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BLOCK 3 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION
The previous Block has intended to familiarize the learners with some of the basic concepts
and areas of interest in Sociology. It has discussed the concepts like society, community,
institutions and associations, social groups, culture, social norms, role and status.
Inequalities exist in all types of human society. There are inequalities between individuals, men
and women, the young and old, even in the simplest cultures where variations in wealth or
property are virtually non-existent. Stratification thus can also be defined as structured
inequality between different groupings of people. To understand social stratification, we have
to examine the underlying process and forms of social stratification. All these aspects are
covered in the Block-3. This Block comprises of four Units. Unit 1 of this Block starts with the
meaning, definition and characteristics of social stratification and also explains the difference
between the social stratification and social inequality. The various forms of social stratification
such as caste, class and gender are discussed in Unit 2. Unit 3 explains theories of social
stratification- functionalist theory of Davis and Moore, Marxian and Weberian theory of social
stratification followed by the fourth and last Unit. Unit 4 discusses the elite theory of Pareto
and C. W. Mills.
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1.1

INTRODUCTION

In the previous Block, we have learnt about the basic concepts of Sociology. In this
unit, we will discuss the concept of social stratification and its various dimensions.
The ideas and theories of various social thinkers will be used to understand these
conceptual dimensions. Here, we will highlight the various debates around the
concept of social inequality and social stratification. To understand these debates on
social stratification, we need to familiarize with the ideas on social inequality, natural
inequality, hierarchy role and status. We will also differentiate between inequality
and difference. Let us now understand the meaning of social stratification.
1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to —





understand the meaning of Social Stratification and its characteristics
differentiate between Social Stratification and Social Inequality
understand the differences between hierarchy and difference
explain the ideas on stratification presented by different sociologists.
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1.3

MEANING AND CONCEPT OF SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Social stratification refers to the arrangement of groups of people in a given society
on the basis of evaluation of their social characteristics such as occupation, status,
income etc. Sociologist Dipankar Gupta considers that social stratification deals with
the ways in which the human population is socially differentiated, publically and
demonstrably. Social stratification implies a hierarchical arrangement of different
groups at a high or low position in terms of their relative distribution of the source of
stratification. For example: the people with more wealth are located at a higher level
and those with less wealth at a lower rank of the hierarchical distribution. Hence the
idea of inequality is intrinsic to the idea of social stratification. This idea of social
stratification was imagined by sociologists who compared the system of social
stratification to that of the earth’s crust having multiple layers of soil and rock. Andre
Beteille defines social stratification as “stratification spontaneously signifies a multilayered phenomenon much like the earth’s crust.” (Beteille, 1977:129) On the other
hand, thinkers like Dipankar Gupta argues that the arrangement of social groups can
be done both in a vertical and horizontal manner. The differentiation of groups is then
done on the basis of their characteristics like role, function or division of labour.
Thus, social stratification is based both on difference and inequality. Andre Beteille
has illustrated the process through which social stratification emerges in society. He
states that nature presents us only with differences. For example: people have
different physical abilities, body build up, colour etc. However, these differences are
conceived by people in society as natural inequalities by measuring them and by
assigning value to them. These natural inequalities are socially recognized, accepted
and demonstrated in society and are regarded as social inequalities. When the unequal
groups are arranged in a particular manner and are assigned certain positions and
roles in a system, it gives rise to social stratification. A system of social stratification
is then transmitted in society from generation to generation through social practice
and socialization.
There can be different forms and systems of social stratification which are based on
one or more criteria like wealth, power and authority, occupation, ritual purity and
pollution, physical strength, education and other qualifications, etc. Caste, Class,
Estate etc. are the different systems of social stratification that we may find in
societies. Through a system of social stratification, we can understand the social
status and role of different groups in a given society. Therefore, it is argued by
sociologists that all human societies in different periods of history had one or the
other form of social stratification. We can understand the nature of division of labour,
the complexity of the social structure and the significance of the various groups in
society through the appraisal of the systems of social stratification that exist in the
particular societies. Hence, it is essential to study the concept of social stratification
and the existing systems of social stratification. In order to study social stratification,
one must also know about the nature of inequality in a society. Thinkers from the
ancient times have presented their ideas and arguments on the nature of social
inequality and social stratification. In ancient societies, inequality among men was
often considered as natural or divine. Therefore, the systems of social stratification
were also considered as devised by divinity. However, the study of social
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stratification in sociology in the modern era aims at making it more scientific and
systematic. Hence, the study of social stratification in social sciences is based on
empirical investigation of existing societies and application of scientific tools of
investigation.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1: Define Social Stratification?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.2: Why is it essential to study social stratification?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.3: How is Social Stratification related to social status and role?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………….

1.4

CHARACTERISTICS
STRATIFICATION

AND

FUNCTIONS

OF

SOCIAL

From the above discussion on social stratification, it is evident that social
stratification has certain characteristics. Since social stratification is not a natural
phenomenon, its characteristics will be inherently social in character. These
characteristics again throw light on the functions performed by social stratification in
different societies. The social significance of social stratification lies in these
functions. Let us understand the various characteristics and functions of social
stratification in general.
1.4.1 Characteristics of Social Stratification
Sociologist Melvin M. Tumin had attributed following characteristics to social
stratification:
 Social stratification is social: It is socially patterned by the consensus of the
people of the society. The criteria of inequality, whether it is wealth or ritual
purity, are derived from the prevalent beliefs and values of the people of a
particular society. The attitude of the people determines the level of rigidity or
openness of the system of stratification. Therefore, social stratification is not a
naturally given thing but a socially constructed phenomenon.
 Social stratification is ancient: It means that one or the other form of social
stratification has always existed in societies in all epochs of history. In
primitive societies, people were divided on the basis of their age and sex.
They had arrangement of age sets, whereby, people belonging to a particular
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age were grouped together and allotted with different functions. Thus, since
ancient times, social stratification has been a characteristic of all human
societies. Social stratification is therefore ubiquitous.
 It is in diverse forms: In different societies, there exist different systems of
stratification such as caste, class, race and estate. These are based on criteria
such as ritual purity, types of occupation, physical features like skin color and
ownership of property. Similarly, a system of social stratification can also
exist in different societies in different degrees. For example: in one society we
may find extreme inequalities between the classes and in others there may be
fewer gaps between classes and more cooperation. Thus, in some societies the
system of social stratification may be very rigid and in some societies, it may
be flexible in nature allowing people to change their social stratus.
 Social stratification has pervasive social consequences: Since a person’s
social status also determines his or her access to resources for survival and
development. Social Stratification determines life chances of the individual as
well as the members of a particular stratum. Hence factors like longevity,
mortality, nutrition, education and others are heavily dependent on the process
of social stratification. Similarly, social stratification also denotes the life
styles of the members of a particular social group. Food, dress habits, type of
residence, quality of education, friendship groups are dependent on the social
position of an individual or the group. Again, the behaviour of people are
determined by the codes of conduct prescribed to the groups to which
individuals belong. One example of this can be the occupational groups like
the army personnel.
Apart from these characteristics, social stratification also has an impact on the values,
attitudes and ideologies of the people living in a society: The rigidity and openness in
a system of social stratification determines the attitudes of the people towards the
members of the groups having higher or lower status. This again has an impact on the
interactions of the members of both the groups. Interaction between the members of
one race with another is an example of this. The identification of what is good and
what is bad in social behaviour is also to a great extent determined by the sanctions
associated with the system of social stratification. For example: the ideas of purity
and pollution in the caste system determine the preferred way of life for the caste
groups. Finally, system of social stratification and its prescribed practices also have
an impact on the ideologies of the future course of action for the members of the
social groups in a society.
1.4.2 Functions of Social Stratification
These characteristics of social stratification allow it to perform certain functions for
the society. The study of these functions and their association with the organization of
social structure has been a primary concern of the sociologist.
 One of the most important functions of social stratification is that it helps in
the arrangement of society. It arranges groups and determines their
interrelations and functions in a given society. Thus, social stratification helps
in defining the division of labour in the society.
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 Socialization is another major function of social stratification. A form of
social stratification is transmitted from one generation to the other generation.
This process basically occurs through socialization. Along with the form and
the inherent principle of social stratification, norms, values, behavioural
patterns, knowledge and different aspects of a lifestyle that are associated with
the system are also transmitted over generation.
 Social stratification, therefore, leads to the reproduction of society itself with
minor modification in the system itself.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.2
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.4: Why is social stratification termed as social?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.5: What are the characteristics of social stratification?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.6: what are the functions of social stratification?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.5

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY

Social stratification and social inequality determine each other. Social inequality
refers to the measurement or scaling of the qualities or characteristics possessed by
individual or the members of a particular group. A single characteristic like wealth
may be accumulated by a group in large proportions and the same may be
accumulated in smaller proportion by other groups. These groups are considered as
unequal in terms of the wealth possessed by them.
The choice of qualities and characteristics and the scaling has to be recognized and
accepted by the members of the society. For example: there are scales such as the
poverty line to identify the unequal classes of society in terms of their income and
expenditure. People accept this standard of measurement of income and use it as a
reference for determining their class and position in the society.
A system of social stratification is, on the other hand, the institutionalization of the
differences and inequalities among individuals and groups. For example: the
arrangement of classes itself is a system that highlights the inequality between class
and their respective status and function in a society. Social inequality is both a basis
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for, and a consequence of, social stratification. Inequality is created when people try
to hierarchize horizontal differences such as income and physical ability. Social
inequality becomes a basis of social stratification when systems of social stratification
emerge after a deliberate act on the part of the observer or society to opt for a
common criterion of differentiating people and groups and then arranging them into a
hierarchy. For example, biological differences between males and females are
perceived as the basis of their ability to perform a particular job or not. The defining
of roles and statuses to these differences and association of codes of conduct give rise
to a system of social stratification based on inequality. Thus, males and females can
be considered as unequal in terms of their ability to do rigorous physical labour and
emotionally.
On the other hand, social inequality can also be a consequence of social stratification.
Social stratification also refers to differential access to resources, power and status
among groups. These differences maintain social distance between the groups.
Because of the existence of a system of social stratification, people become conscious
of their status and role in society. The inequalities existing among them are made
visible through modes of socialization and education, both formal and informal.
Identification of their status and the inculcation of the roles and behaviours associated
with the status leads to the further elaboration of their unequal status. Thus, the
persistence of social inequalities is ensured through a system of social stratification.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.3
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.7: Define Social Inequality?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.8: How is social inequality different from social stratification?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.9: How is social inequality determined?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.6

