Unit 2: Social Stratification and Politics: Caste, class and
elite.

Social stratification is a concept that refers to the hierarchical arrangement
of individuals or groups in society. It is a central theme in sociology and
political science because it significantly influences social relations,
political dynamics, and power structures. Three key aspects of social
stratification are caste, class, and elite. Here's a detailed examination of
each:

Caste

. Definition: Caste is a form of social stratification characterized by
hereditary transmission of a lifestyle, which often includes
occupation, social status, and ritual status. It is most prominently
observed in India, where the caste system is traditionally rooted in
Hinduism but has also influenced other religions and communities.

. Characteristics:

o Hereditary: Membership in a caste is determined by birth.

- Endogamy: Marriages typically occur within the same caste.

o Occupation: Traditionally, certain occupations are associated
with specific castes.

o Social Interaction: Interaction between castes can be
restricted or governed by social norms, including restrictions
on dining and physical contact.

. Political Implications:

o Caste-based Voting: Caste identities often influence voting
patterns and political alliances.

o Reservation Policies: Affirmative action policies in India,
such as reservations in education and government jobs, aim to
address historical disadvantages faced by lower castes
(Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes).



o Caste Politics: Political parties and movements often mobilize
support based on caste identities.

Class

. Definition: Class refers to a form of social stratification based on
economic factors such as wealth, income, and occupation. Unlike
caste, class is not hereditary and allows for social mobility.

. Characteristics:

o Economic Status: Defined by one's relationship to the means
of production and the accumulation of wealth.

o Social Mobility: Individuals can move up or down the class
hierarchy based on changes in their economic status.

o Lifestyle and Consumption: Class often influences lifestyle
choices, consumption patterns, and access to resources.

. Political Implications:

o Class Conflict: Tensions between different classes, such as
between the working class and the capitalist class, can drive
political movements and ideologies (e.g., socialism,
communism).

o Policy Formulation: Economic policies, tax systems, and
welfare programs are often influenced by class dynamics.

o Political Representation: Class interests can shape political
parties, labor unions, and advocacy groups.

Elite

. Definition: The elite refers to a small group of people who hold a
disproportionate amount of power, wealth, and influence in society.
They often occupy key positions in politics, business, media, and
other sectors.

. Characteristics:

o Concentration of Power: Elites control significant resources
and decision-making processes.

o Network and Influence: Elites are often interconnected
through social, economic, and political networks.



o Cultural Capital: In addition to economic capital, elites
possess cultural capital, which includes education, skills, and
social connections.

. Political Implications:

o Policy Influence: Elites often have the power to shape public
policies and political agendas.

o Elite Theory: This theory suggests that a small minority,
consisting of members of the economic elite and policy-
planning networks, holds the most power, independent of
democratic elections.

o Democratic Challenges: The concentration of power among
elites can pose challenges to democratic processes and
egalitarian ideals.

Interrelations and Dynamics

. Caste and Class: In societies like India, caste and class often
intersect, with certain castes being more economically advantaged.
However, economic mobility can challenge traditional caste
hierarchies.

. Class and Elite: The economic elite, who possess significant
wealth, often overlap with the political elite, influencing policy and
governance. However, elites can also emerge from non-economic
backgrounds, such as political or cultural fields.

. Caste and Elite: In some contexts, traditional caste elites maintain
their influence through modern economic and political power, while
in others, new elites emerge from lower castes through affirmative
action and social mobility.

Understanding social stratification through the lenses of caste, class, and
elite provides a comprehensive view of the power dynamics and
inequalities that shape societies and political landscapes.



