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1.1 INTRODUCTION
Social change is a recurrent theme of interest among Indian sociologists and social
anthropologists. The concept of social change implies measurement of some of the
characteristics of a group of individuals. While the term is usually applied to changes
that are beneficial to society, it may also result in negative side-effects and
consequences that undermine or eliminate existing ways of life that are considered
positive. There are different approaches to the study of social change in India. In this
unit and respective units, we shall try to understand the various processes which has
brought changes to the Indian society. ‘Sanskritisation’ is one of the most significant
of these approaches which explains the process of cultural mobility in the traditional
Indian social structure. In this Unit, we will discuss some of the major theoretical
debates that are generally associated with the concept like dominant caste,
brahminisation and Sanskritisation.

1.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
 processes of social change in Indian society
 understand what Sanskritisation is

1




describe the concept of dominant caste, locally dominant caste and
brahminisation
explain the strengths and weaknesses of the concept of Sanskritisation;

1.3 PROCESSES OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN INDIAN SOCIETY
It is very difficult to study social change in a society like India where there are
multiple and diverse traditions and cultural history. The history of India is engulfed
with diverse stories and ideologies under which concepts of change needs to be
understood. Indian society is very much different from its Western counterparts. It
has grown from monarchy to feudalism to colonialism and finally to democracy.
Within its journey to democracy, Indian society has evolved through various
ideologies, values and traditions.
During the time of princely states, feudalism prevailed all over the country. The
feudal landlords exploited the whole country under the zamindari system. Extra
labour and taxes were taken away from the poor villagers. Similarly with
colonialism, there was further control over the country by the colonial British rulers.
There was not only political control of the country but the economy was also handled
by the British. The British brought heavy machines from the West thus destroying
the country’s traditional handmade factories. All these brought a different scenario to
the country.
Again the post independence period saw the rise of urban cities. People began to
migrate from the villages in search of proper food and lifestyle. All these changes
from one stage to another brought changes in the family, marriage, caste, kinship etc.
For example—with evolution of society, child marriages were banned in the country.
The government has taken strict action against child marriages in the country.
Although it is still found in some parts of the country, they are very few in number.
Thus, social thinkers of India or Indian sociologists must be able to study social
change and reveal the truth by properly referring to the background of the country.
One of the social thinkers in India who tried to understand the various processes of
social change was M.N Srinivas. Srinivas (1966) attempted to study these processes
through his field work study in India. Now, there are various approaches through
which one can understand social change in India. Some of the concepts and
approaches to study social changes that will be discussed in the next section are:
Sanskritisation, Westernisation, Modernisation and Secularisation. It is through these
approaches that one can understand the changes that are taking place in villages,
tribes, agriculture, industry, cities etc.

2

1.4 M. N. SRINIVAS AND HIS APPROACH
Mysore Narasimhachar Srinivas or popularly known as M.N. Srinivas (1916-1999)
occupies an eminent place among the first generation sociologists of India. His focus
on ‘field-view’ over the ‘book-view’ was a remarkable step in understanding the
reality of Indian society. He was born on 16 November 1916 in Mysore. He
completed his B.A. in Anthropology and Sociology (1936) and Masters in Sociology
from Mysore University in 1939.
He obtained LLB (1940) and Ph. D. in Sociology (1945). He was appointed as
University lecturer in Indian sociology at Oxford university (1948-51), Professor,
University of Delhi(1959-72), Simon Visiting Professor, University of Manchester(
1963) to name a few. He has received several prestigious awards such as S.C. Roy
Memorial Medal (1958), Honorary Fellow of the Royal Anthropological Society of
Great Britain and Ireland (since 1964) and many others. He has conducted fieldwork
in Coorg (1940-42), in Tamil Nadu for three months (1943), Andhra for three
months (1944), Rampura in Mysore for 13 months (1948 and 1952). Based on the
fieldwork among the Coorgs, he developed the concept of ‘Brahminisation’ which
dealt with caste mobility. He was the student of a world-renowned sociologist G.S
Ghurye. M.N Srinivas, apart from being an earnest and passionate researcher, was
also an institution builder. He was the man behind the development of Department of
Sociology, M.S University, Baroda and had also made significant contribution to the
setting up of Department of Sociology at Delhi University.
M.N Srinivas has been credited for his immense contribution to Indian Sociology
with his works on caste and caste system, social mobility, social stratification so on
and so forth. His works have covered a wide array of themes from caste, religion to
social change. He was mainly engrossed with issues of caste, its various forms;
imensions and its changing patterns. He had developed several important concepts
like Sanskritisation, Dominant Caste etc. for understanding Indian society.
He authored and edited several renowned books and contributed more than fifty
research articles in national and international journals. He made a remarkable
contribution to the intellectual domain with his highly significant and applauded
books like Religion and Society among the Coorgs of South India, Caste in Modern
India, The Remembered Village, Village, Caste, Gender and Method, Social Change
in Modern India, The Dominant Caste and Other Essays (ed.) amongst many others.
His structural functionalism was a blend of approaches used by Radcliffe Brown and
Evans Pritchard. He used theoretical structural functionalism of Brown and field
view of Pritchard. He blended theoretical structural functionalism with empirical
work.
While Srinivas was staying in Stanford University in the USA, his field notes and
other papers he was working on were lost due to a dormitory fire. He went on to
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recollect from memory the data he had collected and published Remembered Village
in 1976, a unique ethnographic work. He had also published works such as Caste in
Modern India in 1962, Social Change in Modern India in 1966 and edited India’s
Villages in 1955. He died on 30 November 1999 in Bangalore. In his concept of
sanskritisation, Srinivas has made an important contribution to the understanding of
caste structure in a historical context, which does away with notion that caste
structure is a rigid system.
He had developed several important concepts like Sanskritisation, Dominant Caste
etc. for understanding Indian society. He has studied issues relating to national
integration, dowry, bride wealth, the effect of industrialization on villages, urban
communities, hospitals, gender issues, etc. Srinivas has done prolific research to
study regional culture of South India and propounded various concepts to understand
caste mobility and social change in Indian society. These concepts are
sanskritisation, westernisation, seculariSation, dominant caste and concept of vertical
and horizontal caste solidarity. He viewed village as a vertical entity which consisted
of several horizontal layers each of which is a caste.

1.5

CONCEPTUALISATION OF SANSKRITISATION

Now we will discuss what Sanskritisation is. Srinivas introduced the concept of
Sanskritisation in his book, Religion and Society among Coorgs of South India
(1952) to throw light upon the process of Social change occurring among low caste
Hindus and other groups in upward direction. ‘Sanskritisation’ or ‘Hinduisation’ are
terms used by scholars to describe the social and cultural transformation experienced
by tribal groups who are in close proximity to the main- stream Hindu population.
The notion of BrahmaniSation had implicit possibilities of further abstraction into a
higher level concept of ‘sanskritisation’, which Srinivas introduced because his own
field data and that of many others indicated the limitations of using an only
Brahmanical model as a frame of reference. Thus, sankritisation came to replace
brahmanization.
In ‘Social Change in Modern India (1966)’, Srinivas defined sanskritisation as the
process by which a ‘low’ caste or tribe or other group takes over the customs, rituals,
beliefs, ideology and style of living of a high, and in particular, a twice-born caste. It
basically refers to a process by which a low Hindu caste group attempts to change its
attributes that define it in order to claim a higher position in caste hierarchy
particularly ‘twice born (dwija) caste. The process involves a change in dietary
habits from non-vegetarianism to vegetarianism and a change in one’s occupational
habit. The claim is usually made over a period of a generation or two, before arrival
is conceded. The sanskritisation of groups usually has the effect of improving its
position in the local caste hierarchy. The dominant caste of a village can be a local
source of sanskritisation or even a barrier to the process.
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Sanskritisation is found to be identified with imitation of the Brahminical customs
and manners by the lower castes. Srinivas presumed that the Brahmins to be the sole
model of emulation for the sanskritising groups. However, he abandoned the term for
‘Sanskritisation’ on account of a number of reasons and defined Sanskritisation as a
process that refers to “the process by which a ‘low’ Hindu caste, or tribal or other
group, changes its customs, ritual, ideology, and way of life in the direction of a
high, and frequently, ‘twice-born’ caste. Generally such changes are followed by a
claim to a higher position in the caste hierarchy than that traditionally conceded to
the claimant caste by the local community.” (Srinivas, 1966/77: 6).
Generally a caste claims a position which its neighbours are not willing to acquire.
Harijan caste in Mysore does not accept cooked food and even drinking water from
their superior caste, Smiths. The glimpse of Sanskritisation is visible in almost all
villages of India. In Bihar, Rajwars, a scheduled caste, claim themselves as
Rajvanshi Kshatriya. Several instances from history have been cited to show that
sanskritisation was one of the few avenues open for mobility. But the mobility
through sanskritisation itself did not produce any structural changes but only
positional changes. It did not alter the structures of power and dominance.
Sanskritisation in any caste explains only particular process of cultural changes,
hinting at one possible avenue for mobility among host of possible avenue of change
in Indian society. The other concept used by Srinivas tries to look at the impact of
colonialisation.
According to Srinivas, “(T)he caste system is far from a rigid system in which the
position of each component caste is fixed for all time. Movement has always been
possible, and specially so in the middle regions of the hierarchy. A low caste was
able, in a generation or two, to rise to a higher position in the hierarchy by adopting
vegetarianism and teetotalism, and by Sanskritising its ritual and pantheon. In short,
it took over, as far as possible, the customs, rites, and beliefs of the Brahmins, and
the adoption of the Brahminic way of life by a low caste seems to have been
frequent, though theoretically forbidden. This process has been called
‘Sanskritisation’…in preference to ‘Brahminisation’, as certain Vedic rites are
confined to the Brahmins and the two other 'twice-born' castes" (1952: 32).
Sanskritisation has been prevalent throughout history and has assumed various
forms. It has been used as mechanism to bridge the gap between secular and ritual
rank. Whenever a caste achieved secular power it tried to legitimise its status by
acquiring traditional symbols of high castes by adopting their customs, rituals.
Beliefs and ideas such as vegetarianism and teetotalism. Besides, they tried to obtain
the services of Bahmin priests, visited pilgrimage centers and acquired knowledge of
sacred texts. The census recording was considered an excellent source of making
claims to higher status. This claim according to Srinivas was upgraded in subsequent
operations. For example if in one census the caste claimed to by Vaishya, in the
subsequent operations it would lay claim to Brahmin or Kshatriya. This attempt was
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followed by attempts made by the castes to emulate the lifestyle of the respective
caste they laid claim to. The status attributes of -- highly ranked warrior ruler
category i.e. Kshatriya and the Brahmin served as model or most upwardly mobile
groups.
Sanskritisation often results in upward mobility for a particular caste, but mobility
may also occur in absence of Sanskritisation and vice-versa. But the mobility related
to Sanskritisation causes positional changes in the system and not structural changes.
Sanskritisation may accompany erosion of cultural autonomy of the women folk,
changes in family structure (inclination towards Hindu joint family) and a stronger
caste organization with a higher tendency of out casting. Expanding means of
transport and communication have hastened the Sanskritisation process because of
developing opportunities of cultural contact.