HIERARCHY AND DIFFERENCE

When unequal social groups are arranged in layers, one on top of the other, the
arrangement is hierarchical. This arrangement is also vertical in nature. It represents a
ladder like structure where each group is ranked relatively with each other in terms of
status. The measurement is done in a continuous scale, meaning that groups which
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have common characteristics will be part of one hierarchy. For example : in order to
be a part of hierarchy based on income, two groups should have a source of income,
even though the groups may be involved in different occupations. Dipankar Gupta,
therefore, considers that these common characteristics should also be quantifiable or
quantitative. That means the income of persons or groups can be measured and
classified into various ranges.
On the other hand, difference is in qualitative sense. In the above mentioned example,
we have seen that the income of groups is the common feature among them that can
be measured and therefore the groups can be arranged in a hierarchy. On the other
hand, the occupations in which people are engaged are completely different from
each other. They are different in terms of the nature of work and the type of function
that they perform in the society. Therefore, if we have to stratify groups according to
their occupations we, cannot place them one above the other unless we identify a
common criteria among them like income or prestige. In such a situation, the
stratification of the groups will be horizontal in nature. The groups will be placed
alongside each other on the basis of their differential nature of work. Other examples
of arrangement of social groups on the basis of their qualitative differences are
nationalities, languages and religion. Hierarchy and differences both are significant
for stratification and organization of societies. Social differentiation of groups
separates without implying the inequality of the groups. It is helpful in the
understanding of the different roles and functions performed by the groups and
persons in a society. Thus, it also helps in the initiation and the understanding of
division of labour in society. By appreciating the differences between various groups,
social processes like accommodation and cooperation among groups can be initiated.
It helps in building up solidarity among the people of a society through
interdependence. On the other hand, stratification on the basis of hierarchy can help
in the distribution of privileges and sanctions associated with the function of the
groups. An understanding of hierarchical arrangement of society can help in the
understanding of social processes such as competition and conflict.
Hence, hierarchy and difference are intrinsic to the process of social stratification in
society. They are the two major principles on which systems of social stratification
emerge in society and function in society.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.4
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.10: What is Hierarchy?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.11: What is Social Differentiation?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.12: Why is the study of Hierarchy important?
………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.7

LET US SUM UP













1.8

In simple words, social stratification is the arrangement of social groups on
the basis of certain characteristics.
The study of social stratification is a core subject of sociology as a discipline.
It helps us to understand the nature of social organization and the distribution
of role and status in society.
There are various characteristics of social stratification. For example, it is
socially patterned; it exists in diverse forms; and it is ubiquitous.
Examples of systems of social stratification are caste, class, estate, etc.
There can be variance in the degree of rigidity of a system of stratification in
different societies. In some societies, the system of social stratification can be
rigid and in others, it may be open to rearrangement of individuals and groups
within the system.
Social stratification is related to concepts such as inequality and social
differentiation.
Social inequality refers to the measurement of selected characteristics of social
groups in a continuous scale.
Social groups in a system of social stratification can either have a hierarchical
order or a horizontal order.
Hierarchy refers to the arrangement of groups in a vertical manner depicting
their unequal status.
The arrangement of groups can also be done on the basis of their different
characteristics in a horizontal manner.
GLOSSARY

Hierarchy:

a ranking of people

Social Differentiation:

structured inequalities between groups in society in
terms of their age, sex, wealth, caste and so on

Social Inequality:

ways in which a society or group ranks people in a
hierarchy

Social Stratification:

a socioeconomic system that divides society’s members
into categories ranging from high to low, based on
things like wealth, power, and prestige
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1.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q1: Social stratification refers to the arrangement of groups of people in a
given society on the basis of evaluation of their social characteristics
such as occupation, status, income etc.
Answer to Q2: The nature of division of labour, the complexity of the social
structure and the significance of the various groups in society can be
understood through the appraisal of the system of social stratification
that exists in the particular societies.
Answer to Q3: A system of social stratification is a means of determining the social
status and role of people and social groups in a given society.
Answer to Q4: Social stratification is termed as social because it is socially patterned
by the consensus of the people of the society. The criteria of
inequality, whether it is wealth or ritual purity, are derived from the
prevalent beliefs and values of the people of a particular society.
Answer to Q5: The various characteristics of social stratification are that it is socially
patterned, it exists in diverse forms, it is ubiquitous, it is ancient and
it has far reaching social consequences.
Answer to Q6: The most important function of social stratification is that it helps in
the arrangement of society, it helps in the process of socialization and
therefore, leads to the reproduction of society itself.
Answer to Q7: Social inequality refers to the measurement or scaling of the qualities
or characteristics possessed by individuals or the members of a
particular group.
Answer to Q8: Social inequality is the measurement and scaling of the characteristics
of groups of people, whereas, social stratification is the arrangement
of these groups in a particular order.
Answer to Q9: Social inequality is determined by the measurement of the common
characteristics of social groups in a continuous scale.
Answer to Q10: When unequal social groups are arranged in layers, one on top of the
other, the arrangement is hierarchical. This arrangement represents a
ladder like structure where each group is ranked relatively with each
other in terms of status and, thus, is vertical in order.
Answer to Q11: Social Differentiation refers to the identification of groups on the
basis of their unique characteristics or qualities.
Answer to Q12: Stratification on the basis of hierarchy can help in the understanding
of the distribution of privileges and sanctions associated with the
function of the groups. It can also help in understanding of social
9

processes such as competition and conflict.
1.10

MODEL QUESTIONS

A) Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q.1: What are the various characteristics of social stratification?
Q.2: What is social inequality? Illustrate with examples.
Q.3: Distinguish between hierarchy and difference.
B) Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
Q.1: Explain why the study of social stratification is important in the discipline
of sociology.
Q.2: Briefly discuss the debates concerning the nature of social stratification.
1.11
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INTRODUCTION

Social stratification refers to the arrangement of groups of people in a given society
on the basis of evaluation of their social characteristics such as occupation, status,
income etc. The arrangement of social groups has various functions in a given society
like organization of division of labour and the distribution of resources and privileges.
One of the characteristics of social stratification is that it can be found in diverse
forms in different kinds of societies. The diversity of forms of social stratification
depends on the fact that people of different societies may value different material or
non-material qualities of people and groups in their respective societies differently.
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Some societies may give more importance to income while determining the status of
a person and in other societies, ritual purity may be considered as more important.
These differential criteria for evaluation of status are the bases on which the system of
social stratification of that particular society rests. The major forms of social
stratification thus constructed are race, caste, class and estate. Each of these systems
of stratification varies in terms of their degree of complexity, the causes of their
occurrence, the functions that they perform in society and the nature of society in
which they are embedded. In the previous unit, we tried to understand the concept of
social stratification. In this unit, we will discuss various forms of social stratification.
2.2

LEARNING OBJECIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to —





2.3

identify the various forms of social stratification
understand the various systems of social stratification emerging on these
forms of social stratification
discuss the history of the emergence of these systems of social stratification
explain the structure and the functioning of the various systems of social
stratification.
RACE

The term ‘race’ refers to the criterion or basis of social stratification as well as the
system of stratification in a given society. The term race has been used to denote
different characteristics held commonly by a group of people. It was also used to
denote national affiliation. However, a constant element in the categorization of races
has been biology. When the people or groups of people are differentiated on the basis
of their physical features such as color of skin and hair, the size of their skull and
shape of their body then the difference is termed as racial differentiation. These traits
are mostly phonotypical. According to the Meyers Konversation-Lexikon, there are
three major races among Homo-sapiens- Mongoloid, Caucasoid and Negroid. A
further category of Australoid has been added to this classification. There are further
sub categories and divisions on the combinations of these major races.
However, sociologists and social anthropologists are of the opinion that the
consideration of physical factor alone is not responsible for race to become a basis of
social stratification. They argue that it is only when these physical differences are
socially marked and measured that they become bases of social stratification.
Raymond Firth opines that races are determined by social (or cultural) factors. These
factors may include on the one hand the traditional modes of ranking of people
belonging to different origins and on the other hand, the constant operation of new
social conditions of inequality. Let us now understand how race and racism is related
to social stratification.
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2.3.1 Race and Racism
Although different races are believed to exist in all historical epochs, the ideology of
racism as a base for social inequality has latter origins. The practice of differentiating
social groups on the basis of race and the ideology behind this practice is known as
racism. Certain groups of people are believed to be inferior to others on the basis of
their physical appearance and build up. This practice of racism is very ancient.
Different sociologists and social anthropologists elaborated on the origin of the
ideology of racism. In ancient Greece and Rome, the institution of slavery often
corresponded to that of racial difference between the masters and the slaves. Many
theorists also support the view that the ideology of racism was related to religion.
People who belong to races that were defeated in war or had suffered socially and
politically for ages were considered as sinners and unequal to those having political
and social power. Therefore, since the 13th and 14th centuries discrimination against
the Jews was done on the basis of their religious affiliations. Consideration of
religious ideology as a background of racism had existed till the modern times.
Besides these bases of discrimination, racism has also been related to the advent of
capitalist economy and colonialism.
2.3.2 Colonialism and Racism
After the establishment of the capitalist economy and the beginning of colonialism,
racism became more prominent in defining the social inequalities between the
colonizers and the natives of different nations in Africa, Asia and other third world
countries. The trans-Atlantic slave trade between Africa, America and Europe led
further to the biological and economic differentiation between people. The
measurement of biological differences through the cephalic index and other such
techniques made the inequalities between the races seem more natural. These
measurements were further used to justify the division of labour that led to the
employment of the slaves in large scale in plantations of the colonizers. Therefore,
Karl Marx considers racism as an institution that sustains capitalism and slavery
together.
Inequality among the races was further expanded by the application of institutional
and official sanctions on the people of the discriminated races. Inter-marriage
between the African and the European people was banned. Further, other kinds of
social and political restriction were also imposed on the people. Any offender from
the discriminated race was given severe legal and social punishments including
lynching.
2.3.3 Continuity of Racism
An extreme form of racism was witnessed in Nazi Germany where the ethnic
cleansing of the Jews led to the Holocaust. Such racial discrimination was in support
of the extreme form of cultural nationalism in Germany. The progress of the sciences
and the pursuit of scientificity were used as a technique in this process of ethnic
cleansing. Thus, the discrimination and inequality among different races was clearly a
socio-cultural construct rather than a natural phenomenon during this epoch of
13

history.
The decolonization of the third world countries and the abolition of slavery as an
institution in the newly founded sovereign states, provided impetus for affirmative
action of the discriminated people against racism and its institutional projections. The
war against racism in South America and against the restrictions on voting rights of
the blacks in the 20th century helped to narrow down the vast gap of inequalities
between the people of different races. Further, the establishment of the United
Nations and the declaration of human rights also helped in reducing interracial
violence.
The scientific explanations of natural differences between different races have been
invalidated by the recent research. Race is no more considered as a natural
phenomenon. However, racism as a sociocultural practice is yet to be completely
eradicated in our societies. Assertion of ethnic identity and the unequal distribution of
ethnic groups have been able to sustain the differences between the races and the
resultant inequality among them.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.1: What are races?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2: What is racism?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.3: What is slavery?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

