
             5. PATTERNS OF SOCIAL INEQUALITY AND EXCLUSION

➢ social inequality and exclusion are facts of life.
➢ People  consider  social  inequality  and  exclusion  are  inevitable  or  almost

natural. 
➢ we often think of them as being ‘deserved’ or ‘justified’ in some sense. 
➢ Perhaps  the  poor  and  marginalised  are  there  because  of  their  inability,  or

haven’t tried hard enough to improve their situation?

WHAT IS SOCIAL ABOUT SOCIAL INEQUALITY AND EXCLUSION?

➔ First social inequality and exclusion are social because they are not about
          individuals but about groups. 

➔ Second, they are social in the sense that they are not economic, although there
is usually a strong link between social and economic inequality. 

➔ Third, they are systematic and structured – there is a definite pattern to social
inequality.

SOCIAL INEQUALITY

         Social resources like money, property, education, health, and power etc:-can be
divided into three forms of capital:– 

1. Economic capital in the form of material assets and income;
2. Cultural capital such as educational qualifications and status;
3. Social capital in the form of networks of contacts and social associations;

      Often, these three forms of capital overlap and one can be converted into the
other. For example, a person from a well-off family (economic capital) can afford
expensive higher education, and so can acquire cultural or educational capital. 

    Patterns  of  unequal  access  to  social  resources  are  commonly  called  social
inequality.  It  is  the  inequality  in  the  distribution  of  social  resources  among
individuals.  Someone  may  have  exceptional  intelligence  or  talent,  or  may  have
worked very hard to achieve their wealth and status. However, social inequality is not
the outcome of innate or ‘natural’ differences between people, but is produced by the
society in which they live. Sociologists use the term social stratification, to refer a
system by which categories of people in a society are ranked in a hierarchy. This
hierarchy that shapes people’s identity and experiences, their relations with others, as
well as their access to resources and opportunities.

Three principles of social stratification:



1.  Social  stratification  is  a  characteristic  of  society,  not  simply  a  function  of
individual differences. Social stratification is a society-wide system that distributes
social resources unequally among categories of people. In primitive societies, there
exists  less  social  stratification,  while  in  more  technologically  advanced  societies,
there exists more social stratification.

2.  Social stratification persists over generations. It is closely linked to the family
and to the inheritance of social resources from one generation to the next. 

3. Social stratification is supported by patterns of belief, or ideology. No system
of social stratification is likely to persist over generations unless it is widely viewed
as being either fair or inevitable. The caste system, for example, is justified in terms
of the opposition of purity and pollution, with the Brahmin considered as the most
superior and Dalits as the most inferior by virtue of their birth and occupation. 

Prejudices refer  to  pre-conceived  opinions  or  attitudes  held  by  members  of  one
group towards another. The word literally means ‘pre-judgement’, that is, an opinion
formed  in  advance  of  any  familiarity  with  the  subject,  before  considering  any
available evidence. Prejudice may be either positive or negative, ie, favourable pre-
judgement and unfavourable pre-judgement. 

Prejudices are often grounded in stereotypes, fixed and inflexible characterisations of
a group of people.

Discrimination refers  to  actual  behaviour  towards  another  group  or  individual.
Discrimination can be seen in practices that disqualify members of one group from
opportunities  open to  others,  as  when a  person is  refused a  job  because  of  their
gender or religion. 

SOCIAL EXCLUSION

        Social exclusion refers to the denial of opportunities to individuals in society. It
refers to the factors that prevent individuals or groups from having opportunities open
to the majority of the population. In order to live a full and active life, individuals
must not only be able to feed, clothe and house themselves, but should also have
access  to  essential  goods  and  services  such  as  education,  health,  transportation,
insurance, social security, banking and even access to the police or judiciary. 

• Social exclusion is not accidental but systematic – it is the result of structural
features of society.

• Social exclusion is involuntary – that is, exclusion is practised regardless of the
wishes of those who are excluded. 

    Prolonged experience of discriminatory or insulting behaviour often produces a
reaction on the part of the excluded who then stop trying for inclusion. 



THE CASTE SYSTEM AS A DISCRIMINATORY SYSTEM
✗ Caste system, that legitimises and enforces practices of discrimination against

people belonging to other castes.
✗ These  practices  of  discrimination  are  humiliating,  exclusionary  and

exploitative.
✗ Every caste has a traditional  occupation,  and persons born into a particular

caste were also ‘born into’ the occupation associated with their caste – they had
no choice.

✗ Each caste also had a specific place in the hierarchy of social status, so that, the
‘high’ castes were almost high economic status, while the ‘low’ castes have
almost low economic status.