1.5.1 Brahminisation vs. Sanskritisation
Srinivas’ work Religion and Society among the Coorgs of South India (1952) led
him to formulate the concept of Brahminisation to represent the process of imitation
of life-ways and ritual practices of Brahmins by low-caste Hindus. The concept was
used as in explanatory device to interpret the changes he observed in the ritual
practices and life-ways of the lower castes that he observed through intensive field
study.
The reasons which persuaded Srinivas to redefine the above process of caste
mobility may be briefly discussed as below:
Firstly, Srinivas found that “Brahminisation is subsumed under the wider process of
Sanskritisation.” (1962/1989: 42) However, he also points out that the two may be at
variance with each other at times. For example, though Sanskritisation necessitates
renunciation of certain habits and customs on the part of the sanskritising groups
such as drinking liquor, eating beef and pork, etc, the Brahmins in the Vedic period
drank soma, an alcoholic drink, ate beef, and offered blood sacrifices which were
given up in post-Vedic times. Though the Brahmins today, by and large, are
vegetarians, there are non-vegetarian Brahmins too. The Assamese, Bengali,
Kashmiri, Maithili, Oriya and Saraswat Brahmins eat nonvegetarian food. The
Brahmins are characterized by many other regional variations suggesting that they
cannot be treated as a homogeneous group with respect to their habits and customs.
Therefore, if the term Brahminisation was used it would have been necessary to
specify which particular Brahmin group was meant. Moreover, as the Brahmins are
also undergoing various changes over time in the cultural domain it would have been
further necessary to specify at which particular period of its history a particular
Brahmin group is referred to as a model for Sanskritisation.
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Secondly, the agents of Sanskritisation are not always the Brahmins. In fact, there
was prohibition on the non-twice-born castes from following the customs and rites of
the Brahmins, and it is not unreasonable to suppose that the Brahmins were
responsible for this. On the other hand, there were non-Brahmin agents of
Sanskritisation. The Lingayats of South India, for example, have been a powerful
force for Sanskritisation of several low castes of Karnataka. Though founded by a
Brahmin named Basava in the 12th century, the Lingayat movement was antiBrahminical in tone and spirit drawing a large number of followers from the lower
castes. In fact, the Lingayats of Mysore claim equality with Brahmins, and the more
orthodox of them do not accept food cooked or handled by Brahmins. (Srinivas
1962/89: 43).
There are many such examples. What comes out clearly from the above is that
Sanskritisation as a process of social mobility cannot be explained only with the help
of the Brahminical model. There can be other models (Kshatriya, Vaishya and
Shudra) as well depending on the context. In fact, Srinivas also highlights the fact
that the Brahmin claim to supremacy was contested by the Kshatriyas on various
occasions. (1966/77: 23-4).
Srinivas also cites anthropologists D. F. Pocock and Milton Singer to justify his
contention. Pocock pointed out to the existence of a Kshatriya model of
Sanskritisation. Singer states that there exist not one or two models of Sanskritisation
but three if not four. (Srinivas 1966/77: 8). Srinivas quotes Singer: “The local
version (of Sanskritik Hinduism) may use the four varna labels-- Brahmin,
Kshatriya,Vaishya and Shudra-but the defining content of these labels varies with
locality and needs to be empirically determined for any particular locality. It has also
been discovered that the relative prestige and rank of these different varnas tend to
vary with locality, time and group. In many areas, e.g., the kingly or martial, lifestyle has a rank equal with or sometimes higher than that of the Brahmin. Groups in
these areas who wish to improve their status do so by adopting some of the stigmata
of the Rajput life-style, i.e., by “Rajputising” their way of life (Sinha). Even the lifestyles of the merchant and peasant have been taken as models in localities where
these groups are dominant.” (Srinivas: Ibid).
Yogendra Singh theorises this situation when he states that there are two levels of
meanings which are implicit in the concept of Sanskritisation. These two levels may
be described as ‘historical specific’ and ‘contextual specific’ connotations of
Sanskritisation. He says, “(I)n historical specific sense, Sanskritisation refers to those
processes in Indian history which led to changes in the status of various castes, its
leadership or its cultural patterns in different periods of history. It is indicative of an
endogenous source of social change in the broad historical spectrum of India. In
contextual specific sense, however, Sanskritisation denotes contemporaneous
processes of cultural imitation of upper castes by lower castes or subcastes, in
different parts of India. The nature of Sanskritisation of this type is by no means
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uniform as the content of cultural norms or customs being imitated may vary from
Sanskritic or Hindu traditional forms to the tribal and even Islamic patterns.” (1996:
6-7).
The contextual process of Sanskritisation is illustrated by various studies undertaken
in different contexts throughout India. These studies show that at many places the
lower castes imitate the customs of other non-Brahmin castes as mentioned above. In
some exceptional cases, even the higher castes have been found imitating the tribal
ways which may be described as the process of ‘tribalisation’. In some other
contexts, even Muslim cultural model is found to be emulated by both the upper as
well as lower castes.

1.5.2 Dominant Caste
Village is one of the key aspects of Srinivas study. It was Radcliffe Brown, his
mentor, from whom he got the idea that Village can be an interesting area of
exploration. Srinivas divides the population of the village by caste and by occupation
and then examines the relationship of these castes with agriculture, and connects
these to their occupation. The idea here is to show the organic interaction of each
caste with each other, in a functional way. This system is shown to have flexibility
because of the integration of the parts to the whole. He further states that caste is best
understood by focusing not only on the middle ranks but also in the context of the
internal ranking of each jati with the other. His study on village was conducted in
Rampura, a village in Mysore, the findings of which has been elaborately
documented in his book The Remembered Village.
Here Srinivas discusses the social and political changes that have taken place in
Rampura. The idea of Dominant caste emerged from his study of Rampura and he
developed it fully in his paper “Dominant caste in Rampura”, published in the
American Journal “American Anthropologists” (Vol: 61 No 1). The ambiguity of
rank and status allows for mobility of groups. He first proposed it in his early papers
on the village of Rampura. Since then, this concept has been widely applied to a
great deal of work on social and political organization in India.
His long association with the village Rampura by way of fieldwork provided him the
idea that one basic feature of the rural life in many parts of India is the existence of a
dominant land owning caste. For a caste to be dominant, it should own a sizable
amount of arable land locally available, have strength of numbers, and occupy a high
place in the local hierarchy. In his words, “A caste may be said to be dominant when
it preponderates numerically over other castes and when it also wields preponderant
economic and political power. A large and powerful caste group can be more easily
dominant if its position in the local caste hierarchy is not too low. Thus according to
him a caste becomes a dominant caste in a village when it is economically stronger,
politically powerful and also numerically stronger.
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He defined dominant caste in terms of six attributes placed in conjunction:







Sizeable amount of arable land;
Strength of numbers;
High place in the local hierarchy;
Western education;
Jobs in the administration;
Urban sources of income.

Of the above mentioned attributes, the following three are most important in
determining the dominant caste:
(i)
numerical strength,
(ii)
economic power through ownership of land,
(iii)
political power.
Accordingly, a dominant caste is any caste which has all the three mentioned
attributes, in a village. A dominant caste is any caste that has numerical strength,
economic power through ownership of land, political power and high place in local
hierarchy in a village community. If a caste ranks low in the social hierarchy, it can
become the dominant ruling caste or group in a village if it is numerically large,
owns land and has political influence over village matters. The dominant caste plays
a vital role in settlement of disputes even in case of non-dominant caste groups.
The interesting aspect of this concept is that the ritual ranking of a caste no longer
remains the major basis of its position in the social hierarchy. Even if a caste was
considered low in the social hierarchy due to its ritual ranking, it could still become
the dominant ruling caste or group in a village if it were numerically large, owned
land and had political power over village matters. There is no doubt that a caste
relatively higher in the ritual rank would find it easier to become the dominant caste
but this is not always the case. For example, in the village Rampura in Mysore, as
studied by Srinivas, the peasants were the dominant caste in the village even though
they were ritually ranked below the Brahmins of the village. They were numerically
more, owned lands and had political influence on the affairs of the village.

1.5.3 Locally Dominant Caste
Let us now try to understand what locally dominant caste is. Closely associated with
Srinivas’ concept of Sanskritisation is the concept locally dominant caste. It is the
locally dominant caste, which by dint of its landed property, numerical strength, and
high position in the local hierarchy wield significant influence in a particular area.
(1966/77: 10). Such locally dominant caste (sometimes there may be more than one
such caste in a locality) becomes the reference group for the marginal groups in the
region. Srinivas, however, mentions that occasionally we find castes which enjoyed
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political and economic power but were not rated high in ritual ranking. However,
even in such cases, Sanskritisation occurred sooner or later as without it the claim to
a higher position was not effective. Thus, the three axes of power in the caste system
are the ritual, the economic, and the political ones, and the possession of power in
any one sphere usually leads to the acquisition of power in the other two. This does
not mean, however, that inconsistencies do not occur - when a wealthy caste is seen
in low ritual position and contrarily, a caste with high ritual position is poor.
(1962/1989: 45).
However, it is not that there had been no obstacles in the way of the lower castes
emulating the life styles of the higher castes. The locally dominant caste or the king
of a region was often hostile to the process of the lower caste’s taking over of the
customs and rites of the higher castes. Yet, Brahminical customs and way of life
managed to spread not only among all Hindus but also among some outlying tribes.
(Srinivas 1962/89: 44) Srinivas says that this happened because in the hierarchically
stratified Hindu society each group tries to pass for a higher group. And the best
way of staking a claim to a higher position is to adopt the customs and way of life of
a higher caste. (ibid).
Srinivas also made it clear that Sanskritisation does not automatically result in the
achievement of a higher status for the group. The latter must lay a claim to belong to
a particular Varna. Besides, the concerned group must alter their customs, diet, and
the way of life suitably, and if there are any inconsistencies in its claim, they must
explain these inconsistencies by inventing an appropriate myth. Further, the group
must be content to wait an indefinite period, and during this period it must maintain a
continuous pressure regarding its claims. Before a claim is accepted by other castes,
usually a generation or two must pass. (1962/89: 57).
Such practice of inventing myth to justify the aspired higher status of a group is
present most conspicuously in case of the tribal chieftains seeking the Kshatriya
status. The Brahmin priests under the tutelage of such chieftains played the role of
the facilitator in such cases. They generated many myths and stories linking the
origin of the Neo-Kshatriya rulers to Hindu mythological characters in order to
legitimise this new status. Examples of such myths abound all over India. Srinivas
quotes historian K.M. Panikkar who maintains that there have been no ‘true’
Kshatriyas in India since the Nandas of the Magadhan Empire. Since then, every
royal family has come from a non-Kshatriya caste, including the famous Rajput
dynasties of medieval India. Panikkar also holds that the Shudras seems to have
produced a usually large number of royal families even in the more recent times.
(Srinivas 1966/77: 9).
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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 In which book did M.N Srinivas mention about the concept of
‘Sanskritisation?
…………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.2 What do you understand by the term “Dominant Caste’?
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………..
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………..

1.6 THE PROCESS OF SANSKRITISATION AND SOCIAL
CHANGE
Sankritisation is an endogenous source of social change. Sankritisation is a process
by which members of the lower caste or tribal or other group changes its custom,
ritual, ideology, and the way of life in the direction of the high and frequently twice
born caste (Srinivas, 1972). He cites the example of Harijans in Mysore not
accepting cooked food and water from Smiths though the later are above them and is
higher in the hierarchy. Lower castes and tribals adopt these practices to obtain
upward mobility within the caste system and in many cases, they are successful.
However there is only positional changes within the caste system but there is no
structural changes. Sankritisation acknowledges the values of the caste system.
Srinivas was not only concerned with order and stability but also change. While he
viewed order in terms of caste, village, religion etc.. he also portrayed with his
empirical evidences, how social change was taking place in Indian society. He
emphasised upon understanding cultural changes, leading to change in Indian
society. He tried to analyse how micro level changes like Sanskritisation could lead
to greater changes. It is important to note that mobility that is involved in the process
of sanskritisation results only in ‘positional change’ and not in ‘structural change’. It
means the position of a lower caste person may move upward but the structure of his
caste will remain the same. Moreover, the process of sanskritisation serves as a
‘reference group’. For example— a lower caste man can refer to the habits and
norms of a higher caste group. Sanskritisation is a two-way process in the sense that
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a caste not only takes from the upper caste but in turn also gives something to it. A
mere adoption of Brahmanic customs, beliefs and change in occupation does not
necessarily lead to mobility. The process involves certain factors such as awareness
of industrialization, science and technology, spread of education, giving up of evil
customs and social practices and so on.