2.4

CASTE

The term caste is believed to have originated from the Portuguese word casta. It
refers to a category of individuals or things that does not have mixed types. The word
is akin to that of Latin word castus meaning chaste or undiluted and pure. Thus
stratification on the basis of caste means division of people on the purity of their
intrinsic qualities such as blood. People who have the same blood type and those who
practice endogamy within their category will be classified as caste. C. Bougle
propounds that the caste system divides the whole society into a large number of
hereditary groups distinguished from one another and connected together by three
characteristics-separation in matters of marriage and contact, whether direct or
indirect; division of labour, each group having, in theory or by tradition, a profession
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from which their members can depart only within certain limits; and finally,
hierarchy, which ranks the groups as relatively superior or inferior to one another.
Although caste as a basis of determination of social inequality and social stratification
was found in other societies such as Spanish Society, the caste system found in India
is unique and elaborate. The uniqueness of the Indian caste system is due to the
existence of various dimension of the origin and definition of the system. Let us now
understand these dimensions of the caste system.
2.4.1 Varna and Jati
The origin of the Indian caste system is widely believed to have come from the
divisions of people in Hindu society into four Varnas as mentioned in the ancient
scriptures such as the Rig Veda and the Purushasukta. The term Varna means colour.
Therefore, people were originally stratified into the Aryas and the Dasas, based on
their skin color or their physical appearance. However, in the later Purushasukta,
people were divided into four groups on the basis of the mythical origins. According
to this narration, the four Varnas i.e. the Brahmins, the Kshatriyas, the Vaishyas and
the Shudras originated from four different body parts of the Hindu God Brahma who
created the world. Because of their differential origins, each of these Varnas
possessed different kinds of skills. These differential skills became the basis for an
elaborate division of labour on which an entire system of roles, functions, rewards
and punishments are established. The four Varnas are then arranged in a hierarchy on
the basis of division of labour. Thus, the four Varnas or the Chaturvarna scheme was
considered to have been the original idea behind the caste system in India.
On the other hand, the field view of the caste system is very different from the Varna
Scheme prescribed in the scriptures. Sociologists who have studied the caste system
in India have found that in practice, there are a minimum of 200 caste groups in each
linguistic region, which can again be divided into 3000 smaller sub units. Unlike the
irrevocable Varna scheme, there is the possibility of change and mobility among the
caste groups of different societies. Therefore, the caste groups appear to be more
ambiguous than the Varnas. Hence, many sociologists distinguish between Varna and
Jati. Varna denotes the book views of the caste system and Jati denotes the practice
of the caste system in different parts of India.
Therefore on the basis of all the above mentioned characteristics, G. S Ghurye has
defined the caste system through the following characteristics-






It is a segmental division of society
it is also a hierarchical division of society
it imposes certain restrictions on feeding and social intercourse
caste groups have certain civil and religious disabilities
there is lack of choice of occupation for the members of a particular caste
caste groups follow endogamy of caste

2.4.2 Ritual and Secular Dimension of Caste
The function of caste as a base of social stratification can also be explained through
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its ritual and secular dimensions as discussed by M. N. Srinivas (in the context of
dominant caste) and, later on, by other sociologists. While determining the social
status of a caste group, two sets of characteristics can be taken into account: first, the
maintenance of ritual purity of the caste by following endogamy and hereditary
occupations and second, by the numerical strength of a particular caste group, the
political power that it holds and also the economic prosperity of the group. Thus, all
these criteria are considered as basis for the determination of the status of a particular
caste group.
The existence of the secular criteria such as numerical strength, political and
economic power provides space for mobility in the caste system. Even though a caste
group is ranked lower in the social hierarchy because of its ritual status, it may
occupy a dominant position in the society due to these secular criteria. Again, a caste
group can also change its status on the basis of the ritual criteria by imitating the
practices of caste groups that are ranked higher on the basis of their ritual purity.
M.N. Srinivas terms this process as Sanskritization.
Therefore, there are various dimensions of caste as a system of social stratification
and a basis of social stratification. The meaning and definition of caste has changed
since its description in the Vedas. The inclusion of caste as an identification marker
of groups of people in India in the census, since its introduction during the colonial
times, has also added new significance to caste as a basis of social stratification. On
the other hand, the provision of equality of legal status to all citizens of India
contradicts the principles of inequality and hierarchy inherent in the caste system.
Thus, the nature of the caste system as well as is rigidity and function in society has
also changed over time.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.2
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.4: From where did the term ‘caste’ originate?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.5: What is Varna?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.6: What is Jati?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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2.5

CLASS

Class is another prominent base of social stratification. It is widely seen since the
nineteenth century. Class denotes a social position on the basis of wealth and income
earned by a person. However, there is no single definition of class available in
sociology. Karl Marx defines class on the basis of the position held by a person in the
production process of the economy of a particular society. The people who own the
means of production are called by Marx as the ‘Haves’ and the people who do not
own the means of production are called as ‘Have Not’s. According to Karl Marx,
these two broad classes have existed in all periods of history. However, his analysis
of class is more elaborate with reference to the capitalist society; where there exist
two classes namely the Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat. The Bourgeoisie class is the
owners of capital, whereas, the Proletariat do not own any means of production and
sell their labour power in the production process. Besides the ownership and nonownership of means of production, Karl Marx also discusses about the significance of
subjective criteria in the definition of a class. Therefore on the basis of the possession
or lack of class consciousness about the interests and class situation, a particular class
can be considered as class in for itself and class in itself respectively. For Marx, the
significance of class as a basis of determining and continuance of social inequality is
so profound that he considers the struggle between the two unequal classes as the
basis of social change. Therefore, class conflict is responsible for revolutionary
change of the social structure in society.
In contrast to Marxian definition of class, Max Weber defines class on the basis of the
position that people or groups hold in a market economy and life chances. Therefore,
he distinguishes between those owners of production who earn their income and
profit from the market and those owners of production who use land or capital only
for subsistence. Therefore, the members of the class that earns its income from the
market will have better life chances than those who do not invest in the market.
Therefore, Max Weber defines a class on objective criteria such as wealth and
income.
Besides these definitions, there are other definitions on class as given by sociologists
such as W. L. Warner and Anthony Giddens. Class as a system of social stratification
also exists in different forms and degrees.
2.5.1 Class in Agrarian Societies
Since determination of class mostly depend on income and wealth, the variance in the
arrangement of classes and class hierarchy depends on the sources of income.
Therefore, we can find different forms of classes in the agrarian and industrial
societies. In agrarian societies, classes are determined by the ownership and use of
land, specifically agricultural land. Based on the differential relations with land,
economists such as Adam Smith and David Ricardo have found the following classes
in agrarian society:
 Owners or cultivators: this class consists of the big land owners and
proprietors who have complete rights over the use and sale of land. Therefore,
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they possess more economic power than that of the other classes in agrarian
societies.
 Tenants: They are the cultivator of rented land of the owners. They may have
partial access to the products of the land but they do not have the authority to
make decisions regarding it.
 The Labourers: They are the landless workers who get wages for their labour
in agricultural production. They may move from one farm to another and do
not have a stable source of income because of which they occupy the lowest
position in the class hierarchy of an agrarian society.
Based on this classification, Daniel Thorner has classified the classes in Agrarian
societies in India into the following:
 Malik : the big land owners
 Kisan : tenants and small land owners
 Mazdor: labourers
2.5.2 Class in Industrial Societies
Classes in industrial societies are on the other hand based on the ownership of means
of production, the nature of occupation and the related income of the occupants.
Therefore sociologists including W.W. Wesolowski, Ralf Dahrendrof and Raymon
Aron have found that classes in industrial societies may be divided into White collar
workers who engage in managerial and executive jobs and Blue collar workers who
engage in manual jobs. These can be further divided into the following:





White collar intelligentsia
Skilled manual workers
Lower white collar workers
Unskilled manual workers

The distinction between these classes has also been recognized by Max Weber.
Further, the type of classes may also vary depending on the type of economic
institutions and policies of a particular society. Nevertheless, class positions
determine the life chances and life styles of groups in society.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.3
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.7: What is class?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.8: What is the basis for determining one’s class in society?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.9: How does Marx define class?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………….
2.6

ESTATE

The emergence of Estate as a basis of social stratification was an important historical
change. It signified the growth of a society based on the use of agricultural land and
warfare as complementary forces in strengthening of socio-political basis of society.
Although, estate system has been visible in different parts of the world including Asia
and others, the Estate system of medieval Europe provides a detailed explanation of it
as a basis of social stratification. Warfare led to the conquest of land and building up
of empires. These empires and the military that maintained it were financed by the
revenue collected from large scale agriculture. The agricultural economy was run by
peasants or farmers. These often consisted of the people who were conquered in wars
or who had surrendered their political sovereignty to the victor. Such a process of
empire building gave rise to an elaborate social hierarchy.
2.6.1 Hierarchy in Estate
The order in the Estate can be broadly divided into the following groups:
 Ruling class, which is again divided into the governmental bureaucracy and
the Priestly or scholarly group
 Militarist and Warriors
 Artisans
 Peasants and Serfs
The highest order in the social hierarchy in an Estate was that of the monarch. The
king was the ultimate owner of the land and also the army. Below the royalty was the
nobility or the lords of the provinces and fifes. The landlord was responsible for the
collection of land revenue and was also the governmental bureaucracy. Similar power
was also held by the priestly or the scholarly group. The political decisions and the
change in authority were done with their consultation. They were the people
responsible for offering legitimacy to the authority of the king. The military and the
warriors were responsible for warfare and defense of the empire. At the same time,
they were also responsible for the expansion and the strengthening of the empire. The
next position in the hierarchy was given to the peasants and the artisans. The peasants
were the cultivators and were referred to as the commoners. On the other hand, the
artisans were skilled craftsmen who were responsible for the small scale industries
and the market. The labourers employed in the farms were known as the serfs. They
were landless and were ranked lowest in the hierarchy.
This hierarchy illustrates the entire feudal society through the arrangement of the
Estate.
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2.6.2 Sociological Interpretation of Estate
From the above description of the order of Estates, different sociological themes can
be derived. The hierarchy clearly depicts that the estate system is based on elaborate
division of labour. The specialization of each group in their respective political and
economic functions is the result of the social stratification that emerged out of the
division, ownership and the use of land. According to Karl Marx, such a complex
social stratification and organization was responsible for the emergence of the
capitalist society of the later period. The artisans in estate laid the foundation of a
market economy and elevated the significance of non-agricultural occupation. The
profit generated both form this household economy and agriculture led to the
accumulation of the capital necessary for the emergence of the industrial revolution
and modern industries. This again led to the emergence of stratification of the society
into two groups the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Thus, estate as a basis of social
stratification was complex in its economic and social functions.
Max Weber, on the other hand, highlighted the political dimension of estate.
According to him, Estate is an ideal form of authority structure. It illustrates the
centralization of authority through kingship and at the same time shows the
decentralization and distribution of functions. The rigidity of the hierarchy and the
groups has caste type characteristics because of the hereditary occupations followed
by the people. Marc Bloch again defines the estate as a network of social ties. These
ties are complex in character than the earlier forms of social organizations in human
society. Thus, estate was the basis for a new form of social stratification that emerged
in the medieval times.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.4
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.10: What do you mean by estate?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.11: What are the different groups that are found in the estate system?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.12: What is the primary basis of determination of social status in estate?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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2.7

