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Covering a span of almost five thousand years since the existence of its first civilization, 
the Indian Society is extremely old and complex in nature. It is primarily characterized by 
the existence of varying castes, faith, ethnicity, communities, tribal identity, etc., which 
together produce a unique culture prevalent not only in India but almost across the entire 
Indian subcontinent.

Traditionally, social relations were often based on caste, ethnic group, race, etc. with 
extended family, village community and caste system being the three primary societal 
structures. However, there are great contrasts between traditional India and the modern 
high-tech and Westernized India. In the earlier days, Indian society was dominated by a 
large number of poor people with a small elite characterized by flamboyant maharajas, 
and a middle class made up largely of civil servants. Though these classes largely exist 
today, except the middle class which is more diverse and larger, and the small elite 
comprising of industrialists and high tech entrepreneurs as well as large landowners.

Impact of Colonial Rule on Indian Society
India was unified for the first time by colonial rule, bringing in the forces of modernisation 

and capitalist economic change. By and large, the changes brought about were irreversible, 
the society could never return to the way things were before. The economic, political and 
administrative unification of India under colonial rule was achieved at great expense. 
Colonial exploitation and domination scarred Indian society in many ways. But 
paradoxically, colonialism also gave birth to its own enemy – nationalism.

Historically, the Indian nationalism took shape under British colonialism. The shared 
experience of colonial domination helped unify and energise different sections of the 
community. The emerging middle class began, with the aid of western style education, to 
challenge colonialism on its own ground. Ironically, colonialism and western education 
also gave impetus for the rediscovery of tradition. This led to developments on the cultural 
and social front which solidified the emerging forms of community at the national and 
regional levels.

Colonialism created new classes and communities which came to play a significant role 
in the subsequent history. The urban middle classes were the main carriers of nationalism, 
and they led the campaign for freedom. Colonial interventions also crystallised religious 
and caste based communities.

Salient Features of Indian Society
The most important features of Indian society are caste, tribe, family, kinship, religion, 

village etc. These features give our society a unique identity.
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Indian Society and Social Justice

Caste
The caste system in India is an important part of the ancient Hindu tradition and dates 

back to 1200 BCE. Although, the scriptures and ancient social codes mention what it 
should be, rather than what it is. The ground reality is however different.

The term ‘Caste’ is derived from a Portuguese word ‘Casta’ meaning breed, race or group. 
Basically, caste refers to people belonging to the same breed. An individual is born into a 
caste, and this status is usually permanent. Though the elements of castes are found 
outside India as well, it is only in India that such numerous castes are found.

Segmental Division of Society
Society is divided into several small social groups called castes. One will belong to which 

caste is decided on the basis of their birth into a particular caste. Each caste has its own 
traditional social status, occupation, customs, rules and regulations. It has its own 
governing body called the caste council or ‘jati panchayat’, which enforces the caste rules. 
Above all, members of a caste are bound together by mutual obligations of help and co-
operation in their day to day life. Since one’s caste is decided at the time of their birth, 
therefore mobility from one caste to another is almost impossible. Some important 
characteristics of the caste system are as follows:
	� Hierarchy: There is a hierarchical arrangement of caste according to different degrees 

of dominance and subordination. It implies that there are some castes which are 
considered superior to the others. Since caste is decided on the basis of birth, it is more 
or less fixed. The Brahmins in India are placed on the apex of the social ladder, followed 
by the Kshatriyas and the Vaishyas. At the bottom of the ladder are the Shudras.

	� Restrictions on Interaction: The members of one caste cannot mix or move freely 
with the members of the other castes. Every caste abides by well-established customs 
and well-defined norms of interaction.

	� Social and Religious Disabilities: The caste system is an important feature of the 
Hindu society, however, with the elapse of time, the rigidities of caste have largely 
diluted. In the Hindu caste system, the Brahmins are the most privileged caste and the 
Shudras are at the bottom of the table. Apart from Shudras there are also people who 
are called Untouchables, who are outside the caste system and are considered to be 
ritually impure. Earlier, people belonging to this category were kept entirely outcaste 
to the extent that they were not allowed to dwell in the cities or purchase property in 
the localities inhabited by the higher caste people, or use village wells and ponds used 
by the higher castes. They were not allowed to go to the temples and worship there, or 
read religious books, etc. But since these discriminatory features have been outlawed 
by various government legislations the situations on the ground have improved a lot.

	 The Constitution of India prohibits inequalities and discriminations based upon caste, 
colour, creed, religion, race, sex, place of birth and any similar factor. Untouchability 
is a crime, and is outlawed as per Article 17 of the Constitution. Equal citizenship, 
equal rights and equal opportunities for development have been granted to all persons. 
Also, special protections have been given to the persons belonging to the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes. This has been done to secure social equality in the 
Indian society.

