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PREFACE 
 

The present study material includes unit one of the Course IL-

C203, entitled Sociology of Indian Society, which is meant for 

second semester of five year Integrated-BALLB course at the 

University. The entire course of BALLB has been divided into ten 

semesters and Sociology as per the last revised syllabus is taught 

in the first two semesters of the course. The paper “Introduction to 

Sociology” is taught in the first semester and “Sociology of Indian 

Society” in the second. The paper on sociology of Indian society 

introduces students with the traditional features of Indian society, 

various dimensions of social change, crimes and social problems in 

India. In this paper, caste as a special characteristic of Indian 

society along with cultural differentiations and its relationship with 

class and tribes has been highlighted. And it is also suggested to 

the teacher as well as learners of this course that the key ideas of 

Indian sociologists and social anthropologists like G.S. Ghurye, 

M.N. Srinivas, Y. Singh, K.M. Kapadia, I. Karve etc. must be 

referred while discussing the basic features of Indian society.  

 

I like to mention that I have tried to present the contents of this 

material in a simple and comprehensive manner, if students face 

any difficulty while reading in understanding the contents their 

comments and suggestions are welcome as they will be helpful in 

further improvement of the material. 

 
 

ANIL KUMAR 
ASSISTANT PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF LAW 

SCHOOL OF LEGAL STUDIES, CENTRAL UNIVERSITY OF KASHMIR 
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Definition of Caste (Jāti) 

 

Caste system is an inseparable part of Hindu society and culture. In 

Hindi it is known as ‘Jāti’. Prof. S.C. Dube seems to be in favour of 

using the concept ‘Jāti’ and not caste; although in many of the 

sociological literature we find the word caste being used for ‘Jāti’. 

Caste word itself is a Portuguese word which denotes ‘a separate 

category’. Prof. Dube is of the view that caste does not explain every 

inherent meaning of Jāti and thus suggests that it would be proper to 

use the word ‘Jāti’ and not caste. 

 

It would be appropriate to understand the concept of Jāti or caste in 

order to comprehend its full meaning. The British sociologist Blunt, 

writing on caste has defined it in the following way:  

 
“Caste is an endogamous or a collection of endogamous groups, 
bearing a common name, membership of which is hereditary, 

imposing on its members certain restrictions in the matter of 
social intercourse, either following a common traditional 
occupation or claiming a common origin, and generally regarded 
as forming a single homogeneous community.” 

 
When we look at the above definition, we find some main features of 

caste, like, common name, a common descent, professing the same 

hereditary occupation, forming a single homogeneous category and 

the endogamous character. The features simply explain the meaning 

of caste. Caste is always an endogamous group (restrictions on 

marrying outside the caste). This feature, though an important one 

has allowed some permissible range of flexibility. History shows that a 

boy of higher caste could marry a girl of slightly lower caste. Besides, 

being endogamous, caste also determined a fixed occupation for its 

members which was transmitted from one generation to another. This 
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trait also contained some flexibility as we have instances where a 

craftsman engaged himself in cultivations. Common descent is 

another important feature. Members of caste claim themselves to be 

the descendants of common ancestors.  

 

Ketkar, while explaining the system of caste, considers “hereditary 

membership and endogamy” as the basis of caste. Ketkar takes a 

functional view and as observed by him, these two features have been 

central in caste system. He observes that it is an organic structure 

and injects harmony of relations between different caste groups. 

 

Senart has described caste as “a closed corporation, rigorously 

hereditary bound with others (castes) by common occupation and 

equipped with a council that rules its members by the sanction of 

certain penalties.”1 

 

Bougle has explained castes as “hereditarily specialized and 

hierarchically arranged groups.” He has given three characteristics of 

the caste system: hierarchy, hereditary specialization, and repulsion. 

Explaining the last characteristic, he claims that different castes repel 

rather than attract each other. Repulsion is manifested in endogamy, 

commensal restriction, and contact. 