GENDER

Gender refers to the behavioural differences between different sexes that are
culturally determined and socially learned. Such behaviour is constructed, imbibed
and performed. It is also performativity as, every individual adds on, deducts, and
reconstructs the meaning of gender while performing the expected roles associated to
a particular sex. Gender as a basis of social stratification is, therefore, very different
from other bases of social stratification that are dependent on certain objective criteria
such as land, capital, wealth, ritual practices, occupation, etc. Nevertheless, social
inequality on the basis of gender and the resultant system of social stratification has
an influence on all the aspects of social life and all social classes. It affects the
unequal access to power, prestige and property on the basis of the sex of a person.
2.7.1 Feminism, Gender and Stratification
The understanding of the relationship between gender and stratification stems from
the discourse of feminism. Feminism holds the belief that social inequality should
exist between the sexes. However, social inequality cannot be granted to people of all
sexes by a formal uniform law. Because of the centuries old domination of men in
society, other sexes have differential and limited access to social resources. Simone
de Beauvoir highlights this through her analysis on the different roles that are
expected from women as a second sex. A woman, therefore, becomes a woman by the
adherence of these roles. The existence of patriarchy or a system of domination that is
in favour of men formulates the rules, norms and codes of conduct that are unequal
for the different sexes. Therefore, granting equal constitutional status or the equal
distribution of resources is not a solution for the equality among sexes. Such
provisions fail to address problems which are gender sensitive. In order to address
these issues, the nature of gender inequality had to be understood and highlighted.
The reinterpretation of equality and inequality should be gender sensitive.
2.7.2 Sexism and Work
One of the primary causes of gender inequality is sexism. It refers to the
subordination of one sex, usually female on the basis of the assumed superiority of
the other. For example: men are considered to be physically and emotionally strong,
therefore, they may be considered as more suitable for jobs that require rigorous hard
work. A seemingly invisible barrier in occupational mobility to the decision making
positions may also occur among male and female colleagues. Therefore, women may
not reach up to the top positions in their respective jobs. Similarly, there is earning
discrimination among the sexes. Female workers may be paid less than their male
counterparts. Household work done by females is not considered as significant since
it is not paid. People belonging to different sexes have differential access to
resources.
Female children may not have access to nutrition at par with their male counterparts.
Gender inequality is also seen within the family whereby, there are gender based
division of labour and restrictions on females in decision making activities of the
family as well as in relationships.
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Such forms of inequality are carried on from generation to generation through gender
socialization. Since birth, children are informed about the norms and behaviour
associated with the sex. Any failure in the adherence to these normative behavioural
patterns is met with ridicule and the child has to go through a process of
resocialization. There are elaborate rites and rituals that make children to internalize
the expected behaviour related to their sex. Thus, gender as a basis of social
stratification is an all pervasive phenomenon and different from the other bases. It has
the combination of both social and ontological elements in the determination of
inequality.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.5
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.13: What is gender?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.14: What is sexism?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.15: When is gender stratification?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

2.8

LET US SUM UP










In this unit, we have learned about the various forms of social stratification
beginning with Race, Caste, Class, Estate and Gender.
Each of these bases of stratification is characterized by different criteria for
the evaluation of social inequality.
Race is based more on perceived biological differences between human
groups, whereas, caste is based on ritual purity and maintenance of blood ties.
Class is based on income and wealth, whereas, estate was based on the
ownership of land and warfare.
Gender is a very different base of social stratification as it is based on both
subjective and objective criteria of evaluation of the personality and behaviour
of people.
Each of these bases of social stratification has different degrees of complexity
and diversity of forms.
These bases of social stratification are not exclusive of each other. All of them
can co-exist together in any given society.
These bases of social stratification have pervasive effects on the social
organization of a particular society.
22

2.9

GLOSSARY

Caste:

a system in which people are born into a social standing that
they will retain their entire lives

Class:

a group who shares a common social status based on factors
like wealth, income, education, and occupation

Feminism:

the ideology that advocates women’s rights on the ground of
the equality of the sexes

Gender:

a term that refers to social or cultural distinctions of behaviors
that are considered male or female

Race:

a category having a set of attitudes, beliefs, and practices that
are used to justify the belief that one racial category is
somehow superior or inferior to others

2.10

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q1: The term race has been used to denote different characteristics held
commonly by a group of people such as the speakers of a common
language, for example Aryan. It is also used to denote national
affiliation. However a constant, element in the categorization of races
has been biology. When the people or groups of people are
differentiated on the basis of their physical features such as colour of
skin and hair, the size of their skull and shape of their body than the
difference is termed as racial differentiation.
Answer to Q2: The practice of differentiating social groups on the basis of race and
the ideology behind this practice is known as racism
Answer to Q3: The Social condition of communally recognized right by some
individuals to possess, buy, sell, discipline, transport, liberate or
otherwise dispose of the bodies and behaviour of other individuals.
Answer to Q4: The term caste is believed to have been originated from the
Portuguese word casta. It refers to a category of individuals or things
that does not have mixed types. The word is akin to that of Latin
word castus meaning chaste or undiluted and pure
Answer to Q5: The term Varna means colour. The origin of the Indian caste system
is believed to have come from the divisions of people in Hindu
society into four Varnas as mentioned in the ancient scriptures such
as the Rig Veda and the Purushasukta.
Answer to Q6: Jati denotes the field view of the caste system i.e. the practiced form
of caste in Indian society. Sociologists who have studied on the caste
system in India have found that in practice there are a minimum of
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200 caste groups in each linguistic region, which can again be
divided into 3000 smaller sub units
Answer to Q7: Class denotes a social position on the basis of wealth and income
earned by a person. It is a prominent base of social stratification in
societies of the modern era.
Answer to Q8: The basis for determination of class is income or wealth possessed by
a person or a group.
Answer to Q9: Karl Marx defines class on the basis of the position held by a person
in the production process of the economy of a particular society. The
people who own the means of production are called by Marx as the
‘Haves’ and the people who do not own the means of production are
called as ‘Have nots’.
Answer to Q10: Estate is a form of social stratification that was based on the
ownership of land and distribution of political power in feudal
societies.
Answer to Q11: The order in the Estate can be broadly divided into Ruling class,
which is again divided into the governmental bureaucracy and the
Priestly or scholarly group, Militarist and Warriors, Artisans,
Peasants and Serfs
Answer to Q12: The primary basis of determination of social status in estate system
is the distribution and ownership of land.
Answer to Q13: Gender refers to the behavioural differences between different sexes
that are culturally determined and socially learned.
Answer to Q14: Sexism refers to the subordination of one sex, usually female on the
basis of the assumed superiority of the other.
Answer to Q15: Gender stratification is a process by which males and females are
informed about the norms and behaviour associated with their sex.

2.11

MODEL QUESTIONS

A) Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q.1: How is Racism related to Slavery?
Q.2: What is the difference between the field view and the book view of the
caste system?
Q.3: What is the significance of class in determining the social position of
people in the modern society?
B) Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
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Q.1: Illustrate with examples, how race is a socio-cultural construct rather
than a form of natural inequality.
Q.2: Discuss the significance of ‘gender’ as a unique but all-encompassing
basis of social stratification.
2.12
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

Social stratification implies relations of superiority and inferiority among individuals,
families and groups. Such relations are governed by a set of norms and values upheld
and enforced by the state and the society. Talcott Parsons calls 'patterning' or
'ordering' of social relations stratifications system of society. A number of variables
would be involved in 'ordering' of social relations including value-system, power
structure, ascription, achievement, conformity/deviance to norms etc. Parsons
considers social stratification as ubiquitous and inevitable because it ensures smooth
functioning of society by way of defining different positions and their allocation to
members of a society based on certain principles of recruitment and reward. He
writes: "social stratification is regarded here as the differential ranking of the human
individuals who compose a given social system and their treatment as superior and
inferior to one another in certain socially important respects".
Obviously the Parsonian view is 'systemic' as its main emphasis is on ordering or
integration of different aspects of society. No society can remain in a situation of
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conflict perpetually, and no society can ever remain completely integrated. 'Dynamic
equilibrium' is the essence of all human societies. Such A view is known as the
'functional' approach to the study of society. Contrary of this approach is the
'dialectical approach' in which emphasis is on the understanding for contradictions
between the interests of the 'superior' and the inferior' people whom Karl Marx
designates as 'bourgeoisie' and proletariat'. The dialectical approach also claims itself
as historically valid and universally relevant. A critique of the functional approach is
seen in the anthropological approach too in which emphasis is laid on de criteria such
as age, sex and kinship as 'biological' as rather than 'social' even in the context of 'preindustrial' societies. We propose to discuss their approaches along with these
variations and ramifications to the understanding of social stratification. Further,
these approaches have been applied discretely to the understanding of caste, class and
tribe in India.
3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This Unit will enable you to understand:




3.3

the assumptions of the functionalist explanation of stratification.
the assumptions of the Weberian theory of stratification.
how Marx views social stratification
The socio-anthropological approach to social stratification
THE FUNCTIONAL APPROACH

The word 'function' refers to manifest positive consequences of aspects like economy,
policy, religion etc. for the maintenance of the social system. Hence, the functional
approach explains social stratification as inevitable phenomenon. Functional
differentiation is inevitable because an individual cannot fulfill all his needs by
himself/herself. A person is not equipped for meeting all the requirements; hence
persons with different abilities are required. Different functions are not required in
equal measure. The therefore, different persons are rewarded differentially according
to the value attached to the functions they perform. Such a differential pattern of
reward gives rise to stratification and hierarchy.
3.3.1 Davis and Moore’s Theory of Social Stratification
The functional theory of social stratification formulated by Kingsley Davis and
Wilbert E. Moore conforms to the above characterization. The salient features of their
theory are as follows:
i) Inevitability of social stratification;
ii) Need for differential intent and ability for different functions;
iii) Differential evaluation of different social positions and duties:
iv) Reward on the basis of differential value attached with different functions and
v) Values and rewards constituting the social differential and stratification
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There are differences in individual status and power
Courtesy: B. Kiranmayi
Thus, social stratification is a consequence of inevitability of differentiation of roles
and duties. Further, different duties and roles carry differential power and prestige.
And the differentiation of roles and duties is inevitable for the survival of human
society. Hence, stratification becomes inevitable in social life.
Box 3.1
Logically, though functional theory seems to be a sound proposition, it has received a
wide range of criticism. Joseph Schumpeter accords significance to the formation,
nature and basic laws of classes based on the significance of the function performed
by a class and on the degree to which the class performs the function. Evaluation is
relative. Performance of an individual as a member of a class is a decisive factor.
Thus, Schumpeter accords significance to historical conditions in the emergence of
classes.
3.3.2 Tumin's Critique
However, a scathing attack on Davis-Moore approach comes from Melvin M. Tumin
who challenges social stratification as inherent feature of social organization. He
doubts the historical validity of the functional importance for the necessarily of social
stratification. The idea of positions with greater and lesser power and prestige as
posited by Davis-Moore is a 'tautology and unsound procedure' in Tumin's
understanding. Assignments and performances are the bases of rewards rather than
positions. Distinction between the 'less functional' and 'more functional' as drawn by
Davis-Moore is also misleading because an engineer alone cannot perform a task
without equally important contributions of workers and other functionaries.
Activity 1
Discuss the functional theory with other students, at the study center and pinpoint its
strength and weaknesses. Write down your observations in your notebook.
Division of labour is a necessity, but not social differentiation as envisaged by DavisMoore. The functional approach is also dubbed as a general and vague formulation
because it does not spell out the range of inequality and the determinants of the rank
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in concrete societies. According to Ralph Dahrendorf stratification lies neither in
human nature nor in a historically dubious conception of private property. It lies in
'authority structure' of a society which is necessary for sustaining norms and
sanctions. 'Institutionalized power' based on norms and sanctions create inequality
and hierarchy.
3.4