Apartheid:- An informal practice, which was used to deny the black majority South
African, the citizenship, ownership of land, and participation in government. Every
individual was classified by race and mixed marriages were prohibited. As a racial
caste, Blacks held low-paying jobs.

UNTOUCHABILITY
 
‘Untouchability’ is  the  evil  of  the  caste  system  that  prescribes  stringent  social
sanctions against lower caste people. It is a belief that a touch of the lower caste
people  may  pollute  or  defile  the  men  of  higher  caste.  Strictly  speaking,  the
‘untouchable’ castes are outside the caste hierarchy – they are considered to be so
‘impure’ that their mere touch severely pollutes members of all other castes, bringing
terrible  punishment  for  the  former  and  forcing  the  latter  to  perform  elaborate
purification rituals. 

Three main dimensions of untouchability

1) Exclusion:-  ‘untouchables’ are being prohibited from sharing drinking water
sources or entering worshipping places, using public roads etc.

2) Humiliation-subordination:- being compelled to play the drums at a religious
event. self-humiliation and subordination is an important part of the practice of
untouchability. Imposition of gestures of deference (such as carrying footwear
in the hand, standing with bowed head, not wearing clean or ‘bright’ clothes,
and so on

3) Exploitation:-  economic  exploitation  of  various  kinds,  like  imposition  of
forced, unpaid or under-paid labour, or the confiscation of property etc.

STATE AND NON -STATE INITIATIVES AGAINST CASTE DISCRIMINATION 

➢ Reservations,  This  involves  the  setting  aside  of  some  places  or  ‘seats’ for
members of the Scheduled Castes and Tribes in different spheres of public life.



reservation of jobs in government service across all  departments and public
sector companies; and reservation of seats in educational institutions.

➢ Caste  Disabilities  Removal  Act  of  1850,  which  disallowed  all  disabilities
against untouchables.

➢ Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act of 1989.
➢ The Constitution 
➢ Article 17 which abolished untouchability
➢ work of social reformers like Jyotiba Phule, Iyotheedas, Periyar, Ambedkar and

others 
➢ Political organisations like the Bahujan Samaj Party in Uttar Pradesh or the

Dalit Sangharsh Samiti of Karnataka, 

THE OTHER BACKWARD CLASSES (OBC)

           Other Backward Classes are certain identifiable class of people, who are above
the untouchables, but below the upper caste people. OBCs are socially depressed,
economically backward, and educationally neglected sections of Indian society.

✔ First Backward Classes Commission headed by Kaka Kalelkar submitted its
report in 1953. But the political climate at the time led to the report being
sidelined. 

✔ The  Second  Backward  Classes  Commission  headed  by  B.P.  Mandal was
appointed in 1978. However, it was only in 1990, when the central government
decided to  implement  the ten-year old Mandal  Commission report,  that  the
OBC issue became a major one in national politics.

ADIVASI STRUGGLES

       Scheduled Tribes are social groups recognised by the Indian Constitution as
specially marked by poverty, powerlessness and social stigma. The jana or tribes were
believed to be ‘people of the forest’ whose distinctive habitat in the hill and forest
areas shaped their economic, social and political attributes. 

• The movement of non-tribals (dikus) to tribal area forced the tribals to migrate
to  plantations,  mines,  factories  and  other  places  of  employment,  which
worsened their situation.

• Reservation of forest by colonial government, rendering their lives poorer and
more insecure

• Denied access to forests and land for cultivation, adivasis were forced to either
use the forests illegally (and be harassed and prosecuted as ‘encroachers’ and
thieves) or migrate in search of wage labour.

• the government monopoly over forests continued after independence,  which
accelerated exploitation of forests 



• the  policy  of  capital-intensive  industrialisation  adopted  by  the  Indian
government required mineral resources and power-generation capacities which
were concentrated in Adivasi areas.

• Adivasi  lands  were  rapidly  acquired  for  new mining  and  dam projects  by
which  millions  of  adivasis  were  displaced  without  any  appropriate
compensation or rehabilitation

• ‘Internal colonialism’- Projects such as the Sardar Sarovar dam on the river
Narmada and the Polavaram dam on the river Godavari in Andhra Pradesh will
displace thousands of adivasis, driving them to greater destitution.

• Economic liberalisation policies  adopted by the Indian government  make it
easier for corporate firms to acquire large areas of land by displacing adivasis.