1.7 CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF SANSKRITISATION
Let us now critically examine the concept of Sanskritisation. Sanskritisation has been
a very dominant perspective in explaining social changes in the Indian society.
However, the changes that it addresses are confined to the domain of culture to the
exclusion of other much more significant political and economic processes. Thus,
Sanskritisation offers only a partial explanation to the social changes in Indian
society. However, Srinivas himself is apt to point this out when he states, “(T)o
describe the social changes occurring in modern India in terms of Sanskritisation and
Westernisation is to describe it primarily in cultural and not structural
terms.”(1962/89: 55).
Besides, Sanskritisation is concerned mainly with social mobility within the Hindu
society while the Indian society is a heterogeneous complex of many sects and
religions. The emergence of some of these sects and religions were directly related to
the objective of freedom from the oppression of the traditional caste system. In
recent times, the social movements among the backward castes and tribes have
sought social mobility, as mentioned above, outside the framework of the caste
society. They are no longer keen to go through the process of Sanskritisation. Even if
they come under the influence of it, it is not acknowledged by them and they also do
not look for the recognition from others for higher status. In fact, the recent times
have witnessed a strong tendency among many castes to demand lower caste status
to get the benefits of the policy of affirmative action (popularly known as
‘reservation’) reserved for the lower castes and tribes in the spheres of education,
employment and electoral politics. With this same end, some castes which
previously enjoyed relatively higher status in the caste hierarchy are now demanding
tribal status. In such a situation, there is hardly any case for the tribal groups to
change their existing status to caste.
It is clear that the significance of a higher ritual status that Sanskritisation facilitated
in the erstwhile feudal society does not seem to hold good in the politico-economic
order of post-independence India. The symbolic status which caste mobility
promised in the feudal society has lost much of its meaning today as the new Indian
constitution facilitates social mobility among the backward groups by their
educational, economic, and political empowerment through access to various
opportunities and resources of the state.
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Further, it is true that Sanskritisation has resulted in changes in the status of castes
but it has not led to changes of the caste system. That is, whatever change in mobility
of a caste has occurred, it has occurred within the framework of the caste system.
Sanskritisation has not led to any change in the system. As Srinivas himself says,
“the mobility characteristic of caste in the traditional period resulted only in
positional changes for particular castes or sections of castes, and did not led to a
structural change. That is while individual castes moved up or down, the structure
remained the same.”
Social activists have criticized the Sankritisation model for upward mobility by
lower castes as it means accepting the main tenet of the caste system that is the
castes are basically unequal. Sankritisation thus only strengthens the caste system
instead of challenging it and bring about real equality. Secondly, Sankritisation is not
always successful as there is often resistance from the upper castes towards attempts
of the lower castes to adopt their customs. Thirdly Sankritisation destroys the culture
of the lower castes and reinforces their feeling of inferiority.
In contrast to Sankritisation there have been attempts at revivalism and
indigenisation among the lower castes and the tribal population. These movements
seek to instill a pride in the original culture of the oppressed people. The cultural
traits of the oppressed people whether it is food habits, dress, music is revived and is
attributed with greater dignity and respect. It is claimed that the culture of the
oppressed people gives greater freedom to the people than the narrow and restrictive
culture of the upper castes. The treatment of women is an example. While the
brahminical culture places a number of restrictions on the women including
prescribing sati for widowed women the subaltern cultures allows women to
remarry. Similarly, purdah is prescribed to the upper caste women while the shudra
women need not follow these rules. Thus, it is brahminical culture that has to learn
from the shudra culture and not vice versa.
Nevertheless, the concept of “Sanskritisation” is critiqued by various other
sociologists like Yogendra Singh, Mckim Marriot and D.N Majumdar etc. According
to Yogendra Singh the concept fails to explain the theory of cultural change. The
concept lacks any hypothesis and fails to account for many cultural and social
changes in India as it neglects non-sanskritic traditions. Even Mckim Marriot
believes that Indian tradition rests in other traditions too. Srinivas emphasised only
on Sanskritic practices thus ignoring Islamic and other practices.
D.N Majumdar elaborates that it will be wrong to believe that sanskritisation is a
universal process in India. He notes that there are villages where lower caste people
do not want to change their position by imitating the ideas of the upper caste. For
example— Mohan village in Uttar Pradesh.
Nevertheless, the concept of Sanskritisation has been very influential in the
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explanation of social change in India. Despite various limitations it has provided a
lot of insight into the complexities of the traditional Indian society and as against the
widely prevalent stereotypical view of the Indian caste system being a static system
offered a fresh perspective by highlighting the dynamism within it.

1.8

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have discussed in detail the concept of Sanskritisation. M.N.
Srinivas is considered as one of the first generation sociologists in the post
independence period of the country. His sociological perspective was therefore
influenced by nation-building thoughts in order to promote the ideology of a unified
nation.
He brought within the discipline, terms like westernisation and
sanskritisation to explain the processes of social change in the country. He coined the
term ‘dominant caste’ to point out the flexibility or mobility within the caste system,
whereby a caste of lower socio-ritual ranking could still wield political and economic
control in an area. To conclude in the words of Srinivas, “(S)anskritisation has been
a major process of cultural change in Indian history, and it has occurred in every part
of the Indian subcontinent. It may have been more active at some periods than
others, and some parts of India are more Sanskritised than others; but there is no
doubt that the process has been universal.” (1962/89: 23). In his concept of
sanskritisation, Srinivas has made an important contribution to the understanding of
caste structure in a historical context, which does away with notion that caste
structure is a rigid system.

1.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

Social Change in Modern India (1966).

Ans to Q 2:

The term “dominant caste” refers to the caste in a village which is
numerically strong and also wields the greatest economic and political
power.

1.10
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2.1 INTRODUCTION
The social change is a very complex and controversial topic. Very often social
change is seen through the prism of the political, social, and personal viewpoints. We
would see certain changes as being important and significant while other changes as
being insignificant. For example take the wide spread view on westernisation in
India. Most Indians believe that while westernisation has changed many of our
values and institutions we have remained Indian. However, this point is highly
debatable as there is no consensus on what is Indian and what is not Indian. If we say
that religion, spirituality or even more vaguely an Indian way of life is the core of
being an Indian we would find it difficult to identify the constituents of these
elements. Indian religions and the way of life have experienced profound changes in
the last two hundred fifty years. Further, there is so much plurality in the Indian
traditions each of which has evolved through the centuries and is accepted by major
groups. Therefore, social scientists have long debated whether a common identifiable
entity called Indian exists. If we include the experience of other societies in the
world then the idea of social change becomes even more complicated. We are so
much part of the process of social changes that studying it becomes difficult.

2.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• understand the concept of westernisation
• know the process of westernisation and social change
• explain the difference between sanskritisation and westernisation
• state about the criticisms of westernization
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2.3 CONCEPTUALISATION OF WESTERNISATION
Westernisation was coined by M. N. Srinivas to study the changes brought about by
the British during their rule in the country. Srinivas uses the term “Westernisation”
to refer mostly to the- behavioural aspects like eating, drinking, dressing, dancing,
etc the knowledge aspects like literature, science, etc; the values aspects like
humanitarianism, secularism etc. He does not want westernisation to be equated to
other process of change like urbanisation as the latter was evident even in the
oriental and pre-industrial societies as well. He says that westernisation brought
about fundamental changes in the value preferences, stressing on humanitarianism
which means an active concern for all human beings irrespective of caste, class, age,
sex.
Along with sanskritisation, the process of westernisation has also led to mobility.
According to this process, a higher caste imitates or adopts the ideology, values,
institutions and lifestyle of the western society. Srinivas introduced the term
westernisation to explain the changes that have taken place in Indian society and
culture due to the western influence since British rule. Therefore, in simple terms,
westernisation primarily meant British impact. It has accelerated the process of
sanskritisation. With the increase in westernisation of the Brahmins, the number of
lower castes getting sanskritised is also increasing. This means that while the lower
castes are taking up Brahmanical customs and traditions, the Brahmins themselves
are discarding them. However, it should be noted that while sanskritisation implies
mobility within the framework of caste, westernisation implies the same outside.
Culture changes affect different groups differently. The factors that influence the
capacity of the particular group to adapt to the changing values are its position in the
social structure, nature of leadership, its attachment to its traditional values and the
strength of its institutions. When the British colonised India it was more than
political and economic domination, it was primarily cultural. The British felt that
they had a mission of civilising people of ‘lower’ civilisations. All changes in
technology, institutions, ideology and values, which occurred due to 150 years of
British rule, can be called Westernisation (Srinivas, 1972).
Srinivas defines “Westernisation as the changes brought about it Indian society and
culture as result of over 150 years of British rule, the term subsuming changes
occurring at different levels technology, institutions, ideology and values”. (Srinivas
1966) Westernisation is therefore a vast, multidimensional and a complex process
which impinged upon various domains through a member of institutions and hence
had a significant bearing on caste mobility. It not only altered the existing set up but
also opened fresh avenues and doors for social mobility. A large number of interrelated factors are responsible for this.
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According to M.N Srinivas, westernisation is the “changes in technology,
institutions, ideology, and values of a non western society as a result of cultural
contact with the society for a long time”. Our political system and legal system have
been largely borrowed from the west. Religious reform in the last two hundred years
has been guided by western humanitarian philosophy. Many of the successful
attempts to rationalise religion and get rid of abominable practices have taken place
due to western influence. Under the British rule, land became a saleable commodity
and this had far reaching consequences for mobility. The members of low caste who
could afford to buy land could now become upwardly mobile and those who lost
their rights to lands suffered downward mobility.

2.4 THE PROCESS OF WESTERNISATION AND SOCIAL
CHANGE
The term ‘Westernisation’ is very important to study social change in India. The
three hundred years of British rule in India brought drastic changes in the lifestyle of
the people of India. It not only brought economic and political changes but also
cultural and social changes. Unlike the other traders, the British brought with them
technology, institutions, values and ideas of the Western counterpart. This became
one of the major sources of mobility for various groups and communities.
According to M.N Srinivas westernisation is a process that emerged due to the
changes brought about by the 150 years of British rule thus leading to various
changes occurring in technology, ideology and values etc. During the 19th century,
the British slowly laid the foundation stone of a modern state by settling themselves
in India. They started building factories, companies, spreading English education,
missionary ideologies, western laws etc with the help of the Indian rulers. Slowly,
they destroyed the Indian tradition and art and culture by dominating the people. The
British brought the printing press, railway, built roads and canals thus leading to
diverse changes in Indian sub continent. Books and journals were published which
began to spread western education among the Indians. English medium schools and
colleges were established. All these brought drastic changes in the lifestyle of the
people. They adopted western lifestyle and eating habits, dressing styles etc.
According to Srinivas, westernisation defines not only structural changes but also
ideological changes. The mindset of the people also changed. For example—The
Sati system and child marriage were abolished with the British rule. Efforts and
various reforms were taken to spread women education, widow remarriage,
untouchability etc. Even though the form and pace of westernisation took place at
different time periods in different regions, but it did affect in one form or the other.
The introduction of new means of and communication served to dilute the
restrictions and inhibitions associated with caste.
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The British rule brought several changes not only at the level of cultural structure
such as education, law, science and technology, new forms of politicisation,
urbanisation, industrialization, transport, communication, but also introduced
cultural traits such as dress, food, and changes in lifestyles. In matters of cognition, it
is believed that British rule brought the rational-legal discourse, which did add to the
value orientation of many people who were influenced by it. It encouraged the values
of equality, equity and universalism and not those of status and hierarchy,
communalistic or familialistic.
While gradual changes did take place due to the British rule in India, challenging the
traditional setup, it also reinforced the traditional tendencies. For instance, it is
argued that the traditional ethnic, caste, communal cleavages are both reinforced and
reflected in modern national institutions such as democracy, where elections are
fought on the basis of religion, caste or some such identity. These tendencies went
against the cherished long held feeling that traditional institutions and values would
be replaced by modern institutions, which were considered the bulwarks of a
developed India. This notion that modern institutions and values would replace
traditional values etc. was responsible for the way change was envisaged for India,
specially for rural India, where traditionalism was in command. It is with this
perspective and orientation that various modernisation and uplifting measures were
taken by the state to address the specific problems faced by rural India. What was
generally believed to be the natural consequences of the introduction of
modernisation leading to a change in society did not bring in the expected change.
The British rule provided fresh avenues for social mobility altering the nature of preexisting institutions such as schools and colleges which opened their doors to all
castes and establishing new ones such as army, bureaucracy and law courts which
recruited members on the basis of merit and hence provided ample source of
mobility. Most of the new economic opportunities generated under the British rule
were taken advantage of by the upper castes who availed of the educational facilities.
This not to say that the lower castes were unaffected by them for example Bailey
mentioned how the prohibition policy resulted in the relative prosperity of Ganjam
and Board Distillers. Similar Srinivas cites the examples of Noniyas of Western U.P.
and Kolis of Surat coast who benefited from new employment opportunities
resulting from railway road and canal constructions. The telis (oilmen) all over
eastern India became wealthy on account of larger market and trade for oil.
Westernisation accelerated the mobility process in more ways than one. On one hand
it was a desirable mechanism of attaining mobility, on the other, it generated
mobility also/ because the ‘westernised’ become a model for emulation for the
others.
It must be noted that westernisation did not begin and end with British rule. It
provided Social Mobility in Caste and Class tracks which furthered and accelerated
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the mobility process. It set the ball rolling which gained further momentum after
Independence. The independent India took over from the rationalistic egalitarian and
humanitarian principles from the British and created further room for mobility.
i) New Legal System
The British rule resulted in the political integration of the country into a single
administrative unit with a uniform and homogeneous pattern of law and order
grounded in the principles of rationalism, humanitarianism and egalitarianism. These
laws were sometimes in contradiction with the pre-existing ones. .For example under
the traditional law punishment varied according to the caste of the person
committing the offence, while the British laws treated everyone equally. The Caste
Disabilities Removal Act and Abolition of Slavery were a great leap forward towards
upliftment of lower castes. These laws were efforts in the direction of bridging the
gap between lower and higher castes.
The principle of universal adult franchise, adoption of Panchayati Raj System have
altered the distribution of power the strengthening the hands of the weaker sections
and restricting the appropriation of power by the upper castes. Similarly land reforms
have been a motor force affecting mobility. Ceiling of holdings have proved a blow
to the status and prestige of zamindars and boon for peasant cultivators who have
attained ownership rights.
ii) Adoption of Reforms
Whenever efforts are made at reforming the society it generates opportunities for
mobility. Buddhism, Jainism and later Sikhism which are the sects of Hindu religion
have disregarded, the rigidities associated with purity and pollution. They have
advocated against the prevalent inequities and established a new egalitarian order
within the sects. Similarly the Christian missionaries during the British rule
proselytized the most oppressed castes they extricated the untouchables from a life of
misery and exploitation and provided them education and health facilities. This
enabled them to find new employment opportunities and attain higher status and
prestige than before.
The educated liberal reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Keshab Chandra Sen,
Swami Vivekananda, Swami Dayananda in their endeavour to reform the society got
abolished evil practices such as sati, child marriage, human a sacrifice etc. To
alleviate oppression and elevate the status of lower castes, they tried to infuse
elements of rationality and modernity into Hindu religion. This they did by doing
away with dogma and rituals associated with Hindu religion and wakening the
clutches of Brahmins who they regarded as the oppressors. The new religious sects
like Arya Samaj, Ramakrishna Mission, Brahmo Samaj were egalitarian and were
against disabilities and discrimination based on caste. They have played an important
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role in imparting education and modern knowledge and hence raising the status of
their members.
Mahatma Gandhi and B.R. Ambedkar fought vociferously for the upliftment of the
untouchables and their efforts bore fruits in the form of abolition of untouchability
and the provision for protective discrimination. This has generated large scale
upward social mobility among.