MAX WEBER'S THEORY OF SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

More concrete formulation of social stratification is presented by Max Weber in his
analysis of 'class, status and party'. Weber not only clearly distinguishes between
economic structure, status system and political power; he also finds interconnections
between these three in the form of the system of social stratification. 'Class' is an
economic phenomenon, a product of the 'market situation' which implies competition
among different classes such as buyers and sellers. 'Status' is recognition of 'honour'.
People are distributed among different classes, so are status groups based on
distribution of honour which is identified in tens of a range of symbols in a given
society. Though analytically, classes and status groups are independent phenomena,
they are significantly related to each other depending upon the nature and formation
of a given society at a given point of time. The word 'party' implies a house of power
and power is the keynote of Weberian theory of stratification. Power may be for the
sake of power or it may be economically determined i power. And the economically
determined power is not always identical with the social or the legal power.
Economic power may be a consequence of power existing on other groups. Striving
for power is not always for economic well-being. As we have mentioned it may be for
the sake of power or for social honour. All power does not provide social honour, and
power is not the only source of social honour. Sometimes even the propertied and the
property less can belong to the same status group. Thus, status is determined by social
honour, and the latter is expressed through different 'styles of life', which are not
necessarily influenced by economic or political standing in society.
3.4.1 Appraisal of Weber's Theory
Thus, Weber's theory of 'class, status, and party' corresponds with his idea of three
'orders' in the society, namely, the economic, the social and the political It also
implies that social stratification is not fundamentally class-based on economically
determined. In fact, by analyzing social stratification from economic, social and
political angles Weber provides a wider perspective than the economic determinism
of Karl Man about which we will discuss below.
To a considerable extent Weber's theory of social stratification accords adequate
attention to individual and his/her attitudes and motivations intermination of class,
status and power 'Subjective component' in status-determination is based on
psychological grouping (a feeling of group membership), being effected through
competition it plays an important part. And such classes are viewed as 'subjective'
categories and social strata are 'objective' ones. A social class is a group by way of its
thinking for a particular system of economic organization. The persons who are
similarly concerned about their positions and interests, and have a common outlook,
and a distinctive attitude belong to the same status group or class. Thus, following the
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logic of 'subjective' or psychological' dimension of social stratification, class is a
psychological grouping of people dependent upon class consciousness (a feeling of
group membership) irrespective of structural criteria such as occupation, income,
standard of living, power education, intelligence etc. The structural criteria are
'objective' in nature; hence, contribute to the formation of 'strata' (social and
economic groupings and categories of people). Subjective identification of class is
indicative of advanced economic and social development of a given society only in an
advanced society a person's class is a part of his/her ego. Similarity of class
consciousness generally does not emanate from a highly differentiated and
economically and socially hierarchized society. Moreover, the distinction between
'stratum' and 'class' seems to be unconvincing because the objective criteria of stratum
provide psychological expression of class.
Check Your Progress Exercise 3.1
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.1 Write down Tumin's critique of Functionalism.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.2 Put down the core of Weber's position in social stratification. Use about five lines
for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

3.5

MARXIAN THEORY OF SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Karl Marx is the foremost architect of the dialectical approach to the study of society
and history. His theory is not restricted to economic understanding and analysis only;
it is a wide structural theory of society. However, despite such a grand theorization
Marx accords preeminence to class over status and power, which Weber largely does
not accept. 'Base' is economic structure, and 'superstructure' includes polity, religion,
culture etc. To clarify further, according to Marx stratification is determined by the
system of relations of production, and 'status' is determined by a person's position in
the very system in terms of ownership and non-ownership of the means of production.
The owners are named as 'bourgeoisie' aid the non-owners are called as 'proletariat'
by Man. These are in fact social categories rather than mere economic entities
Production is by 'social individuals', hence production relations imply a 'social
30

context' rather than a mere economic situation. Extrapolating this understanding
relation between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat are 'social', and the two could be
seen in term of 'domination' and 'subjection', or as effective superiority-inferiority
relationships. The basic features of the dialectical approach are:
3.5.1 Basic Features
i) Economic interests are the basis of all other types of relationship social,
cultural, political, etc.
ii) There are two main classes: (a) owners of the means of production
(bourgeoisie), and (b) wage-earners (proletariat). Marx refers to these classes
also as Haves and Have-Nots.
iii) The interests of these two classes clash with each other, as the bourgeoisie
exploit the proletariat hence a class struggle.
iv) The bourgeoisie gets more than its due share, hence appropriate surplus, and
this accelerates class struggle, which finally leads to revolution and radical
transformation of the stratification system of society.
Classes to Marx are basic features of society; they are the product of the processes of
the productive system which is in effect a system of power relations. To own means
of production tantamount to domination and power and to render services, and to
supply the human labour amounts to subordination and dependence. In this sense,
class is a social reality, a real group of people with a developed consciousness of its
existence, its position, goals and capabilities. Class is like a looking glass of society
by which one can see its social fabric and internal dynamics.
3.5.2 Bourgeoisie and Proletariat
Karl Marx and F. Engels considered the bourgeoisie and the proletariat as polar
opposites always involved in clash of interests. The two hostile campus also united
against each other Marx harped upon unity of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie
to defend their interests as a political organization. This was necessary as the ruling
classes (bourgeoisie) suppressed autonomy of ideas, culture, religion and polity. Even
the state became subservient to the hegemony of the owners of the means of
production. Thus, class for Mm was a perspective, a method and concrete reality to
understand structure and ramification of society and culture. In a nutshell, class is an
all-inclusive concept and reality.
Box 3.2
The Marxist notion of dialectics imbibes two philosophies, namely, materialism and
idealism. The two seem to be opposed to each other, but Marx brought them together
in his understanding of history and society. The opposites ill-e unified in Marx and
Engels as they accord primacy to the 'material' over the 'ideal' (or mind). The conflict
of the two being a reality turns into a historical process of constant progressive
change. Hence, Marxist theory is both evolutionary and dialectical at the same time.
According to Marx and Engels the fundamental was of dialectical materialism are: (i)
the law of the transformation of quantity into quality; (ii) the law of the unity of
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opposites, which holds that the unity of concrete reality is a unity of opposites or
contradictions: and (iii) the law of the negation of the negation (the scheme of thesis,
antithesis and synthesis), which means that in the clash of opposite one opposite
negates another and is in its turn negated by a higher level of historical development
that preserves something of both negated terms.
3.5.3 Dialectical Approach: An Appraisal
Thus, Marx's theory of society is not materialistic and dialectical, hence also
scientific but there is also persisting shared reality in human life. Discontinuities
along don't characterize history and human society. Hence Marx's eternal assertion
becomes relevant, "The history of all hitherto existing society in the history of class
struggles". But both Marx and Engels realized that class itself was a uniquely
prominent feature of capitalist society, and hence bourgeoisie and proletariat
constituted the entire social advice of modern capitalist era. However, the main
question relates to social ranking or stratification in relation to these basic classes.
Engels and also to certain extent Marx realized that there were intermediate and
transitional strata. These would disregard the two-class theory, and it would be quite
consistent with the development of capitalism and modern state system.
Activity 2
Discuss the dialectical approach to stratification with other students at the study
centre. Is this approach valid in the present day world? Comment on this in your
notebook.
Today, the newly emancipated developing states have a vibrant structure of middle
classes, operating a sort of control mechanism on both the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat. The non-capitalist formation having peripheral capitalism signifying
crystallization of class structure in terms of bourgeoisie and proletariat has yet to
emerge as a social reality. The controllers of the status apparatus in country like India
are not the capitalists but the mandarins of political parties: Bobbies and intellectuals.
New dominant class/elite drawn from these categories of people have come to power.
Bureaucracy plays significant role in controlling the state. Income, education and
access to cultural goods have become in some societies the main basis of status and
power. Economic standing along in terms of dichotomy of the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat has yet to emerge as a social reality.
3.5.4 Dahrendorf’s Critique
Ralf Dahrendorf, while agreeing with Marxian theory of society in general questions
the ubiquitous character of class-conflict. Conflict is context-specific; and 'coercion' a
key to social ranking in the context of given institutions of authority. The two groups
of people are: (i) which is coercive, and (ii) which is coerced. Such domination and
subjugation is found in all the areas of social life -economic, political, and industrial,
social, cultural etc. And coincidence of one type of conflict into another has ceased to
exist. 'Conflict groups' rather than 'classes' characterize conditions of social structure.
'Authority' is a legitimate relation of domination and subjection. Authority relations
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are always relations of super- ordination and sub-ordination, hence stratification.
3.5.5 The Indian Scenario
No doubt Marxist notions of class and class-conflict have become hallmarks of the
studies of India's agricultural and urban industrial formations. Marx himself,
however, thought of specific character of India's economic and social formation.
Caste and class existed side by side in India in de pre-capitalist era. Features such as
feudalism, caste, joint family, subsistence economy etc. were peculiar to India even
during the colonial period. Today, not the classes such as the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat, but like the pre-capitalist: independent workers, employers, white -collar
employee, and blue -collar workers are clearly identifiable groups of people, out of
which about fifteen per cent are in the organized sectors of economy. The framework
implying large-scale industrialization and monopoly capitalism does not account for
these myriad classes. Trade unions and collective bargaining of workers have
softened the bold of the employers of the workers. Class harmony is also a reality to
certain extent. Wage-earners are a nebulous category as it includes a wide range of
workers earning from, say, Rs. 1000 to Rs.15000 per month. Finally, caste is not
simply a ritualistic system of relations; it inheres elements of class and power. All
these points restrict application of the Marxist approach to the study of social.
3.6

THE SOCIO-ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACH

Like concrete and analytic structures of membership units and generalized aspects of
social process there are 'analytic' and 'concrete' concepts of stratification.
Analytically, stratification is an abstract necessity of all societies, and concretely, it
refers to empirical distributions of power and privilege, advantages and benefits in
specific societies. As such stratification is a process as well as a state of affairs
(arrangement of statuses and relations). To understand a given system of social
stratification process is more fundamental. The state of affairs (structure of statuses)
is both a product and a condition of social process.
The socio-anthropological approach thus highlights on the procession aspect of status
in the pre-industrial societies. The functionalist perspective emphasizes mainly on the
'social' criteria of status-determination like income, occupation, education, authority
and power, and leaves out the 'non-social' criteria such as age, sex and kinship.
However, in the pre- industrial societies the so-called 'social' criteria are non-existent
as they are more applicable to the modem societies, and the so called 'non-social'
criteria are in fact socially relevant considerations of the process of social
differentiation in the pre-industrial societies. M.G. Smith, the principal architect of
this approach, analyses sex-roles and age- sets as determinants of status and position
in the pre-capitalist social formations. Sex- roles and age-sets are not a state of
affairs; the two continuously change in the life-time of a person and bring out
corresponding change in status and role. From birth till death, sex-roles and age-sets
change. Hence, both a state of affairs and process are basic to all societies including
the least advanced ones. Age, sex and kinship have always been very significant
criteria in perception and reality of social status. Age-based distinctions reflecting
ramifications of social status, gendered social and hierarchical relations, and status
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distinctions based on kinship-based ties are found all over in all families and
communities.
Check Your Progress Exercise 3.2
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.3 Write down the basic feature of the dialectical approach. Use about five lines for
your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.4 Outline the socio-anthropological approach to social stratification. Use about five
lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………….