• In  post-Independence  India,  the  most  significant  achievements  of  Adivasi
movements include the attainment of statehood for Jharkhand and Chattisgarh, 

STRUGGLE FOR WOMEN’S EQUALITY AND RIGHTS

➢ Because of the biological and physical differences between men and women,
gender inequality is often treated as natural.

➢ Scholars have shown that the inequalities between men and women are social
rather  than  natural,  for  example,  there  are  no  biological  reasons  that  can
explain why so few women are found in positions of public power. 

➢ If women were biologically unfit to be inheritors and heads of families, how
did matrilineal societies (as the Nairs of Kerala used to be, and as the Khasis of
Meghalaya still are) work for centuries? 

➢ Gender is thus also a form of social inequality and exclusion like caste and
class. 

➢ The women’s question arose in modern India as part of the nineteenth century
middle class social reform movements. They are often termed as middle class
reform movements  because  many  of  these  reformers  were  from the  newly
emerging western educated Indian middle class. 

➢ They were often inspired by the democratic ideals of the modern west and by a
deep pride in their own democratic traditions of the past. 

➢ Raja Rammohan Roy undertook the campaign against “sati” which was the
first women’s issue to receive public attention.

➢ M G Ranade led the widow remarriage movement in the Bombay Presidency.
Ranade used the writings of scholars such as  Bishop Joseph Butler whose
Analogy of Religion and  Three Sermons on Human Nature. At the same
time, M.G. Ranade’s writings entitled the The Texts of the Hindu Law on the
Lawfulness  of  the  Remarriage  of  Widows  and  Vedic  Authorities  for
Widow Marriage explained the shastric sanction for remarriage of widows.

➢ Jyotiba Phule’s Satyashodak Samaj, meaning “truth seeking society” attacked
on caste and gender oppression. 

➢ Sir Syed Ahmed Khan’s efforts to reform Muslim society. He wanted girls to
be educated, but within the precincts of their homes.

➢ Dayanand Saraswati of the Arya Samaj, stood for women’s education 



Stree Purush Tulana:-  Stree Purush Tulana (or Comparison of Men and Women)
was written by a Maharashtrian housewife, Tarabai Shinde, as a protest against the
double standards of a male dominated society. A young Brahmin widow had been
sentenced  to  death  by  the  courts  for  killing  her  newborn  baby  because  it  was
illegitimate,  but  no effort  had been made to identify or  punish the man who had
fathered the baby.

Sultana’s Dream
              Sultana’s Dream written in 1905 by Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, a
Bengali Muslim. In her dream, Sultana visits a magical country where the gender
roles are reversed. Men are confined to the home and observe ‘purdah’ while women
are busy scientists vying with each other at inventing devices that will control the
clouds and regulate rain, and machines that fly or ‘air-cars’.

In 1931, the Karachi Session of the Indian National Congress issued a declaration
on the Fundamental Rights of Citizenship 

1. All citizens are equal before the law, irrespective of religion, caste, creed or sex.
2. No disability attaches to any citizen, by reason of his or her religion, caste, creed or
    sex.
3. Universal adult  franchise .
4. Woman shall have the right to vote, to represent and the right to hold public
    offices.

THE STRUGGLES OF THE DISABLED

➢ The differently abled are ‘disabled’ not only because they are physically or
mentally ‘impaired’ but also because society is built in a manner that does not
cater to their needs. 

➢ Anita Ghai, argues that this invisibility of the disabled can be compared to the
Invisible Man of Ralph Ellison

➢ Disability is understood as a biological given.
➢ Whenever  a  disabled  person  is  confronted  with  problems,  it  is  taken  for

granted that the problems originate from her/his impairment.
➢ The disabled person is seen as a victim.
➢ Disability  is  supposed  to  be  linked  with  the  disabled  individual’s  self

perception.
➢ The very idea of disability suggests that they are in need of help.
➢ In India labels such as ‘disability’, ‘handicap’, ‘crippled’, ‘blind’ and ‘deaf’ are

used synonymously. Often these terms are hurled at people as insults.
➢ In a culture that looks up to bodily ‘perfection’, all deviations from the ‘perfect

body’ signify abnormality, defect and distortion. 
➢ Destiny is seen as the culprit, and disabled people are the victims.  



➢ Terms  such  as  ‘mentally  challenged’,  ‘visually  impaired’  and  ‘physically
impaired’  came  to  replace  the  more  negative  terms  such  as  ‘retarded’,
‘crippled’ or ‘lame’. 

➢ The disabled are rendered disabled not because they are biologically disabled
but because society renders them so

➢ The social construction of disability has yet another dimension.
➢  There is a close relationship between disability and poverty. Poverty make

disability just like disability create poverty also.
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