2.5

SANSKRITISATION AND WESTERNISATION

In this section, we will focus on the comparison between Sanskritisation and
Westernisation. Like Sanskritisation, Westernisation is another concept propounded
by Srinivas. Westernisation refers to changes brought about as a consequence of the
contact with western culture, particularly the British. Though there have been other
western groups such as the Portuguese, the Dutch, and the French to India and have
influenced Indian society and culture, none had the same scale of influence as the
British, precisely because of the fact that the latter had ruled almost all over India for
a period of two hundred years. Their rule produced radical and lasting changes in
Indian society and culture. They brought with them new technology, institutions,
knowledge, beliefs, and values which often went against the traditional Indian
institutions, values and practices. For example, the British judicial system based on
the principle of equality went directly against the traditional system of law based on
status and hierarchy.
Thus, apparently the process of Westernisation appears to be diametrically opposite
to that of Sanskritisation. However, a closer look gives a totally different picture. As
Srinivas says, “(T)he spread of Sanskrit theological ideas increased under British
rule. The development of communications carried Sanskritisation to areas previously
inaccessible, and the spread of literacy carried it to groups very low in the caste
hierarchy. Western technology - railways, the internal combustion engine, press,
radio, and plane - has aided the spread of Sanskritisation.” (1962/89: 48-9) He cites
the example of the tradition of harikatha (a religious discourse where a priest reads
and explains a religious story to his audience. Harikathas may be held at any time,
but important Hindu festivals are considered especially suitable for the purpose). The
reach of the harikathas have spread much wider with the introduction of microphone
for the narrator. Indian films have been also playing a very crucial role in the
popularization of the stories from the epics and the puranas. In the more modern
context, the television has played an extraordinary role in the spread of the Sanskritic
stories to the nook and corner of the country.
Besides, it is seen that the castes which took the lead in undergoing Westernisation
was mostly from the upper echelons, particularly the Brahmins, of the traditional
hierarchy. Even a cursory observation at the composition of the Indian officers,
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social reformers, educationists, lawyers, army men, traders, etc. right from the early
colonial period testify to the fact as to how the upper castes, that is, the more
Sanskritised castes, were frontrunners in seizing the opportunities offered by the
colonial administration. It is also true, however, that in certain cases it appeared that
the Brahmins were handicapped by some customs in the race for Westernisation. For
example, the Brahminic customs such as vegetarianism and teetotalism were in sharp
contradiction with the English habits of eating beef and pork, drinking whisky and so
on. Nevertheless, that the Brahmins were the most westernized caste group in India
is beyond doubt and thus have been able to perpetuate their traditional hegemony.
Thus, Srinivas contends, “the assumption of a simple and direct opposition between
the two (Sanskritisation and Westernisation) and of the ultimate triumph of
Westernisation, I find too simple a hypothesis…considering the great complexity of
the processes involved” (1962/89: 61). While in some cases, they were in conflict
with each other in others they complemented each other.
However, as to whether Sanskritisation of a lower caste or tribe is an essential
preliminary to Westernisation, Srinivas says that though he finds empirical evidence
of this being true, he is quick to add that such empirical evidence is limited to some
non-Brahmin castes of Mysore and does not refer to any logical necessity for
Sanskritisation occurring prior to Westernisation.
It is possible that Westernisation may occur without the intermediate process of
Sanskritisation. (1962/89: 60) Indeed, rapid industrialization has made it possible a
process which has been conspicuous in the post-independence period. Social
movements among the backward castes have been anti-Brahmin in their overtones
right from the very beginning. After independence, the constitutional provisions
along with various affirmative actions initiated by the government in various spheres
(social, economic and political) have also created conditions and opportunities for
the lower castes and tribes to bypass the process of Sanskritisation.
Sanskritisation brought changes within the framework of Indian tradition whereas
westernisation was a change resulting from the contact of British socio-economic
and cultural innovations. Westernisation is a process which includes all cultural
changes and institutional reforms inflicted upon Indian society as it came in political
and cultural proximity with British rule and governance. The changes occurred in
various attributes of Indian society namely technology, institutions, ideology and
beliefs. Westernisation incorporates scientific approach, individualism,
egalitarianism, rationalism and liberalism, rise of nationalism, establishment of
technological and educational institutions and new political culture and leadership in
the nation. It has assigned some flexibility to the earlier rigid caste system, promoted
disintegration of joint family and induced several social reform activities. Abolition
of sati is a prominent example of the impact of westernisation.
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Sanskritisation and Westernisation have been two dominant perspectives in
explaining social changes in the Indian society. However, the changes that these two
concepts address are confined to the domain of culture to the exclusion of other
significant political and economic processes. Thus, they offer only a partial
explanation to the social changes in Indian society. Further, Sanskritisation is
criticized for being concerned mainly with social mobility within the Hindu society
while the Indian society is a heterogeneous complex of many sects and religions.
Besides, it is true that Sanskritisation has resulted in changes in the status of
particular castes but it has not led to changes of the caste system. That is, whatever
change in mobility of a caste or a section of it has occurred, it has resulted only in
positional changes, and not in a structural change. However, Srinivas himself points
this out when he states, “(T)o describe the social changes occurring in modern India
in terms of Sanskritisation and Westernisation is to describe it primarily in cultural
and not structural terms” (1962/89: 55).
Further, scholars have pointed out that Sanskritisation has not been universal to all
parts of India. In fact, Devraj Chanana emphasizes that in Punjab culturally Sanskrit
influence has not been a dominant one. Rather, he emphasises, “for a few centuries
till the third quarter of the nineteenth century Persian influence had been the
dominating one in this area” (1961: 413). Indeed, this is true of many regions,
especially those in the periphery of the Hindu heartland, such as the northeastern
India and Kashmir. As regard to Westernisation too, Chanana argues instead for a
process of Indianisation in Punjab which is “Westernisation to a large extent in
externals and the reassertion of largely Indian values, mingled with the humanitarian
values of the West in matters of spirit” (ibid).
Besides, as a result of various social movements among the lower castes in the postindependence period, many of these castes are not keen to go through a process of
Sanskritisation. Rather there has been a strong tendency among a number of
Sanskritised erstwhile tribal groups, now lower caste groups, to demand for
Scheduled Tribe (as per the article 342 of the Indian Constitution) status to get the
benefits of the policy of affirmative action in the spheres of education, employment
and electoral politics. This ‘re-tribalisation’ process has not stood in the way of their
Westernisation. Again, Westernisation of a large section of the tribes in the northeast
Indian region such as the Nagas, Khasis, Mizos, etc. hardly has anything to do with
Sanskritisation. Similarly, the Dravidian movement in South India and the Dalit
identity movement among the Scheduled Castes are informed by anti-Sanskritic
ideologies. Discussing the impact of Sanskritisation on the Dalits of the
neighbouring Nepal, which is close to mainstream Hindu civilization of north India,
a scholar argues that Sanskritisation as defined and described by Srinivas, is not
occurring among them. The Nepalese Dalits do not seem to be interested in securing
higher status through rise in caste hierarchy but through usurpation of political and
economic power (B.K. 2008: 10).
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Critiquing Srinivas’s concept of Westernisation, Yogendra Singh writes, “Srinivas
equates Westernisation with the British impact on India, but this is too narrow since
after independence the impact of the Russian and American versions of
modernization in India has been considerable” (1996: 12). Further he points out that
“for many new elite in India as also in the new states of Asia, the Westernisation has
a pejorative connotation because of its association with former colonial domination
of these countries by the West. It is, therefore, more value-loaded than the term
modernization, which to us appears to be a better substitute” (ibid). Nevertheless, the
concepts of Sanskritisation and Westernisation have been very useful and influential
in the explanation of social change in India. Srinivas himself was conscious of its
limitations when speaking on Sanskritisation he says, “(T)he usefulness of
Sanskritisation as a tool in the analysis of Indian society is greatly limited by the
complexity of the concept as well as its looseness” (Srinivas 1962/89: 43).
He also candidly expresses that it might be more useful to treat it as a bundle of
concepts rather than as a single concept and that “it is only a name for a widespread
social and cultural process, and our main task is to understand the nature of these
processes. The moment it is discovered that the term is more a hindrance than a help
in analysis, it should be discarded quickly and without regret” (ibid: 61). Similarly,
he is also aware of the complexity as well as the limitations of the concept of
Westernisation and therefore argues for a qualified use (with the prefixes ‘primary’,
‘secondary’ and ‘tertiary’) of the term. In fact, many of the questions raised by the
critics about these two concepts after they were first used by Srinivas in the 1950’s
were partially addressed by him in his Social Change in Modern India first published
in 1966. However, he finds that the two terms are the most suitable, despite their
shortcomings, to explain the social and cultural changes in the Indian society and
they have indeed provided considerable insight into the vast complexities of the
Indian society.

2.6

CRITICISM OF WESTERNISATION


The concept of Westernisation analyses social change in ‘cultural’ and not in
‘structural’ terms. Thus, it is a limited application.



The concept is of little use in explaining the nature of social change taking
place in post independence India.



Although Srinivas argues that the concept is ‘ethically neutral’, it has its own
value preferences.
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2.7

LET US SUM UP

According to Srinivas, westernisation defines not only structural changes but also
ideological changes. When a higher caste imitates or adopts the ideology, values,
institutions and lifestyle of the western society, it is termed as Westernisation.
Westernisation refers to the changes brought about in the Indian society and culture
as a result of over 150 years of British rule. Through the concept of westernisation,
Srinivas referred to the impact of the British rule in India. The influence of
Westernisation in the early stages was felt mainly in the urban areas and on the upper
and middle castes. These were the sections that first took advantage of
Westernisation and the opportunities. Gradually the impact spread to other sections
of society.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION
Sociologists and anthropologists have perceived the process of change from diverse
perspectives. In this unit we will specifically learn in greater detail how the processes
of change and modernisation have been linked to the question of development. In
comparison to change, modernisation is a relatively new concept. It is also a new
process. Besides describing features and perspectives of modernisation we have also
presented a critique of this concept. This unit attempts to bring out the ways in which
scholars have looked at the process of modernisation and its influence on the socalled traditions in the Indian society. It focuses on the key arguments related to
modernisation theory, traces the history of modernisation as a process, and looks at
the different arguments put forth by scholars like Redfield, Srinivas, and others. The
module also tries to understand the different changes that took place in the social
structures in India, both at the micro and the macro level.