 

Kroeber defines caste as “an endogamous and hereditary sub-division 

of an ethnic unit occupying a position of superior or inferior rank or 

social esteem in comparison with other such sub-divisions.” According 

to him, castes are special forms of social classes which, in tendency at 

least, are present in every society. 

                                                           
1 Though this is not the wrong description of a caste but the use of the word ‘close 

corporation’ is questionable here. Besides, all castes do not have councils. 
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Kathleen Gough views castes as “ranked birth-status groups which 

are usually endogamous and tend to be associated with an 

occupation.” 

 

Opler Morris believes that a short definition of caste is not satisfactory 

so he talks in terms of the characteristics of caste. He states: “Caste is 

hereditary and endogamous. It regulates social intercourse, is graded 

in rank, and has an assembly or a governing body which regulates its 

internal affairs.” 

 

G.S. Ghurye has also given a comprehensive definition of caste and 

enlists six important features of it: “segmental division of society”, 

“hierarchical division”, “restrictions of give and take of food and social 

intercourse”, “ritual disabilities and privileges of different sections”, 

“lack of unrestricted choice of occupation” and “restriction on 

marriage.”  G.S. Ghurye means to say that a caste is ranked, either 

above or lower to the other castes, depending upon the ritual 

disabilities, and access to cleaner occupations. A caste is always put 

in a hierarchical order giving rise to a feeling of superiority or 

inferiority. Besides referring to hereditary membership, caste councils, 

hierarchy, and endogamy as the important features of the caste 

system, he also refers to the restrictions on feeding and social 

intercourse, lack of unrestricted choice of occupation, and civil and 

religious disabilities. 

 

Therefore, in the words of M.N. Srinivas, “a sociologist would define 

caste as a hereditary, endogamous, usually localized group, having a 

traditional association with an occupation, and a particular position 

in the local hierarchy of castes. Relations between castes are 
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governed, among other things, by the concepts of pollution and purity, 

and generally, maximum commensality occurs within the caste.” 

 

Definition of Varna 

 

M.N. Srinivas considers that the relationship of caste and varna is 

important because the concept of varna has deeply influenced the 

interpretation of the “ethnographic reality” of caste. He believes that 

the layman is unaware of the complexities of varna as to a layman it 

means simply the division of Hindu society into four orders, viz., 

Brahmana (Brahmin, traditionally, priest and scholar), Kshatriya 

(ruler and soldier), Vaishya (merchant) and Shudra (peasant, labourer 

and servant). The first three castes are ‘twice-born’ castes as the men 

from them are entitled to don the sacred thread at the Vedic rite of 

upanayana, while the Shudras are not. The untouchables are outside 

the varna scheme. 

 

In the Rig-Veda, only two varnas have been mentioned: ‘Arya varna’ 

and ‘Dasa varna’. Prof. Ghurye writes, “…. in the Rg-Veda the word 

‘varna’ is never applied to any one of these classes (Brahmana, 

Kshatriya, etc.) It is only the Arya varna or the Aryan people that is 

contrasted with the Dasa varna…. ‘Varna’ means ‘colour’, and it was 

in this sense that the word seems to have been employed in 

contrasting the Arya and the Dasa, referring to their fair and dark 

colours respectively.” In the Rig-Veda, along with the distinction 

between Arya and Dasa, there is a division of society into three orders, 

viz., Brahma, Kshatriya and Vish. According to Prof. Ghurye, “The 

first two represented broadly the two professions of the poet-priest 

and the warrior-chief. The third division was apparently a group 
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comprising all the common people. It is only in one of the later hymns, 

the celebrated Purushasukta, that a reference has been made to four 

orders of society as emanating from the sacrifice of the Primeval 

Being. The names of those four orders are given there as Brahmana, 

Rajanya (Kshatriya), Vaishya and Shudra, who are said to have come 

from the mouth, the arms, the thighs, and the feet of the Creator. The 

particular limbs associated with these divisions and the order in 

which they are mentioned probably indicate their status in the society 

of the time.” 

 

In the Varna scheme of the Vedas there are only four orders, and the 

Untouchables have no place in it. But there are references in Vedic 

literature to groups such as the Ayogaya, Chandala, Nishada and 

Paulkasa, who are outside the varna scheme, and who seem to be 

despised. There was nothing like higher or lower varna in the vedic 

period. The division of society into four varnas (four orders or classes) 

was based on the division of labour. Each varna worshipped different 

deities and followed different rituals. This difference was because each 

group had to achieve different object according to its occupational 

role. But there no restrictions on the matrimonial alliances or on the 

commensal or social relations or even on the change of membership 

from one to the other varna. Later on, however, as we pass from the 

Vedic to the Brahmanic period, the four varnas came to be arranged 

hierarchically, with Brahmins at the top and Shudras at the bottom. 

 

According to M.N. Srinivas, the varna-model has also produced a 

wrong and distorted image of caste. For that he suggests, “It is 

necessary for the sociologist to free himself from the hold of the varna-

model if he wishes to understand the caste system.” The varna-model 
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has been the cause of misinterpretation of the realities of the caste 

system. The position which each caste occupies in the local hierarchy 

is frequently not clear. It is true, however, that in most areas of the 

country Brahmins are placed at the top and the Untouchables at the 

bottom, and most people know who are the Brahmins, and who, the 

Untouchables. Srinivas also suggests that the varna scheme has 

certainly distorted the picture of caste but it has also enabled ordinary 

men and women to grasp the caste system by providing them with a 

simple and clear scheme which is applicable to all parts of India. 

Varna has provided a common social language which holds good, or is 

thought to hold good, for India as a whole. A sense of familiarity even 

when it does not rest on facts, is conducive to unity. And it is 

interesting to note that the mobility of a caste is frequently stated in 

varna terms. 

 

Difference between Caste and Class 

 

Both caste and class are the main bases of social stratification in 

India. Compared to caste, studies of class system have been 

comparatively less, because of certain historical reasons. Both, caste 

and class divide people into a hierarchical order, create social 

inequality and causes a sense of inferiority and superiority. Often the 

sociologists have found themselves to be in a fix as to how to draw a 

sharp line of distinction between these two systems. Many a times, 

the sociologists have found a peculiar intermixture of both caste and 

class, e.g. the upper castes are also found to belong to the upper 

class, while the lower castes are found to be associated with the lower 

class too. According to M.N. Srinivas, “It is true that generally 

speaking the higher castes are also the better off castes, and the 
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lowest castes are also among the poorest….” Some studies also say 

that caste is more operative in rural areas, while class is more 

operative in urban areas. 

 

To understand the nexus between caste and class, one needs to define 

the two concepts. As discussed earlier, caste system is determined by 

birth, having endogamy, a fixed occupation, some restrictions on 

acceptance of food from other castes and stratified on the basis of 

purity and pollution. Another important feature of caste system is said 

to be its immobility. Normally, one cannot change his caste status, 

except through some, processes like sanskritization. Class on the 

other hand is mainly conceived in terms of the differences on 

economic basis. In other words, economic status of an individual 

becomes the main criterion of his class status, e.g. when we say that 

‘A’ is a land owner and ‘B’ is a landless, we mean that ‘A’ belongs to 

the upper class and ‘B’ to the lower and the basis of status 

determination of both ‘A’ and ‘B’ is their relative economic position. 

 

Looking at the above conceptual analysis now we are in a position to 

differentiate between caste and class: 

a) Caste is an ascribed status whereas class is an achieved status, 

at least theoretically. It means to say that a poor man can 

acquire a higher class status if he can compete with others in 

his caliber. 

b) Competition is institutionalized in the class system, whereas, 

competition is not that open in caste system. Since occupation 

is determined by birth, competition is limited within one’s own 

caste group only. 

c) Caste is found only in India, whereas class is universal. 



Anil Kumar, Assistant Professor of Sociology, Central University of Kashmir (anilkumar@cukashmir.ac.in) 
11 

d) Caste is legitimized by religion (Hinduism), whereas the same is 

not applicable in case of class. 

e) Within caste system a member is required to marry within his 

own caste (endogamy), whereas in class there is no such 

restriction, at least theoretically. 

f) The form of stratification under class system is open, while in 

caste system it is closed. 

g) Occupational distribution in caste system is based on birth, 

while in class it is based more on individual capacity and 

caliber. 

 

The traits of both caste and class sometimes seem to overlap each 

other. On a deeper analysis we find that some caste traits are 

intruding into the class system and vice-versa. The above noted points 

of difference between the two are more theoretical than practical. That 

is why it is difficult to draw a line of distinction between the two, e.g. 

the competitiveness in choosing an occupation is no longer confined 

within a particular caste. On the other hand, class too seems to 

acquire the endogamous trait of caste, e.g. marriage within the same 

economic status. 

 

Prof. A.R. Desai, following the Marxian perspective, has analysed the 

caste system mainly in terms of class differentiation, where he finds 

different forms of exploitations. In his view, the exploitative nature can 

be explained only in terms of the ownership of the means of 

production. In his view, the upper three castes have all the economic 

resources, but the lower castes are deprived of it. Hence, the upper 

castes remain the upper class and the lower castes, the lower class. 

This distinction is reflected these days in the so called caste-wars. 
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Prof. Desai says that the so called caste-wars have all the 

characteristics of class struggle within it. 

 

Another argument is given that caste is gradually changing itself into 

class. This view has come because of industrialization, urbanization 

and trade-unionism. It is gradually being felt by the scholars that in 

the corporate sectors, it is not the caste that matters, but the class to 

which one belongs. But on a closer scrutiny of various studies, we can 

say that caste is not going to be transformed into class, at least in the 

foreseeable future. In the rural areas of India caste is still a very 

strong force, dividing the people, e.g. many of the backward castes are 

now economically well off. But their caste identity makes them 

conscious of many of their political rights. Caste still remains a very 

viable political pressure group. 

 

Difference between Caste and Tribe 

 

D.N Majumdar defines tribe as “a social group with territorial 

affiliation, endogamous with no specialization of functions ruled by 

tribal officers hereditary or otherwise, united in language or dialect 

recognizing social distance with other tribes or castes.” 

 

According to Ralph Linton tribe is “a group of bands occupying a 

contiguous territory or territories and having a feeling of unity 

deriving from numerous similarities in a culture, frequent contacts 

and a certain community of interests.” 

 

L.M. Lewis believes that tribal societies are small in scale are 

restricted in the spatial and temporal range of their social, legal and 
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political relations and possess a morality, a religion and world view of 

corresponding dimensions.” 

 

The Oxford Dictionary puts tribe as “a group of people in a primitive 

or barbarious stage of development acknowledging the authority of a 

chief and usually regarding themselves as having a common 

ancestor.” 

 

Characteristically, tribal languages are unwritten and hence the 

extent of communication both in time and space is inevitably narrow. 

At the same time tribal societies exhibit a remarkable economy of 

design and have a compactness and self-sufficiency lacking in modern 

society. 

 

T.B Naik has given the following features of tribes in Indian context:-  

1. A tribe should have least functional interdependence within the 

community.  

2. It should be economically backward (i.e. primitive means of 

exploiting natural resources, tribal economy should be at an 

underdeveloped stage and it should have multifarious economic 

pursuits).  

3. There should be a comparative geographical isolation of its 

people.  

4. They should have a common dialect.  

5. Tribes should be politically organized and community panchayat 

should be influential.  

6. A tribe should have customary laws. 

 

Naik argues that for a community to be a tribe it should possess all 
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the above mentioned characteristics that means a very high level of 

acculturation with outside society debars it from being a tribe. Thus 

the term ‘tribe’ usually denotes a social group bound together by kin 

and duty and associated with a particular territory. 

 

Mandelbaum mentions the following characteristics of Indian tribes:-  

1. Kinship as an instrument of social bonds.  

2. A lack of hierarchy among men and groups.  

3. Absence of strong, complex, formal organization.  

4. Communitarian basis of land holding.  

5. Segmentary character.  

6. Little value on surplus accumulation on the use of capital and 

on market trading  

7. Lack of distinction between form and substance of religion  

8. A distinct psychological bent for enjoying life.  

 

Thus, the tribe inhabits and remains within definite and common 

topography. The members of a tribe possess a consciousness of 

mutual unity. The members of the tribe speak a common language. 

The members generally marry into their own group but now due to 

increased contact with outsiders there are instances of tribal marrying 

outside as well. The tribes believe in ties of blood relationship between 

its members. They have faith in their having descended from a 

common, real or mythical, ancestor and hence believe in blood 

relationships with other members. Tribes follow their own political 

organization which maintains harmony. Religion is of great 

importance in the tribe. The tribal political and social organization is 

based on religion because they are granted religious sanctity and 

recognition. 
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Conceptually a tribe is a territorial group, while a caste is a social 

group. When a tribe loses its territorial character, it takes the form of 

a caste. Due to isolation and negligible contacts with their more 

developed neighbours, tribals are comparatively less developed and 

less integrated in the national mainstream than the castes. 

 

Usually each tribe has its own language but it is not the case with a 

caste. A tribe never imposes restrictions on its members regarding the 

choice of occupation but a caste usually promotes hereditary 

occupations and the principle of birth. 

 

There are, however, borderline cases of ‘tribal castes’ also. A tribe like 

the Bhumis has been converted into a caste, preserving its original 

name and many of its characteristic customs, but modifying the 

animistic practices. According to Max Weber, tribe becomes caste with 

the loss of its territorial attachment. 

 

The tribes have segmentary, egalitarian system and are not mutually 

inter-dependent like the castes which show a system of stratification 

and organic solidarity. Members of a tribe have usually an equal 

access to land and other resources of the community. Equality or 

inequality varies from one tribe to another. In tribal view human 

beings, cosmos and the supernatural beings are not separate entities. 

 

There are scholars who believe that there is a continuum in Indian 

society incorporating the castes and the tribes. The term ‘tribe’ was 

introduced in India by the colonial writers in the last quarter of the 

last century. The terms for the tribe in some of the tribal languages 

given in the parentheses, such as, Bodo (jat, jati), Dimasa (jati), Garo 
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(jat), Tripuri (jaiti), Khasi (jaid), Konyak Naga (jat), Phom Naga (jat), 

Zeliang Naga (jati), Kabui Naga (jati), Santal (jat, jati), Ho (jati, patki) 

and Kurukh (jat, jait, jaypuy, khut) confirm the statement. Different 

communities often considered them to be the castes. Even the colonial 

writers were not very clear about the ‘Caste-Tribe’ divide. The 

boundary line between the two remained blurred and the two terms 

were often interchangeably used.  

 

The monographs on the various communities studied the castes and 

the tribes together. Some of the publications of the kind were:- 

“The Tribes and Castes of Bengal” by H.H. Risley 

“Castes and Tribes of Southern India” by E. Thurston and K. 

Rangachari 

“Cochin Tribes and Castes” by L.K.A. Krishna Iyer 

“Hindu Tribes and Castes” by M.A. Sherring 

“Tribes and Castes of Bombay” by R.E. Enthoven 

“Tribes and Castes of Rajasthan” and “Tribes and Castes of Madras 

Presidency” by Sherring “Tribes and Castes of the Central Provinces of 

India” by R.V. Russel and Hira Lal 

“Tribes and Castes of the North-Western India” by William Crooke 

 

Anthropologists have differed on the question relating to tribe and 

caste. According to Ghurye, “tribal people are backward Hindus 

differing only in degrees from the other segments of Hindu society.” 

Elwin argued for the recognition of separate social and cultural 

identity of tribal people. According to Andre Beteille, there are certain 

commonly observed differences between tribes and castes. The tribes 

are relatively isolated as to the castes. They are world within itself 

having few externalities. Tribes speak a variety of dialects which 
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separate them from non tribes. They follow their own religion and 

practices which are not common in Hinduism. Language is a criterion 

of difference as tribes speak their local dialect for example Mundas 

and Oraons of Chota Nagpur speak different dialects but Bhumij have 

lost their tribal dialect and speak dominant language of the area.  

 

According to N.K. Bose, there are many similarities in customs 

between tribes and castes and they are interdependent. Marriage 

within the clan is forbidden both in the tribe as well as in the caste. 

Both generally don't encourage marriage outside the group. According 

to Herbert Risley, the convention of endogamy is not rigidly enforced 

in the tribe where as such is the case in a tribe. Max Weber writes in 

“Social Structure” that when an Indian tribe loses its territorial 

significance it assumes the form of an Indian caste. In this way the 

tribe is a local group whereas caste is a social group. 

  

In caste individuals generally pursue their own definite occupations 

because functions are divided under the caste system. In the tribe 

individuals can indulge in whatever profession they prefer as there is 

no fixed relation between them and occupation. The tribes in India 

have been influenced by certain traditions of the communities around 

them. Major neighboring community in all the areas has always been 

Hindus. As a result from the very period there have been several 

points of contact between the Hindus of the area and tribal 

communities living within it. The numerous castes among Hindus 

have emerged out of the tribal stratums. 

 

Thus, According to Bailey, tribe and caste should be viewed as 

continuum as he seeks to make distinction between caste and tribe 
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not in terms of totality of behavior but in more limited way in relation 

to the political economic system. 

 

Characteristics of Village Society 

 

Village habitations have been an enduring feature of all human 

societies from the very dawn of human civilization and the idea of the 

village has occupied an important place in India. It has been one of 

the core categories through which India has been imagined and 

imaged in modern times. It has preserved Indian culture and has its 

own social, cultural, economic and political importance. It has 

retained some of its individual features despite the passage of time. 

 

According to M.N. Srinivas, “The studies of village communities which 

are currently being carried out in the different parts of the country 

would provide the future historian with a vast body of facts about 

rural social life, facts collected not by travelers in a hurry, but by men 

who are trained to observe keenly and accurately. These studies 

constitute therefore valuable contributions to the social, political, 

economic and religious history of our country.” 

 

The study of Indian Rural Society has helped in developing certain 

analytical categories. Srinivas has pointed toward a social process, 

which he termed as Sanskritization, through which the lower castes 

try to bring about changes in their life-ways to obtain greater ritual 

purity, and thereby attain a higher status in the ritual hierarchy of 

castes. Marriott discovered the processes of Universalization and 

Parochialization which explain the complexity of Indian civilization 
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and the communication channels that exist between the Great and 

Little traditions of the country. 

 

S.C. Dube suggests that “the concepts of Great and Little Traditions, 

Sanskritization, and universalization and parochialization offer us a 

good starting point, and from here we should build step by step a 

series of hypotheses and concepts that would ultimately lead to 

meaningful generalizations regarding the structure and processes of 

Indian society.” He says, “The structural-functional and themal 

approaches provide us with more or less satisfactory conceptual tools 

for the study of village communities. Robert Redfield’s ‘folk-urban 

continuum’ provides one such conceptual framework.” Redfield brings 

out the idea that folk societies gradually transform themselves into 

village communities and isolate themselves from the ideal types. 

 

In India, both sociologists and anthropologists are jointly exploring 

the village community with a largely common methodology. In the 

year 1955, Dube’s Indian Village, Majumdar’s Rural Profiles (ed.), 

Marriot’s Village India (ed.), and Srinivas’ India’s Villages (ed.) were 

the major publications. An Introduction to Rural Sociology in India, an 

anthology edited by A.R. Desai, appeared in a revised and enlarged 

version in the year 1959. 

 

Yogesh Atal points out that “every village has a distinct ‘personality’ of 

its own. It has its distinctive structure, network of kinship-affiliations, 

caste-composition and dominance, and leadership patterns. The 

south Indian village is different in many respects from a north Indian 

village.” 
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On “village studies” in India, Prof. Ramkrishna Mukherjee suggests 

that there is the need to take up these studies from the perspective 

formulated and interpreted by cultural and social anthropologists and 

sociologists and we may also note the distinct importance of 

portraying the peculiar and specific way of life of a village. Prof. 

Mukherjee emphasizes that the merit of “village studies” usually 

conducted by social anthropologists and sociologists cannot be denied 

but the point remains that the two streams of “village studies” 

carrying the imprint of economists or social anthropologists or 

sociologists must meet at relevant sites. He maintains that until and 

unless the “economic” and “social” perspectives towards “village 

studies” meet at critical points, it is not possible to obtain a composite 

understanding of village life and a balanced view of the dynamics of 

village society. 

 

The special features of villages in India include the following: 

1. Agriculture: It is the dominant mode of occupation. Agriculture 

is not only a mode of production, but also a way of life. It 

influences the entire gamut of relationships in rural setting. 

Although a small section of the people earn their livelihood from 

non-agricultural occupations, their occupations are indirectly 

connected with agriculture. Agricultural economy is the main 

basis of village economy. 

2. Joint Family: One of the most remarkable features of village life 

in India is the existence of joint families. Although joint families 

are also found in urban areas, their importance as a social and 

cultural institution is greater in village communities. 

3. Caste System: It has always been the foundation of Indian 

village community. Social interaction, ritual performance, 
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occupations, and other things are affected to a large extent by 

caste norms. It is the main form of social stratification in village 

life even today. 

4. Jajmani System: It refers to a system of social, cultural and 

economic ties between different caste families. Each village was 

divided into two broader groups – jajmans and service provider 

castes. The service providers were usually paid in kind and/or 

cash. Extra remuneration was customarily paid on auspicious 

occasions and festivals. This relation of jajmani ties was 

supposed to bind various caste families into a hereditary and 

permanent relationship. Land owning jajmans came from upper 

castes like Brahmans, Rajputs, Patels, Patnaiks, Marathas, 

Reddys, Lingayats, Nayars etc. while the service provider castes 

came from middle and lower level castes like Nais, Kumhar, 

Lohar, Sonar, Barhi, Tamoli, Dhobi etc. 

5. Calendar: In most villages people organize their time according 

to traditional Indian calendars, which are intimately linked with 

their socio-cultural and religious life. The English calendar may 

be kept in addition to the traditional calendars but it is rarely 

used in daily life. 

6. Community Sentiment: This is usually very strong among the 

members of a village, since the relationship among the members 

is face-to-face, direct, intimate and personal. 

7. Simplicity of Living: It is an important feature of village life. 

Crimes and deviant behavior like theft, murder, misconduct etc. 

are minimal as there is close contact among the villagers. They 

are god-fearing and tradition bound. They are not much affected 

by the glamour of urban communities and lead a simple life. 
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Their behavior and activities are strictly governed by rural 

customs, mores, folkways etc. 

8. Poverty and Illiteracy: These co-exist in rural India since long. 

Uneconomic land holdings, barren and fragmented lands result 

in poor productivity. As a result, a large percentage of villagers 

live below the poverty line and lack even basic amenities. Basic 

civic amenities, medical facilities, transport and communication 

facilities are remotely available. Despite a number of government 

schemes and rural development efforts, poverty persists in rural 

areas and productivity of agriculture and other economic 

activities in villages continues to be low. 

9. Less Intensity in Mobility and Social Change: It is a striking 

feature of most village communities in India. Change of 

occupation is not easily possible. Being conservative in nature, 

orthodox in their beliefs, values and traditions, most villagers 

are not quick to accept change or reform. Thus, the processes of 

social mobility and social change in rural India have been very 

slow. 

10. Rigidity of Social Control is thin: The primary institutions, 

e.g. family, caste, religion etc. play a significant role in 

exercising informal social control, which is very strong and 

direct. