.	 What is racialization?

10.	 What is intersectionality?

Part B – Short Answer Questions

1.	 Explain the characteristics of class stratification.

2.	 Distinguish class and caste.

3.	 Explain hereditary membership in the caste system.

4.	 Discuss purity and pollution.

5.	 Distinguish sex and gender.

6.	 Explain gender socialization.

7.	 Discuss patriarchy as a form of social power.

8.	 Explain race as a social construction.

9.	 Distinguish race, ethnicity and nationality.

10.	 Explain the concept of intersectionality.

Part C – Essay Questions

1.	 Explain the major forms of social stratification with reference to 
class, caste, gender and race.

2.	 Compare class and caste as systems of social stratification.

3.	 Discuss gender as a form of social stratification and examine the 
role of patriarchy.

4.	 Explain race as a socially constructed form of stratification.

5.	 Discuss the relationship between caste and class in contemporary 
Indian society.

6.	 Explain the concept of intersectionality with reference to class, 
caste, gender and race.

7.	 “Social stratification is multidimensional.” Discuss with suitable 
examples.

8.	 Critically examine the differences between open and closed systems 
of social stratification.
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Suggested Activity

Stratification Comparison Matrix

Ask students to select a social group or institution and analyze it using 
the following framework:

Form Key Question

Class Who has greater economic resources?

Caste How does birth-based social ranking operate?

Gender
How are roles, resources and power distributed by 
gender?

Race
How are racial categories constructed and treated 
differently?

Intersectionality How do these forms of inequality interact?
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UNIT – IV

Lesson 4.1 – The Concept of Social Mobility

4.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Define the concept of social mobility.

2.	 Explain the major characteristics of social mobility.

3.	 Distinguish between different types and forms of mobility.

4.	 Explain the relationship between social mobility and social 
stratification.

5.	 Understand the significance of mobility in modern societies.

4.1.2 � Introduction

Social stratification does not necessarily mean that individuals remain 
permanently in the same social position. Individuals and groups may move 
from one social position to another, and such movement is known as social 
mobility. A person may move from a lower-income occupation to a higher-
income occupation through education and employment, experiencing 
what sociologists call upward mobility. Similarly, an individual may 
experience downward movement because of unemployment, economic 
crisis, business failure or loss of status.

Social mobility is therefore an important concept for understanding 
the openness of a society and the opportunities available to its members. 
Societies that permit substantial mobility are often described as relatively 
“open, whereas societies that restrict movement between strata are 
described as relatively “closed.” However, even apparently open societies 
may contain structural inequalities such as discrimination, unequal access 
to quality education or social network advantages that constrain mobility 
for certain groups.

4.1.3 � Meaning and Definition of Social Mobility

Social mobility refers to the movement of individuals or groups from 
one social position, status, or stratum to another within the social structure. 
The Russian-American sociologist Pitirim A. Sorokin gave one of the most 
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influential systematic treatments of social mobility in his classic work Social 
and Cultural Mobility (1927) and later writings. Sorokin understood social 
mobility broadly as “any transition of an individual from one position to 
another in a constellation of social groups and strata.”

According to Sorokin, social mobility can involve changes in multiple 
dimensions of social life:

 	 ➢ Occupation: Moving from one type of work to another (e.g., from 
manual labour to professional employment)

 	 ➢ Income: Changes in earnings and economic resources

 	 ➢ Wealth: Accumulation or loss of assets and property

 	 ➢ Education: Acquisition of qualifications that enable entry into 
higher-status occupations

 	 ➢ Social status: Changes in prestige, honour or social recognition

 	 ➢ Political position: Movement into or out of positions of political 
power

 	 ➢ Prestige: Shifts in how one is regarded by others in the community

 	 ➢ Class position: Movement between social classes defined by 
economic and social criteria

For example, when the child of a manual worker becomes a doctor, the 
person may experience upward social mobility because they have moved 
into a higher-status, higher-income occupation than their parents.

4.1.4 � Characteristics of Social Mobility

Social mobility has several important characteristics that distinguish it 
from other forms of social change.

1. Movement between social positions

Mobility involves movement from one social position or status to 
another within the existing social structure. This movement may be within 
the same stratum (horizontal) or between different strata (vertical).

2. It may be upward or downward. 

Movement may result in an improvement (upward mobility or “social 
climbing”) or decline (downward mobility or “social sinking”) in social 
position. Upward mobility often occurs through education, skill acquisition 
or entrepreneurship, while downward mobility may result from economic 
crises, job loss, business failure or health problems.
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3. It can be individual or collective

An individual may change position (individual mobility), or an entire 
group may experience changes in status (collective or mass mobility). For 
instance, industrialization may create new occupational categories that 
allow large numbers of people from lower strata to enter professional and 
technical occupations.

4. It occurs within a social structure

Mobility is related to the existing system of stratification and social 
hierarchy. The opportunities for mobility, the directions in which people 
can move, and the barriers they face are all shaped by the structure of 
inequality in a given society.

5. Opportunities for mobility differ between societies

Education, economic development, social institutions, discrimination, 
legal frameworks and cultural norms influence mobility opportunities. 
Industrialized societies with expanded educational systems generally offer 
more opportunities for upward mobility than agrarian or feudal societies 
with rigid hereditary hierarchies. 

6. Mobility may be achieved or constrained

Individual effort, talent and motivation may contribute to mobility, 
but social background, family resources, caste, gender, race and structural 
conditions also matter significantly. A person from a disadvantaged 
background may face barriers, such as limited access to quality education, 
discriminatory hiring practices or lack of social networks,that constrain 
their mobility despite individual effort.

4.1.5 � Types of Social Mobility

Sorokin distinguished between two principal types of social mobility: 
horizontal mobility and vertical mobility.

 Horizontal Mobility

Horizontal mobility occurs when an individual moves from one 
social position to another without a significant change in social status. 
According to Sorokin, horizontal social mobility means “the transition of 
an individual or social object from one social group to another situated on 
the same level.

In horizontal mobility, there is no change in the vertical position or social 
stratum, but there may be changes in occupation, location, organization 
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or other horizontal dimensions. Sorokin noted that horizontal shifts 
can include changes in religious affiliation, territorial location, political 
party membership or occupational setting without altering overall social 
standing.

Examples:

 	 ➢ A teacher moves from one school to another school while 
maintaining a similar occupational and social position.

 	 ➢ A nurse transfers from one hospital to another hospital in a different 
city.

 	 ➢ A software engineer changes companies but remains in a similar 
role with comparable salary and status.

 	 ➢ A person changes religious affiliation without gaining or losing 
social prestige.

Vertical Mobility

Vertical mobility involves movement upward or downward in the 
social hierarchy, entailing a transition from one social stratum to another. 
Classically, Sorokin defines vertical social mobility as the relations involved 
in a transition of an individual (or a social object) from one social stratum 
to another.

Vertical mobility has two forms:

Upward Mobility (Social Climbing or Ascending Mobility):

Movement to a higher social position, involving improvement in 
income, occupation, status, power or prestige. Sorokin identified two 
principal forms of ascending mobility:

 	 ➢ Infiltration: Individuals from a lower stratum enter an existing 
higher stratum (e.g., a worker’s child becomes a doctor).

 	 ➢ Group creation: Individuals from lower strata create a new group 
and insert it into a higher stratum alongside or instead of existing 
groups (e.g., new professional associations or entrepreneurial 
classes).

Example:

 	 ➢ A low-income worker becomes a successful entrepreneur.

 	 ➢ The child of agricultural labourers becomes a university professor.

 	 ➢ A person from a marginalized caste community enters the civil 
services through competitive examination.
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Downward Mobility (Social Sinking or Descending Mobility):

Movement to a lower social position, involving decline in income, 
occupation, status or prestige. Downward mobility may result from 
economic recession, business failure, unemployment, health crises, loss of 
property or social disgrace.

Example:

 	 ➢ A business owner loses the business and experiences a substantial 
decline in income and status.

 	 ➢ A professional becomes unemployed and must accept lower-status 
work.

 	 ➢ A family loses wealth due to economic crisis and moves into a 
lower-income neighbourhood.

4.1.6 � Forms of Social Mobility

In addition to horizontal and vertical types, sociologists distinguish 
several forms of social mobility based on the time frame, scope and 
structural context of movement.

1. Intergenerational Mobility

Intergenerational mobility refers to changes in social position between 
different generations of a family. It compares the social status of parents 
with that of their children, measuring whether children have moved up, 
down or remained at the same level as their parents.

Example:

 	 ➢ A person’s parents are agricultural labourers, while the person 
becomes a university professor (upward intergenerational mobility).

 	 ➢ The child of a business owner becomes a low-wage service worker 
(downward intergenerational mobility).

 	 ➢ A person remains in the same occupational class as their parents 
(status stability or no intergenerational mobility).

Intergenerational mobility is often used as an indicator of how “open” 
a society is, because it reflects the extent to which children’s life chances 
are independent of their parents’ social position.

2. Intragenerational Mobility

“Intragenerational mobility (also called career mobility) refers to 
changes in social position during the lifetime of an individual. It tracks 
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whether a person moves up, down or remains stable within their own 
working life.

Example:

 	 ➢ A person begins a career as a clerk and later becomes a senior 
manager (upward intragenerational mobility).

 	 ➢ A mid-career professional is laid off and must accept a lower-status 
job (downward intragenerational mobility).

 	 ➢ A person remains in the same occupational position throughout 
their working life (status stability).

Intragenerational mobility is particularly relevant in modern industrial 
and post-industrial societies where occupational careers are longer and 
more differentiated than in agrarian societies.

3. Structural Mobility

Structural mobility occurs when changes in the economic or 
occupational structure create opportunities for large numbers of people to 
move up or down the social hierarchy. This form of mobility is driven by 
macro-level social and economic transformations rather than individual 
effort alone.

Example:

 	 ➢ Industrialization creates new professional and technical 
occupations, allowing many people to enter occupations that were 
previously unavailable.

 	 ➢ The growth of the information technology sector creates new high-
status, high-income jobs that enable upward mobility for educated 
youth.

 	 ➢ Deindustrialization and the decline of manufacturing jobs lead to 
downward mobility for workers whose skills become obsolete.

Structural mobility highlights how large-scale social changes such 
as technological innovation, economic restructuring, urbanization, or 
globalization can reshape the entire stratification system and create new 
pathways (or barriers) for mobility.

4. Exchange Mobility

Exchange mobility refers to movement in which some individuals move 
upward while others move downward within an existing system of social 
positions, such that the overall structure of inequality remains relatively 
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stable. In this scenario, mobility is essentially a “zero-sum” process: for 
every person who moves up, someone else moves down, maintaining the 
same number of positions at each level.

Example:

 	 ➢ In a competitive labour market, some workers are promoted to 
managerial positions while others are laid off or demoted, keeping 
the total number of managers constant.

 	 ➢ Educational expansion allows some individuals from lower 
backgrounds to enter professional occupations, but competition for 
limited high-status positions means others are displaced downward.

Exchange mobility is distinguished from structural mobility because 
it does not involve changes in the number or proportion of positions at 
different levels of the hierarchy; only the individuals occupying those 
positions change.

4.1.7 � Social Mobility and Social Stratification

Social mobility is closely connected with social stratification, the 
system by which societies rank people into hierarchical layers based on 
factors such as wealth, income, education, occupation, caste, gender 
and race. The relationship between mobility and stratification can be 
understood through the contrast between open and closed stratification 
systems.

Dimension
Open Stratification 

System
Closed Stratification 

System

Opportunity for 
mobility

Greater opportunity for 
individuals to change 
social positions

Limited opportunity for 
mobility; positions are 
relatively fixed

Basis of status
Achieved status is 
important (education, 
occupation, merit)

Ascribed status is 
important (birth, caste, 
family background)

Role of 
education

Education can significantly 
influence mobility and life 
chances

Birth may strongly 
determine status 
regardless of education

Occupational 
movement

Occupational movement is 
possible across class lines

Social positions may be 
hereditary and tied to 
traditional occupations
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Marriage 
patterns

Marriage across class 
or status lines is more 
common

Endogamy (marriage 
within the same group) 
is strongly enforced

Examples
Modern industrial and 
post-industrial societies

Traditional caste 
systems, feudal societies, 
slavery systems

Open Stratification

A society with relatively open social structures provides greater 
opportunities for individuals to change their social positions through 
education, skill acquisition, entrepreneurship or other forms of achievement. 
In open systems, achieved status (based on individual effort and 
accomplishment) plays a larger role than ascribed status (based on birth). 

Closed Stratification

A closed system restricts mobility and maintains rigid boundaries 
between social strata. Traditional caste organization is an example 
of a comparatively closed system because membership is hereditary, 
marriage boundaries are strongly regulated through endogamy, and social 
relationships across caste lines have historically been restricted.

Important caveat: However, an apparently open society may still contain 
inequalities that restrict mobility for certain groups. Discrimination 
based on caste, gender, race, religion or region; unequal access to quality 
education; social network advantages for elite groups; and structural 
barriers in labour markets can all constrain mobility even in societies that 
officially endorse meritocratic principles.

4.1.8 � Social Mobility and Social Change

Social mobility can both reflect and contribute to social change. 
The relationship between mobility and social change operates in both 
directions: structural transformations create new opportunities for 
mobility, and mobility itself can reshape social relationships, cultural 
patterns and political dynamics

How Social Change Creates Mobility Opportunities

Economic development, industrialization, urbanization and expansion 
of education can create new opportunities for mobility by transforming 
the occupational structure and expanding access to resources. 
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Examples:

 	 ➢ Industrialization: The shift from agrarian to industrial economies 
created new factory jobs, managerial positions and technical 
occupations that enabled upward mobility for people from rural 
and working-class backgrounds.

 	 ➢ Urbanization: Migration to cities opened access to diverse 
occupations, educational institutions and social networks that were 
unavailable in rural areas.

 	 ➢ Educational expansion: The growth of schools, colleges and 
universities enabled individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds 
to acquire qualifications that facilitated entry into professional and 
white-collar occupations.

 	 ➢ Technological change: The growth of the information technology 
sector has created new occupational opportunities and changed 
patterns of employment and social status, enabling upward mobility 
for educated youth with technical skills.

 	 ➢ Legal and political reforms: Anti-discrimination laws, affirmative 
action policies, land reforms and welfare programmes can reduce 
barriers and create new pathways for mobility for historically 
marginalized groups.

