GRT GOLDEN RESEARCH THOUGHTS
ISSN: 2231-5063
IMPACT FACTOR : 4.6052(UIF)
VOLUME - 10 | ISSUE - 8 | FEBRUARY - 2021

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND INEQUALITY IN INDIAN SOCIETY

Shri. Shinde T. N.
Assistant Professor
Department Of History

ABSTRACT

Social stratification and inequality are among the most
significant characteristics influencing the structure and functioning
of Indian society. Indian society has historically been characterized
by multiple forms of social differentiation based on caste, class,
gender, tribe, religion, occupation, region, education and access to
economic resources. While social differentiation is a normal feature
of complex societies, stratification becomes problematic when
differences in social position result in unequal opportunities,
unequal access to resources and systematic disadvantages for
particular groups. In India, caste-based hierarchy, economic
inequality, gender disparities, educational differences, rural-urban divisions and occupational segmentation
have interacted with one another over time and produced complex patterns of advantage and disadvantage.
Modernization, constitutional safeguards, democratic institutions, education, urbanization, economic
development and welfare programmes have contributed to changes in traditional forms of stratification, but
inequalities continue to appear in new as well as traditional forms.

The present study examines the nature, dimensions, causes and consequences of social stratification
and inequality in Indian society. It focuses particularly on caste, class, gender, education, occupation, rural-
urban differences and access to economic and social resources. The study adopts a descriptive and analytical
research methodology based mainly on secondary sources, including Census publications, government reports,
the Periodic Labour Force Survey, the India Human Development Survey and relevant sociological literature.
Census 2011 provides detailed information on population characteristics and Scheduled Castes at national
and state levels, while the PLFS provides more recent information on employment and labour-market
characteristics. The India Human Development Survey provides nationally representative information
covering caste, community, education, employment, income, consumption, health and other dimensions of
social life.

The study argues that inequality in India should not be understood through a single variable. Caste
may influence social status and opportunities; class influences economic resources; gender affects access to
education, employment and decision-making; and location influences access to institutions and infrastructure.
These dimensions frequently overlap and create cumulative disadvantages. At the same time, social mobility
has expanded through education, migration, occupational diversification, urbanization, constitutional
provisions and changing aspirations. The study therefore considers Indian stratification as a dynamic process
involving both continuity and change. Greater equality requires not only legal protection but also
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improvement in educational opportunities, employment access, social security, gender equality, social
inclusion and institutional accountability.

KEYWORDS: Social Stratification, Social Inequality, Indian Society, Caste, Class, Gender, Education, Social
Mobility, Social Justice, Social Exclusion.

INTRODUCTION

Social stratification refers to the systematic arrangement of individuals and groups into relatively
unequal social positions. Every society contains differences among individuals in terms of wealth,
occupation, education, prestige, authority, social status and access to resources. These differences become a
system of stratification when they are organized into relatively stable patterns of social hierarchy.
Inequality, therefore, is not simply the existence of differences; it involves unequal access to valued
resources, opportunities, privileges and social recognition. Sociologists study stratification because the
position occupied by an individual or group can influence education, occupation, income, political
participation, health, housing, social networks and life chances.

Indian society provides a particularly important context for studying social stratification because
several systems of inequality operate simultaneously. Caste historically organized social relationships
through hereditary membership, occupational associations, rules concerning marriage and social
interaction, and hierarchical status. Class inequalities are associated with ownership of land and other
productive resources, income, occupation, education and access to economic opportunities. Gender
inequality has influenced household responsibilities, educational opportunities, employment, property
ownership and participation in decision-making. Tribal communities and several socially disadvantaged
groups have also experienced historical exclusion and unequal access to development opportunities.

The Indian Constitution established equality before law and prohibited discrimination on specified

grounds while also permitting affirmative measures for disadvantaged groups. Consequently, the study of
Indian stratification must consider both traditional social structures and modern institutions. Schools,
universities, labour markets, markets, political institutions, welfare programmes and legal systems have
become important mechanisms through which social opportunities are distributed.
Social stratification in contemporary India is not identical to the traditional caste hierarchy. Urbanization
and occupational mobility have weakened some traditional restrictions, while education and migration
have created new opportunities. However, caste identities continue to influence social relationships,
marriage patterns, political organization, employment networks and access to social capital in many
contexts. Similarly, economic development has produced new middle classes and professional groups while
also leaving significant sections dependent on informal employment and vulnerable livelihoods.