3.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• know about the concepts and features of change, modernisation
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• understand what is modern and modernity and modernisation
• enlighten about the history of modernisation in India
• assess the structural changes in India through the modernisation process
• understand the process of Modernisation versus westernisation
• elaborate the criticism of modernisation

3.3 MODERNISATION: CONCEPTS AND FEATURES
Modernisation is a conceptual framework that articulated a common set of
assumptions about the nature of developed societies and their ability to transform a
world perceived as both materially and culturally deficient. Specifically,
Modernisation theorists posited a sharp distinction between traditional (read poor)
and modern (read Western) societies. They took for granted that economic
development, from traditional to modern, proceeded along a single, straight,
unambiguous line. Modernisation advocates expected that contact with vital modern
societies would accelerate progress in stagnant traditional societies.

3.3.1 Modern, Modernity and Modernisation
In the simplest form, the modern implies the up-to-date, a current development, or,
better still, a spirit in step with its own time. The term used to characterise the stage
in the history of social relations, dating roughly from the end of the 18th century,
that is characterised by the democratic and industrial revolutions. Strong arguments
can be made to the effect that Sociology as a discipline developed as a response to
the advent and challenges of modernity. Modernity is typically contrasted with
traditional form of society, like Durkheim's contrast between mechanical and organic
solidarity.
In sociology modernisation is the transformation from traditional, rural and agrarian
society to a secular, urban and industrial society. In fact, “Modernization” is
understood as a process which indicates the adoption of the modern ways of life and
values.
Today the term “Modernisation” is understood as an attempt, on the part of the
people, particularly those who are custom-bound, to adopt themselves to the present
time, conditions, styles, and ways in general. It indicates a change in people's food
habits, dress habits, speaking styles, tastes, choices, preferences, ideas, values,
recreational facilities and so on. "The scientific and technological inventions have
brought about remarkable changes in the whole system of social relationship and
installed new ideologies in the place of traditional ones.
Modernisation refers to the “process of social, political, cultural and economic
transformation which by its very nature tends to be accumulative, adaptive and
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which selectively promotes structural replacements and differentiation in society.”
Modernisation became a public debate during the 1960s and 70s and it was found out
that the “traditional institutions, beliefs and social structure responded positively to
the demands of modernisation”. The modernisation process concerns the
understanding of the natural, behavioural and social processes, the application of
new knowledge to human affairs; it involves self-reliance and an achievement
orientation in each individual and the development of educational courses to provide
not only knowledge but also training in skills and creativity.
The term ‘modernisation’ generally refers to the process of transition between a
‘traditional’ agrarian society and the kind of ‘modern’ society that is based on trade
and industry (Charlton and Andras 2003). Thus, it should be thought of as a
continuous dynamic process, rather than a single ‘state’. However, as a singular
concept, it is difficult to precisely define modernisation.
According to Wilbert Moore, “modernisation is a ‘total’ transformation of a
traditional or pre-modern society into the types of technology and associated social
organisation that characterizes the advanced, economically prosperous and relatively
stable nations of the Western World”.
According to Horowitz, ‘every attempt to define modernisation in terms of an
operational set of variables results in a new set of ideas which have relatively little to
do with the original concept’. (I.R. Horowitz: 1966: 306 c.f. Singh 1978).
However, some of the important features that modernisation comprises of can be
viewed as 1) the psychological, 2) the normative, 3) the structural and 4) the
technological (Singh 1978). The psychological conceptualization of modernisation
views individuals in the modernisation process as being oriented towards mobility
and innovation. According to the normative conceptualization, norms and values
prevail over the individual psyche, thereby linking modernisation to the existing
cultural traditions of the West. The structural conceptualiSation revolves around
external structures such as bureaucracy, democracy, economy, etc. According to
theorists such as Parsons, modern society is defined by these features (ibid). Lastly,
the technological conceptualization views this process purely in terms of material
progress and advanced infrastructure.
Finally, what is the relationship between modernity and tradition? The most common
approach is to view modernity and tradition as two antithetical elements. Society,
social institutions and the actors in them are either traditional or modern, and
modernisation is viewed as the inevitable process of social change from tradition to
modernity. But is it really as simplistic as that? Did the advent of modernisation
radically alter the traditional social structure of India and make it completely
‘modern’ or do both tradition and modernity coexist in Indian society? The following
account will attempt to look at this relationship more closely.
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Modernisation can also be understood through the provision of modern civil service
with recruitment based on competitive examinations and the building up of
bureaucracy which controls the organisation from the centre at the top and the
village level workers at the bottom. Modernisation also includes the provision of
educational facilities to achieve universal literacy; provision of training facilities for
different kinds of occupations; provision of health care facilities. Modernisation has
also increased the movement of people from rural to urban areas, which in turn has
caused diverse problems like over-population in cities and towns. However, the most
important feature of modernisation is the building of an “open society” in which the
individuals having talent, enterprise and training can find place in the society
appropriate to their achievement.
Modernisation, is more a term used to describe using technology to advance the
actual processes of manufacturing those goods and services.

3.3.2 Concept of Modernisation
According to scholars, the process of modernisation sums up the changes that
combine to convert an agricultural or underdeveloped society with a weak state into
an industrialised society with a relatively efficient, active government. The
modernisation process embraces changes that leads up to this industrialisation and
urbanisation.
Similarly, Daniel Lerner defined modernisation as “the process of social change in
which development is the economic component”. In his major work The Passing of
Traditional Society (1958), Daniel Lerner examined the process of modernisation in
several Middle East countries, carried out a sample survey in other underdeveloped
societies and supplemented all this with his observations of village society.
Lerner’s premise is that Modernisation is a global process occurring in a similar
manner the world over, and the role of indices of development like mass media,
urbanisation, increase in literacy, etc. are responsible for the emergence of a new
economic order. According to Lerner, modernity is result of not merely institutional
changes in society but also due to changes in the personality of people. He had
illustrated this with his account of the grocer and the chef in the village of Balgat
situated in Turkey. For Lerner one of the crucial aspects of modernisation is the
development of a “mobile personality” which is characterised by rationality and
empathy. Empathy is the capacity to see oneself in the other person’s situation, and
this enables people to operate efficiently in a changing world.
Modernisation, then, is characterised by a high degree of literacy, urbanism, media
participation and empathy. To him, compared to the “traditional” individuals, the
“modern individual” is happier, better informed and relatively young, and the people
placed in the “transitional” category are inclined to be discontented and liable to
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extremism, especially their progress is blocked by a lack of suitable political
institutions.
But Lerner was aware of the fact that although the people placed in the “modern”
category seemed happier, there were difficulties in development, for example, strains
may be put on the government, there are problems of social control, etc. Similarly,
there are personal problems at an individual level, for example, individuals placed in
the “transitional” category may have to adjust traditional Arab and Muslim beliefs to
a “modern” setting.
The ideology of modernisation explains how societal development must go through a
series of stages, with each phase having a different technological base of production.
The concept of modernization was very much tied to the idea of recreating the world
in the image of America and Western European principles and culture.
Modernisation attempts to identify the social variables that contribute to social
progress and development of societies and seeks to explain the process of social
evolution.

3.3.3 Features of Modernisation
Based on this line of thinking, the main features of modernisation may be summed
up as follows:
i) It emphasises a high degree of structural differentiation and specialisation.
ii) It is based on a mode of production that has come to be known as the capitalist
mode of production. It is implied from this that social order is constituted around two
important classes — Capitalist, which owns the means of production, and the
Working Class, which sells its labour in this process.
iii) It is essentially a wage labour economy. It highlights the growth of a market
economy in which both buyers and sellers are seen as individuals capable of
engaging in a rational choice and operating within a framework of voluntarism.
iv) It highlights the growth of bureaucratic institutions, which themselves are
constructed on principles of rationality and role differentiation. It is these
bureaucratic organisations that are seen as being the foundations of this theory. The
entire gamut of institutions that maintains and regulates social order are seen as
bureaucratic.
v) It emphasises the growth of a political system based on the principle of right as
crystallised within the notion of state and mediated through a set of constitutional
principles.
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vi) The powers of the state are absolute and there is a democratic process based on
the principle of political representation and adult franchise.
vii) This process of democratisation of society has led to the existence of various
interest groups within the political process who represent various competing
ideologies that highlight the different ways in which the affairs of the state are to be
managed.
viii) Modernisation process also emphasises the growth of individualism, wherein
the individual and individual rights are seen as being at the center of all social,
economic and political development.
ix) Finally, the modernisation processes also emphasise the idea of social progress
and through the process of democratisation it is possible for societies to achieve
higher levels of individual and social emancipation.

Check Your Progress Exercise 3.1
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 What are the important features of modernisation according to Singh?
…………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.2 Define modernisation by Daniel Lerner.
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..

3.4 HISTORY OF MODERNISATION IN INDIA
Modernisation can be glimpsed through both structural transformation of Indian
society and cultural changes. It is safe to say that the process began as a result of
colonization, when there was a direct encounter of India’s traditional society with the
modernizing West. Traditionally, the social structure in India was based on the caste
system, which was a closed, hierarchical system based on the notions of purity and
pollution. The colonisers introduced the earliest instruments of modernisation
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western education, bureaucracy, system of civil rights, and a modern super-structure
of state and economy among other things (Singh 1978). Exposure to these change
agents led to the creation of a new political culture and a sense of nationalism. The
combination of increased technology and western education together created a
change in the traditional structure- it resulted in the formation of the middle class,
which was largely absent previously. However, this new class did not completely
break away from the traditional social structure, because most of the people who
comprised of it belonged to the upper castes and thus there remained a class-caste
congruency.
In the post-independence period, the modernisation process followed the same
pattern set during the colonial era. Since many of the leaders in the national
movement had been educated in the West, there was a recognition of the benefits
that modernisation had brought to the West, and therefore the need to bring it to the
Indian nation to come a stronger and more progressive nation. They realized early on
that this meant a radical reorganization of Indian society, along with the elimination
of its many cultural evils. As a result, the Zamindari system, Princely estates and
several other such systems were made illegal (Singh 2012). The main aim of the
modernisation project in India was to make India an economically developed and
socially just, and egalitarian republic through advancements in modern education,
science and technology. While the colonial experience made the Indian leadership
conscious of the need to attain a more progressive society through the advent of
modernisation, it also made them conscious of the Indian identity, its tradition and
culture which they acclaimed to be of continuing significance.
Nevertheless, one can say that modernisation in India started as a result of British
rule in India. The contact of the British with the Indian culture brought various
changes in the values and ideas in the belief system of the people of the country.
After independence, India transformed itself and began to look into development and
progress, thus moving through the route of modernisation. However, this does not
mean that they abandoned the traditional values and ideas. People began to take the
route of modernisation while keeping the traditional ones intact.

3.5 STRUCTURAL CHANGES IN INDIA BY MODERNISATION
The processes of modernisation lead to certain changes in the already present
structures of a society at both micro and macro level. These transformations lead to a
reorganization of the whole fabric of social relationships. It also leads to the ‘growth
and institutionalization of new roles and group structures’ (Singh 1986). An example
of this structural differentiation can be the shift from joint to nuclear families in
India. The earlier joint families performed the role of procreation and rearing of new
members for a given society, along with performing various roles in other spheres
like education, leisure, occupation, etc. On the contrary, nuclear families in industrial
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societies, which are differentiated from earlier joint or extended families, perform
more specialized roles. The functioning of modernisation at the macro and the micro
levels of society is explained henceforth.

3.5.1. Changes in the Macro Level
Modernisation led to structural changes in social, economic, political as well as
cultural spheres of society. The colonial rule in India contributed to the
establishment and growth of the modern bureaucratic structure, following a ‘basic
rational framework’, to employ Civil Servants into different ranks. However, during
the initial stage of the British rule, there seemed to be a blur between clerical posts
and posts requiring greater responsibilities in terms of the pay the post holders used
to get. However, by the mid of eighteenth century, greater level of professionalism
tended to grow in civil service sectors. Appointments began to take place on the
basis of merit rather than on the basis of patronage as practiced during earlier times.
There also happened a slow Indianisation of the bureaucracy as greater numbers of
Indian elites proliferated into the administrative sector. In the post independence
period, however, the social background of the new recruits in bureaucracy had
changed. Earlier, the recruited ones were mostly from higher income, elite families.
But since independence, the class and caste composition has become a little more
heterogeneous, though studies have shown that recruits from lower class or caste
positions are still few in numbers.
Nevertheless, since independence, there occurred a transfer of power from the hands
of English educated, upper class, elite bureaucrats to the ‘regional- populistic type of
political elite’ from middle and lower classes, and castes, hailing from rural areas.
These newer types of political elites tend to represent indigenous cultures and often
lack university education, which most of the bureaucratic elite have. Consolidation
of British rule in India had also led to the formation of the new business elite who
were exposed to the technological and scientific advancements, as well as the surge
of economic growth, happening in Britain due to the industrial revolution happening
over there.
Though India, in the past, had flourishing trade linkages with countries of Africa,
Middle East, eastern Asian countries (like Malaya, Indonesia, etc), growing contact
with the coloniSers in fact led to a historic shift from past traditions to a newer kind
of capitalist economic growth. Post 1900s, Indian industrial elites started catching up
with the British. These business elites who came mostly from mercantile castes,
played an important role in the modernisation process, and they became active in the
nationalist movement also. Thus, their rise did not lead to a radical rupture in the
Indian traditional economic scenario. Rather, these business elites seemed to blend
the constituents of modernity and tradition. However, gradually, they started
resembling the Western industrial elite, and now have major command over the
ongoing Indian political situation and exercise control over pressure groups. With
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industrialization, there emerged new factories which pulled migrant labour force
from rural areas to the cities, which gave rise to the new industrial working class. On
one hand, this led to a gradual wearing a way of traditional ties, while on the other,
this forged newer patterns of social relationships. For example trade unions, which
have organizational linkages with each other on a national level, play a major
integrative role among workers.
Modernisation also established a democratic, populist political structure after
Independence. One can see growing participation of the masses by means of caste
associations, tribal groups, ethnic communities, etc in the democratic political
scenario. There are different pressure groups competing with each other to gain
access to power positions. ‘Briefly, the political trends in India since Independence
have largely been a series of reconciliations with demands articulated by regional
interest groups’. Thus, on one hand, one can see modernist ideas being reflected in
terms of practising of ideals like democracy, secularism, etc by the state; at the same
time, this political modernisation also led to the growing consolidation of traditional
institutions like caste associations, ethnic communities, etc in terms of articulating
their demands (Singh 1986).

3.5.2. Changes in the Micro Level
Right from the early years of sociology, the family and community have been central
areas of analysis in the discipline. The family is the primary unit around which
society is structured. In Indian society, the importance of the family cannot be
overemphasized. Just as other structures have undergone change, so too has the
family, in the face of modernizing elements. In traditional society, the family carried
out economic, religious, educational and protective functions. In modern society, it’s
importance seems to be waning as most of these functions have been taken over as a
result of the increased involvement of government, economic enterprises, and
education (Hutter 2007). In India, as in many other parts of the world, one of the
most visible changes in family structure brought on by modernisation is the shift
from ‘joint’ or extended families to smaller, nuclear families.
Traditional agrarian societies across the globe were generally characterized by
extended families. These families more often than not were patrifocal and
patriarchal, as a result of which the female members of the family had a subordinate
position in the family hierarchy (Singh 1986). The head of the family tended to be
the eldest male, who was the decision maker. The Marriage in such families was
considered a matter of family concern, rather than a personal relationship. Notions
of individualism and personal freedom were not present in such societies, as
collective interests were given more importance than individual interests. Knowledge
was passed on from one generation to another orally, due to which age was an
important factor in deciding social status (ibid).
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The political, economic and social changes brought on by modernisation inevitably
led to a change in this traditional family structure. Industralisation and urbanisation
forced the former peasant folk to leave their traditional homes and enter the cities,
resulting in the breakdown of the extended family and the formation of the conjugal,
nuclear family. Kinship ties became weaker within this form of family, and there
was an increased sense of personal freedom. One of the most significant changes
brought along with this is the role of women in the families. In the traditional
extended family set up, women had almost no autonomy, younger women were
controlled by older women and the men of the household. Women’s roles were
limited to household labour and caretaking. With the advent of modernisation,
traditional roles for women, especially with regard to paid labour, are slowly
changing as we see women increasingly joining the work force.
The Indian village is a central category in the popular imagining of India, by the
Western rulers and the native middle class alike. In fact it is often considered a
microcosm reflecting the macrocosm of the Indian nation. One of the salient features
of the village in the Indian imagination is the village-identity, the strong sense of
cohesion and solidarity amongst members. The traditional power balance always lay
with the upper caste, landholding groups. However, since independence, due to the
state’s modernisation project, the village began to go through a variety of changes,
especially in respect to economic institutions. One of the biggest factors of social
change in the village has been land reform. Land reforms included redistribution of
land, inclusion of land ceilings, and abolishment of intermediaries (Singh 1986).
Although these reforms did not drastically change the traditional social structure,
since ownership of land still largely remained with the traditional elites, there was a
marked change in power relations. While political power was previously closely tied
to ownership of land, the new democratic and legal rights of previously downtrodden
groups enabled them to move up the political hierarchy (Singh 1986).

3.6 MODERNISATION VERSUS WESTERNISATION
Srinivas points out that ‘modernisation’ is the popular term to explain the process of
changes brought about in a non-Western country by contact, direct or indirect, with a
Western country. In his celebrated book The Passing of Traditional Society:
Modernizing the Middle East (1958), the US social scientist Daniel Lerner, for
example, has preferred ‘modernisation’ to Westernisation. He argues that
modernisation includes a “disquieting positivist spirit” touching “public institutions
as well as private aspirations”, a revolution in communications, wider economic and
political participation and social mobility. Furthermore, modernisation enables
people to view “the social future as manipulable rather than ordained and their
personal prospects in terms of achievement rather than heritage” (cited in Srinivas
1966/85: 50).
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Srinivas also goes on to discuss as to why the term ‘Westernisation’ is unacceptable
to scholars like Lerner who finds that it is “too local a label” or “the model which is
imitated may not be a Western country but Russia, Turkey, Japan, or India” (Srinivas
1966/85: 50). Another important reason for Lerner’s preference of “modernisation to
Westernisation is that the educated people in the Middle East while wanting “the
modern package” “reject the label ‘made in U.S.A.’ (or for that matter ‘made in
USSR’) (Srinivas 1966/85: 50-51).
Srinivas, however, argues that it is difficult for a sociologist to be certain that a
particular change is part of the process of modernisation. He cites the US sociologist
Robert Bellah who contends that “modernisation involves the ‘rationalisation of
ends’ which means that the goal chosen by a society should be ‘rational’ and the
subject of public discussion” (1966/85: 52). However, social goals are in the final
analysis the expression of value preferences, and therefore, nonrational. The public
discussion of goals is no guarantee to their rationality (ibid). Moreover, Srinivas does
not find the value of humanitarianism ingrained into the concept of modernisation.
According to Srinivas, unlike ‘modernisation’, however, the term ‘Westernisation’ is
ethically neutral. As he writes, “(I)ts use does not carry the implication that it is good
or bad, whereas modernisation is normally used in the sense that it is good”
(1966/88: 52). But he still points out to other difficulties in Westernisation. For
example, not all the elements known to be part of the Western culture originated in
the West. Many such elements were derived from China, India or the West Asia.
Besides, the concept of ‘West’ is also not entirely homogenous. However, having
acknowledged these problems, Srinivas preferred the term ‘Westernisation’ which he
described as “an inclusive, complex, and many-layered concept” (ibid: 52-53) taking
cognizance of the intricate ways in which operates (ibid: 54-56).
M.N Srinivas criticises the term ‘Modernisation’ and prefers to use ‘Westernisation’
instead of ‘modernisation’. However, Yogendra Singh defends the concept of
modernisation. For Singh, the term ‘modernisation’ has a broader meaning as
compared to westernisation and sanskritisation. Just as science and scientific rules
can be applied to each and every corner of the society, modernisation can also be
used everywhere. It belongs to every human being on the universe, although the
pattern of modernisation may be different everywhere. Thus, it can be considered
that the process of modernisation as a set of changes is applicable to the whole
society. These changes may be simple or complex and each process will determine
the history of the country, region etc.
However, at the same time, he was conscious of the varied ways, often with opposite
results (ibid: 55), in which Westernisation operates. As he states, the “form and pace
of Westernisation…varied from one region to another, and from one section of
population to another. For instance, if one group of people became Westernized in
their dress, diet, manners, speech, sports and in the gadgets they used, while another
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absorbed Western science, knowledge, and literature remaining relatively free from
Westernisation in externals” (1962/89: 50-51). Considering all these, Srinivas
emphasised on qualifying the term ‘Westernisation’ by the prefixes ‘primary’,
‘secondary’ and ‘tertiary’ as mentioned above.

3.7 CRITICS OF MODERNISATION THEORIES
Some of the important critiques of modernisation are –
First of all, the whole notion of modernisation itself promotes a dichotomy between
‘modern’ and ‘traditional’. The first implies the process of social change that was
happening in the Western countries, while the latter indicates social situation in the
‘Third World’. Modernisation, therefore, is assumed to be a transition from the latter
stage, to the former, under the influence of the West. Thus, modernisation theorists
ignore the fact that Third World countries could not, or still are in difficulty, to
‘modernize’ themselves as per the standards of the West, because of the long years
of exploitation since the era of colonisation. The gap between the poor and the rich
countries is ever-increasing, which restricts ‘modernisation’ in the decolonised
nations.
Since the conceptualisation itself is an import from the West, the colonial rulers
themselves had decided the yardstick of modernisation, Indian social scientists have
also succumbed to the West imposed hegemonic ideas and misconceptions about the
Third World reality. As Kamat (1983) argues, this is ‘clearly an instance of
presentday cultural imperialism’. Western Indologists tended to ‘prove’ that Indians
(and people of other colonised countries) were ‘inferior’ and somewhat at a ‘lower
stage of growth’ as compared to the West.
Thus, from its inception, modernisation theory has faced severe criticisms because of
its lack of historicity, simplistic arguments, lack of criticality and ideological bias.
Even recent approaches to modernisation can be considered weak because all it has
done, to some extent, is shed its emphasis on ‘culturological’ aspects, and move
towards a structural-functional approach by looking into historical specificities.
Scholars argue that modernisation theory is not universalistic, and in order to pursue
an effective understanding of social change one needs to go beyond the dichotomy of
tradition and modernity scheme or continuum. This understanding can only be
achieved by means of an inductive approach, rather than a deductive, positivist
paradigm (Kamat, 1983).
Professor Ram Ahuja depicts that modernisation as a process has various problems:
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It demands changes in every society. But that is not possible as social change
cannot be planned all together in every society.



Although there might be changes in ideas, values and technologies, some
institutions will keep their traditions alive. For example— religious
institutions, family, caste system etc.



Thus, although people’s ideas may change, there will remain a contradiction
between values, their tradition and modernity. They will be willing to remain
as the way they are socialised.



Again, even though modernisation can raise the aspiration of the people, the
system might not accept them to be modernised. For example a dalit, even
though he might have western education or high degrees will always be
considered as a dalit in his own society. This results in conflict or frustration.

3.8 LET US SUM UP
This unit began with a discussion of what modernisation is, its concepts and features
and outlooks the process to understand social change in the developing world. Next,
it discusses the history of modernisation in India. This is followed by a discussion on
the impact of these modernisation processes on both macro and micro social
structures. Finally, it considers some critiques of modernisation theory the main
criticism being the fact that it takes for granted a distinct dichotomy between
tradition and modernity as two mutually exclusive categories. It questions whether
this current conceptualisation of modernisation is adequate or whether we need to go
beyond the current binary model of tradition and modernity in order to better
understand the complexities involved in social change. Modernisation is not a
philosophy or a movement. Rather, it is a process of change that takes place due to
adoption of some modern values, ideas and knowledge. Earlier it was used only to
depict the economic development and progress. However, the term has broadened
thus explaining the changes in society from agriculture to industrial society. These
changes brought progress not only in the economy or political field but also social
and cultural spheres. The most common approach is to view modernity and tradition
as two antithetical elements. Society, social institutions and the actors in them are
either traditional or modern, and modernisation is viewed as the inevitable process of
social change from tradition to modernity.

