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INDIAN CONTEXT 

 
This last Block or the block 4 illustrates about some of the important processes of 

social change in Indian context. It explains the social change processes with special 

reference to India. It consists of four Units. Unit 1 explains about the most important 

process of social change in India such as sanskritisation. Another most discussed 

process of social change; westernisation is discussed in Unit 2. Unit 3 states about 

another important process of social change like the concept of modernisation and 

modernisation theories. Last unit, Unit 4 describes about the secularisation process 

of social change in India. 
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1.4 M. N. Srinivas and his Approach 

1.5 Conceptualisation of Sanskritisation  

1.5.1  Brahminisation vs. Sanskritisation 

1.5.2 Dominant Caste 

1.5.3 Locally Dominant Caste 

1.6 The Process of Sanskritisation and Social Change 

1.7 Critical Analysis of Sanskritisation 

1.8 Let Us Sum Up 

1.9 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys  

1.10 References 

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 
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 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. 
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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 anti- 

Brahminical 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, life-

style 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 life-

styles 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). 

 

 

 