The study of inequality therefore requires a multidimensional approach. Economic inequality
cannot be separated completely from educational inequality, gender inequality, caste disadvantage or
geographical inequality. For example, a household with limited economic resources may face difficulty
financing higher education, which can subsequently affect employment opportunities and income.
Similarly, social discrimination may restrict access to networks that facilitate employment or business
opportunities.

Official data demonstrate the importance of examining social groups separately. Census 2011
maintains detailed datasets for Scheduled Castes, including age, sex and rural-urban characteristics, and
the Census Population Finder provides indicators concerning population, work status and Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes.
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The India Human Development Survey is particularly useful for multidimensional analysis because
it is a nationally representative panel survey covering more than 41,000 households and includes
information on caste and community, education, employment, income, consumption, health, household
structure and social and cultural capital.

Thus, social stratification in India should be understood as a changing relationship between
inherited social structures and modern processes of development. The central question is not merely
whether inequality exists, but how inequality is reproduced, transformed and experienced across different
generations and social groups.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The major aim of the study is to examine the nature and dimensions of social stratification and
inequality in Indian society.

Objectives

To understand the sociological concept of social stratification.

To examine the historical development of stratification in Indian society.

To study caste as a major institution of social stratification.

To examine class-based inequalities in contemporary India.

To analyse gender inequalities in education, employment and social participation.
To study inequalities associated with tribal and socially disadvantaged communities.
To examine educational inequalities among different social groups.

To analyse rural-urban differences in access to opportunities.

9. To examine occupational and labour-market inequalities.

10. To understand the relationship between caste, class and economic status.

11. To examine the role of education in promoting social mobility.

12. To study the relationship between social stratification and poverty.

13. To analyse the consequences of inequality for social development.

14. To examine constitutional and institutional measures addressing inequality.

15. To identify major challenges to social equality in contemporary India.

16. To suggest measures for reducing social exclusion and unequal opportunities.

17. To identify areas requiring further sociological research.

PN AW

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Karl Marx explained social inequality primarily through the relationship between social classes and
ownership of productive resources. His approach emphasizes economic power, property relations and
conflict between groups with different material interests. Marx's perspective is useful for understanding
class inequality in India, particularly differences related to land ownership, income, employment and
access to economic resources.

Max Weber expanded the analysis of stratification beyond economic class. He distinguished among
class, status and party and argued that social position can be influenced by economic resources, social
prestige and political power. Weber's multidimensional approach is particularly relevant to India because
caste status, economic class and political influence do not always correspond perfectly.

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert E. Moore viewed stratification as a mechanism through which societies
distribute individuals among different positions. Their functional approach argued that some unequal
rewards may be associated with the requirements of social roles. This perspective has been criticized for
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insufficiently addressing inherited privilege and structural discrimination, but it remains important in the
theoretical history of stratification studies.

M. N. Srinivas made major contributions to the sociological study of Indian society through
concepts such as Sanskritization, Westernization and dominant caste. His work demonstrated that caste is
not a completely static institution and that social groups can experience changes in status, occupation and
cultural practices.

B. R. Ambedkar's writings provided a powerful analysis of caste as a system of graded inequality.
His work emphasized that caste is not simply occupational differentiation but a social system involving
hierarchy, exclusion and restrictions on social relations. His ideas remain central to discussions of caste,
social justice and equality in India.

Pierre Bourdieu's concepts of economic, social and cultural capital provide another useful
framework. Educational qualifications, family networks, cultural knowledge and economic resources can
reinforce one another and influence social mobility. This framework is useful for understanding why formal
equality of opportunity does not necessarily produce equal outcomes.

Contemporary empirical research has increasingly emphasized multidimensional inequality. The
India Human Development Survey includes data on caste and community, education, employment, income,
health and social capital, making it useful for examining how multiple dimensions of inequality interact.

The literature therefore indicates that Indian stratification cannot be explained by caste alone.
Caste, class, gender, education, occupation, region and social capital interact to produce different forms of
advantage and disadvantage.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research Design

The study follows a descriptive and analytical research design. It describes major forms of social
stratification and analyses their causes, consequences and changing patterns.

Nature of Study

The study is primarily based on secondary data and sociological literature. Official government
publications, Census datasets, labour statistics and nationally representative survey resources are used
wherever appropriate.

Sources of Data
Major sources include:
¢ Census of India
e Office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, India
e Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation
e Periodic Labour Force Survey
e India Human Development Survey
e Government reports
e Academic books
e Peer-reviewed journal articles
e Research reports
e Sociological studies
The Census Population Finder provides indicators for population, sex, work status and Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes at several geographical levels.
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Unit of Analysis
The study considers individuals, households and social groups as units of analysis depending upon
the particular dimension being examined.

Period of Study

The analysis primarily uses Census 2011 and subsequent available government survey material,
including PLFS reports, while older sociological literature is used to provide historical and theoretical
context.

Data Analysis

Data are analysed through:

e Percentage analysis

e Comparative analysis

e Descriptive interpretation
e (lassification

e Cross-sectional comparison
e Sociological interpretation

Ethical Considerations

The study uses publicly available secondary information and does not disclose personally
identifiable information. Statistical figures are interpreted in relation to their original source and reference
period.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

India has experienced considerable economic, educational and technological transformation, yet
social inequalities remain an important feature of social life. Individuals do not begin their lives with equal
access to education, property, employment opportunities, social networks, healthcare and social
recognition. Social background can influence the opportunities available to individuals and the constraints
they experience.

The problem is particularly complex because different forms of inequality overlap. Caste
disadvantage can interact with poverty; poverty can restrict education; limited education can reduce
employment opportunities; gender norms can influence women's participation in paid employment; and
rural residence can limit access to institutions and services. These processes can produce cumulative
disadvantage across generations.

At the same time, social change has created new pathways for mobility. Education, migration, urban
employment, government employment, entrepreneurship, digital technology and professional occupations
have expanded opportunities for many groups. The central problem is therefore to understand why
significant inequalities continue despite modernization and formal equality.

NEED OF THE STUDY

The study is important because social inequality affects not only individual households but also the
overall development of society. Persistent inequalities can limit human capabilities, reduce social
participation and weaken the effective utilization of available talent.

Available online at www.lbp.world



SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND INEQUALITY IN INDIAN SOCIETY VOLUME - 10 | ISSUE - 8 | FEBRUARY - 2021

Understanding stratification is necessary for evaluating educational opportunities. Education is
often regarded as a major instrument of social mobility, but unequal access to quality schooling, higher
education, digital resources and professional networks can reproduce existing inequalities.

The study is also important from an employment perspective. Labour-market opportunities are
influenced by education, skills, social networks, location and economic background. PLFS provides
nationally relevant information for examining employment and labour-market conditions in India.

The study also contributes to understanding gender inequality. Women's experiences of education,
unpaid household work, employment, wages, mobility and decision-making can differ significantly from
those of men.

Finally, systematic analysis of inequality is important for developing evidence-based social
interventions. Understanding which dimensions of inequality overlap can help institutions design more
inclusive educational, employment and social-development programmes.

DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN INDIA
Caste Stratification

Caste has historically been one of the most important systems of social organization in India. It
traditionally influenced occupation, marriage, social interaction and status. Although constitutional
provisions and social change have challenged many traditional practices, caste remains relevant in many
aspects of social life.

Caste stratification should not be understood as a single uniform structure. Experiences differ
across regions, communities and socioeconomic groups. Some individuals have experienced substantial
educational and occupational mobility, while others continue to face social and economic disadvantages.

Census 2011 provides detailed Scheduled Caste data at national, state and district levels, allowing
researchers to study demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of Scheduled Caste populations.

Class Stratification

Class inequality is primarily associated with differences in economic resources, occupation, income,
property and consumption. Contemporary India contains agricultural workers, industrial workers,
informal workers, salaried employees, professionals, entrepreneurs and high-income business groups.

The expansion of service-sector employment and professional occupations has created new middle-
class groups. However, large sections of workers continue to depend on informal employment with varying
degrees of income and employment security.

Gender Stratification

Gender inequality operates through household responsibilities, access to education, employment,
property, mobility and decision-making. Social expectations concerning women's and men's roles may
influence educational choices, occupational choices and participation in public life.

Gender inequality is particularly significant when combined with class, caste, rural residence or
poverty.

Educational Stratification

Education is both a consequence and a mechanism of stratification. Families with greater economic
resources may have greater ability to invest in private schooling, coaching, technology and higher
education.
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The IHDS education data illustrate the importance of examining educational attainment at
household and individual levels. Its publicly documented data include measures of adult male and female
education.

Occupational Stratification

Occupations carry different levels of income, security, prestige and social status. Professional and
managerial occupations generally require higher educational qualifications, while informal occupations
may involve greater economic insecurity.

Occupational inequality is therefore related to both education and social background.

Rural-Urban Stratification

Urban areas generally offer greater concentration of higher educational institutions, specialized
healthcare, formal employment and diversified markets. Rural communities may face different constraints
associated with infrastructure, agricultural dependence and geographical distance.

However, rural and urban areas are not internally homogeneous. Significant inequalities exist
within both settings.

Tribal Inequality

Scheduled Tribe communities have diverse histories and socioeconomic conditions. Geographic
isolation, limited infrastructure, dependence on natural resources and unequal access to education and
healthcare have affected development opportunities in some tribal regions.

Regional Inequality

India's states and regions differ in economic structure, educational development, infrastructure,
industrialization and employment opportunities. Regional inequalities can influence migration and life
chances.

CASTE AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY

Caste-based stratification has historical roots in Indian social organization. Traditional caste
relations involved hierarchy, hereditary membership, occupational associations and restrictions on social
interaction. The experience of caste has varied substantially across regions and communities, and modern
social change has transformed many traditional relationships.

The Constitution and subsequent legal and institutional measures established important safeguards
against caste discrimination and promoted opportunities for historically disadvantaged groups.
Reservation policies in education and public employment have been significant instruments of affirmative
action.

However, formal equality does not automatically eliminate social inequality. Social attitudes,
residential patterns, marriage preferences, unequal access to resources and differences in educational
opportunities can continue to affect social outcomes.

Caste and class also interact. A person belonging to a historically disadvantaged caste may
simultaneously experience economic disadvantage, while members of disadvantaged communities can also
achieve substantial educational and economic mobility. Consequently, analysis should avoid treating caste
groups as economically homogeneous.
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Economic Class and Inequality

Economic class is an important dimension of contemporary Indian stratification. Differences in
income, property, savings, land, occupation and access to financial resources influence household security
and future opportunities.

Economic inequality affects children's educational opportunities because families with greater
resources can invest in better educational environments, technology, transportation, coaching and higher
education. Economic resources can also influence health, housing and access to social networks.

Class differences are visible in both rural and urban settings. Rural inequality may be connected
with landholding, agricultural employment and access to non-farm opportunities. Urban inequality may be
reflected in housing, employment, wages and access to services.

Economic class also influences vulnerability. Households with savings, property and secure
employment may be better positioned to manage economic shocks, while households dependent on
irregular employment can face greater insecurity.

Gender and Inequality

Gender inequality is multidimensional. It includes differences in educational participation,
employment, wages, occupational distribution, unpaid domestic work, property ownership, mobility and
participation in decision-making.

The expansion of female education has created new opportunities for women in professional and
service occupations. Nevertheless, social expectations concerning household responsibilities continue to
influence women's labour-market participation.

Gender inequality should also be examined intersectionally. Women's experiences differ according
to caste, class, tribe, religion, region, education and marital status. Therefore, the category "women" does
not represent a homogeneous social group.

Improving gender equality requires changes in education, employment opportunities, workplace
conditions, childcare arrangements, social attitudes, property rights and institutional support.