How Mobility Contributes to Social Change

At the same time, mobility can alter traditional social relationships 
and contribute to changes in multiple dimensions of social life.

Family and kinship: Upwardly mobile individuals may experience 
changes in family structure, marriage patterns and intergenerational 
relationships. For example, educated, upwardly mobile women may delay 
marriage, have fewer children or negotiate more egalitarian relationships 
within the household.

Lifestyle and consumption: Mobility often brings changes in 
consumption patterns, housing, leisure activities and cultural tastes. 
Upwardly mobile individuals may adopt lifestyles associated with higher 
social classes, including new forms of dress, food, entertainment and 
social association.

Political participation: Mobility can change patterns of political 
engagement, voting behaviour and civic participation. Newly mobile 
groups may form new political associations, advocate for policy changes 
or challenge existing power structures.
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Cultural change: As people move across social boundaries, they 
may bring new ideas, values and practices into different social strata, 
contributing to cultural diffusion and social transformation.

Emergence of new social stratification: Large-scale mobility, especially 
structural mobility, can reshape the stratification system by creating new 
social classes, altering the size and composition of existing classes, and 
changing the criteria by which status is assigned.

Key Takeaways

 	 ➢ Social mobility refers to the movement of individuals or groups 
between social positions, statuses, or strata within a society.

 	 ➢ Pitirim A. Sorokin provided the classic sociological analysis of 
mobility, distinguishing between horizontal mobility (movement 
within the same stratum) and vertical mobility (movement up or 
down between strata).

 	 ➢ Vertical mobility includes upward mobility (social climbing) and 
downward mobility 

 	 ➢ Forms of mobility include intergenerational mobility (across 
generations), intragenerational mobility (within a lifetime), 
structural mobility (driven by economic/occupational change) 
and exchange mobility (zero-sum movement within a stable 
structure).

 	 ➢ Social mobility is closely linked to social stratification: open 
systems permit greater mobility based on achieved status, while 
closed systems restrict mobility and emphasize ascribed status.

 	 ➢ Mobility both reflects and contributes to social change, as economic 
development, education and technological transformation create 
new opportunities, while mobility itself reshapes family, lifestyle, 
consumption and political patterns.”

4.1.9 � Check Your Progress

1.	 What is meant by social mobility?

2.	 Distinguish between horizontal and vertical mobility.

3.	 What is intergenerational mobility?

4.	 Give one example of intragenerational mobility.

5.	 What is structural mobility?
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4.1.10 � Summary

Social mobility refers to movement between social positions. It may 
be horizontal or vertical, upward or downward, individual or collective. 
Mobility may also be studied as intergenerational, intragenerational, 
structural or exchange mobility.

The extent of mobility provides an indication of how open or closed a 
system of stratification is. Education, occupation, economic development 
and social institutions can influence mobility opportunities.

4.1.11 � Keywords

Social Mobility, Horizontal Mobility, Vertical Mobility, 
Upward Mobility, Downward Mobility, Intergenerational Mobility, 
Intragenerational Mobility, Structural Mobility, Exchange Mobility, Social 
Stratification.

4.1.12 � Self-Assessment Questions

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define social mobility.

2.	 What is horizontal mobility?

3.	 Explain upward mobility.

4.	 What is intergenerational mobility?

5.	 Define structural mobility.

Long Answer Questions

1.	 Explain the concept and characteristics of social mobility.

2.	 Discuss the different types of social mobility.

3.	 Explain the relationship between social mobility and social 
stratification.

4.	 Discuss the relationship between social mobility and social change.
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Lesson 4.2 – Conditions of Social Mobility

4.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Identify the major conditions that influence social mobility.

2.	 Explain the role of education in mobility.

3.	 Understand the effects of economic development and occupational 
change.

4.	 Examine the role of urbanization and migration.

5.	 Identify social and institutional barriers to mobility.

4.2.2 � Introduction

Social mobility does not occur in isolation. It is influenced by the 
economic, political, educational and cultural conditions of society.

Some societies provide considerable opportunities for mobility, while 
others reproduce existing inequalities across generations.

The study of the conditions of mobility therefore helps us understand 
why some individuals and groups have greater opportunities than 
others.

4.2.3 � Meaning of Conditions of Social Mobility

Social mobility refers to movement between social positions within 
a system of stratification. Following Pitirim A. Sorokin, mobility may be 
horizontal—movement between positions of broadly similar rank—or 
vertical, involving movement upward or downward in a hierarchy. It may 
also occur within an individual’s lifetime or between generations. The 
conditions of social mobility are the wider social, economic, political, 
cultural and institutional circumstances that shape whether such movement 
is possible, who can make it, and what forms it takes.

These conditions do not operate independently. Education may 
provide qualifications, for example, but the value of those qualifications 
depends on labour-market demand, the quality of schooling, family 
resources, social networks and discrimination in recruitment. Mobility is 
therefore not simply a matter of individual effort or ability: it is structured 
by the distribution of opportunities and resources.



Notes

170

A useful distinction is between structural mobility and circulation 
mobility. Structural mobility results from changes in the occupational 
or class structure—for instance, when professional jobs expand and 
agricultural employment contracts. Circulation mobility occurs when 
people move between positions that already exist, such as when one 
person gains a promotion while another leaves that post. A society’s 
mobility pattern is influenced both by how its structure changes and by 
how accessible its positions are.

4.2.4 � Education

Education is an important institution and potential channel of 
social mobility. It can develop knowledge and skills, provide credentials, 
connect learners to employment, and qualify them for occupations with 
higher income or status. In modern societies, educational qualifications 
often serve as formal criteria for entry into professional, managerial and 
technical work. Education may also support mobility across generations 
when children attain higher levels of schooling or occupational status than 
their parents.

However, education does not operate as a socially neutral ladder. 
Pierre Bourdieu’s work draws attention to how schools may reward forms 
of language, knowledge, conduct and cultural familiarity more readily 
available to some social groups than to others. Students arrive with 
unequal economic, social and cultural resources; these differences may 
shape access to quality schooling, educational confidence, examination 
success and progression to higher education. As a result, education can 
both enable mobility and reproduce social advantage. 

The relationship between education and mobility also depends 
on the returns available in the labour market. A qualification may 
not lead to a secure or higher-status occupation if suitable jobs are 
scarce, if credentials are unevenly valued, or if employers discriminate. 
Educational expansion can increase attainment without producing an 
equivalent expansion of desirable employment. It is therefore important 
to distinguish educational mobility—movement in educational 
attainment from occupational and economic mobility, which may not 
follow automatically.

The Indian evidence illustrates this complexity. Cassan’s study of 
affirmative action and educational attainment found increases in literacy 
and secondary schooling among Scheduled Caste beneficiaries, but only 
small evidence of increases in higher education; the benefits also differed 
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by gender. This shows why analysis should examine not only whether 
a policy expands access, but also which groups benefit and at which 
educational stages.

4.2.5 � Economic Development and Industrialization

Economic development can alter the number and kinds of positions 
available in society. The growth of manufacturing, services, public 
administration and technology may create new occupations, increase 
demand for particular skills and change the relationship between 
education and employment. Industrialization can also weaken the direct 
link between inherited occupation and livelihood by expanding wage 
employment beyond family-based or customary work.

These processes may create routes to upward mobility, but they do not 
distribute gains evenly. New jobs may be concentrated in particular regions 
or require qualifications that are inaccessible to poorer groups. Industrial 
growth may coexist with insecure work, informal employment and 
unemployment. Economic development should therefore be considered 
in terms of the quality, security and accessibility of the opportunities it 
creates, not simply the number of jobs or the rate of growth.

A further distinction is between individual mobility and structural 
change. If the occupational structure expands its professional and 
managerial positions, many people may move into higher-status 
occupations even without direct competition for a fixed number of 
posts. Conversely, economic growth alone need not reduce group-
based mobility gaps. A World Bank working paper on educational and 
occupational mobility among Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe men 
in India found modest convergence in educational mobility over 1983–
2009, but no significant convergence in occupational mobility; upward 
occupational mobility remained lower for SC/ST men than for men 
outside these groups.

4.2.6 � Urbanization

Urbanization—the growth of towns and cities and the increasing 
concentration of people in urban areas—can change access to work, 
education, services and social relationships. Cities may offer a wider 
range of occupations than rural areas, including professional, industrial, 
commercial and service-sector work. They may also concentrate 
universities, training institutions, public services and employers, providing 
opportunities that are less available in some rural settings.
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Urban residence, however, does not guarantee upward mobility. 
Access to city opportunities may depend on income, housing, transport, 
education, language skills, legal status and social connections. Urban 
inequalities can shape who reaches secure employment and who remains 
in low-paid, informal or hazardous work. Migration to a city may expand 
choices while exposing people to insecure housing, discrimination and 
exclusion from local support systems.

Urbanization should therefore be studied as a context that 
redistributes opportunities, not as a simple synonym for progress. 
Researchers may ask who can access urban jobs, which groups remain 
concentrated in informal work, and whether city-based education and 
employment translate into durable improvements in income, security 
and social status.

4.2.7 � Occupational Structure and Work

The occupational structure is the distribution of people across 
occupations and employment relations. It is central to social mobility 
because occupations differ in income, authority, security, prestige and 
working conditions. Changes in this structure—such as the expansion of 
professional work, the decline of some forms of agricultural employment, 
or growth in service work—can create new routes of mobility.

Occupational mobility may occur when individuals:

 	 ➢ Move between occupations of similar standing, such as changing 
employers or sectors without a major change in rank.

 	 ➢ Move upward or downward in occupational status, income, 
authority or security.

 	 ➢ Gain promotion or acquire qualifications that provide access to 
different work.

 	 ➢ Move from informal or casual work into more secure formal 
employment.

 	 ➢ Enter occupations different from those of their parents.

It is important not to treat every occupational change as upward 
mobility. A move from one job to another may be horizontal; a shift into 
lower-paid or less secure work may be downward mobility even if the job 
title changes. Researchers should specify the dimension of mobility being 
studied—such as earnings, occupational prestige, employment security 
or authority—and distinguish mobility within a person’s lifetime from 
intergenerational change.
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Caste continues to shape occupational mobility in India. A study 
of West Bengal reports that upward mobility rates differed across caste 
groups and that educational attainment did not translate into occupational 
success equally across those groups. This cautions against assuming that 
education alone removes the effects of inherited social position.

4.2.8 � Migration

Migration can influence mobility by changing a person’s access to 
employment, education, services and networks. It may involve movement 
from rural to urban areas, between regions, or across national borders. 
People may migrate because local employment is limited, because work 
is available elsewhere, or because they seek education, safety or improved 
living conditions.

Migration is not itself proof of upward mobility. Its effects depend on 
migrants’ skills, resources, legal and social status, the character of available 
work, and the reception they encounter at their destination. Migrants 
may gain access to new livelihoods while facing discrimination, insecure 
employment, separation from family support, poor housing or restricted 
access to services. Migration can thus produce gains in one dimension of 
life while creating vulnerability in another.

A sociological analysis should also consider who migrates and under 
what constraints. Migration may be a chosen strategy for some, while 
others move because of poverty, displacement, environmental pressures or 
lack of local livelihood options. Gender, caste, class, ethnicity and region 
can shape both the decision to migrate and the opportunities available 
after arrival.

4.2.9 � Political and Legal Institutions

Political and legal institutions shape mobility by establishing rights, 
regulating access to public goods, and defining protections against 
discrimination. Laws and policies concerning education, employment, 
welfare, labour rights and equal treatment can widen access to 
opportunities. Conversely, discriminatory practices, weak enforcement 
or unequal access to institutions may preserve barriers despite formal 
declarations of equality.

In India, affirmative-action policies are relevant to this discussion 
because they seek to address historical exclusion by creating access 
to specified educational, political or employment opportunities for 
eligible groups. Their effects should be assessed carefully: policy design, 
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implementation, institutional capacity and intersecting inequalities can all 
affect outcomes. Cassan’s study, for example, found that affirmative action 
increased some measures of educational attainment among Scheduled 
Caste beneficiaries, while gains were uneven by gender and less evident at 
higher educational levels.

Legal equality and substantive equality are related but distinct. A 
law may establish equal rights, yet people may remain unequal in their 
capacity to use those rights because of poverty, discrimination, distance 
from services or lack of information. For this reason, sociological analysis 
should examine both the formal rules and how institutions operate in 
practice.

4.2.10 � Social Networks and Social Capital

Social networks can affect mobility by providing information, referrals, 
emotional support, mentoring and access to resources. Family members, 
teachers, peers, professional associations, community organizations 
and employers may connect people to educational or employment 
opportunities. Networks can also help individuals navigate institutions 
whose procedures are unfamiliar or difficult to access.

The concept of social capital draws attention to resources available 
through social relationships. Yet networks do not benefit everyone equally. 
Some people have connections that link them to influential institutions 
and employers, while others rely on networks that offer support but few 
routes into secure or high-status work. The sociological question is not 
only whether people have networks, but also what resources those networks 
connect them to and how those resources are distributed.

Networks may also reinforce inequality. Recruitment through personal 
contacts, for example, can advantage those already connected to powerful 
groups. Social ties can therefore operate both as resources for mobility and 
as mechanisms that reproduce social closure.

4.2.11 � Social Mobility and Social Barriers

Social barriers are conditions that restrict access to opportunities or 
reduce the likelihood that qualifications and effort will lead to improved 
social positions. They may operate at individual, institutional and 
structural levels. Important barriers include:

 	 ➢ Poverty and limited access to material resources.

 	 ➢ Unequal access to quality schooling and higher education.
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 	 ➢ Caste-based exclusion and discrimination.

 	 ➢ Gender inequality and unequal care responsibilities.

 	 ➢ Racial, ethnic or religious discrimination.

 	 ➢ Unequal access to influential networks and information.

 	 ➢ Geographical disadvantage and uneven availability of institutions 
or employment.

 	 ➢ Insecure work and unequal access to healthcare, housing and social 
protection.

Barriers often intersect. For example, gender may shape the effects of 
caste, class, region and family resources rather than operating separately 
from them. Cassan’s findings on the unequal gender effects of affirmative 
action demonstrate the importance of examining how social categories 
combine when assessing mobility.

Mobility should consequently be understood as both an individual 
trajectory and a socially structured process. People make choices and act 
with agency, but those choices are made within unequal conditions. A 
rigorous account examines who moves, between which positions, through 
what mechanisms, and with what degree of security. It also asks whether 
apparent upward movement reflects durable change in life chances or a 
limited change in occupation or income.

Conceptual Points for Study

When analysing social mobility, distinguish among:

 	 ➢ Vertical and horizontal mobility: movement up or down a hierarchy 
versus movement between positions of similar rank.

 	 ➢ Intragenerational and intergenerational mobility: change 
during one person’s lifetime versus change between parents and 
children.

 	 ➢ Absolute and relative mobility: the extent of movement across 
positions versus a group’s chances of reaching a position compared 
with others.

 	 ➢ Structural and circulation mobility: movement caused by changes 
in the occupational structure versus competition for positions 
within that structure.

 	 ➢ Opportunity and outcome: formal access to education or 
employment versus the social and economic results people actually 
achieve.
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These distinctions prevent mobility from being reduced to a single 
measure. A person may gain educational qualifications without attaining 
a more secure occupation; a group may experience expanded access to 
schooling without an equivalent narrowing of occupational inequality. 
India-focused research, including Sinha’s comparison of educational and 
occupational mobility among SC/ST and non-SC/ST men, underscores the 
value of studying these dimensions separately.

4.2.12 � Check Your Progress

1.	 What role does education play in social mobility?

2.	 How does industrialization influence mobility?

3.	 Why can cities provide greater opportunities for mobility?

4.	 What is the relationship between migration and mobility?

5.	 Identify three barriers to social mobility.

4.2.13 � Summary

Social mobility is influenced by a combination of individual and 
structural conditions. Education, economic development, occupational 
change, urbanization, migration and social networks can create 
opportunities for mobility.

At the same time, poverty, discrimination, unequal education and 
inherited social advantages can restrict mobility. Understanding mobility 
therefore requires attention to both individual achievements and social 
structures.

4.2.14 � Keywords

Education, Industrialization, Urbanization, Migration, Occupational 
Structure, Social Capital, Social Networks, Discrimination, Structural 
Conditions, Mobility Opportunities.

4.2.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the role of education in social mobility.

2.	 Discuss the relationship between economic development and 
mobility.

3.	 Explain how urbanization influences social mobility.

4.	 Discuss migration as a mechanism of social mobility.

5.	 What social barriers restrict mobility?
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Lesson 4.3 – Consequences of Social Mobility

4.3.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Explain the consequences of social mobility.

2.	 Identify positive and negative consequences of mobility.

3.	 Examine the effects of mobility on individuals and families.

4.	 Explain the relationship between mobility and social stratification.

5.	 Understand the role of mobility in social change.

4.3.2 � Introduction

Social mobility refers to “movement between positions in a system of 
social stratification. It may occur within an individual’s lifetime, such as 
when a person changes occupation or income level, or between generations, 
as when children attain a different educational or occupational position 
from their parents. Mobility may be upward, downward or horizontal, and it 
may involve changes in income, occupation, education, prestige, authority 
or social class. Its consequences therefore extend beyond a person’s new 
position: mobility may alter relationships, identities, aspirations and access 
to institutions.

Sociologists examine these consequences at both the individual and 
structural levels. At the individual level, mobility can affect material 
conditions, self-understanding, social networks and well-being. At the 
structural level, it can influence the openness of a society, the reproduction of 
inequality and the legitimacy of its institutions. These levels are connected. 
A person’s movement may be experienced as a personal achievement, yet 
the opportunities that made it possible are shaped by education, labour 
markets, family resources, discrimination and public policy.

The consequences of mobility are not uniformly positive or negative. 
Upward mobility may bring improved income and wider opportunities, 
while also requiring adjustment to unfamiliar social settings. Downward 
mobility may involve insecurity or loss of status, but its effects depend 
on the person’s resources, relationships and circumstances. Nor does 
individual upward mobility necessarily mean that society as a whole 
has become more equal. A society may enable some people to rise while 



Notes

179

preserving substantial barriers for others. Sociological analysis therefore 
asks not only whether mobility occurs, but who moves, by what routes, 
under what conditions and with what consequences.

4.3.3 � Positive Consequences of Social Mobility

One important consequence of upward mobility may be an improvement 
in material living conditions. A change in income or occupational position 
can expand access to housing, education, healthcare, transport and other 
resources. Greater economic security may allow individuals and families 
to plan for the future, respond to emergencies and pursue opportunities 
that were previously difficult to reach. These gains can affect more than 
the person who moves: family members may benefit through educational 
support, improved housing or access to wider social networks.

Mobility may also widen access to educational and professional 
opportunities. Education can provide qualifications and skills that 
enable people to enter occupations different from those available to their 
parents. Occupational mobility may in turn expose individuals to new 
forms of work, responsibility and decision-making. However, access to 
these opportunities is not determined by individual effort alone. Family 
resources, the quality of schooling, social connections, gender, caste, 
class and regional location can shape who is able to pursue and convert 
opportunities into mobility.

A society with routes between social positions may appear more open 
than one in which position is fixed by birth. Mobility can challenge the 
belief that a person’s occupation, status or life chances are permanently 
determined by family background. When people from different social 
origins enter educational institutions and occupations, this can make 
social boundaries more permeable and broaden participation in public 
life. Yet the existence of some routes upward is not by itself evidence that 
opportunity is fairly distributed. Sociologists distinguish between the 
amount of mobility and the equality of opportunity to move: a society may 
have considerable movement while access to the most advantageous routes 
remains socially unequal.

Social mobility can create conditions in which individuals use their 
abilities and qualifications in new roles. When people can move between 
occupations, institutions and levels of responsibility, skills may be applied 
in different settings and new aspirations may become possible. This can 
benefit individuals and organisations. At the same time, the language of 
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“talent” and “achievement” needs to be examined carefully. Qualifications 
and performance are developed within particular social conditions, and 
people do not necessarily have equal access to the resources needed to 
demonstrate their abilities.

Occupational mobility may contribute to economic adaptation when 
the structure of work changes. As economies develop new occupations or 
reduce demand for others, movement between roles can help people enter 
emerging areas of employment. Such change may support the organisation 
of work and the development of new skills. Its benefits, however, depend 
on whether workers have access to training, secure employment and 
adequate protection during periods of transition. Mobility produced by 
choice and opportunity can differ significantly from movement imposed 
by redundancy, displacement or economic insecurity.

In some circumstances, upward mobility may also contribute to civic 
participation and personal well-being. Comparative research suggests that 
people who move upward relative to their parents may report advantages 
across several aspects of life, although the relationship between mobility 
and well-being is complex and depends on how mobility and outcomes are 
measured. Material improvement can bring a stronger sense of security 
or possibility, but social position alone does not determine a person’s 
experience. Family relationships, workplace conditions, discrimination 
and the quality of social support remain important.

4.3.4 � Negative Consequences of Social Mobility

Social mobility can involve adjustment to social environments whose 
expectations and practices differ from those with which a person is familiar. 
A person who enters a new occupation, educational institution or class 
position may encounter different ways of speaking, behaving, dressing, 
networking or expressing confidence. Learning these expectations can 
open doors, but it can also be demanding. The individual may feel pressure 
to adapt while trying to preserve relationships and practices associated 
with their earlier social environment.

Some sociological discussions have described this as a possible tension 
between social origins and destinations. A mobile person may feel that 
they do not entirely belong to the group they have left behind or to the 
group they are entering. This experience should not be assumed to occur 
in every case. Research on mobility and social relationships has produced 
varied findings: mobility may bring changes to friendship networks, 
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but the extent of isolation or disruption depends on context, the type of 
relationships involved and the opportunities to form new associations. 
The possibility of adjustment costs is therefore important without being 
treated as an inevitable result of mobility.

Changes in status may create uncertainty and insecurity, especially 
when a person’s new position is not stable. A promotion, new occupation or 
educational achievement may raise expectations that are difficult to sustain. 
Conversely, downward mobility may bring a loss of income, authority or 
occupational prestige. Individuals may worry about maintaining their 
standard of living or fulfilling family responsibilities. Such experiences can 
affect well-being, but they are shaped by the person’s financial resources, 
employment protections, family support and wider economic conditions.

Mobility may also transform family relationships. Differences in 
income, occupation, education, lifestyle or social networks between family 
members can produce new expectations and responsibilities. A person 
whose income has increased may be expected to support relatives, while 
family members may have different ideas about how resources should be 
shared. These obligations can strengthen ties and mutual support, but they 
may also generate disagreement about dependency, status and decision-
making. The outcome depends on the character of the relationships and 
the meanings attached to mobility within the family.

Generational differences can become more visible when children 
move into educational or occupational positions distinct from those of 
their parents. Parents may have knowledge, values and expectations 
grounded in their own life experiences, while children encounter new 
institutional settings and future possibilities. This can lead to pride and 
support, but also to misunderstanding or tension. The difference should 
not automatically be described as a breakdown of family relations: families 
often negotiate changing circumstances through conversation, adaptation 
and reciprocal assistance.

Mobility can change a person’s connections to familiar communities. 
Educational or occupational movement may require relocation, longer 
travel or a shift in daily routines. Reduced physical proximity can make 
frequent contact with relatives or friends more difficult. Yet distance does 
not necessarily end close relationships; people may maintain ties through 
communication, visits and practical support. Research on social mobility 
and relationships shows that the effects can differ between kinship ties and 
friendships, and between those who move within a country and those who 
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move across national borders. The consequences therefore depend partly 
on the kind of mobility and the social networks available.

Competition for higher-status positions is another potential 
consequence. Where desirable educational places or occupations are 
limited, greater mobility aspirations can intensify competition. This may 
encourage individuals to develop skills, but it can also increase pressure, 
stress and the importance attached to credentials. When people believe that 
effort should lead to advancement but encounter blocked opportunities or 
discrimination, frustration may grow. The issue is not aspiration alone, 
but the relationship between expectations, available routes and perceived 
fairness.

4.3.5 � Effects on Individuals

Social mobility can affect an individual’s income and economic 
security. Upward occupational or class mobility may increase earnings 
and access to resources, whereas downward mobility may reduce them. 
These changes can influence everyday decisions about housing, education, 
consumption, savings and care responsibilities. Income, however, is only 
one aspect of social position. A person may gain income without gaining 
equivalent authority or recognition, or may attain a prestigious occupation 
while continuing to face discrimination.

Occupation is a major dimension of mobility because it shapes 
daily routines, status, working conditions and relationships. Entering 
a new occupation can provide opportunities for skill development and 
professional recognition. It may also involve unfamiliar rules, job insecurity 
or pressure to meet new expectations. Downward occupational movement 
can bring a loss of control, status or security, particularly when it occurs 
involuntarily. The meaning of occupational change varies according to the 
individual’s prior position, the destination and the social value attached to 
each occupation.

Education can be both a route to mobility and an outcome associated 
with it. Access to higher levels of education may expand knowledge, 
qualifications and professional options. Educational mobility may also alter 
aspirations and expectations for the future. Yet educational achievement 
is embedded in unequal conditions: people differ in access to institutions, 
financial support, study time, language resources and social networks. 
A sociological account considers these conditions rather than treating 
educational outcomes as the result of individual effort alone.
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Mobility may influence lifestyle and patterns of consumption. Changes 
in income or occupation can affect where people live, how they spend 
leisure time and which goods or services they can access. Lifestyle changes 
may express new opportunities, but they can also become a source of 
social judgement. Individuals may feel expected to adopt the practices 
of a new social group while remaining connected to earlier relationships 
and obligations. These adjustments are neither simply personal choices 
nor uniform consequences of mobility; they reflect the social meanings 
attached to class, status and respectability.

Social identity may also be reshaped. A person may understand 
themselves through several positions at once: family background, 
occupation, education, caste, gender, region and current class location. 
Mobility can change how others classify or treat the person, but self-
identification may not change at the same pace. Some people may feel pride 
in their achievements; others may experience ambivalence about distance 
from their community of origin or uncertainty about acceptance in their 
new setting. Qualitative research is particularly useful for examining these 
meanings because it can capture how people narrate mobility in everyday 
life.

A change in social position may widen or reorganise social networks. 
New educational and professional settings can provide contacts, 
information and support that were not previously available. At the same 
time, some earlier relationships may become less frequent as routines and 
locations change. It is important not to presume that mobile individuals 
simply abandon their old networks. Research on rural migrants who 
achieved economic success in Beijing, for example, found that kinship 
ties could remain strong while friendship circles and relationships with 
local residents changed; economic success did not automatically produce 
integration into the established urban community.

Mobility can influence access to power and prestige. A person who 
enters a position of authority may gain influence over decisions or 
greater public recognition. However, formal position does not guarantee 
equal respect or acceptance. Social hierarchies based on caste, gender, 
race, ethnicity, language or class may continue to shape how authority is 
experienced and whose expertise is recognised. Individual advancement 
can therefore coexist with barriers that affect members of the same social 
group more broadly.
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4.3.6 � Effects on Families

Families are important settings in which mobility is experienced, 
interpreted and supported. Educational and occupational changes may 
affect household income, living arrangements, caregiving responsibilities 
and expectations about children’s futures. When one family member moves 
into a different social position, the benefits and demands of that mobility 
may be shared across the household. Family members may contribute 
resources, encouragement or care, while the person who has moved may 
be expected to assist relatives in return.

Intergenerational mobility can create differences between parents and 
children in occupation, income, education and lifestyle. A child who enters 
a professional occupation may experience working conditions and social 
networks that are unfamiliar to parents who have worked in different 
sectors. Parents may nevertheless provide crucial emotional, practical 
or financial support. Such support can continue after mobility and may 
even be strengthened when the family views the person’s achievement as a 
collective accomplishment.

Differences in language and cultural practice may also become more 
noticeable. Educational institutions and workplaces can introduce new 
forms of communication, behaviour and self-presentation. Children 
may become more fluent in the language or norms valued in a particular 
institution, while parents retain practices associated with their community 
or occupational background. These differences can provide children 
with additional resources, but they can also create feelings of distance or 
unequal authority within the family. The interpretation of such changes 
depends on family histories and social context.

Mobility can alter family aspirations. Educational or occupational 
advancement may lead families to set new goals for younger generations, 
such as pursuing higher education or entering professional employment. 
These aspirations can be empowering, but they may also place pressure 
on children to sustain or improve the family’s new status. A family’s 
expectations can be shaped by prior experiences of disadvantage, by hopes 
for security and by the belief that education offers a route to a different 
future.