3.9 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Ans to Q 1:

The important features of modernisation according to Singh are:
1) the psychological,
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2) the normative,
3) the structural and
4) the technological
Ans to Q 2:

Daniel Lerner defined modernisation as “the process of social change
in which development is the economic component” in his major work
“The Passing of Traditional Society (1958)”.
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4.1 INTRODUCTION
Earlier in this block, in previous units we have studied about the processes of social
changes like sanskritisation, westernisation and modernisation. In this unit, we
would like to understand the term secularism and the social process of secularisation
which emerged from this process.
In our first section, we will introduce you to the meaning of the term secularisation
secularism. To be able to understand how these terms came to be we would like to
take you to the historical and social background of these processes. We will also
show the nature of secularisation contemporary society in our next section. Finally
we will be discussing the nature of secularism in India. For you to understand the
peculiarities and the difficulties thereof, we would appraise you with various
historical as well as contemporary dynamics in the practice of secularism.
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4.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
 understand the meanings of the terms secularism and secularisation
 analyse the social and historical background in which secularisation emerged
as a social phenomena
 describe the peculiar nature of secularism which is adopted in India
 discuss the problems and difficulties in the practice of secularism in India

4.3 SECULARISM AND SECULARISATION
You must have come across the word secularism and secularisation several times.
We are sure you must have wondered what exactly they mean. The terms secularism
and secularisation have no definite definitions. They have different meanings
depending on various situations and perspectives. We will try and have a look at
some of these meanings. First, we will try and understand what secularisation is all
about and then we will go on to the term secularisation, which is an outcome of the
process of secularisation.
Secularism is not a mere protest or discontent with excesses of religious zeal.
Secularism is defined in the Encyclopaedia Britannica as a branch of utilitarian
ethics, designed for the physical, social and moral improvement of mankind, which
neither affirms nor denies the theistic premises of religion. It would be generally
correct to say that in the contemporary modern world any man/woman considers his
or her religion as a private and personal affair, governing his/her relationship with
some unseen power God, or whatever one may call it. This relationship should help
and not hinder the efficient performance of duties of the individual in other spheres
of life. The process of secularisation of life and thought consists in the withdrawal
and separation of ‘religion’ from other spheres of ‘life and thought’.
Etymologically, the word secular originates from the Latin word “speculum” which
implied “great span of time” or the “spirit of the age”. Subsequently, it acquired
different meaning - that of belonging to ‘This World’. Thus, two worlds are
conceptualized i.e. the secular and the religious or the temporal and the spiritual. In
the Christian discourse, the spiritual order is regarded as decisive in terms of ultimate
truth.

4.3 1 Secularism as a Value
Secularism was an ideological goal of the new political philosophy and movement
after the French Revolution. Still later in 1851 George Jacoab Holyoake coined the
term “secularism”. He declared it as the only rational basis of political and social
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organisation. Holyoake questioning the religious basis of civil society, recommended
secularism as state ideology which promotes human welfare by material means and
makes the service of others its duty.
Secularism as a progressive ideology was a necessary qualification for a liberal,
democratic state of the post French Revolution. These connotations are applied even
to a modern democratic state now. A modem state by its definition and liberal and
democratic policy makes no distinction between groups, classes etc. within society,
irrespective of religious affiliation. The political philosophy on the part of the state
required that the state shall not impose any religion on people and did not prohibit
practice of religion by a section of the people.
Thus, with secularism as an ideological goal, the proponents of this ideology
consciously denounce religious orthodoxy as the basis for social organisation and
advocate civil values.
The development of secularism as an ideology was partly an outcome of the process
of secularisation in Europe. And in many modern states it has been adopted as a state
policy, without really going through a historical process which was in evidence in
Europe at the time of the emergence of the phenomenon of secularism.
Let us go back into history and see how the process of secularism developed.

4.3.2 The Term Secularisation
The word secular is derived from the Latin word ‘secular’, which means the ‘present
age or generation’. The word secular came to be associated with the social process of
secularisation.
Secularisation is defined by Bryan Wilson as the “process whereby religious
thinking, practice, and institutions lose social significance”. Secularisation means
that more and more areas of the individual life are governed by rational and
utilitarian principles rather than religious values. Secularisation in west has resulted
in a secular state. A state that does not have an official religion does not support any
religion and treats all religions equally. India is also experiencing secularisation
process. Our constitution and government are based on humanitarian principles not
on any religious ideology. Except for the personal laws, which govern marriage,
divorce, adoption, succession, and maintenance. Other laws are common to all and
there is no difference in the treatment of individuals of different religions. There is
no official religion and no religion is favored over others.
The term “secularisation” implies that what was previously regarded as religious
ceases to be such and it also implies a process of differentiation in the various
aspects of society, economy, polity, laws and morality becoming increasingly
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discrete in relation to each other. In the traditional set up the principle of purity and
pollution was the prime determinant of the status, ranking, occupation and the
general lifestyle. With increasing emphasis on rationality and education the notion of
purity pollution weakened and today it is common. We see people of different castes
work together in factories or rub shoulders against each other in buses and trains and
even dine together in restaurants. Together with this, the manner of dress in the
modem society serves to blue caste distinctions. The new law based on universalism
and the constitutional recognition of equality for all citizens and the declaration of
India as a secular state has served to abolish discrimination based on caste.
Secularisation came into use in Europe, to describe the transfer of territories
previously under the control of the church to the dominion of secular authority or the
state. The distinction that was already prevalent in Christian conception between the
sacred and secular (sacred as all that is supernatural, and secular as all that is
mundane) was brought into the fore to assert the superiority of the sacred. The term,
however, was applied in a different way when the concept of secularisation acquired
a more general, sociological connotation.

4.3.3 The Sociological Connotation of Secularisation
Social thinkers have used the word secularisation to indicate a process whereby the
religious institutions and religious conceptions and understanding have lost control
in worldly matters - economy, polity, justice, health, family, and so on. Instead, there
emerged empirical and rational procedures and conceptions about the world in
general.
The term secularisation was the subsequent outcome of secularism. It was coined in
1648 after the Peace of Westphalia which originally referred to the transfer of
ecclesiastical lands to civic control. Describing the process of secularisation, Bryan
R. Wilson writes that in secularisation process “the various social institutions
gradually become distinct from one another and increasingly free of the matrix of
religious assumptions that had earlier informed.. .inspired and dominated their
operation. Prior to this change, social action over a very wide field of human activity
and organisation (including work, social and interpersonal relationships, juridical
procedures, socialisation, healing) is regulated in accordance with supernaturalist
pre-conceptions. The process of structure differentiation in which social institutions
(the economy, the polity, morality, justice, education, health, and family) become
recognised as distinctive concerns operating with considerable autonomy. It is a
process in which conceptions of the supernatural lose their sovereignty over human
affairs, a pattern broadly identified as secularism. Conceptions of the supernatural
are gradually displaced from all social institutions except those specifically devoted
to this - these are increasingly circumscribed religious institutions (Wilson 1987:
159).
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The definition of secularisation is greatly bound by the definition of religion. As long
as religion is defined in, not so abstract terms and is defined substantively as beliefs,
attitudes, activities, institutions and structures pertaining to the supernatural, it is
possible to assess the extent of decline of religious influence. But if we were to
define religion in functional terms, as some sociologists have done, as any set of
beliefs, ideas and activities that perform indispensable functions to the society it is
very difficult to imply the term secularisation, because when we use the term
secularisation we are discussing the process that leads to the decline of
supernaturally oriented activities and beliefs in all aspects of life. And a distinct
separation of various institutions in the society.
We can see the separation of the supernatural belief from secular activities by the
way we approach and understand disease for instance. We don't always have a
supernatural explanation to understand disease and illness. We have scientific and
empirical explanations instead.
These changes have, in fact, affected even religion itself.

4.3.4 Secularisation within Religion
One aspect of secularisation is that religions modify their doctrines and practices in
response to the changing needs of their members and in response to changes in
society. For example, in 1976, the Episcopal Church in the United States of America
officially allowed women to become priests. And, in England it was only recently
that the Church allowed women to become priests, causing much controversy. We
can see how the Church responded to the changing situation and the position of
women in society.
At the level of the individual and community, also the influence of secularisation
was significant. M.N. Srinivas points out that Hinduism more than any religion was
affected by secularisation. The principle of purity and pollution, which was central to
Hinduism, weakened largely due to secularism. The principle of purity and pollution
governed the everyday life of the traditional Hindu and to some extent even of
members of other religion. Members of lower castes, human fluids, and carcass of
animals were polluting objects and contact with them polluted the person. The
person had to undergo a ritual ceremony to remove the pollution and become pure
again. Industrialisation, westernisation, urbanisation and the increasing influence of
rationalist and humanitarian ideologies were influential in the decline of this
principle. Secularisation is seen in the change of many rituals and ceremonies, which
were related to the life cycle of the individual, marriage, name-giving rituals have
been secularised.
Secularisation also influences the content of religious belief and in doing so it leads,
many times, to the development of a sect. Secularisation in religion is usually
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accompanied by increase in attention to public issues. Secular and profane activities
have become as important as this sacred. Thus we find religious institutions getting
involved with running of modern hospitals and secular educational institutions or
engaging in philanthropic activities. Religion in industrial societies often reflects the
pragmatism of our age, and in doing so, is increasingly moving away from the
supernatural. So far we have discussed what the term secularisation meant in its
various situations and. aspects. We still have not talked about the term secularism.

4.4 THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF SECULARISATION PROCESS
In this section, we will be discussing the various facets of social change. At the time
of secularisation in Europe, the society was waking up from the medieval slumber to
whole new areas of change. There was growing rational-empirical inquiry. Therewas Reformation in the Church and Renaissance in the arts and learning.

4.4.1 Renaissance
Between the 14th and 16th centuries, many people in Europe who could read and
write began to take less notice of what their rulers and priests told them and to work
out new ideas for themselves. 'They also became interested in the arts, and learning
of the ancient Greeks and Romans. This new way of thinking and rediscovery of
earlier knowledge, led to an exciting period in history known as the Renaissance, a
French word meaning rebirth.
Rational enquiry was the essence of this movement and this was evident in art,
architecture, music, literature etc. Renaissance period emphasised on classics as
contributing to thought and learning. Renaissance was a time when people became
curious about the world they lived in. Rich men built libraries and universities and
with the invention of the printing machine, books became more easily available not
only to priests and scholars but also ordinary people.
By the end of the 16th century, Renaissance which started in Italy, with its
awakening in learning and art spread to other parts of Europe. This was also the
period which saw the, growth of science.

4.4.2 Growth of Science
As we mentioned earlier, the medieval European society was characterised by the
overriding influence of the church. Even learning was mostly of the religious variety.
The Renaissance period saw the beginning of rational enquiry. It marked an area of
description and criticism in the area of learning.
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This development of detachment in observation and experimentation introduced new
assumptions about the nature of the world. The rational and systematic, empirical
knowledge questioned the supernatural conceptions of the world and gave an
awareness to man's capacity to harness nature.
This was the period which saw the Copernican Revolution. It was generally believed
that the Earth was stationary and the Sun and other heavenly bodies moved around it.
Copernicus, with the help of detailed explanation demonstrated that the earth moved
around a fixed sun. This finding of Copernicus shattered the very foundations on
which the old world rested. The divine origins to heaven, earth and life were now
being questioned.
This period also saw the growth of various disciplines of science. William Harvey
discovered the circulation of blood. This led to the rethinking about the human body.
In Physics, Galileo Galilei, Johannes Kepler, and subsequently Issac Newton
shattered the earlier metaphysical thoughts of the universe. In short, the growth of'
science and the application of science reduced man's dependence on religion and thy
divine interpretation of the universe.