3.7

LET US SUM UP

The functionalist and the dialectical perspectives have influenced to a large extent the
studies of social stratification, particularly caste and class, and these two approaches
have also resulted in certain field-work traditions in India. For example, the
synchronic analyses have been rooted into the functionalists’ perspective giving
primacy to equilibrium or harmony of social structures at different levels of
stratification. On the other hand social change, replacement/ alteration of social
structure is the prime concern of the dialectical approach. Social stratification is
viewed according to this perspective moving from closed to open or from harmonic to
disharmonic system of social relations. 'Integration' is inevitably existent in 'conflict'
and vice-versa. 'Harmony' or 'unity' sustains the system, and the process change
rekindles the static arrangements of social relations. Social stratification is
multidimensional and a 'composite' phenomenon. Structural changes attack
established hierarchies and bring about both downward and upward mobility.
Differentiated evaluation at the group, family, and individual levels occurs due to
basic structural transformation of society. But at no print of time a complete
overthrow of the system takes place. This is why caste is found as an adaptive and
resilient system. Family centered cooperation among members of three or more
generations persists because of the resistance to the onslaught of some externally
imposed forces of change. Community as an axis of primary relations is considered as
a desirable mechanism of harmonious living. Thus, the functionalist, the dialectical,
and the socio-anthropological perspectives need to be applied discretely and not one
as an alternative of the other. Their context-specific application can be quite fruitful
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and enriching for a better understanding and analysis of a give society.
3.8

GLOSSARY

Anthropological: The approach which highlights the procession aspects of status in
preindustrial societies.
Dialectical:

The approach which takes into account the antagonistic
relationship between haves and have not's.

Functional:

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

Proletariat:

This refers to that section of society which does not own the
means of products but works as wage laborers.

3.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q.1:

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

Ans to Q.2

Stratification according to Weber involves the 'inter relationships
between economic structure, status system, and political power'. In
Weber's theory class is an economic phenomenon, status is recognition
of honour and power is also economically determined. Economically
determined power is not always identical will social or legal power.
The inter relationship of these factors leads to different styles of life.
This may not be necessarily influenced by economic and political
standing in Society.

Ans to Q.3

The dialectical approach comprises of:
a) economic interests are regarded as the basis of all other types of
relationships
b) there are two main classes (a) the owners of the means of
production and (b) the workers
c) the interests of owners and workers are clashing
d) the bourgeoisie create a surplus and get more than their due share.

Ans to Q.4

The socio-anthropological approach stresses procession aspects in preindustrial society. M.G. Smith analyses sex roles and age-sets as
determinants of status and position. Further sex roles and age-sets are
dynamic and keep changing during the life time of a person. Thus both
a state of affairs and process are basic to any society.
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4.1

INTRODUCTION

In the previous Unit, you have learnt about major theories of social stratification i.e.
the Functionalist and Conflict theories of social stratification. The synchronic
analyses have been rooted into the functionalists’ perspective giving primacy to
equilibrium or harmony of social structures at different levels of stratification. On the
other hand social change, replacement of social structure is the prime concern of the
dialectical approach. It has been also discussed that social stratification is viewed
according to conflict perspective moving from closed to open or from harmonic to
disharmonic system of social relations. In the present Unit, we will explain you the
central ideas of two major elite theorists, Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923) and C. Wright
Mills (1916- 1962).
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4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to,



4.3

Understand the concept of elite and elite theory
Comprehend the ideas of Pareto on elite class
Outline the elite theory of C. W. Mills
THE CONCEPT OF ELITE

In a general sense, the term ‘elite’ was employed to refer to commodities of particular
excellence. This restricted usage of the term in the seventeenth century was
broadened later to include social groups such as higher ranks of mobility and others
that could be treated as superior to the rest of them. It was only in the latter part of the
nineteenth century that the term gained currency in sociological writings in Europe.
In 1930s sociological theories of elite developed in Britain and America particularly
in the writings of Vilfredo Pareto.
Pareto (1935) explained the concept of elite the terms of a class of people with
highest indices (referring to sign of capacity e.g. a successful lawyer has highest
index; one who does not get a client has the lowest index in their branch of activity).
This class of people is referred to as the elite. In more simple terms, Pareto defined
elite by reference to facts which an outside observer is able to verify. Elite class,
therefore, comprises of all those who have succeeded and are considered by their
peers and the public as the best.
4.4

ELITE THEORY

Elite theory is one of the influential theories of social stratification. It emphasizes on
the unequal power relations among the members of society and it also explains the
role of elites in developing and developed countries. According to elite theories,
power in democratic societies is concentrated in the hands of a few wealthy
individuals and organizations—or economic elites—that exert inordinate influence on
the government and can shape its decisions to benefit their own interests. Far from
being a neutral referee over competition among veto groups, the government is said to
be controlled by economic elites or at least to cater to their needs and interests. The
most influential classical elite theorist is Vilfredo Pareto. Pareto believed that power
relations could be changed by the replacement of one elite by another elite. The
process he called “the circulation of elites”. Here he talked about the elite and nonelite class. Again he divided the elite class into governing and non-governing elite
class. Pareto particularly focused on governing elites who play the major role in
administration and manipulate the political power overtly or covertly. And the nongoverning elites influence the administration to attain the power.
Similarly, another the most famous elite theory is the power-elite theory of C. Wright
Mills (1956). According to Mills, the power elite is composed of government, big
business, and the military, which together constitute a ruling class that controls
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society and works for its own interests, not for the interests of the citizenry. Mills
said, Members of the power elite see each other socially and serve together on the
boards of directors of corporations, charitable organizations, and other bodies. When
cabinet members, senators, and top generals and other military officials retire, they
often become corporate executives. Conversely, corporate executives often become
cabinet members and other key political appointees. This circulation of the elites
helps ensure their dominance over American life. Mills’s power-elite model remains
popular, but other elite theories exist. They differ from Mills’s model in several ways,
including their view of the composition of the ruling class. Several theories see the
ruling class as composed mostly of the large corporations and wealthiest individuals
and see government and the military serving the needs of the ruling class rather than
being part of it, as Mills implied. G. William Domhoff (2010) says that the ruling
class is composed of the richest 0.5 percentage to 1 percentage of the populations,
who controls more than half of the nation’s wealth, sits on the boards of directors just
mentioned, and is members of the same social clubs and other voluntary
organizations. Their control of corporations and other economic and political bodies
helps maintain their inordinate influence over American life and politics.
Let us now discuss the contributions of both the theorists in detail.
4.5

VILFREDO PARETO (1848-1923)

Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923), a distinguished Italian sociologist was born in Paris. His
approach to sociology is distinct from that of other sociologists of his time due to his
insistence on its being scientific or empiric in nature. In his major sociological work,
The Treatise on General Sociology, published in 1915 and which later appeared in
English translation as Mind and Society in 1936, he criticized Comte and Spencer
because they have not considered empirical social reality but rather given a grand
secular “religion” of progress, humanity and democracy (Timasheff 1967: 161). Let
us first describe the biographical sketch of Pareto and then discuss his socio-historical
background.
4.5.1 Biographical Sketch
Vilfredo Pareto was born in Paris on July 15, 1848. He was the son of an Italian
aristocrat and his French wife. He had two sisters. He was trained as a civil engineer
at the Turin Polytechnic School. He began his career as an engineer in the Italian
Railways. After a few years he left state employment to become a managing director
of an important group of iron mines, located in Florence.
Vilfredo Pareto, at this period of his life followed in his father’s footsteps and was a
supporter of democratic, republican and pacifist ideals. These ideals he had imbued
from his father. However, very soon due to certain political and personal reasons
Pareto rejected these ideals and came to hate them fervently. He developed a cynical
attitude towards such democratic values as humanitarianism, idea of progress etc.
Due to the inefficiencies and disorder created by the new regime after the fall of the
rightist regime in 1876 in Italy, Pareto came to dislike this political system. He
39

became an opponent of the new government and even contested for a post in the
government in 1882 as an opposition candidate. But he was beaten by the government
supported candidate. His failure in politics and inability to affect the state of affairs in
Italy made him very bitter. The new ruling elites in Italy were in his opinion, a “band
of corrupt contemptible and self-serving careerists who used the levers of government
to enrich themselves…” (Coser, 1971: 403). They were like the foxes that he
described in his theory of elites.
Vilfredo Pareto’s father died in 1882 leaving an inheritance of enough wealth which
enabled him to leave business life and concentrate on his academic pursuits. In 1889
he married a young impoverished Russian girl, Alessandrina Bakunin and moved
from Florence to a villa at Fiesole. Here he devoted himself to the study of
economics. He also continued to attack the government.
His interest in pure economic theory arose due to his involvement in the controversies
relating to free trade present during his time. As against the cause of protectionism,
Pareto favoured free trade and took active part in public debates for this cause. In his
study of economics he found that most of the economic thinking of his day was of an
unscientific nature compared with the nature of the physical sciences. Thus, he
devoted himself to the study of a new kind of economics based more securely on
scientific methods that could provide more accurate and reliable guide to action.
By 1893 he had achieved enough recognition to be invited to the chair of economics
in the University of Lausanne. He held this post till his retirement and established
himself as an authority on theoretical economics. By this time Pareto had become a
cynical, disillusioned loner who was at variance with all the tendencies of the age
such as liberalism. He became a pathological hater of the left. All this affected his
writings. Another factor which added fuel to his cynicism and lack of trust was the
running away of his wife with his cook. Being an Italian citizen, he could not divorce
his wife under Canon law.
It was around this time in 1898 that he inherited a considerable amount of wealth
from the death of an uncle. This made him an independent person who did not depend
on his academic salary alone. He started living a life of luxury and built a house for
himself at Celigny, near Lausanne. With him lived his companion, Jane Regis who
took care of him and his numerous Angora cats. Vilfredo Pareto retired from regular
university teaching in 1907 but continued to give lectures on sociology on ad hoc
basis. During the last period of his life he suffered from heart disease. Insomnia, i.e.,
sleeplessness made him read a lot. He lived a life of a recluse, surrounded by his cats
and renowned wines, of which he used to boast a lot.
However, during the fascist regime of Mussolini, the dictator, Vilfredo Pareto again
came to public life. He was made a Senator of the Kingdom of Italy, designated an
Italian delegate to the Disarmament Conference at Geneva, and so on. To a certain
extent Mussolini seems to have implemented some of the programmes suggested by
Vilfredo Pareto. However, Pareto saw only the beginning of Mussolini’s rule. In 1923
he finally married Jane Regis by acquiring a divorce from his wife under a different
law. On August 19, 1923, he died after a short illness at the age of seventy five.
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4.5.2 Socio-Historical Background
Vilfredo Pareto, whose full name was Marquis Vilfredo Frederico Damaso Pareto,
belonged to that period of European history when major changes were taking place in
socio-political structure of Italian society. Initially he was influenced by the old
fashioned liberal democratic views of his father and his friends but slowly with age he
turned against these ideas, which represented the values and ideals of Mazzini, one of
the great political leaders of Italy, who helped in the process of unification of Italy.
Pareto rejected the values of humanitarianism, republicanism, and democracy of the
kind found in France and Italy of his times and as Coser writes, “like a spurned lover
he turned against the political system of Italy during this period, i.e. around the
middle of the nineteenth century. The reason for his rejection of these ideals was that
the government did not heed his advice and suggestions. In his book, Treatise on
General Sociology, he has criticized democracy which later led Mussolini, the fascist
ruler of Italy, to offer Pareto a seat in the Italian Senate. However, it goes to the credit
of Pareto that he refused to accept this offer (Timasheff 1967: 161).
It was the disenchantment with the liberal democratic ideals that perhaps led Pareto to
say that the task of a social analyst is to unmask the real nature of values and theories
like “equality”, “progress”, “liberty”, etc. According to him these are vacuous or
empty words which human beings use to rationalize or justify their actions. Now in
the light of Vilfredo Pareto’s socio-historical background let us examine some of his
central ideas.
4.5.3