	� Imposition of Restrictions on Commensality: Caste also determines the eating habits 
of people belonging to that caste. Generally, there are no restrictions on fruit, milk, 
butter, dry fruits etc. But there are some restrictions regarding unfried food. Unfried 
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food has been divided into two classes, ‘pacca’ and ‘kachcha’. This division is based on 
the use of ‘ghee’ with or without water. If in the preparation of the food only ghee is 
used and no water is used, it is called ‘Pacca’ type of food. On the other hand, a ‘Kachcha’ 
food is prepared with the use of water. The kachcha food can be accepted only from a 
person of one’s own caste or of a higher caste.

	� Ideology of Purity and Pollution: Caste system is largely associated with the ideology 
of purity and pollution. The higher castes are believed to be pure and the lower caste 
people impure.

	� Restrictions on Occupations: Hindu religious texts determined the occupations of all 
‘Varnas’. One’s birth into a particular caste determined his occupation during his 
lifetime and the person was required to follow own caste’s profession. For instance, 
only the son of a pandit/Brahmin could perform the functions of pandit/Brahmin.

	� Marital Restrictions: The members of a caste can marry only within their own caste. 
This is known as caste endogamy. Inter-caste marriage is strictly prohibited.

	� Hereditary Status: The birth of a person in a particular caste decides his caste and 
status in the society. It is usually difficult to change one’s own caste despite the 
acquisition of qualifications or disqualifications, and hence, the membership of a 
particular caste continues and does not undergo any change.

Functions of Caste
	� Determines Social Status: By being born in a particular caste, the person gets the 

traditional status of that caste in the society. Thus, caste gives the individual 
psychological security as far as his position in the society is concerned.

	� Provides Social Security: Caste offers social security to the individual from his birth 
to death. It provides him an occupation, welfare activities, health insurance, etc.

	� Preserves Culture: Every society must be able to pass on its patterns of skill, knowledge, 
and behaviour, in short its culture, from one generation to the next if it is to survive 
as a distinct social system. Caste system performs this function very well.

	� Integrates Society: Caste system has acted as an effective means of integrating the 
diverse racial, religious, national and ethnic groups into a vast variegated community. 
The caste system is capable of incorporating groups – be it racial, religious, national 
or occupational – in such a way that it becomes a part of the social whole and yet retains 
its own distinctive character and identity.

	� Establishes Stability in Society: Caste system has also been responsible for the 
stability in the society. It saved the society from being disrupted under the pressure of 
alien invasions, famines and upheavals of all kinds in long history.

	� Brings Political Stability in Society: The caste system acted as the political stabilizer 
in the sense that despite several changes and political upheavals, no significant influence 
could be exerted on the society, and even the cultural pattern was preserved irrespective 
of the changing political set up. Another reason for political stability was the fact that 
there was no motive on the part of the ruled to seek an alternative.

	� Serves as a Device for Division of Labour: Caste system has acted as a unique system 
of division of labour in the Hindu society. But this division is due to the belief in karma, 
which makes the apparently inequitable division of labour acceptable to people. It is 
believed that the present position and occupation of a person in the society are the 
consequences of his actions in his previous lives and that if he performs his caste duties 
faithfully in this present life, he will have a better position in his next life.
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	� Develops the Spirit of Cooperation: The members of each caste develop a sense a 
unity in their own caste group. The feeling that any invasion by other castes on their 
superiority or any attempt at degrading their customs, rituals and traditions, etc.will 
be disastrous for the caste urged them to work in close cooperation with one another. 
In this manner, the caste system developed a sense and spirit of cooperation and this 
provided the infrastructure for the advancement and betterment of the society.

	� Generated the Panchayat System: Under the caste system, each caste had its own 
panchayat and disputes arising among the members of a particular caste were decided 
by caste panchayat. In course of time, this system became very stable and contributed 
to the evolution of the panchayat system. Even today, this panchayat system is accepted 
as the ideal system in India due to its agrarian and rural structure.

Dysfunction of Caste System
	� Hinders Social Progress: Caste system poses a hindrance to social progress because 

it does not allow changes to be easily introduced into the society. Under the caste 
system, the individual is not free as he needs to conform to the age old customs of his 
caste. This rigidity of the system has hindered social progress in our society.

	� Stifles Economic Progress: As occupations are determined by status, the worker is 
denied his freedom to choose an occupation of his liking. This leads to immobility and 
inefficiency of labour and thereby stifles economic progress.

	� Leads to Political Disunity: In the caste system, an individual is required to be more 
loyal to his caste than to any other group. Hence, it fosters casteism rather than 
nationalism among the people.