The benefits of mobility are not always distributed equally among 
family members. Increased income or status may be accompanied by 
unequal demands for care, domestic work or financial assistance. Gendered 
expectations can influence who is able to take up educational or employment 
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opportunities and who provides support to others. A sociological analysis 
therefore examines not only whether a family becomes more mobile, but 
how the gains, responsibilities and constraints are distributed within it.

Mobility can produce tensions around obligation and belonging. A 
person who moves to another city or social environment may have less 
time for family responsibilities, while relatives may expect continuing 
participation in household decisions or community events. At the same 
time, mobility can provide resources that allow a person to support 
parents, siblings or children. Family relations may thus involve negotiation 
between independence and obligation rather than a simple choice between 
leaving and remaining connected.

4.3.7 � Effects on Social Relationships

Social mobility can change the composition of an individual’s 
social networks. Entry into a new occupation may create relationships 
with colleagues, professional associations or people who share similar 
educational experiences. These connections can provide information, 
mentorship and a sense of belonging. New associations may also expose 
individuals to different viewpoints and social practices, broadening 
interaction across social groups.

At the same time, relationships formed in earlier settings may change. 
Differences in work schedules, income, residence or leisure activities can 
reduce opportunities for regular contact. Some friendships may continue 
across these changes; others may become less central. The process is not 
necessarily one of deliberate rejection. Relationships are shaped by routine, 
geography, shared experiences and the availability of time, as well as by the 
meanings individuals attach to status and social identity.

Mobility may increase interaction between people from different social 
backgrounds, particularly when educational institutions, workplaces or 
public organisations bring them together. Such contact can contribute 
to wider social networks and shared activities. However, interaction 
should not be equated with equality. People may work or study in the 
same institution while holding different levels of authority, security and 
influence. They may also experience social distance or discrimination 
within spaces that appear formally integrated.

Marriage and family expectations may also change as mobility reshapes 
social networks and aspirations. Educational attainment, occupation, 
income and residence can influence the settings in which people meet 
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potential partners and the expectations they bring to intimate relationships. 
Families may have particular ideas about status, compatibility or social 
background. These patterns vary across communities and should be 
investigated empirically rather than assumed to follow one general rule.

The idea that mobility necessarily isolates individuals has been debated 
in sociology. Earlier perspectives proposed that mobile people might 
become detached from their social origins without being fully accepted 
in their destination groups. Other research has found that mobility can 
extend and diversify social involvement rather than simply weaken it. 
The evidence suggests that outcomes differ by context and by the types 
of ties examined; relationships with family, friends, colleagues and local 
communities may change in distinct ways.

4.3.8 � Effects on Social Stratification

Social mobility affects how social stratification is reproduced and 
experienced. When people move between social positions, the boundaries 
between groups may become more permeable. A society in which movement 
is possible may offer individuals routes to education, occupations or status 
beyond those associated with their family background. Mobility can also 
make the hierarchy appear more open and legitimate, especially when 
people believe that effort and ability can lead to advancement.

However, mobility and equality are not the same. A society may 
experience individual upward mobility while retaining large differences 
in income, wealth, power and prestige. Some people may move upward 
while others remain disadvantaged or move downward. The presence 
of successful individuals from less privileged backgrounds does not by 
itself show that the barriers facing those groups have been removed. 
Social mobility must therefore be examined in relation to the structure of 
inequality, not as a substitute for such analysis.

Patterns of mobility can reveal the persistence of social advantage 
across generations. If access to desirable positions depends heavily on 
family resources, educational opportunities or inherited networks, then 
social origins may continue to shape destinations. Conversely, changes in 
the occupational structure may create new positions and new pathways, 
although not everyone can access them equally. A sociological analysis 
distinguishes structural changes in the number and type of occupations 
from changes in the relative chances of people from different origins 
reaching particular destinations.
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Social stratification is also shaped by caste, gender, ethnicity, race, 
region and other relations of power. Mobility in one dimension may not 
remove disadvantage in another. An individual may gain an educational 
qualification but continue to encounter discrimination in employment 
or social life. A person may experience occupational advancement while 
facing barriers to recognition or authority. Studying mobility through a 
single measure, such as income or occupation, can therefore obscure the 
uneven and multidimensional character of social position.

Mobility may change the composition of social groups without 
eliminating the processes that reproduce inequality. If some members of 
a disadvantaged group enter higher-status occupations, their experiences 
may differ from those who remain in less secure positions. The group 
itself is not necessarily transformed uniformly. Sociologists consequently 
examine who moves, which routes are available, whether mobility is 
sustained across generations and whether institutions become more 
inclusive as a result.

4.3.9 � Effects on Social Change

Social mobility is both a consequence and a possible mechanism 
of social change. Changes in education, technology, the economy and 
occupational organisation can create new positions or alter the value 
of existing ones. Industrialisation, the growth of service occupations, 
urbanisation and changes in public policy may open some pathways while 
closing others. The specific effects depend on the historical period and the 
structure of the society being studied.

As people move into new occupations and social environments, values 
and aspirations may change. Individuals may encounter different ideas 
about work, education, family life, consumption and political participation. 
These encounters can influence personal choices and may contribute to 
broader changes in social expectations. Yet mobility does not produce a 
single, predictable set of values. People interpret new experiences through 
family histories, community ties and existing beliefs.

Changes in family patterns may accompany mobility. Education, 
employment and residence can affect the timing of marriage, household 
arrangements, caregiving and decisions about children’s education. These 
effects are mediated by gender norms, economic conditions and family 
responsibilities. Mobility may enable some people to make new choices 
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while leaving others constrained by unequal access to time, resources or 
decision-making power.

Mobility can also influence consumption and social identities. Access 
to new resources may affect how people present themselves and how 
they understand their place in society. New forms of consumption can 
communicate status, aspiration or belonging. However, material change 
does not necessarily erase older identities or community attachments. People 
may combine new practices with long-standing cultural and social ties.

The relationship between mobility and political attitudes is also a 
subject of sociological inquiry. A change in occupational position may alter 
a person’s interests, expectations of the state or views about redistribution. 
But political attitudes cannot be deduced from class movement alone. 
Origin, destination, socialisation, family relationships and wider 
political conditions may all matter. Recent work on the study of mobility 
consequences stresses the importance of distinguishing correlation from 
causation when examining such outcomes.

4.3.10 � Mobility and Social Integration

Social mobility may strengthen social integration when people from 
different backgrounds gain access to shared institutions such as schools, 
workplaces, professional bodies and civic organisations. Participation 
in common institutions can create opportunities for interaction and 
cooperation. Mobility may also increase the visibility of groups that were 
previously underrepresented, contributing to a broader understanding of 
who can occupy particular social roles.

However, the existence of common institutions does not guarantee 
equal participation. Individuals may be present but lack influence, 
experience discrimination or face pressure to conform to dominant 
cultural expectations. Integration needs to be assessed in terms of access, 
treatment, voice and belonging—not simply physical presence. A mobile 
person may have entered a new occupational group but still feel uncertain 
about whether they are accepted or recognised as an equal member.

Unequal access to mobility opportunities can also produce frustration 
and perceptions of injustice. When people are encouraged to expect 
advancement but encounter barriers linked to social origin, discrimination 
or unequal resources, they may question the fairness of institutions. 
Perceived fairness matters because it influences whether people regard 
social arrangements as legitimate. Research on mobility and social cohesion 
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notes that opportunities for advancement and perceptions of fairness are 
connected to broader questions of participation and social trust.

Social integration therefore depends on both mobility and the 
conditions under which it occurs. A society requires routes through which 
people can participate and advance, but it also needs fair access to those 
routes, protection against discrimination and institutions that recognise 
diverse experiences. Where mobility is limited to a small number of 
exceptional individuals, it may provide evidence of possibility without 
resolving structural exclusion. Where mobility is accompanied by broad 
access, institutional inclusion and respect for difference, it is more likely 
to contribute to shared participation.

Concluding perspective

The consequences of social mobility are multidimensional. Mobility 
may improve material conditions, expand opportunities and challenge the 
idea that social position is fixed at birth. It may also bring adjustment, 
insecurity, changing family expectations and shifts in social networks. Its 
effects differ according to direction, distance, timing, voluntariness and 
the social resources available to the individual.

For sociologists, the central task is to connect individual experiences 
to wider structures. Mobility should be studied in relation to class, caste, 
gender, education, labour markets, family resources, social networks 
and institutional rules. It is also important to distinguish individual 
movement from changes in society-wide inequality. The fact that some 
individuals move upward does not establish that opportunity is equal or 
that stratification has disappeared.

A balanced understanding recognises that mobility can create 
opportunities and costs at the same time. It may open access to new 
institutions while requiring people to negotiate altered relationships 
and identities. It may contribute to social integration, yet coexist with 
discrimination and unequal participation.” The sociological question is 
therefore not simply whether mobility is good or bad, but how it is produced, 
how its gains and burdens are distributed, and whether the institutions 
through which it occurs enable fair and meaningful participation.

4.3.11 � Check Your Progress

1.	 Mention two positive consequences of social mobility.

2.	 Identify two possible negative consequences.
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3.	 How can mobility affect family relationships?

4.	 How does mobility influence social stratification?

5.	 Explain the relationship between mobility and social change.

4.3.12 � Summary

Social mobility has consequences at individual, family and societal 
levels. It can improve opportunities, living standards and social openness. 
At the same time, it may create adjustment difficulties, competition and 
changes in social relationships.

Mobility can make social boundaries more flexible, but mobility alone 
does not necessarily eliminate inequality. Its effects must therefore be 
understood in relation to the wider structure of society.

4.3.13 � Keywords

Social Mobility, Social Change, Social Integration, Social Stratification, 
Upward Mobility, Downward Mobility, Social Networks, Social Status, 
Social Identity, Social Openness.

4.3.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the positive consequences of social mobility.

2.	 Discuss the negative consequences of social mobility.

3.	 Examine the effects of mobility on family relationships.

4.	 How does social mobility influence social stratification?

5.	 Discuss the relationship between social mobility and social change.
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Lesson 4.4 – Social Mobility in Contemporary Society

4.4.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Explain patterns of mobility in contemporary societies.

2.	 Understand the relationship between education and occupational 
mobility.

3.	 Examine the influence of technological and economic change.

4.	 Discuss social mobility in the Indian context.

5.	 Analyze the relationship between mobility and continuing 
inequality.

4.4.2 � Introduction

Contemporary societies are shaped by rapid economic, technological, 
educational and occupational changes. Industrial restructuring, the 
growth of service industries, urbanisation, expanding education, digital 
communication and international migration have altered the ways people 
enter occupations and attain social status. These changes have created new 
routes to social mobility, but they have not made mobility equally available 
to everyone. The opportunities people can access remain influenced by 
family resources, social background, gender, caste, region, institutional 
arrangements and the distribution of power.

“Education, professional employment, migration and technological 
development are often described as pathways to upward mobility. 
Qualifications may open access to occupations that were once limited to a 
narrower group, and new industries can create roles that did not previously 
exist. Yet the existence of a pathway does not ensure that everyone can use 
it. Unequal access to quality education, financial resources, professional 
networks, secure employment and recognised credentials can restrict who 
benefits. Family background, in particular, continues to shape educational 
attainment and access to desirable opportunities.

Social mobility should therefore be considered alongside social 
inequality. Mobility concerns movement between social positions; 
inequality concerns the unequal distribution of resources, status and 
power. These processes are related but not identical. A society may have 
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individuals who move upward while retaining substantial differences 
in wealth and opportunity. The sociological task is to understand how 
modern institutions create routes for movement while also reproducing 
advantages and disadvantages.

4.4.3 � Social Mobility in Modern Societies

Modern societies are generally associated with more diverse routes 
to social mobility than systems in which social position is strongly tied 
to hereditary status. Education, competitive employment, professional 
qualifications, urbanisation, migration, entrepreneurship and 
technological change can all create opportunities for individuals to change 
their occupational or social position. People may enter work different 
from that of their parents, move between regions, or gain status through 
qualifications and employment.

These developments have weakened some direct connections between 
birth and occupation. Modern economies contain many jobs that did not 
exist in earlier generations, and formal recruitment may be organised 
through qualifications or examinations rather than inherited occupational 
roles. Urban labour markets can bring people into contact with a wider 
range of occupations and institutions. Migration can provide access to 
employment or education unavailable in a person’s place of origin. Such 
changes have expanded the possible routes through which mobility can 
occur.

However, modernity does not eliminate social stratification. Access 
to valued education, stable work, professional networks and influential 
positions remains uneven. Family resources can help individuals obtain 
better schooling, prepare for competitive selection and manage the costs 
of relocation or extended education. Social background can also influence 
how institutions assess people and whether their qualifications are 
recognised. As a result, modern societies may combine formal openness 
with continuing inequalities in actual opportunity.

It is useful to distinguish between individual mobility and structural 
change. Individual mobility refers to a person or family changing position 
in the social hierarchy. Structural change refers to changes in the number 
and distribution of positions themselves—for example, the expansion of 
professional and service occupations or the decline of certain forms of 
manual employment. Structural change can produce large amounts of 
movement even when people from different social origins do not have 
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equal chances of reaching the same destinations. Sociologists therefore 
examine both changes in the occupational structure and the relative 
chances of individuals from different backgrounds moving within it.

4.4.4 � Education and Professional Mobility

Education has become a major route into professional and 
administrative occupations. Qualifications can provide specialised 
knowledge, formal credentials and eligibility for jobs in fields such 
as medicine, law, teaching, engineering, management, information 
technology and research. Educational institutions may also provide social 
networks, professional contacts and familiarity with the language and 
practices valued in workplaces. In this way, education can influence both 
the skills people acquire and the positions they can seek.

The relationship between education and mobility is not automatic. 
Educational opportunity is shaped by the availability, quality and cost 
of schooling and higher education. Students from different family 
backgrounds may have unequal access to tutoring, technology, study space, 
language support and information about application processes. Family 
income can influence whether a student is able to continue studying, take 
up an unpaid internship, relocate for college or prepare for competitive 
examinations. These differences affect not only whether a person enters 
education, but what kind of institution and qualification they can access.