Central Ideas

Vilfredo Pareto, in order to avoid being non-scientific, stated that sociology should
use a logico-experimental method. By experimental he actually meant something
which could be empirically observed. This method was based solely on observation
i.e., to study social reality which exists in real life, and then draw logical inference.
By logical inference he meant to study several social phenomena and derive a
conclusion in a logical, ordered manner. In his book¸ The Treatise on General
Sociology, Vilfredo Pareto made it clear that he wanted to study social reality by
applying to the social sciences the methods, which have been used in natural sciences,
like physics, chemistry, astronomy etc.
Borrowing from the natural sciences, Vilfredo Pareto came to believe that society is a
system in equilibrium and that any disturbance in one part of the system leads to
adjustive changes in other parts of that system. Like the “molecules” in physical
matter, the individuals in social system have interests, drives, and sentiments. Social
system for him is a framework for analyzing mutually dependent variations among a
number of variables which determine human behaviour.
But Pareto was not interested in all kinds of variables. He wanted to study the nonrational variables. His earlier study of economics revealed to him that the rational
variables of human action studied by economics do not cover the whole gamut of
human behaviour. There are many kinds of human behaviours which are non-rational
and non-logical.
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4.5.3.1

Logical and Non-logical Action

As mentioned earlier, society for Vilfredo Pareto is a system in equilibrium. This
equilibrium implies that in all societies there are certain forces which maintain the
form or structure of that society. Outward forces change society and inner forces push
towards restoring its equilibrium. According to Pareto, the inner forces are mainly
composed of the sentiment of revulsion against any disturbance that affects the
equilibrium of society. The validity of the theory of restoration of equilibrium is in
the fact that a society even after undergoing a revolution or war readjusts itself and
attains equilibrium (Timasheff 1967: 162).
Vilfredo Pareto’s concept of logical and non-logical action is related to the analysis of
the inner forces in society. He has drawn a distinction between the two types of
action. Logical actions are those “which use means appropriate to ends and logically
links means with ends”. These actions are both subjectively (i.e., the person who
performs it) and objectively (i.e., from the point of view of the other persons) logical.
Nonlogical actions (which do not mean illogical or contrary to logic) are simply all
actions which do not fall into the category of logical actions. Thus, non-logical action
is a residual category.
The study of non-logical actions is important since it explains the inner forces, such
as sentiments of actors. Vilfredo Pareto says that non-logical actions originate in the
mental or psychic states, sentiments and subconscious feelings of human beings. But
unlike the psychologists our task as social analyst is to treat these sentiments, etc, as
data of fact without going deeper than that (Coser 1971: 389).
4.5.3.2

Residues and Derivatives

It is the non-logical actions which are related to his theory of residuals and
derivatives. Residues and derivatives are both manifestations of sentiments which are
according to Pareto instincts or innate human tendencies. The study of these residues
and derivatives can be used to unmask non-scientific theories and belief systems. By
derivates he means the changing elements or variables accounting for these theories.
Residues as a contrast are the relatively permanent elements.
To explain these concepts of residues (which are basically constant elements) and
derivatives (which are changing variable elements) further, let us take an example.
We find in all societies a great variety of religions – polytheistic (which believe in the
worship of many Gods or more than one God), monotheistic (believing in the doctrine
that there is only one God), atheistic religion (which do not believe in the concept of
God, such as, Jainsim, Buddhism). These religions may take any form. However, in
all these religious doctrines there lies a residue which remains constant everywhere
and in all times. Thus, here we find that the changing forms of religion found in many
societies at various times are the derivatives while the constant common factors in all
religions are the residue.
Vilfredo Pareto has described six classes of residues which have remained almost
constant throughout the long span of western history. Out of these six classes of
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residues, the first two are important to us since they are related to Vilfredo Pareto’s
theory of elites and circulation of elites. These two classes of residues are i) Instinct
for combination, and ii) Group persistence (Persistence of Aggregates). Pareto’s
theory of residues helped him to explain various theories and belief systems. It also
enabled him to explain social movements, social change and the dynamics of history
(Coser 1971: 392).
Let us now discuss Vilfredo Pareto’s theory of elites and circulation of elites.
4.5.3.3

Theory of Elites and Circulation of Elites

Vilfredo Pareto firmly believed that human beings are unequal physically, as well as
mentally and morally. In all social groups there are some people who are far more
intelligent and capable than others. It is these people who become the elite in any
social group or society as a whole. Pareto defined elite as “a class of the people who
have the highest indices (or scores) in their branch of activity” (Coser 1971: 397). He
distinguished between the governing elites and the non-governing elites. Both these
belong to the class of elites. However, the governing elites are those individuals who
directly or indirectly play an important part in the government, while the nongoverning elites comprise the rest of the elite population. In his work, Vilfredo Pareto
has focused his attention more on governing elites.
In spite of defining elites as the most intelligent and capable people in a society,
Vilfredo Pareto has many times failed to distinguish between elites who inherit their
status due to inheritance of wealth, good connections, etc. and those who achieve
their elite status on the basis of their merits. However, Pareto is clear about the fact
that in cases where the majority of the elites occupy their status not due to their own
achievements but due to their ascribed status, the society becomes degenerate. It is
replaced by elites who have the first kind of residue, that is, instinct for combination.
The new elites have vitality and imaginativeness which is lacking in the elites who
derive their elite status on the basis of ascription.
Thus, according to Vilfredo Pareto it is not only the intelligence and capability but
also the residue of class I that affects society. The ideal governing elite must have a
mixture of residues of class I and class II kinds (class II stands for group persistence)
for its proper functioning. These two residues correspond to two different types of
individuals – the lions and the foxes. In this way Vilfredo Pareto’s concept of
circulation of elites is also related to his distinction between two types of human
beings, the lions and the foxes. Pareto borrowed these concepts from Machiavelli.
The lions have the class II type of residue. They are conservative in ideas and
represent social inertia i.e., the element of stability, persistence in societies. Such
types of individuals have strong feelings of loyalty to family, tribe, city, nation etc.
They reveal in their behaviour class solidarity, patriotism, and religious zeal and are
not scared of taking strong action when a need occurs.
The foxes are characterized by residue of the class I, of instinct for combination.
These people are involved in system making, manipulating various elements found in
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experience, such as in large scale financial manipulations. In other words “foxes” are
responsible for the changes, experiments, innovations in society. They are not
conservative and faithful or stable.
In Paretos’s opinion, the governing elite must have the mixture of lions and foxes for
it to form an ideal governing class. He described the political system but the same
rule follows for the economic system as well. In the ideal economic system a mixture
of “speculators” who are foxes in this situation and “rentiers” who are the lions, is
required. In society both lions capable of decisive and forceful action, as well as,
foxes imaginative, innovative, and unscrupulous are needed.
Thus, in his theory of circulation of elites, from lions to foxes and vice versa, Vilfredo
Pareto has given a theory of social change. His theory of change is cyclical in nature.
It is not linear like Marx’s theory in which the process ends with the coming of a
communist society. In Pareto’s views all societies move from one state to another in a
cyclical manner, with no beginning or end.
These are some of the major ideas of Vilfredo Pareto that we have described to you.
Now let us examine the impact of his ideas on contemporary sociology.
4.5.4

Impact of Pareto’s Ideas on Contemporary Sociology

Pareto’s sociological theory has enduring significance. He was one of the first social
scientists who gave a precise definition of the idea of a social system. A social system
can be analysed in terms of the interrelations and mutual dependencies between the
constituent parts. His contribution to the study of elites, his theory of elites and
circulation of elites is of crucial significance. It continues to inspire political scientists
and sociologists even today. Even today, investigations into the functioning of the
upper strata of governing, as well as, non-governing elites are carried out with
reference to Vilfredo Pareto’s ideas.
Like Durkheim, Pareto too has stressed the need to consider the requirements of the
social system and had rejected utilitarian and individualistic notions. But unlike
Durkheim, who stressed the objective nature of social facts, he emphasised the need
to consider the desires, sentiments and propensities of human behaviour. In his works
we find the influence of such thinkers as, Max Weber, Durkheim, Mosca and several
others.
Impact of Vilfredo Pareto’s ideas can be seen in the works of political scientists like
Harold Lasswell. Lasswell was one of the earliest proponents of followers of Pareto
in America. He was inspired by Vilfredo Pareto’s theories of elite formation and
circulation of elites. Other social scientists like C. Wright Mills, T.B. Bottomore,
Suzanne Keller, and Raymond Aron, all reflected the influence of Pareto’s ideas in
their work.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 4.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 Distinguish between logical and non-logical action given by Vilfredo Pareto.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 What are the two classes of residues mentioned in this unit? Describe.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.3 Distinguish between the “lions” and the “foxes”, discussed by Vilfredo Pareto.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
4.6 C. WRIGHT MILLS (1916-1962)
Charles Wright Mills (1916-1962), popularly known as C. Wright Mills, was a midcentury sociologist and journalist. He is known and celebrated for his critiques of
contemporary power structures, his spirited treatises on how sociologists should study
social problems and engage with society, and his critiques of the field of sociology
and academic professionalization of sociologists.
4.6.1