	� Perpetuates Social Inequalities: Caste system has served as an instrument in the 
hands of the upper castes to maintain their own privileged position in society. It has 
led to the despotism of the upper castes and created permanent feelings of inferiority 
and insecurity in the minds of lower caste people.

	� Imposes Hardships on Women: In many cases, the caste system has proved to be 
exploitative for women. Under caste system, a caste wishing to raise its status in the 
caste hierarchy should follow certain customs like child marriage, prohibition of widow 
remarriages and seclusion of women, all of which lead to hardships for them and 
degradation of their status in society.

	� Creates Untouchability: This practice as it has developed historically in this country 
is a product of the Hindu caste system, according to which particular section amongst 
the Hindus had been looked down upon as untouchables by other sections of that 
society. Untouchability is now prohibited under article 17 of the Indian Constitution.

	� Against Democratic Ideals: The caste system ran contrary to the democratic spirit. 
Democratic ideals presuppose human equality, but the caste system believed in 
inequality. There was a fourfold hierarchical arrangement of castes where lower castes 
were exploited in every field by the higher castes.

Changes in Caste System
	� Decline in the Supremacy of Brahmins: In the traditional caste system, the Brahmins 

were at the apex of the social and religious sphere, and thus they enjoyed supremacy 
over others. But due to the processes of secularization and modernization, the authority 
of the Brahmins gradually declined and they no longer enjoy the same honour 
and prestige.
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	� Changes in the Caste Hierarchy: With time, the process of Sanskritization has started 
which has led to upliftment in the status of some lower castes. Sanskritization is a 
process in which a status group aspiring for upward mobility in the system of social 
stratification tends to emulate the lifestyle of the higher castes. The lower castes followed 
Sanskritization to bring about a change in their social status.

	� Occupational Changes: Occupational changes have occurred due to the loosening of 
the caste system over time. The caste system has become non-functional in many fields 
and no longer carries out the functions that it used to carry out in the past.

	� Changes in the Sphere of Culture: It has changed the lifestyle of different caste groups, 
their modes of living, patterns of worship and performance of rites and rituals, customs 
and traditional practices.

	� Changes in Commensality: People are no more confined to their places of origin. They 
have migrated to different places and so it becomes very difficult to stick to the 
restrictions relating to the food habits. Particularly in the urban places where strangers 
dine in hotels, it is impossible to maintain restrictions. In various offices and work-
organizations, the same relaxation is evident. The employees often assemble together 
for inter-dining.

Factors affecting Caste System
	� Modern Education: Modern education being secular in nature, is indifferent to, if not 

against, religion. It is, on the one hand, based on such democratic values like equality, 
liberty and fraternity and on the other hand, grounded on such scientific values like 
reason and observation. Therefore, with the spread of modern education, the beliefs 
like the divine origin of caste, karma and ‘karmaphala’, which provided ethical 
justification for caste system, are growing weaker in the minds of people. As modern 
education is usually imparted in co-educational institutions, it encourages inter-caste 
marriages, based on love, among the educated young men and women. Thus, modern 
education acts as a very powerful force against caste system in India.

	� Industrialization: Caste, like the joint family, is based on rural economy. As such, 
industrial economy cuts across the roots of both caste and joint family. Occupational 
castes cannot survive in the face of large scale industrialization. For example, the 
members of the weaving castes now find it extremely difficult to follow their traditional 
caste occupations as it is not possible for them to compete with the textile mills in the 
open markets. As a result of industrialization, the tradition of following caste occupations 
has come into disuse. Today, members of all the castes have sought and got employment 
in the modern factories. A Brahmin, who works by the side of an untouchable in a 
factory, cannot avoid his touch or shadow.

	� Urbanization: Under urban conditions of life, the ideas of pollution by the touch of a 
shadow cannot be translated into action. Further, urban economy is based on 
interdependence of different people thus diluting caste rigidities.

	� Modern Means of Transportation: Modern means of transportation have increased 
spatial mobility of the people and has thereby put an end to the geographical isolation, 
which was hitherto a favourable condition for the creation and continuation of caste 
system in India. Moreover, while travelling by modern means of transportation like 
buses, trains, it is impossible to observe caste rules regarding food, drink and social 
interactions.
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	� Increase in the Importance of Wealth: In the present age, birth is being replaced by 
wealth as the basis of social prestige. Consequently, caste, which is based on birth, is 
no longer the basis of social status. As a rich Sudra is more respected than a poor 
Brahmin in our modern society, people while choosing their occupations, give more 
consideration to income rather than anything else.