Education can contribute to social mobility while also reproducing 
social inequalities. When students are sorted into institutions or pathways 
of unequal quality, educational credentials may reflect differences in 
opportunity as well as individual achievement. Higher education can open 
professional routes, but entry into its most selective or prestigious forms 
may remain closely connected to family resources and prior educational 
advantage. Research on educational attainment has repeatedly highlighted 
the significance of family background in shaping educational outcomes 
and subsequent labour-market opportunities.academic.oup+1

Professional qualifications can provide a recognised route into 
occupations, but their value depends on the labour market and institutional 
context. A degree does not guarantee secure employment or upward 
movement if suitable jobs are unavailable, recruitment is discriminatory or 
qualifications are not recognised. Graduates may experience competition, 
underemployment or a mismatch between their training and available 
work. A sociological analysis therefore considers how education connects 
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to employment, who benefits from particular credentials and whether 
professional opportunities are fairly distributed.

Education may also influence aspirations and identity. Students 
entering higher education can encounter new forms of knowledge, social 
relationships and expectations about future work. This can broaden their 
sense of what is possible. At the same time, students who are first in their 
families to enter a professional or university setting may need to navigate 
unfamiliar institutional norms. Their experiences depend on the support 
available, the inclusiveness of institutions and whether their social and 
cultural backgrounds are recognised.

4.4.5 � Economic and Technological Change

Economic change alters the types of occupations available and the skills 
employers seek. The expansion of service industries, digital services and 
knowledge-based work has created new roles in information technology, 
communication, finance, research and professional services. These changes 
can provide routes to occupational mobility for people with relevant 
education and skills. They may also change the status of occupations and 
the relationship between qualifications, income and authority.

Technological development can create new work while changing or 
reducing demand for some existing tasks. Automation and digital systems 
may reorganise work within occupations rather than simply eliminate 
entire occupations. Some workers may gain from new technologies because 
their skills complement technological systems; others may face pressure 
to retrain or move into different work. The consequences depend on the 
organisation of work, employers’ decisions, training opportunities and 
the availability of social protection. International research on automation 
emphasises that effects differ across occupations and workers, and that 
technological change can generate both displacement and new tasks.

Technological change can therefore produce new forms of insecurity 
alongside new opportunities. Workers may face temporary contracts, 
frequent occupational transitions or pressure to update their skills. The 
capacity to respond to these changes is uneven. Workers with time, money 
and access to training may be better positioned to move into emerging 
occupations. Those with fewer resources may find it more difficult to 
retrain, relocate or withstand periods without stable income. Technological 
development is consequently not a neutral force: its effects are mediated 
by social class, education, employment relations and public policy.
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The digital economy can also reshape the meaning of professional 
mobility. Online platforms, remote work and digital services may allow 
some people to participate in labour markets beyond their immediate 
locality. Yet meaningful access depends on reliable connectivity, suitable 
equipment, digital literacy and the ability to secure work on fair terms. 
Digital opportunity may expand geographical access for some workers 
while increasing competition or insecurity for others. It is important to 
ask not only whether technology creates jobs, but also what the quality of 
those jobs is and how their benefits and risks are distributed.

4.4.6 � Mobility and Social Inequality

Social mobility and social inequality are closely related, but one should 
not be treated as a direct measure of the other. Social mobility describes 
movement between positions; social inequality concerns differences in 
resources, power, status and life chances. A society may have considerable 
movement between occupations while retaining a steep hierarchy, large 
income differences and unequal access to influential positions. Some 
individuals can move upward even when the overall distribution of 
advantage remains unequal.

Sociologists distinguish between absolute mobility and relative 
mobility. Absolute mobility refers to the amount of movement between 
social or occupational positions across generations or over a person’s life. 
It is strongly affected by changes in the structure of the economy. For 
example, if professional and service occupations expand while agricultural 
or manual occupations decline, many people may enter new occupational 
categories. This can increase the overall volume of movement, even if the 
chances of reaching the new positions differ by social origin.

Relative mobility, sometimes described as social fluidity, concerns the 
comparative chances of people from different social backgrounds reaching 
particular social positions. It asks whether people with different origins 
have more or less equal chances of attaining a destination, after taking 
account of changes in the size of occupational groups. Relative mobility is 
therefore especially useful for examining equality of opportunity. If people 
from advantaged backgrounds remain more likely to reach desirable 
positions than people from disadvantaged backgrounds, a society may 
have substantial absolute mobility but limited relative mobility.

These distinctions clarify why evidence of upward movement alone 
cannot demonstrate that a society is open or fair. A growing economy 
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may create more professional occupations and allow many people to move 
into them. But if access to the most secure, prestigious or well-paid roles 
continues to depend heavily on family resources, educational advantage or 
social networks, relative chances may remain unequal. Measuring mobility 
requires attention to both the changing structure of available positions 
and the opportunities individuals have to reach them.

Mobility can also coexist with persistent differences in wealth, power 
and social recognition. A person may gain a higher occupational position 
without acquiring the same wealth, security or influence as people 
whose families have occupied advantaged positions over generations. 
Likewise, upward movement in education may not erase discrimination 
or social stigma. Sociologists therefore analyse mobility in relation to the 
broader mechanisms through which inequality is maintained, including 
inheritance, educational stratification, labour-market segmentation and 
unequal access to social networks.

4.4.7 � Social Mobility in the Indian Context

Social mobility in India is shaped by the interaction of caste, class, 
education, occupation, urbanisation, migration, economic development, 
government policies and social networks. These dimensions do not 
operate separately. Caste can influence educational and occupational 
opportunities; class affects access to schooling and resources; gender 
shapes participation in education and paid work; and regional location 
can influence the availability of institutions and employment. A person’s 
mobility trajectory is therefore formed within a complex social structure.

The expansion of education, urban employment and new occupations 
has created additional routes to mobility. People may move from rural 
to urban areas, from agricultural work to non-agricultural occupations, 
or from family-based occupations into professional or service-sector 
employment. Public institutions and government policies have also played 
an important role in widening access to education, public employment 
and political representation. These changes have altered the relationship 
between inherited status and occupational position.

At the same time, economic modernisation has not removed caste-based 
inequality. The association between caste and hereditary occupation has 
weakened in many settings, but caste continues to shape access to education, 
employment, wealth and social networks. Research on contemporary India 
documents persistent caste disparities, including unequal representation 
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in higher education and higher-status occupations. It also cautions against 
assuming that class position alone explains differences in life chances.

Government policies, including affirmative-action measures, 
have created institutional routes to education, public employment 
and representation for some historically disadvantaged groups. Their 
significance lies not only in individual advancement but also in the 
possibility of changing access to institutions and public life. Yet mobility 
opportunities continue to be shaped by the quality of prior schooling, 
economic resources, geography, discrimination and the availability of 
suitable employment. A comprehensive analysis considers both policy 
access and the conditions people encounter before and after entering 
institutions.

Migration and urbanisation have also influenced mobility. Movement 
to towns and cities can place individuals closer to universities, public 
institutions, industries and new forms of employment. But urban residence 
does not guarantee upward mobility. Migrants may encounter insecure 
housing, informal work, weak social protection or discrimination. They 
may also maintain important ties to their place of origin, contributing to 
family and community life across geographical distance. The outcomes 
depend on the resources migrants bring, the jobs available and the rights 
and support they can access.

Social networks matter because they can provide information about 
jobs, educational opportunities, housing and institutional procedures. 
Networks may help people navigate unfamiliar environments and gain 
access to opportunities. However, networks are not equally distributed: 
some provide access to influential institutions, while others are confined to 
insecure or poorly paid work. This means that mobility depends not only 
on individual qualifications but also on the social connections through 
which opportunities become accessible.

4.4.8 � Caste and Social Mobility

Traditional caste structures placed substantial importance on 
hereditary status, endogamy, social hierarchy and the association of 
particular groups with customary occupations. These features restricted 
movement between social positions and influenced access to resources and 
public life. The relationship between caste and occupation has changed 
over time, especially with the growth of education, urban labour markets, 
state institutions and new forms of employment. However, change in the 
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occupational structure does not necessarily mean the disappearance of 
caste as a system of social power.

Education, urbanisation, occupational diversification, migration, 
political participation and economic development have created new routes 
through which individuals and groups may seek upward mobility. These 
processes can weaken some of the restrictions associated with hereditary 
occupation. They can also create opportunities for groups to acquire 
education, enter new occupations, build organisations and make claims for 
recognition or representation. However, the extent and meaning of such 
mobility vary across regions, communities and historical circumstances.

M. N. Srinivas’s concepts of Sanskritisation and Westernisation are 
important for understanding certain processes of social change in Indian 
society. Srinivas used Sanskritisation to describe a process in which a 
group adopts customs, rituals, beliefs or ways of life associated with a 
locally higher-status group, as part of a claim to improved social position. 
The concept draws attention to mobility within a social hierarchy through 
changes in cultural practices and status claims.

Sanskritisation is not simply a change in individual behaviour. It can 
involve collective processes through which a group seeks recognition and 
a different position in a local hierarchy. The process may take place over 
time and may be contested by other groups. Cultural adoption does not 
necessarily bring economic equality, political power or the removal of 
caste discrimination. For this reason, Sanskritisation is useful for analysing 
status claims and cultural change, but it should not be treated as equivalent 
to structural transformation or the abolition of caste hierarchy.

Srinivas’s concept of Westernisation refers broadly to changes 
associated with British rule and the introduction or expansion of Western 
institutions, technologies, education, law, administration and cultural 
practices. Western education and new occupations could create routes 
to status and employment outside traditional caste-based occupational 
arrangements. At the same time, access to these opportunities was 
unequal, and the historical context of colonial power must be considered. 
Westernisation should therefore be analysed as a complex process of 
institutional and cultural change rather than as a simple movement from 
“tradition” to “modernity.”

Srinivas’s work also drew attention to the changing relationship 
between ritual rank and local power through the concept of the dominant 
caste. A group’s local influence may be connected not only to ritual status 
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but also to factors such as numerical strength, landholding and political 
power. This helps explain why social position can change in one dimension 
without necessarily changing in another. A group may gain economic or 
political influence while continuing to occupy a different position in ritual 
hierarchy.

A critical use of Srinivas’s concepts recognises both their contribution 
and their limits. Sanskritisation and Westernisation help explain cultural 
and institutional processes of change, but they do not by themselves fully 
explain the role of conflict, coercion, anti-caste movements, state policy, 
capitalism or the everyday persistence of discrimination. Contemporary 
analysis should also consider the perspectives and political struggles of 
Dalit, Adivasi and other marginalised communities. This makes it possible 
to study mobility not only as adaptation within existing hierarchies, but 
also as collective action that challenges those hierarchies.

4.4.9 � Gender and Social Mobility

Gender shapes access to education, employment, income, authority 
and leadership. The expansion of education and women’s participation in 
paid employment has created new opportunities for mobility, including 
entry into professional, administrative and public roles. Education may 
strengthen women’s qualifications and aspirations, while employment 
can provide income, professional networks and greater participation in 
decision-making. These changes can affect not only individual status but 
also family relations and social expectations.

However, access to mobility is shaped by gendered divisions of labour 
and power. Unequal responsibility for domestic work and caregiving 
can limit the time available for education, employment or professional 
advancement. Women may face discrimination in recruitment, unequal 
pay, restricted occupational choices, unsafe working conditions or 
barriers to promotion. Occupational segregation can concentrate women 
in particular sectors or roles, limiting access to positions with greater 
security, authority or income.

Gender does not operate independently of caste, class, region, disability 
or community. Women from different social locations may have unequal 
access to schooling, transport, digital resources, professional networks 
and secure employment. An intersectional approach asks how these 
dimensions interact rather than treating “women” as a single, uniform 
category. Research on India, for example, has documented how caste 
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and gender together shape educational choices and later labour-market 
possibilities.nber+1

Mobility may also produce different consequences for women and men 
within the same family or community. When a group experiences upward 
movement, gender expectations may change, remain contested or become 
more restrictive. A shift in material position does not automatically produce 
greater autonomy. It is therefore important to examine who controls new 
resources, who undertakes unpaid work and whether increased education 
or income translates into greater decision-making power.

Gender-sensitive analysis should distinguish between access to 
a position and the experience of occupying it. Women may enter an 
educational institution or occupation but still encounter exclusion from 
networks, leadership or decision-making. Meaningful mobility requires 
not only the opportunity to enter new settings but also fair treatment, 
security, recognition and the ability to participate on equal terms.

4.4.10 � Mobility and Globalisation

Globalisation has expanded opportunities for international education, 
employment and migration. Professional qualifications may enable some 
individuals to work across national boundaries, while communication 
technologies can support transnational professional networks. Businesses 
and organisations may recruit across countries or organise work across 
several locations. These developments have created forms of occupational 
mobility that extend beyond national labour markets.

International migration for employment can provide access to higher 
earnings, professional development or new occupational experiences. 
However, global opportunities are unevenly distributed. Access depends 
on education, wealth, language skills, recognised credentials, legal status, 
citizenship and social networks. Highly skilled workers may be able to 
move through professional channels, while others may enter precarious 
work with limited rights or social protection. The ability to cross borders 
and convert mobility into secure status is therefore socially structured.

Global labour markets can produce both upward opportunities and 
intensified competition. Workers may compete with a wider pool of 
applicants, and employers may reorganise work across countries. Some 
occupations gain from international demand; others may face outsourcing, 
restructuring or uncertain conditions. The effects depend on the type of 
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work, bargaining power, labour regulation and the protections available to 
workers.

Migration also affects families and communities across borders. A 
person who moves for work may contribute income and support to family 
members in the place of origin, while experiencing separation and new 
responsibilities in the destination. Transnational networks can preserve 
social ties, but they do not remove the challenges of migration, such as 
discrimination, language barriers or insecure legal status. Mobility should 
therefore be understood as a process that connects places and people while 
also producing uneven experiences.

Globalisation does not benefit all groups equally. People with high-
quality education, financial resources, recognised qualifications and 
influential networks may be better placed to take advantage of global 
opportunities. Others may face barriers to migration, limited access to 
digital infrastructure or exclusion from formal employment. A sociological 
analysis examines how global processes interact with national institutions 
and social hierarchies, rather than treating globalisation as a force that 
affects everyone in the same way.