4.4.3 Expansion of Trade and Commerce
The 15th century AD also signalled a shift from the subsistent and stagnant economy
to a dynamic and worldwide system. This expansion in trade was due to some extent,
because of the initiative taken by the European states to develop and consolidate
their economic and political power. The monarchy of Portugal. Spain, Holland, and
England sponsored overseas discoveries, trade and conquest Britain, Holland
followed Spain and Portugal and soon India, South East Asia, Africa and West
Indies and South America came under the economic enterprise of these countries.
European markets were flooded with new commodities, spices, textiles, tobacco,
cocoa, quinine, ivory, gold, silver, and above all human slaves from Africa. One of
the most important results of this expansion of trade and commerce was the growth
of middle class. This class, which included merchants, bankers, ship-owners, became
an influential and politically powerful group.
Besides these radical changes which were taking place, there emerged a break in
thought and ecclesiastical organisation, which is called ‘the reformation’.

4.4.4 Reformation
In the 16th century, there was a movement within Christianity to purge the medieval
abuses and to restore the doctrine and the practices that the reformers believed

45

confirmed with the Bible. This led to a breach between the Roman Catholic Church,
and the reformers whose belief and practices came to be called as Protestantism.
One of the principle initiators of this movement, Martin Luther King, questioned the
practices of the Roman Catholic Church and called for a debate. The Papacy took
this as a gesture of rebellion and proceeded to take steps against Luther as a heretic.
Martin Luther refused to repent unless proven by Bible or clear reason. He believed
that salvation was a free gift to persons through the forgiveness of sins by God's
grace alone and received by them through faith in Christ. Luther was protected by
kings and princes partly out of religious conviction. But mainly because they were
interested to seize the Church property and to assert the imperial independence.
The obvious result of Reformation was the division of Christiandom into Catholic
and Protestant denominations or sects. These strengthened the growth of modern
national states. Reformation introduced radical changes in thought and organisation
of the Church and, thus began the trend of secularisation. The Protestant conception
of the divine made God personal. God thus receded to the personal realm. Worldly
personal activity was encouraged as a sign of faith in God.
As we already mentioned, there was a complex web of factors which contributed to
the emergence of secularisation process. In our above discussion, we have given a
few trends or happenings in a context in which secularisation occurred. Now that we
have discovered the history behind the concept and phenomenon of secularisation,
let us see what it means in the contemporary world.

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 Write the literal meaning of the term secular in three lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Write a note on the political philosophy after the French Revolution.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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4.5 SECULARISATION IN CONTEMPORARY WORLD
It is true that religion has ceased to have a kind of hold that it had in the medieval
society. We no longer define our world in mystical religious terms. It seems that
religious institutions ceased to be central in society. But this secularisation has not
occurred uniformally all over the world. We must remember that the events we
described and discussed are specific to Europe and those changes had some effect on
other countries. At the same time this process of secularisation does preclude the
endurance of certain religiosity and emergence of new expressions of religion. The
patterns of religiosity vary, and despite indicators of secularisation, spiritual
survivals and new religious initiatives do occur.
Numerous new religious movements have emerged in recent decades and these may
seem to be even responses to general secularisation: since they provide meaning,
purpose, association, and support for a particular section of the people.
Secularisation, as we said, is conspicuously a long-term historical occurrence in
Western society.
Other religious systems did organise and systematise mystical and pagan beliefs, but
they did so in different ways. Hinduism and Buddhism unlike Christianity, according
to Bryan Wilson have tolerated more primitive supernaturalism than eradicating
them. Besides, the long-term historical process of secularisation and the extension of
rational-principles to all areas of social life were less intense in non-Western
countries like in Asia or the Middle East. Industrialisation and technological
application to some extent rationalises and routinises framework of social life. Yet,
so many religious and magical practices persist alongside, leading to paradox of
magical practice alongside sophisticated industrial techniques.
The course of industrialisation has followed different paths and occurs in different
forms than one which is available in the West. In our next section we will discuss the
Indian experience of secularisation and secularism.

4.6 SECULARISM IN INDIA
In this section we will discuss how secularism is viewed in India and its practice. We
are aware by now, that the historical process of secularisation has not occurred in
India quite the way it did in Europe. But Indian situation generated its own
conditions which made our national leaders feel a need for a secular ideology. Let us
see how! But first let us try and understand what secularism means in India.
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4.6.1 India and Secularism
India, as we all know is a home of many religions and is a multi-religious society.
Religion plays an important role in the lives of Indians. Passions and hatred are
whipped in the name of religion. Religious conflict and communal violence: has
become a part of our social scenario owing to the multi-religiosity of Indian society.
This situation puts into focus the fact that when a society has many religions the task
of governance is that much more difficult. Our leaders have responded to the
situation by strengthening the values of secularism. The secular ideas are enshrined
in our Constitution as well.

4.6.2 The Meaning of Secularism in India
In our preceeding discussions, we have seen how secularisation in the West was a
result of the secularisation process whereby the pervasive influence of religion in
everyday life has lost its influence.
In India, however, secularisation and secular has been used in the context of nature
of the state. It has been conceived in this way keeping in view multi-religiosity of the
society and the religious conflicts thereof. In India, the term secularism implies that
the state will not identify with any one religion but is tolerant of all religious
practices. As Nehru declared in 1950, “the Government of a country like India with
many religions that have secured great and devoted following for generations can
never function satisfactorily in the modem age except on a secular basis”.
The secular idea was adopted during the freedom struggle to unite the various
communities against the colonial power. The maturing of secular concept is closely
linked up with the development of nationalism during the long course of the freedom
struggle. Later, the secular concept was incorporated in the constitution. And, for
Nehru, the imperative of secularism was not only for detachment of religion in
public life but progressive and modern outlook. It also meant that all the citizens
enjoyed equal rights and statuses.
“Secularism, nationalism, and democracy are therefore, mutually reinforcing ideals
that were sought to be emphasised by the post-colonial state in India” (Bhattacharya,
1990:178). K.M. Panikkar in explaining the content of the secular state in India
stresses on this point:
..It (the secular state) eliminates from the body politics all ideas of division between
individuals on the basis of its policy what Aristotle terms “distribution justice” that
all communities must share as they must share the duties and responsibilities of
being a citizen”.
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One of the consequences of such a state policy is that holding of public office and
government service should not be dependent on religious affiliation.
Yet at the same time the citizens enjoy the right to freedom of religion and worship,
as a fundamental right. Although the Indian constitution speaks against any principle
of religious discrimination, it cannot prevent the state to legislate in favour of any
oppressed community which includes the minority community. Thus minorities
enjoy a right to cultural and educational rights.
The secular ideal enshrined in our constitution has a peculiar mix of ethnic identities
and common citizenship. It tries to ensure pluralities within a democratic nationstate.
This inbuilt contradiction in our polity makes it very difficult for the secular ideal to
be practiced in reality. Let us go back into history and see how the secular ideal has
been adopted and the problems which besotted this concept.
After Independence, Nehru took upon himself the task of modernising the country
through the spread and application of science and technology for the removal of
ignorance, ill health and poverty. Nehru was not against religion but he was aware of
how harmful religion could be to India. Hence he lost no time in enshrining the
secular ideal in the Constitution. Religion was not debarred from public life but was
distanced from the State. Undoubtedly, constitutionally and legally we are a secular
nation. But the question we must ask ourselves is - is this secularism constitutive and
an integral part of our country? We find that secular nationalism is a concept that we
adopted from the West in the face of British Colonialism. The dire necessity of that
time was to fight the British on a united front. Secular ideal was adopted to unite the
various pluralities in the nation. Modem education and the English language helped
propagate this ideal and through the vernacular it was carried to the masses. And a
semblance of nationalism was forged and the British were ousted.
Pointed out to this kind of nationalism, Sudipta Kaviraj feels that “as long as the
national movement faced the British, this urgency in political discourse in constantly
spelling, naming, repeating the making of the nation was evident. After
independence was achieved, this ... urgency was allowed to lapse” (Kaviraj, 1990 :
198). He further adds that our leaders who inherited this nation failed to see a
situation where later generations may not take this nation for granted.
The State with its elitist leaders failed to form a dialogue with various vernacular
cultures (which was the case during the freedom struggle) to achieve this ideal of
secularism. It remained aloof from the masses. However, it needs to be pointed out
that the masses are steeped in religion with its myths legends and folklore. As such
secularism would take time to fully influence social process in India, where there is a
plurality of religions.
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Apart from this neglect, we are faced with contradictions present in a liberal
democratic system like ours, where there is a great deal of uneven economic
development. With this arose a feeling of injustice and deprivation which finds
expression in various ways. Mobilising one’s own community on religious and
ethnic lines is very often the practice. The State political parties on the other hand
address communities to gain support. This only reinforces the primordial identities of
community and religion. And they know that the only way to bring about pressure on
the authorities is to mobilise on criteria like language, ethnicity and religion. So, as
we can see in a multi-religious, multi-ethnic country, secularism even with best
intentions is difficult to achieve.

4.6.3 Secular Concept and Ideology
Prior to the British intervention in Indian politics there existed no conflict between
religion and politics. In fact, as Dumont observed: ‘Religion here is constitutive of
society. Politics and Economics are neither autonomous domain nor are they
contradictory of religion, they are simply encompassed by religion’. Recalling
Dumont, T N Madan feels that “religion and secular cannot be separated, in other
words, religion cannot be in any meaningful sense privatised” (Madan, 1981: 12).
However, the coming of the British made some change. The British state maintained
an attitude of neutrality. Further, the British introduced the concept of equality
before law, irrespective of caste and creed. Along with this break in tradition,
modern education became an important factor of change. An important element in
the political awakening in India was the growing liberalism which came with modern
education. The Indian middle-class was the major beneficiary of British education
and one of the first to initiate a nationalist struggle against the British.
The nationalist feeling was carried down to the masses by the extraordinary growth
of the vernacular cultures. This vernacular growth at the same time was not allowed
to be chauvinistic because the nation as a goal was kept in mind. “Much (of the
power of the Indian nationalism came from its use of forces, idioms and symbolism
of religion, especially Hinduism” (Kaviraj, 1990: 195).
The secular ideology of the national leaders by keeping religion at a distance was
challenged by the likes of B.G. Tilak, Aurobindo Ghosh, Lajpat Rai. The Congress
faced a dilemma whether to allow the mobilisation of the masses using religious
symbols etc. or not, for it could alienate the Muslim community.
By 1920 the leadership of the Congress passed into the hands of Mahatma Gandhi.
He openly declared the necessity of religion in politics. Although deeply rooted in
Hindu popular ethos; Gandhi believed in pluralism and equal respect for all
religions. In spite of Gandhi's efforts to unite Hindus and Muslims, the excessive
usage of Hindu symbols alienated the Muslims. There grew extremist tendencies
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both among Hindus and Muslims. Nationalism became polarised with the setting up
of Muslim League and Hindu Mahasabha and the militant socio-religious
organisation called the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)! Instead of nationalism
based on territories, these communities now struggled for nation on the basis of
religious identity. Sudipto Kaviraj writes: “precisely because of long familiarity with
other communities identities and the relative newness of identity of nation” there was
a need for creating a feeling of nationalism through various means (in this case
through religion, mainly) to face the British Colonialism.
India was partitioned in 1947 into India and Pakistan amidst communal riots. In 1948
there was the tragic assassination of Gandhi. This gruesome tragedy impressed upon
the Indian leaders the need for a secular ideology to keep politics and religion
separate.

4.7 LET US SUM UP
This unit had the basic objective of understanding the origin and the process of
secularisation. The term secularism emerged out of this process of secularisation.
Secularism as a state ideology has been adopted by, practically all modem states.
India, too, has adopted secularism as its state ideology. This was done keeping in
view the pluralistic nature of Indian society and the consequent conflict which are
there among communities. The section on secularism in India, has attempted to
analyse the nature and practice of secularism. We have discussed the historical
background which saw the emergence of the concept of secularism in Indian polity.
In our final section, we have discussed the dynamics involved in the practice of
secularism. Secularism as an ideology is indeed, difficult to practice, in a country
like India where religion is deeply embedded in our society. And our democratic
polity makes concessions to this religious need of the communities.

4.8 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Ans to Q 1:

The term secular is derived from the Latin word ‘secular’ which
means the present age or generation. The word secular came to be
associated with social process of secularisation later.

Ans to Q 2:

The new political philosophy which came about after the French
Revolution questioned the religious basis of political and social
organisation. It recommended rational basis for political and social
organisation. Secularism was adopted as a political goal. Holyoake
hoped and believed that secularism as a state ideology promotes
human welfare by material means and makes the service of others its
duty.
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