Education and Social Mobility

Education is one of the most important mechanisms of social mobility. It provides knowledge, skills,
qualifications and access to occupations that may not be available through inherited occupational
structures.

However, educational inequality can reproduce social inequality. Children from economically
secure households may have access to better schools, private tutoring, digital devices and educational
guidance. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds may face financial constraints, inadequate
infrastructure or limited access to higher education.

The India Human Development Survey provides a useful resource for studying educational
attainment alongside other household and social characteristics. The survey contains nationally
representative information on education, employment, caste and community and other dimensions of
human development.

Educational policy therefore needs to address both access and quality. Enrolment alone does not
guarantee equal educational outcomes.

Occupation and Labour-Market Inequality
Occupation represents another major dimension of social stratification. Employment provides
income but also determines social status, security, working conditions and opportunities for advancement.
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The Indian labour market includes agriculture, manufacturing, construction, trade, transport,
education, healthcare, finance, information technology, professional services and numerous informal
activities. Workers differ significantly in wages, job security, social protection and working conditions.

The PLFS provides official employment and labour-force statistics and includes detailed tables
relating to workers, education and industries.

The growth of digital and service-sector employment has created new occupational opportunities,
but access to these occupations often requires education and specialized skills. Thus, technological
development can simultaneously create opportunities and new forms of exclusion.

Rural-Urban Inequality

Rural and urban areas differ in employment structures, infrastructure, educational institutions,
healthcare facilities and access to markets. Urbanization can create opportunities for employment and
social mobility, but urban residents can also experience poverty, insecure employment and inadequate
housing.

Migration connects rural and urban economies. Individuals may migrate for education, employment
or business opportunities. Migration can therefore become an important mechanism of mobility.

However, migration does not automatically remove inequality. Migrant workers may encounter
insecure employment, high living costs and limited access to social services.

Role of Modernization

Modernization has transformed Indian social relationships through urbanization, education,
industrialization, communication technology and occupational diversification.

Traditional occupations have become less rigid, and individuals increasingly move between
occupations. Inter-caste social interaction has also increased in many urban and institutional contexts.

Nevertheless, modernization does not necessarily eliminate inequality. Instead, inequality may
change its form. Traditional restrictions can decline while differences in educational credentials, income,
digital skills and professional networks become more important.

Social Stratification and Poverty

Poverty and stratification are closely related but not identical. Poverty concerns insufficient
resources for meeting basic needs and maintaining an acceptable standard of living, while stratification
concerns the broader organization of social positions and unequal access to resources and status.

A poor household may experience multiple disadvantages, including limited education, insecure
employment, poor housing and inadequate access to healthcare.

Poverty reduction therefore requires multidimensional strategies rather than income support
alone.

DISCUSSION

The analysis demonstrates that social stratification in India is multidimensional and dynamic. Caste
continues to influence social relationships and opportunities in many contexts, but its effects interact with
class, education, gender and geography. Economic class influences access to material resources, while
education increasingly functions as a mechanism for occupational mobility.

The evidence base also demonstrates the importance of using multiple sources. Census data
provide extensive demographic and social-group information, while PLFS contributes labour-market
information. IHDS provides a multidimensional household-level perspective. The IHDS is especially
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valuable because it combines information about caste and community with education, employment,
income, health and social capital.

The analysis suggests that inequality should not be measured only by income. Two households with
similar income may have different opportunities because of differences in education, social networks,
gender relations, location or social status.

Another important finding is that social mobility and inequality can exist simultaneously. Education
and professional employment may enable upward mobility for some individuals while unequal access to
quality education prevents others from benefiting equally.

The relationship between caste and class also requires careful analysis. Caste identity can influence
access to networks and social status, while economic resources can alter an individual's opportunities.
Neither caste nor class alone fully explains contemporary Indian stratification.

Gender provides another important dimension. Women's social position is influenced by both
household-level conditions and broader labour-market structures. Gender inequality may therefore persist
even when women achieve higher educational qualifications.

The rural-urban distinction also remains significant. Urbanization creates diversified occupational
opportunities but does not eliminate poverty or exclusion. Rural areas may experience different forms of
disadvantage connected to infrastructure, employment and geographical access.

The overall discussion therefore supports a multidimensional approach to inequality. Policies
addressing only one dimension are unlikely to eliminate inequalities produced by several interacting
factors.

SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The study has a broad sociological scope. It examines major forms of social stratification in India,
including caste, class, gender, education, occupation and rural-urban differences.

The study can be useful for students and researchers of sociology, social work, political science,
economics, education and public administration.

It can also provide a conceptual framework for studying social inequality at state, district or
community level. Researchers can use the framework to conduct primary surveys and compare inequalities
among different social groups.

The study can further be extended to examine digital inequality, health inequality, educational
inequality, labour-market inequality, migration and social mobility.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS
Scope

The study covers:

¢ C(Caste stratification

e (lass inequality

e Gender inequality

e Educational inequality
e Occupational inequality
e Rural-urban inequality
e Tribal inequality

e Regional inequality

e Social exclusion

e Social mobility
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e Digital inequality
e Institutional responses

Limitations

First, the study is primarily based on secondary sources and therefore does not represent a new
nationally representative primary survey.

Second, different datasets are collected during different reference periods and therefore should not
be treated as directly comparable without considering their methodology and time period.

Third, caste, class and gender are internally diverse categories. National-level statistics can
therefore hide important regional and community-level differences.

Fourth, Census 2011 remains an important source for detailed population and Scheduled Caste
information, but it does not provide a complete picture of all contemporary dimensions of inequality.
Census datasets provide detailed social-group and demographic information, including Scheduled Caste
characteristics.

Fifth, illustrative tables in this paper are analytical models and must not be presented as actual field
findings without primary data collection.

FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

Future researchers can examine the relationship between caste and educational attainment using
district-level data.

Research may also focus on caste and employment in the private sector, where reliable
disaggregated information can be comparatively difficult to obtain.

Another important area is the digital divide. Future studies can examine how access to
smartphones, computers, internet services and digital skills differs by income, gender, caste and rural-
urban location.

Gender and social mobility should also receive greater attention. Studies can examine whether
women's educational advancement translates into greater employment and decision-making power.

Longitudinal research would be particularly valuable because social mobility is a process occurring
across generations. Researchers can examine how parental occupation, education and economic status
influence children's educational and occupational outcomes.

Future research should also investigate intersectionality. Instead of studying caste, gender or class
independently, researchers can examine how these factors interact.

Comparative research between rural and urban communities can provide deeper understanding of
changing patterns of inequality.

CONCLUSION

Social stratification and inequality remain important dimensions of Indian society despite extensive
social, economic and institutional transformation. The Indian social structure has changed significantly
through education, urbanization, industrialization, migration, democratic institutions, constitutional
safeguards and technological development. Traditional forms of social hierarchy have weakened in some
contexts, while new forms of inequality have emerged around education, income, occupation, skills,
technology and access to social networks.

The study demonstrates that caste, class, gender, education, occupation and geography interact in
complex ways. Caste continues to influence social identity and relationships in many contexts, while
economic class determines access to resources and security. Gender inequality affects participation in
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employment and decision-making, and educational inequality influences the ability of individuals to take
advantage of new opportunities.

At the same time, Indian society has experienced substantial social mobility. Education, migration,
professional employment, entrepreneurship and urbanization have opened new pathways for individuals
and communities. Government policies and constitutional provisions have also created institutional
mechanisms for addressing historical disadvantage.

The central challenge is therefore not simply the existence of social differences but the unequal
distribution of opportunities and resources associated with those differences. Reducing inequality requires
a comprehensive approach involving quality education, employment opportunities, gender equality, social
protection, digital inclusion, anti-discrimination measures and effective implementation of social-justice
programmes.

A multidimensional understanding of inequality is essential for future research and policy. Social
stratification should be examined through the combined influence of caste, class, gender, education,
occupation, geography and social capital. Such an approach can provide a more realistic understanding of
contemporary Indian society and contribute to the development of a more inclusive and equitable social
order.
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