Concluding Perspective

Social mobility in modern societies is shaped by expanding education, 
changing occupations, technological development, urbanisation, migration 
and global connections. These processes create new routes to movement, 
but they do not make social position independent of background. Family 
resources, caste, class, gender, regional location and social networks 
continue to influence who can access opportunities and how securely they 
can benefit from them.

The distinction between absolute and relative mobility is essential for 
analysing these patterns. Absolute mobility shows how many people move 
as the occupational structure changes; relative mobility examines whether 
people from different social origins have comparable chances of reaching 
particular positions. A society may experience substantial movement 
while retaining unequal opportunities and durable social hierarchies.

In India, mobility must be analysed in relation to caste, class, gender, 
education, migration, public policy and economic change. Srinivas’s 
concepts of Sanskritisation and Westernisation illuminate particular forms 
of status and cultural change, but they should be used alongside analyses of 
power, conflict, discrimination and collective action.” The central question 
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for M.A. Sociology students is not simply whether modernisation creates 
mobility, but how mobility is structured, whose opportunities expand, 
whose remain restricted and whether changes in individual positions lead 
to more equal social relations.

4.4.11 � Check Your Progress

1.	 Why is education important for contemporary social mobility?

2.	 What is absolute mobility?

3.	 What is relative mobility?

4.	 Identify two factors influencing social mobility in India.

5.	 How does globalization influence mobility?

4.4.12 � Summary

Contemporary societies provide several mechanisms for social 
mobility, particularly through education, professional employment, 
urbanization, migration and technological change.

In India, mobility is influenced by the interaction of caste, class, 
gender, education, occupation and economic development. Although 
modern institutions have expanded opportunities, inequalities continue 
to shape access to mobility.

4.4.13 � Keywords

Absolute Mobility, Relative Mobility, Education, Occupational Mobility, 
Caste, Class, Gender, Globalization, Urbanization, Sanskritization, Social 
Inequality.

4.4.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the role of education in contemporary social mobility.

2.	 Distinguish between absolute and relative mobility.

3.	 Discuss the major factors influencing social mobility in India.

4.	 Explain the relationship between caste and social mobility.

5.	 Discuss the impact of globalization on social mobility.
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UNIT – IV– Integrated Summary

Social mobility refers to movement from one social position to another. 
It is an important dimension of social stratification because it indicates the 
extent to which individuals and groups can change their social positions.

The major forms of mobility include:

Horizontal Mobility → Movement without major change in social status.

Vertical Mobility → Movement upward or downward in the social 
hierarchy.

Intergenerational Mobility → Change in social position between 
generations.

Intragenerational Mobility → Change during an individual’s lifetime.

Structural Mobility → Mobility produced by changes in the structure of 
the economy or society.

The conditions of social mobility include education, economic 
development, industrialization, urbanization, occupational change, 
migration, political institutions and social networks.

The consequences of mobility can be positive or negative. Mobility 
may improve living standards and opportunities, but it can also produce 
adjustment difficulties and changes in social relationships.

In contemporary societies, social mobility is influenced by the 
interaction of class, caste, gender, education, occupation, technology 
and globalization.
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UNIT IV – Conceptual Flow

Social Stratification
↓

Unequal Social Positions
↓

Possibility of Movement
↓

Social Mobility
↓

Types and Forms

→ Horizontal

→ Vertical

→ Upward

→ Downward

→ Intergenerational

→ Intragenerational

→ Structural

↓

Conditions

→ Education

→ Economic Development

→ Industrialization

→ Urbanization

→ Migration

→ Occupation

→ Social Networks

↓

Consequences

→ Individual Change

→ Family Change

→ Social Network Change

→ Changes in Stratification

→ Social Change
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UNIT IV – Overall Self-Assessment

Very Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define social mobility.

2.	 What is horizontal mobility?

3.	 What is vertical mobility?

4.	 Define intergenerational mobility.

5.	 What is intragenerational mobility?

6.	 What is structural mobility?

7.	 What is upward mobility?

8.	 What is downward mobility?

9.	 What is absolute mobility?

10.	 What is relative mobility?

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Explain the characteristics of social mobility.

2.	 Distinguish between horizontal and vertical mobility.

3.	 Explain intergenerational and intragenerational mobility.

4.	 Discuss the role of education in social mobility.

5.	 Explain the relationship between urbanization and mobility.

6.	 How does migration influence social mobility?

7.	 Identify the major barriers to social mobility.

8.	 Explain the relationship between social mobility and social 
stratification.

Essay Questions

1.	 Define social mobility and discuss its various forms.

2.	 Explain the conditions that facilitate or restrict social mobility.

3.	 Discuss the positive and negative consequences of social mobility.

4.	 Examine the relationship between social mobility and social change.

5.	 Discuss social mobility in contemporary Indian society.

6.	 Explain how class, caste and gender influence social mobility.

7.	 Distinguish between absolute and relative mobility and explain 
their sociological significance.
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UNIT – V

Lesson 5.1 – Globalisation and Social Inclusion and Exclusion

5.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Define globalisation from a sociological perspective.

2.	 Explain the relationship between globalisation and social 
inclusion.

3.	 Examine how globalisation can produce new forms of exclusion.

4.	 Understand the relationship between migration, labour markets 
and globalisation.

5.	 Analyse the digital divide as a contemporary form of exclusion.

5.1.2 � Introduction

Globalisation refers to the intensification and extension of 
relationships across geographical boundaries. Economic transactions, 
political decisions, cultural forms, technologies, information and human 
mobility increasingly connect places that may be geographically distant. 
These connections do not make distance or territory irrelevant. Rather, 
they change how distance matters: an event in one location may shape 
livelihoods elsewhere, while access to transnational networks can become 
an important social resource.

For sociology, “globalisation is not merely a synonym for international 
trade or new technology. It is a complex transformation in social relations. 
It links local institutions to wider processes, reorganises production and 
communication, and changes the scale at which people imagine identities 
and opportunities. Yet connection is not equivalent to equality. Some actors 
control capital, information and mobility; others enter global relations on 
less favourable terms or remain outside them.

5.1.3 � Meaning and dimensions of globalisation

Globalisation can be understood as the growing density, speed and reach 
of cross-border connections. Its dimensions overlap. Economic globalisation 
involves trade, investment, production networks and financial flows. 
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Political globalisation includes the growing significance of international 
agreements, institutions and cross-national policy processes. Cultural 
globalisation concerns the circulation and adaptation of media, symbols, 
languages, consumption practices and ideas. Technological globalisation 
refers to communication systems and infrastructures that make rapid 
interaction possible. Migration and transnational social networks connect 
households, communities and institutions across borders.

These dimensions should not be treated as separate compartments. A 
global production chain depends on transport, communication, capital and 
labour. A migrant’s experience may be shaped at once by labour demand, 
immigration rules, family ties, language and access to social protection. 
A useful sociological question is therefore how different dimensions 
reinforce one another and how their effects vary by class, gender, caste, 
ethnicity, citizenship and place.

5.1.4 � Globalisation and social inclusion

Global connections may widen access to employment, education, 
information, markets and cultural exchange. Digital communication can 
enable learners and professionals to participate in networks that previously 
required physical proximity. Producers may reach customers beyond their 
locality, and social movements can share ideas across borders. Migration 
can provide income and new experiences, while transnational networks 
may sustain family and community ties across distance.

These possibilities are not automatic outcomes. Access depends on 
material resources, skills, language, infrastructure, legal status and the 
capacity to convert an opportunity into a real benefit. A learning platform, 
for example, does not produce educational inclusion merely because it 
exists: learners need a suitable device, affordable connectivity, accessible 
content, time, support and relevant language options. Inclusion must 
therefore be assessed in terms of effective participation and outcomes, not 
the formal availability of a connection.

5.1.5 � Globalisation and social exclusion

Globalisation can intensify exclusion when the benefits of connection 
are concentrated while costs and risks are unevenly distributed. Workers 
without recognised skills may face insecure employment or competition 
from changing production arrangements. Small producers may lack the 
finance, information or bargaining power to enter wider markets on 
favourable terms. Communities in geographically isolated areas may 
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be bypassed by infrastructure investment. Migrants can contribute  
labour while facing restricted rights, discrimination or precarious 
conditions.

Exclusion is multidimensional. It can be economic, when people 
lack income or stable work; institutional, when rules prevent access to 
services; political, when groups have weak voice; cultural, when identities 
or languages are devalued; and digital, when people cannot access or use 
technology effectively. These forms often reinforce each other. Poverty 
may limit connectivity; limited connectivity may narrow educational and 
employment opportunities; and restricted opportunity can reproduce 
poverty across generations.

5.1.6 � Global labour markets and employment

Global production and service networks connect employers and 
workers across national boundaries. Firms may distribute tasks across 
locations, outsource services or reorganise supply chains. Such processes 
can create new employment and transfer particular activities to new regions. 
They can also expose workers to intensified competition, restructuring and 
uncertain demand. The impact is not uniform: workers with specialised 
skills and bargaining power may benefit differently from those in routine, 
informal or insecure work.

A sociological analysis looks beyond the number of jobs created. It 
asks about wages, working hours, safety, contracts, unionisation, social 
protection and the distribution of unpaid care work. It also asks how 
gender, caste, class, migration status and region shape recruitment 
and working conditions. The same economic change may create 
professional opportunities for one group while increasing insecurity for 
another. Employment statistics alone cannot capture these contrasting 
experiences.

Outsourcing and automation are often discussed as threats or 
opportunities in themselves. Their effects depend on how work is 
reorganised, who controls technology, whether workers can retrain, what 
labour protections exist, and whether productivity gains are shared. The 
issue is not simply whether technology changes work; it is how institutions 
mediate that change and whose interests are prioritised.

5.1.7 � Migration and transnational mobility

Migration is a key expression of global interdependence. People 
move for work, education, safety, family reunification and other reasons. 
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Mobility may expand livelihood options and social networks, but it 
can also create separation from family, exposure to discrimination and 
dependence on employers or intermediaries. Migration experiences vary 
considerably according to legal status, skill, gender, class, destination and 
the availability of social rights.

Transnationalism draws attention to the ways migrants maintain 
relationships and practices across national borders. Families may 
exchange care, money, information and emotional support across 
distance. These ties can produce belonging in more than one place, but 
they may also involve unequal obligations and power. A migrant worker’s 
capacity to participate in the destination society may be constrained 
even when the worker is economically essential. This illustrates why 
economic inclusion does not necessarily entail social, cultural or 
political inclusion.

A balanced analysis avoids depicting migration either as a simple 
route to upward mobility or as an experience of inevitable vulnerability. It 
examines agency alongside constraint: migrants make choices and sustain 
networks, but those choices are shaped by labour demand, border regimes, 
discrimination and access to rights.

5.1.8 � Digital globalisation and the digital divide

Digital globalisation refers to the growing role of digital networks, 
platforms, data and communication technologies in economic and social 
life. The digital divide is not only a gap between those who have a device 
and those who do not. It includes differences in connectivity, affordability, 
quality of access, digital skills, accessibility, language and the ability to use 
technology for valued purposes.

Digital exclusion can affect access to education, employment, public 
information, financial services, government programmes and social 
networks. A person may be technically connected but still excluded if a 
platform is inaccessible, difficult to navigate, available only in an unfamiliar 
language or dependent on costly data. The shift of a service to digital-
only delivery may reduce travel for some people while creating barriers 
for others. The key issue is whether digital systems complement accessible 
alternatives or become a gatekeeping requirement.

Digital inclusion therefore requires more than distributing devices. It 
involves affordable and reliable infrastructure, relevant content, accessible 
design, privacy and security, digital literacy, support for users and 
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meaningful opportunities to participate. Sociologists also examine who 
produces and controls digital systems, whose knowledge is represented, 
and how data practices may reproduce existing inequalities.

5.1.9 � Globalisation and cultural inclusion

Cultural globalisation enables ideas, media, symbols and practices 
to circulate across societies. Such circulation may encourage exchange, 
hybrid cultural forms and awareness of difference. People can develop 
identities that connect local, national and transnational affiliations. 
Cultural interaction is rarely a one-way process: communities adapt, 
reinterpret and sometimes resist external influences.

At the same time, cultural circulation occurs within unequal relations 
of power. Some languages, media industries and consumer styles receive 
far greater visibility than others. Critics use concepts such as cultural 
homogenisation to describe the possibility that diverse practices may 
be pressured toward standardised forms. This does not mean local 
cultures simply disappear. The sociological task is to study negotiation, 
appropriation, resistance and unequal representation, rather than assuming 
either total domination or complete cultural freedom.

5.1.10 � Winners and losers: a sociological debate

Supporters of globalisation emphasise expanded exchange, innovation, 
communication, market access and new forms of employment. Critics 
draw attention to unequal gains, labour insecurity, marginalisation, 
environmental and social costs, and the influence of powerful corporations 
and wealthy groups. These positions are not mutually exclusive: 
globalisation may generate aggregate opportunities while distributing 
them unevenly.

A sociological assessment asks: who benefits, who bears the risks, 
which institutions shape distribution, and what forms of collective action 
can change outcomes? The answer may differ across groups and time. 
A region can experience employment growth alongside weak labour 
protection; a household can benefit from migration income while bearing 
the social costs of separation; and digital communication can create voice 
while exposing users to new forms of exclusion. Analysis must therefore 
identify mechanisms rather than label globalisation simply good or bad.”
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5.1.11 � Check Your Progress

1.	 Define globalisation.

2.	 Mention two ways in which globalisation can promote inclusion.

3.	 Identify two forms of exclusion associated with globalisation.

4.	 What is the digital divide?

5.	 How can migration be both inclusive and exclusionary?

5.1.12 � Summary

Globalisation has transformed economic, political, cultural and 
technological relationships. It can create new opportunities for inclusion 
but can also generate new forms of exclusion.

Access to education, technology, employment and global networks 
is unevenly distributed. Therefore, globalisation should be understood 
not simply as integration but as a process involving both inclusion and 
exclusion.

5.1.13 � Keywords

Globalisation, Social Inclusion, Social Exclusion, Digital Divide, Global 
Labour Market, Migration, Transnationalism, Cultural Globalisation, 
Inequality, Global Economy.

5.1.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the sociological meaning of globalisation.

2.	 Discuss the relationship between globalisation and social inclusion.

3.	 Explain how globalisation can create new forms of social exclusion.

4.	 Discuss the digital divide as a form of exclusion.

5.	 Critically examine the debate concerning the winners and losers of 
globalisation.

5.1.15 � References
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Lesson 5.2 – Privatisation and Social Inclusion and Exclusion

5.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Define privatisation.

2.	 Explain the changing role of the state under privatisation.

3.	 Examine the effects of privatisation on education and healthcare.

4.	 Understand the relationship between privatisation and inequality.

5.	 Critically examine the debate between efficiency and social justice.

5.2.2 � Introduction

Privatisation is broadly associated with transferring ownership, 
provision or management of activities from public institutions to private 
actors, or expanding market mechanisms in areas previously organised 
primarily through public provision. It is not a “single policy instrument. 
It may involve sale of public enterprises, contracting out, public-private 
partnerships, private provision of services, or market-oriented reforms 
within publicly funded systems.

The sociological importance of privatisation lies in the way it changes 
relations among the state, market and society. It influences who provides 
services, who pays, how quality is defined, who is accountable, and what 
rights users possess. Supporters emphasise potential efficiency, innovation 
and choice. Critics ask whether access becomes dependent on ability to 
pay and whether public responsibility is weakened. Outcomes depend on 
sector, regulation, funding and social context.

5.2.3 � Meaning and forms of privatisation

Privatisation may take several forms. Ownership transfer changes 
who controls an enterprise. Contracting out leaves public responsibility 
in place while a private provider performs specified work. Public-private 
partnerships distribute responsibilities and risks between public and 
private bodies. Private provision allows non-state organisations to deliver 
services, sometimes alongside public provision. Marketisation introduces 
competition, fees, performance measures or consumer-choice frameworks 
even when the state remains involved.
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These forms should be distinguished because they carry different 
implications. A transfer of ownership is not the same as a government 
contract for a service; a private institution funded by public money is not 
equivalent to an entirely private service; and a market mechanism can be 
introduced without withdrawing public funding. Clear definitions prevent 
broad claims from obscuring the actual policy arrangement.

5.2.4 � Privatisation and the changing role of the state

In a privatised or market-oriented arrangement, the state may move 
from being a direct provider toward roles such as regulator, purchaser, 
facilitator, funder or guarantor of minimum standards. This does not 
necessarily mean that the state disappears. Rather, the form of state 
responsibility changes. The state may still determine eligibility, set 
standards, subsidise users, monitor providers or intervene when services 
fail.

The central normative question is whether essential services should be 
treated mainly as commodities, social rights or a combination of both. If 
a service is treated as a commodity, access tends to be organised through 
payment and consumer demand. If it is treated as a social right, public 
institutions have a stronger obligation to ensure access regardless of 
purchasing power. In practice, societies often combine these principles, 
producing ongoing disputes about entitlement, affordability and 
accountability.

5.2.5 � Privatisation and education

Private educational institutions can expand the number and variety 
of available institutions, create additional places and introduce different 
pedagogic or organisational approaches. Families may value choice, 
specialised provision or a particular medium of instruction. Private 
investment can also contribute infrastructure and employment.

However, fees and related costs can sort students by household 
resources. Unequal access may reproduce class differences and separate 
learners into institutions with different resources, networks and 
opportunities. Commercial pressures can influence institutional priorities, 
while uneven regulation may create variation in quality and working 
conditions. These concerns do not establish that every private institution 
is poor or every public institution is effective. They show why the relevant 
questions include affordability, public accountability, inclusion, quality 
and the distribution of educational opportunity.
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A sociological assessment should consider more than enrolment. It 
asks who enters, who completes, what learning conditions are available, 
whether students experience dignity and belonging, and how institutional 
stratification shapes later opportunities. Scholarships, fee regulation, 
public provision and transparent standards can alter the effects of private 
participation, though their adequacy must be assessed in practice.

5.2.6 � Privatisation and healthcare

Private healthcare can add facilities, specialist services and 
organisational capacity. For users able to pay or covered by suitable 
insurance, it may provide additional choices. Yet ability to obtain care can 
become closely tied to income, insurance, geography and information. 
Out-of-pocket costs may create financial strain, and people with fewer 
resources may defer care or rely on less well-resourced services.

Healthcare raises a particularly sharp tension because need is not 
distributed according to purchasing power. Market provision may respond 
to demand that can be paid for, while public-health priorities include 
prevention, geographic coverage and care for populations whose needs 
do not generate profitable markets. The analysis must therefore consider 
not only clinical quality but affordability, continuity, accountability, 
distribution across regions and the availability of public alternatives.

5.2.7 � Privatisation and employment

Privatisation can reshape employment through organisational 
restructuring, changes in recruitment, outsourcing, contracting and altered 
labour relations. It may produce new professional roles or expand some sectors. 
It may also shift stable jobs toward temporary or contract arrangements, 
weaken established protections, or displace workers during restructuring. 
Effects differ by occupation, skill, gender, sector and bargaining power.

A labour-centred analysis asks whether employees have secure 
contracts, fair wages, safe conditions, voice and access to social protection. 
It also examines how cost-saving strategies may transfer risk from 
organisations to workers. The presence of private ownership alone does 
not determine employment quality; regulation, collective organisation 
and institutional norms matter.

5.2.8 � Privatisation, inequality and exclusion

Where access depends heavily on purchasing power, market-based 
provision can reproduce or deepen existing economic inequalities. 
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Households with greater resources can purchase better access, while 
poorer households may face restricted choice, debt, delayed service or 
lower-quality alternatives. Spatial inequality can also matter: providers 
may concentrate in locations where demand and returns are higher, leaving 
less profitable areas underserved.

Privatisation does not inevitably produce exclusion. Public subsidies, 
universal service obligations, cross-subsidies, transparent regulation, 
public provision and social protection can mediate its effects. The key 
sociological issue is the institutional design: who is responsible when 
a service is inaccessible, what remedies exist, and whether affected 
communities have a voice in decisions.

5.2.9 � Efficiency versus equity

Efficiency concerns the relationship between resources used and 
services produced. Equity concerns the fairness of access, treatment and 
distribution. A policy can improve one dimension without improving 
the other. A service may be delivered quickly but remain unaffordable; 
a universal service may be equitable in principle but under-resourced in 
practice. Evaluation should therefore state clearly what outcome is being 
measured and for whom.

Supporters of private-sector participation point to competition, 
innovation, consumer choice and possible improvements in management. 
Critics emphasise social rights, universal access, affordability, worker 
protection and the risk that profitable users or regions receive priority. 
A sociological approach does not assume that either market or state 
always performs better. It investigates institutional arrangements and 
distributional consequences, including how power and accountability 
operate.

5.2.10 � Privatisation in the Indian context

The supplied syllabus locates privatisation within India’s economic 
reforms since the early 1990s and identifies telecommunications, banking 
and finance, transport, education, healthcare and infrastructure as sectors 
affected by market-oriented change. These sectors have distinct histories 
and regulatory arrangements, so they should not be treated as one uniform 
case. The effects of reform also vary by region, class, gender, employment 
status and capacity to pay.
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For examination purposes, connect the Indian context to three 
analytical questions: how has the balance between public and private 
provision changed; what regulatory and welfare measures shape access; 
and how are benefits and burdens distributed among social groups?” 
Avoid making unsupported numerical claims unless you can cite a current, 
reliable source. Use carefully specified examples from course readings, 
field observations or assigned materials.

5.2.12 � Check Your Progress

1.	 Define privatisation.

2.	 Identify two forms of privatisation.

3.	 How can privatisation affect education?

4.	 Explain the relationship between privatisation and inequality.

5.	 What is meant by the efficiency-equity debate?

5.2.13 � Summary

Privatisation changes the relationship between the state, market and 
society. It can encourage efficiency, competition and innovation, but it can 
also create concerns regarding affordability and unequal access.

The sociological debate focuses on whether market-based provision 
can provide essential goods and services while ensuring social justice and 
inclusion.

5.2.14 � Keywords

Privatisation, Liberalisation, Market, State, Public Sector, Private 
Sector, Social Inclusion, Social Exclusion, Equity, Efficiency, Inequality.

5.2.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define privatisation and explain its major forms.

2.	 Discuss the impact of privatisation on education.

3.	 Explain the relationship between privatisation and healthcare.

4.	 Examine how privatisation can contribute to social exclusion.

5.	 Discuss the debate between efficiency and equity in privatisation.

6.	 Examine privatisation in the context of India.

5.2.16 � References
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Lesson 5.3 – Affirmative Action and Social Inclusion

5.3.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, students will be able to:

1.	 Define affirmative action.

2.	 Explain its relationship with equality and social justice.

3.	 Understand the rationale for affirmative action.

4.	 Discuss affirmative action in the Indian context.

5.	 Analyse major arguments supporting and opposing affirmative 
action.

5.3.2 � Introduction

Formal rules may declare equal treatment while social groups continue 
to encounter unequal starting conditions. “Historical discrimination, 
inherited social position, unequal schooling, poverty, restricted networks 
and institutional bias can shape who is able to compete and participate. 
A policy that treats everyone identically may leave these conditions 
untouched. Affirmative action refers broadly to measures intended to 
improve access, opportunity or representation for groups experiencing 
historical or structural disadvantage.

Affirmative action is not a single model. It can include reservations, 
targeted recruitment, scholarships, preparatory support, representation 
requirements, outreach and development programmes. The chosen 
instrument depends on the nature of exclusion, the institution and the 
aims of policy. Evaluation should distinguish the goal of remedying 
discrimination from the practical design and consequences of a particular 
measure.

5.3.3 � Meaning and forms

Affirmative action aims to correct unequal access and 
underrepresentation through deliberate measures. Some policies allocate 
a share of places or positions; others remove barriers, provide financial 
or academic support, or improve the capacity of institutions to include 
excluded groups. Measures can focus on access, retention, participation, 
recognition or outcomes. A comprehensive approach may need more than 
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admission or appointment alone: support after entry and fair treatment 
within institutions also matter.

The rationale is that historical and structural exclusion is reproduced 
through ordinary institutional processes, not only through explicit 
prejudice. Targeted measures seek to interrupt this reproduction. Their 
legitimacy and effectiveness require attention to evidence, transparent 
criteria, implementation and accountability.

5.3.4 � Historical and comparative background

Affirmative-action policies have emerged in different societies in 
response to distinct histories of racial discrimination, caste hierarchy, 
colonialism, ethnic exclusion, gender inequality and Indigenous 
marginalisation. The terms, legal frameworks and policy instruments 
are not identical across countries. Comparative analysis is useful when it 
identifies shared questions—such as representation and remedy—without 
assuming that one country’s institutional model can be transferred directly 
to another.

A central principle is that ending explicit discriminatory rules may 
not be enough to overcome inequalities embedded in education, labour 
markets, social networks and public institutions. Remedy may require 
proactive measures as well as prohibitions on discrimination. The form of 
intervention remains a matter of political, ethical and legal debate.

5.3.5 � Formal and substantive equality

Formal equality means applying the same stated rule to everyone. It 
is important because it challenges explicit unequal treatment. Substantive 
equality asks whether people can enjoy genuinely comparable opportunities 
and participate on fair terms, given unequal social conditions. It may 
require differential measures to address barriers or historical disadvantage. 
Treating people differently for a remedial purpose can therefore be 
consistent with the aim of equality, although the design and justification 
must be carefully examined.

An example helps clarify the distinction. If an institution uses the same 
entrance process for all applicants, the procedure may be formally identical. 
Yet applicants may have had unequal access to schooling, preparatory 
resources and social support. Substantive equality asks whether the 
process measures relevant ability fairly and whether additional measures 
are needed to address structural barriers. The example does not settle 
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which policy is best; it shows why identical rules do not automatically 
produce equal opportunity.

5.3.6 � Affirmative action and social justice

Affirmative action relates to social justice through redistribution, 
recognition, representation and participation. It may redistribute access to 
valued positions; recognise that disadvantage is socially patterned rather 
than purely individual; increase the presence of historically excluded 
groups in decision-making; and enable fuller participation in institutions. 
These goals can strengthen democratic legitimacy by making public 
institutions more representative.

Representation is not merely a matter of numbers. It can affect whose 
experiences are recognised, which questions enter institutional discussion 
and whether members of a group feel that an institution is accessible. Yet 
representation alone does not guarantee substantive change. Institutional 
culture, authority, resources and decision-making power shape whether 
inclusion is meaningful.

5.3.7 � Affirmative action in India

In India, affirmative action is central to public debates about caste, 
social justice and representation. The constitutional and policy framework 
includes measures concerning Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes 
(STs) and, through relevant constitutional provisions and policies, Other 
Backward Classes (OBCs). Policy domains include education, public 
employment, political representation and welfare. The precise provisions 
and eligibility rules differ by domain and should be studied through the 
relevant constitutional, legal and policy materials.

B. R. Ambedkar’s contribution to debates about political 
representation, equality and safeguards for historically disadvantaged 
communities is foundational to understanding this subject. Reservation 
is one important instrument within a wider landscape of social policy 
and political struggle. Sociological analysis considers both formal design 
and lived implementation: access to information, institutional barriers, 
social discrimination, representation, mobility and the experiences of 
beneficiaries.

The Indian context should not be reduced to a single debate about 
individual selection. It includes questions about the history of caste 
hierarchy, the meaning of representation, the role of the state, the 
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distribution of opportunity, internal diversity within categories and the 
relationship between group disadvantage and economic inequality. These 
questions require careful attention to legal distinctions and changing 
policy contexts.

5.3.8 � Reservations and representation

Reservation policies seek to increase representation of specified 
disadvantaged groups in designated institutions or sectors. Their 
sociological significance includes access to institutions, social mobility, 
visibility, democratic participation and a sense of belonging. They can 
also challenge the assumption that existing patterns of institutional 
representation are naturally meritocratic or socially neutral.

Representation has descriptive and substantive dimensions. 
Descriptive representation concerns the presence of members of a group. 
Substantive representation concerns whether interests and concerns are 
effectively voiced and addressed. The relationship between the two is 
not automatic: institutional rules and political processes shape whether 
increased presence leads to influence. Both dimensions are useful for 
examining inclusion.

5.3.9 � Arguments supporting affirmative action

Supporters argue that affirmative action addresses historical 
discrimination, advances substantive equality, widens access to education 
and employment, improves representation, supports social mobility 
and strengthens democratic participation. They contend that identical 
treatment in a deeply unequal society can reproduce established advantage 
because opportunities to develop and demonstrate achievement are 
unequally distributed.

From this perspective, targeted policy is not an arbitrary exception to 
fairness but an attempt to make fairness meaningful. Its justification rests 
on evidence of structural disadvantage and on the view that institutions 
have responsibilities to correct exclusion. Supporters may also argue that 
diversity and representation improve institutional legitimacy and public 
responsiveness.

5.3.10 � Criticisms and debates

Critics question whether group-based measures conflict with 
individualised ideas of merit, whether benefits reach the most 
disadvantaged members of eligible groups, how long policies should 
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continue, and whether economic criteria should receive greater weight. 
They may also worry about stigma, political competition over categories 
or perceptions of unfairness among those not covered. These concerns 
should be examined as arguments about policy design and social justice 
rather than assumed to settle the issue.

A rigorous assessment asks what evidence supports a criticism, which 
form of affirmative action it concerns and what alternative would address 
the identified problem. For instance, a concern about unequal benefit 
within a group raises questions about implementation and complementary 
policy; it does not by itself demonstrate that structural disadvantage has 
disappeared. Likewise, a concern about fairness must clarify whether 
fairness means identical procedures, fair opportunity, remedy for historical 
exclusion or equitable outcomes.

5.3.11 � Merit and social justice

Merit is often presented as an individual quality measured through 
achievement, examination results or performance. Sociologists ask how 
these indicators are produced and whether people have equal opportunities 
to develop the qualities being measured. School quality, family resources, 
language, social networks, economic security, discrimination and access 
to preparation may shape achievement. Merit is not meaningless, but 
it is socially situated: its measurement and recognition occur within 
institutions.

This does not imply that individual effort is irrelevant. It means that 
explanations of success should consider both agency and structure. A fair 
selection system may need to assess relevant capacities while recognising 
that unequal conditions influence how capacities are developed and 
displayed. The debate is therefore not simply merit versus social justice; 
it concerns how merit is defined, measured and made compatible with 
substantive equality.”

5.3.12 � Check Your Progress

1.	 Define affirmative action.

2.	 Distinguish between formal and substantive equality.

3.	 Why is affirmative action associated with social justice?

4.	 What is the purpose of reservation policies?

5.	 Identify two criticisms of affirmative action.
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5.3.13 � Summary

Affirmative action seeks to address historical and structural 
disadvantage by providing targeted opportunities and representation.

It is based on the idea that formal equality may not be sufficient 
where social groups begin from unequal positions. In India, reservations 
and other measures are central to debates about caste, social justice, 
representation and mobility.

The major debates concern merit, equality, fairness, representation 
and the duration and design of affirmative-action policies.

5.3.14 � Keywords

Affirmative Action, Social Justice, Formal Equality, Substantive 
Equality, Reservation, Representation, Merit, Historical Disadvantage, 
Social Mobility, Inclusion.

5.3.15 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define affirmative action and explain its objectives.

2.	 Distinguish between formal and substantive equality.

3.	 Discuss affirmative action as a mechanism of social inclusion.

4.	 Explain the role of reservations in promoting representation.

5.	 Discuss the major arguments for and against affirmative action.

6.	 Explain the relationship between merit and social justice.

5.3.16 � References
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Lesson 5.4 – Contemporary Debates on Inclusion and Exclusion

5.4.1 � Objectives

Students will be able to:

1.	 Explain contemporary debates surrounding inclusion and exclusion.

2.	 Compare universal and targeted approaches to social policy.

3.	 Discuss the tension between merit and social justice.

4.	 Understand digital and intersectional forms of exclusion.

5.	 Analyse inclusion as a question of rights, participation and 
belonging.

5.4.2 � Introduction

“Inclusion and exclusion are not fixed labels attached permanently to 
individuals. A person may have access to one institution and be excluded 
from another; may possess formal rights but lack the resources to exercise 
them; or may participate in an organisation without influence over its 
decisions. Contemporary sociology therefore examines inclusion and 
exclusion as processes shaped by institutions, markets, culture, law and 
power.

This perspective directs attention to both material access and 
social recognition. Who can enter an institution? Who can participate 
on equal terms? Whose knowledge is valued? Who is represented in 
decisions? What barriers limit the use of rights? These questions reveal 
why a narrow focus on formal membership may conceal ongoing 
marginalisation.

5.4.3 � Inclusion and exclusion as relational processes

Social inclusion involves access to resources and institutions, meaningful 
participation, recognition, representation, rights and belonging. Social 
exclusion may involve poverty, discrimination, institutional barriers, weak 
representation, marginalisation or the denial of social recognition. These 
processes are relational because the boundaries of inclusion are produced 
through social rules and power relations: an institution’s eligibility criteria, 
a labour market’s recruitment practices or a society’s ideas of normality 
can include some people and exclude others.
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Exclusion is not always a total absence. It can take the form of partial, 
conditional or unequal participation. A person may enter a workplace 
but face harassment; be enrolled in education but lack support; or receive 
a service while having no meaningful choice. This distinction helps 
researchers move from counting presence to examining the quality, 
security and influence associated with participation.

5.4.4 � Market versus welfare

Market-oriented approaches emphasise competition, choice, 
efficiency and individual responsibility. Welfare-oriented approaches 
emphasise social rights, redistribution, universal access and protection 
of vulnerable groups. In practice, these principles may coexist. The 
policy challenge is how to organise services and opportunities so that 
innovation and efficiency do not come at the cost of access, dignity or 
social protection.

The debate is not resolved by declaring markets or states inherently 
inclusive. Markets may create opportunities but allocate many goods 
according to purchasing power. Public systems may embody universal 
obligations but can be inaccessible or unequal if poorly resourced 
or discriminatory. Sociologists examine institutional performance, 
accountability and distribution, including whose needs shape policy and 
whose experiences are overlooked.

5.4.5 � Universalism versus targeted policies

Universal policies offer benefits or services to broad sections 
of the population. Targeted policies direct additional resources 
toward groups facing particular disadvantages. Universal approaches 
can reduce stigma and establish shared entitlements, but may not 
sufficiently address historically specific barriers. Targeted approaches 
can respond directly to disadvantage, but require clear eligibility, may 
leave out people with comparable need, and can generate disputes over 
categories and fairness.

The approaches need not be alternatives. A universal foundation 
can provide services for all, while targeted measures address additional 
barriers. For example, an inclusive service may be universally available 
while offering extra support to groups who face language, disability, 
geographic or economic barriers. The appropriate mix depends on 
the problem, the quality of implementation and the ability to identify 
exclusion accurately.
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5.4.6 � Merit versus social justice

The merit debate is prominent in education and employment. An 
individualistic view emphasises achievement and competition. A structural 
perspective asks whether people have comparable opportunities to develop 
and demonstrate achievement. These perspectives raise questions about 
examinations, recruitment, scholarships, reservations and representation. 
Sociological analysis considers how institutions define merit and whether 
their measures reflect relevant ability or also reproduce unequal access to 
preparation and networks.

Social justice does not require ignoring competence; rather, it asks 
how criteria are constructed and whether opportunity is genuinely fair. 
Policies can combine transparent standards with measures that address 
exclusion. Debate should distinguish between the purpose of a selection 
criterion, the social conditions that shape performance and the remedies 
available when the process disadvantages groups systematically.

5.4.7 � Equality versus difference

Equality is sometimes understood as identical treatment, while other 
approaches argue that recognising difference is necessary to achieve equal 
participation. Linguistic diversity, disability, cultural identity, gendered 
social experience and minority rights may require institutions to adapt 
practices. Treating everyone identically can preserve barriers when people 
face different needs or forms of discrimination.

Recognition of difference carries its own risks. Categories can be 
essentialised, treated as internally uniform or used to impose boundaries. 
The challenge is to recognise lived differences and unequal power without 
fixing people into stereotypes. A careful sociology of difference examines 
who defines categories, how identities change and what institutional 
consequences follow.

5.4.8 � Digital inclusion and exclusion

Digital technologies increasingly shape access to education, work, 
public services and political participation. Meaningful digital inclusion 
requires affordable connectivity, suitable devices, digital literacy, accessible 
platforms, relevant content, privacy and support. A digital service may 
be formally available yet effectively inaccessible to people with limited 
connectivity, disability, language barriers or low confidence using the 
system.
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Digital systems may improve convenience for some users and create 
new barriers for others. The key policy question is whether technology 
expands options or becomes the only route to essential services. Inclusive 
design considers varied abilities and contexts, provides assistance and 
preserves appropriate non-digital pathways. Researchers should also 
examine data governance, surveillance, algorithmic decision-making and 
the unequal distribution of digital skills and infrastructure.

5.4.9 � Intersectionality and multiple exclusion

Intersectionality is an approach to analysing how social positions 
and systems of power interact. Class, caste, gender, disability, ethnicity, 
age and geographical location should not be treated as independent 
disadvantages that simply add together. Their interaction can produce 
distinct experiences and barriers. For example, the experience of a woman 
in a particular caste and class location may not be adequately explained by 
examining gender or caste in isolation.

Intersectional analysis asks which groups are made visible or invisible 
by a policy, how categories overlap, and whether an intervention designed 
for one dimension of disadvantage reaches people facing multiple 
barriers. It is both an analytical method and a critique of one-dimensional 
explanations. It does not imply that every person has the same experience 
within a group; differences of history, locality and agency remain important.

5.4.10 � Citizenship, rights and belonging

Citizenship provides formal recognition and rights, but social inclusion 
depends on whether rights can be exercised in practice. Barriers may 
arise from poverty, discrimination, administrative procedures, limited 
information or unequal representation. Citizenship also has social and 
cultural dimensions: people may question whether they are recognised as 
legitimate members of a political community or whether their identities 
and claims are respected.

Inclusion therefore concerns both entitlement and capability. A right 
matters, but people also need institutions, resources and social conditions 
that make its exercise possible. Political participation, access to public 
institutions, representation, recognition and belonging are all part of this 
analysis. Researchers should distinguish legal status from lived experience 
and examine how citizenship is enacted in everyday institutional 
encounters.”
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5.4.11 � Check Your Progress

1.	 What is meant by social inclusion?

2.	 Distinguish between universal and targeted policies.

3.	 Explain the debate between merit and social justice.

4.	 What is digital exclusion?

5.	 Why is intersectionality important for understanding exclusion?

5.4.12 � Summary

Contemporary debates on inclusion and exclusion focus on markets, 
welfare, equality, rights, representation and recognition.

Globalisation and privatisation have transformed the conditions under 
which people access resources and opportunities. Affirmative action seeks 
to address historical disadvantage and promote substantive equality.

Contemporary sociology therefore examines not only whether people 
have formal rights but whether they have meaningful access, participation 
and opportunities.

5.4.13 � Keywords

Social Inclusion, Social Exclusion, Universalism, Targeted Policy, Merit, 
Social Justice, Equality, Difference, Digital Inclusion, Intersectionality, 
Citizenship, Recognition.

5.4.14 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain inclusion and exclusion as social processes.

2.	 Discuss the debate between market-oriented and welfare-oriented 
approaches.

3.	 Distinguish between universal and targeted policies.

4.	 Discuss the relationship between merit and social justice.

5.	 Explain digital inclusion and exclusion.

6.	 Discuss the importance of intersectionality in understanding social 
exclusion.

7.	 Explain the relationship between citizenship, rights and social 
inclusion.

5.4.15 � References
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UNIT V – Integrated Summary

The contemporary study of inclusion and exclusion examines how 
individuals and groups gain or lose access to resources, institutions, rights 
and participation.

Three major developments are particularly important:

1. Globalisation

Globalisation increases interconnectedness and creates new 
opportunities for employment, education, communication and migration. 
However, unequal access to resources, technology and global markets can 
create new forms of exclusion.

2. Privatisation

Privatisation changes the relationship between the state and market. It 
may increase efficiency and choice, but market-based provision can create 
concerns about affordability and access to essential services.

3. Affirmative Action

Affirmative action attempts to address historical and structural 
disadvantage. It raises important questions concerning equality, merit, 
representation and social justice.

UNIT V – Conceptual Flow

Social Inequality

↓

Inclusion / Exclusion

↓

Globalisation

→ Global Opportunities
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→ Global Labour Markets

→ Migration

→ Digital Divide

↓

Privatisation

→ Market

→ Competition

→ Efficiency

→ Unequal Access

↓

Affirmative Action

→ Historical Disadvantage

→ Reservation

→ Representation

→ Social Justice

↓

Contemporary Debates

→ Equality vs Difference

→ Merit vs Social Justice

→ Universalism vs Targeting

→ Market vs Welfare

→ Digital Inclusion

→ Intersectionality

↓

Goal: Substantive Social Inclusion

UNIT V – Overall Self-Assessment

Very Short Answer Questions

1.	 Define social inclusion.

2.	 What is social exclusion?

3.	 Define globalisation.

4.	 What is the digital divide?

5.	 Define privatisation.

6.	 What is affirmative action?
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7.	 What is substantive equality?

8.	 What is reservation?

9.	 What is intersectionality?

10.	 What is social justice?

Short Answer Questions

1.	 Explain the relationship between globalisation and social inclusion.

2.	 How can globalisation create social exclusion?

3.	 Discuss the digital divide as a form of exclusion.

4.	 Explain the impact of privatisation on social inequality.

5.	 What is the relationship between privatisation and social exclusion?

6.	 Explain affirmative action as a mechanism of social inclusion.

7.	 Distinguish between formal and substantive equality.

8.	 Explain universal and targeted approaches to social policy.

9.	 Discuss merit and social justice.

10.	 Explain intersectionality in relation to social exclusion.

Essay Questions

1.	 Critically examine the relationship between globalisation and social 
inclusion and exclusion.

2.	 Discuss the sociological consequences of privatisation for social 
inclusion and exclusion.

3.	 Explain the meaning and significance of affirmative action in 
promoting social justice.

4.	 Discuss the major debates surrounding reservation and merit.

5.	 Examine the relationship between globalisation, privatisation and 
social inequality.

6.	 Discuss contemporary debates on universalism and targeted social 
policies.

7.	 Explain how intersectionality helps us understand multiple forms 
of social exclusion.

8.	 “Formal equality does not necessarily produce substantive equality.” 
Discuss.

9.	 Examine the changing nature of social inclusion and exclusion in 
the digital age.