Biographical Sketch

Mills was born on August 28, 1916, in Waco, Texas. Because his father was a
salesman, the family moved a lot and lived in many places throughout Texas while
Mills was growing up, and as a result, he lived a relatively isolated life with no
intimate or continuous relationships.
Mills began his university career at Texas A&M University but completed only one
year. Later, he attended the University of Texas at Austin, where he completed a
bachelor's degree in sociology and a master's degree in philosophy in 1939. By this
point, Mills had positioned himself as an important figure in sociology by publishing
in the field's two leading journals ("American Sociological Review" and "American
Journal of Sociology") while still a student. Mills earned a Ph.D. in sociology from
the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 1942, where his dissertation focused on
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pragmatism and the sociology of knowledge.
Mills began his professional career as an Associate Professor of Sociology at the
University of Maryland, College Park in 1941, and served there for four years. During
this time, he began to practice public sociology by writing journalistic articles for
outlets including "The New Republic," "The New Leader," and "Politics."
Following his post in Maryland, Mills took a position as a research associate at
Columbia University's Bureau of Applied Social Research. The following year, he
was made assistant professor in the university's sociology department and by 1956,
had been promoted to the rank of Professor. During the 1956-57 academic years,
Mills had the honor of serving as a Fulbright lecturer at the University of
Copenhagen.
4.6.2

Contributions of Mills

The major contributions of C. Wright Mills are the sociological imagination and the
power elite which are discussed below in detail.
4.6.2.1

The Sociological Imagination

The Sociological Imagination was published by C. Wright Mills in 1959. In a sense,
this was Mills’ way of addressing the dilemmas of the macro/micro divide in
sociology. Mills defined sociological imagination as how individuals understand their
own and others’ pasts in relation to history and social structure (1959). Mills felt that
many problems ordinarily considered private troubles are best understood as public
issues, and he coined the term sociological imagination to refer to the ability to
appreciate the structural basis for individual problems. It is the capacity to see an
individual’s private troubles in the context of the broader social processes that
structure them. This enables the sociologist to examine what Mills called “personal
troubles of milieu” as “public issues of social structure,” and vice versa (Mills, 1959,
p.5). Mills made a distinction between personal troubles and public issues. the
sociological imagination involves the recognition that “private troubles,” as Mills
called them, are rooted in the social structure, and especially in social inequality, and
are thus better understood as “public issues. Personal troubles are those which are
created as a biological object within the individual and within the premises of
individual’s immediate milieu and relations with other people. Likewise public issues
are the matters created by the structure of the society. He gave an example of
unemployment to address this distinction.
If only a few people were unemployed, Mills wrote, we could reasonably explain
their unemployment by saying they were lazy, lacked good work habits, and so forth.
If so, their unemployment would be their own personal trouble. But when millions of
people are out of work, unemployment is best understood as a public issue because,
as Mills (1959, p. 9) put it, “the very structure of opportunities has collapsed. Both
the correct statement of the problem and the range of possible solutions require us to
consider the economic and political institutions of the society, and not merely the
personal situation and character of a scatter of individuals.” The growing
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unemployment rate stemming from the severe economic downturn that began in 2008
provides a telling example of the point Mills was making. Millions of people lost
their jobs through no fault of their own. While some individuals are undoubtedly
unemployed because they are lazy or lack good work habits, a more structural
explanation focusing on lack of opportunity is needed to explain why so many people
were out of work as this book went to press. If so, unemployment is best understood
as a public issue rather than a personal trouble.
Mills considered this type of recognition important for two related reasons. First,
efforts to benefit society that neglect this recognition—that is, that neglect the
structural sources of private troubles and public issues—will ultimately prove
ineffective. Second, this type of recognition enables us to better understand our own
experiences and life chances as we become aware of the social forces affecting our
lives and those of people in similar circumstances. This awareness and selfknowledge empower us to become more effective agents of social change in our
immediate social environments and also in the larger society.
Mills reasoned that private troubles like being overweight, being unemployed, having
marital difficulties, or feeling purposeless or depressed can be purely personal in
nature. It is possible for them to be addressed and understood in terms of personal,
psychological, or moral attributes, either one’s own or those of the people in one’s
immediate milieu. In an individualistic society like our own, this is in fact the most
likely way that people will regard the issues they confront: “I have an addictive
personality;” “I can’t get a break in the job market;” “My husband is unsupportive;”
etc. However, if private troubles are widely shared with others, they indicate that
there is a common social problem that has its source in the way social life is
structured. At this level, the issues are not adequately understood as simply private
troubles. They are best addressed as public issues that require a collective response to
resolve. As Mills saw it, the sociological imagination helped individuals cope with
the social world by enabling them to step outside their own, personal, self-centered
view of the world. By employing the sociological imagination, individual people are
forced to perceive, from an objective position, events and social structures that
influence behavior, attitudes, and culture.
In the decades after Mills, other scholars have employed the term to describe the
sociological approach in a more general way. Another way of defining the
sociological imagination is the understanding that social outcomes are shaped by
social context, actors, and actions.
4.6.2.2

The Power Elite

C.W. Mills has highlighted the class power structure as seen in the specific case of
America. He talked about the division of the society into two classes -Elites and
Masses. Class in Indian Society Elite means the choicest or the best. It represents a
minority group of people who may be socially acknowledges as superior in some
sense. The elite theory evolved as a reaction against the Marxian theory of class and
opposed the concepts of a classless society, elite rule is inevitable and a classless
society in an illusion.
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Mills argued that the power elite in America occupied the positions in political,
military and economic institutions. “within the American society,” he writes, major
national power now resides in the economic, the political and the military
domains…within each of the big three, the typical institutional unit has become
enlarged, has become administrative and in the power of its decision, has become
centralized… the means of power at the disposal of centralized decision-making units
have increased enormously (Mills, 1956, pp. 156-158).
Mills further argued that these three dominant positions are interrelated. These
positions acted as the warlords, the corporate chieftains and the political directorate
which formed the power elite of America. The military capitalism of private
corporations exists in a weakened and formal democratic system containing an
already quite politicized military order (Mills, 1956, p.164). According to Mills,
factors are important in power compared to property. But their elite interests make
them as a single unit to maintain the war economy.
In general, Mills shared Marxian ideology that a society can be divided between the
powerless and the powerful.
Check Your Progress Exercise 4.2
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.1 Give the views of C.W. Mills on the existence of classes in America. Use about
five lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………...
4.7

LET US SUM UP

In this unit, we have discussed the concept of elite and the contributions of two elite
theorists of sociology, Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923) and C. Wright Mills (1916-1962).
We have provided a short description of the biographical details of Vilfredo Pareto
and the socio-historical background to which he belonged. We have discussed some
of his seminal ideas, such as logical and non-logical actions, his concept of residues
and derivatives, and his theory of elites. We have described the role of the governing
and the non-governing elites and about the Machiavellian concepts of the “Lions” and
the “Foxes” borrowed by Vilfredo Pareto to explain two types of characters. Finally,
we have discussed the impact of Vilfredo Pareto’s ideas on contemporary sociology.
Finally, we have described the biographical details of C. W. Mills and his sociohistorical background. The central ideas of C. W. Mills have been discussed, such as
his theory of Sociological imagination, theory of power elite.
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Another aspect of these elite theories is that they criticize the determinism in
Marxism but they themselves tend to show this by not merely stressing that every
society has been divided into two strata - ruling minority and ruled majority but that
all societies must be so divided. Pareto claimed that one type of political society is
universal validity of this "Law of elites and masses".
Marx's theory stated that in every society, there existed a ruling class, owing the
means of production and having political dominance and one or more subject classes.
These two are always in conflict which is influenced by the development of
productive forces i.e. changes in technology. For Marx, the conflict would result in
the victory of the ruling class, ultimately leading to the formation of a classless
society. This has been rejected by elite theorists.
As mentioned earlier, C.W. Mills talks about two classes in society, the elite class
who rules as opposed to the masses who are ruled. He feels that the power elite
comprises of three sections of society namely military, industry and politics. This he
calls monolithic power structure of America. These elite groups are further
strengthened because of superior educational facilities and powerful family
background. The masses are passive recipients and they do not challenge the
positions of elites. Hence, the elite group is able to maintain its position in the society.
4.8

GLOSSARY

Derivatives:

A concept given by Vilfredo Pareto to explain the variable or
changing aspects of a social system. For example, there are and
there have been several systems of medicine in this world, such
as Ayurvedic, Homoeopathic, Allopathic, etc. These various
systems of medicine are in Pareto’s terms derivatives.

Logical Action:

A concept given by Pareto which means that those actions
which use means that are appropriate to ends and in which
means and ends are logically related. For example, if it is
raining a person carries an umbrella. Here means is the
umbrella and the end is to protect oneself from getting wet in
the rain. The means and the end are logically related.

Non-logical Action: Another concept given by Pareto to explain all other behaviours
which do not fall into the category of logical action. It is these
kinds of actions which are in his view subjects for sociological
concern. For example, the act of burning valuable goods during
the potlatch ceremony by the Indian tribes in America.
Power Elite:

a small group of wealthy and influential people at the top of
society who hold the power and resources

Residues:

A concept given by Pareto to explain the constant aspects of a
social system. For example, there are several systems of
medicine found in this world but behind all these various kinds
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of medicine there is a constant element of trying to cure a sick
person. This element remains constant in all these kinds of
medicine. This constant element is called residue by Vilfredo
Pareto and he has given six classes of residues out of which we
have mentioned two in the unit. Class I residue relates to the
instinct for combination, while the class II refers to the instinct
for persistence.
Sociological Imagination: the ability to understand how your own past relates to
that of other people, as well as to history in general and societal
structures in particular
4.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q.1:

Logical action, according to Vilfredo Pareto, are those actions which
use means that are appropriate to ends and in which means are
logically related to the ends. While non-logical actions are those which
do not fall into the category of logical actions. It is these non-logical
actions which are subjects for sociological inquiry.

Ans to Q.2:

The two classes of residues mentioned in the unit are Class I Instinct
for combination; and Class II Group Persistence (Persistence of
Aggregates).

Ans to Q.3:

“Lions” and the “Foxes” are types of personalities which Pareto has
borrowed from Machivelli, the “Lions” belong to class II residue who
are responsible, stable conservative, forceful in action. The “Foxes”
belong to class I residue because they are imaginative, innovative and
unscrupulous. According to Pareto, the governing elite of any society
should have a mixture of these two types of people i.e., the “Lions”
and the “Foxes” for its proper functioning.

Ans to Q.4:

Class structure in America was studies by C.W. Mills who felt that
there existed two broad classes the 'elites' and the 'masses'. The elites
ruled and came from the most influential backgrounds. In fact for
Mills it was the 'power elite' which ruled the masses of America. The
'power elite' according to C.W. Mills comprised of the top military
personnel, big commercial establishments and major political leaders.
These three groups according to Mills made the major decisions in
America.

4.10
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