	� New Social Movements: In the past, a number of movements were launched against 
the caste system, but none of them succeeded, as they were mainly reformist in their 
mission. They never questioned orthodoxy. But the likes of Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Jyotirao Phule and others started social movements based on the authority of reason 
rather than the orthodox texts. As such, their ideas could influence the intelligentsia 
of the country against caste and other evils of the then prevalent Hindu society.

Caste Stratification
Industrialisation and penetration of market economy in rural areas have affected 

traditional occupation of several castes. In most of the castes, people have started giving 
up their traditional occupation. With the spread of the green revolution, diversification of 
occupation in non-farm sector has increased within most of the castes, but there are still 
several Jatis whose members live in more or less similar economic conditions as before. 
One can find such instances among several Scheduled Castes and numerically small other 
backward castes. Such castes still have less than the 10 percent rate of literacy and all 
the households depend on manual labour for their livelihood.

On the other hand, there are a number of castes which are internally stratified. Rajputs 
and Thakurs of Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Gujarat are economically differentiated 
within. A few households own large estates and factories and a large number are agricultural 
labourers. Most of the households of several upper castes such as Brahmins, Baniyas, 
Kayasthas are well off. On the other hand, a large number of the Backward castes are 
small-marginal farmers and labourers. Economic stratification affects their cohesiveness 
on political issues and give priority to their interests while bargaining with the government.

Tribe
A tribe is a social group, usually confined within a definite area, dialect, cultural 

homogeneity and unifying social organisation. It can include several sub-groups. In fact, 
a tribe is a modern term for communities that are very old, being among the oldest 
inhabitants of the sub-continent.

Tribes can be defined as communities which:
	� did not practice a religion with a written text;
	� did not have a state or political form of the normal kind;
	� did not have sharp class divisions; and
	� did not have caste and were neither Hindus nor peasants.

Classification of Tribal Societies
Tribes can be classified according to the following characteristics:

	� Permanent Characteristics
	z Permanent characteristics include region, language, physical characteristics and 

ecological habitat. The ecological habitats include hills, forests, rural plains and 
urban industrial areas.
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	z The tribal population of India is widely dispersed, but there are also concentrations 
in certain regions. About 85% of the tribal population lives in ‘middle India’. Of the 
remaining 15%, over 11% is in the North Eastern states, leaving only a little over 
3% living in the rest of India.

	z In terms of language, tribes are categorised into four categories. Two of them, Indo-
Aryan and Dravidian, are shared by the rest of the Indian population as well, and 
tribes account for only about 1% of the former and about 3% of the latter. The other 
two language groups, the Austric and Tibeto-Burman, are primarily spoken by 
tribals, who account for all of the first and over 80% of the second group.

	z In physical-racial terms, tribes are classified under the Negrito, Australoid, 
Mongoloid, Dravidian and Aryan categories. The last two are again shared with the 
rest of the population of India.

	z In terms of size, tribes vary a great deal, ranging from about seven million to some 
Andamanese islanders who may number less than a hundred persons. The biggest 
tribes are the Gonds, Bhils, Santhals, Oraons, Minas, Bodos and Mundas, all of 
whom are at least a million strong. The total population of tribes amounts to about 
8.6% of the population of India, or about 104 million people according to the 
2011 Census.

	� Acquired Characteristics
	z Classifications based on acquired characteristics use two main criteria – mode of 

livelihood, and extent of incorporation into Hindu society – or a combination of 
the two.

	� Livelihood
	z On the basis of livelihood, tribes can be categorised into fishermen, food gatherers 

and hunters, shifting cultivators, peasants and plantation and industrial workers.
	z However, the dominant classification is the degree of assimilation into Hindu society.

Tribe-Evolution of the Concept
	� Tribes were absorbed into Hindu society, throughout the ages – through Sanskritisation, 

acceptance into the Shudra fold following the conquest by caste Hindus, through 
acculturation and so on.

	� Assimilation of tribes can be seen as a natural process or an exploitative process. Some 
scholars have argued that there is no coherent basis for treating tribes as “pristine” – 
i.e., original or pure – societies uncontaminated by civilisation. They propose instead 
that tribes should really be seen as a “secondary” phenomena arising out of the 
exploitative and colonialist contact between pre-existing states and non-state groups 
like the tribals. This contact itself creates an ideology of “tribalism” – the tribal groups 
begin to define themselves as tribals in order to distinguish themselves from the newly 
encountered others

	� Nevertheless, the idea that tribes are like stone age hunting and gathering societies 
that have remained untouched by time is still common, even though this has not been 
true for a long time. For instance, adivasis were not always the oppressed groups they 
are now – there were several Gond kingdoms in Central India such as that of Garha 
Mandla, or Chanda.

	� Many of the so-called Rajput kingdoms of central and western India actually emerged 
through a process of stratification among adivasi communities themselves.
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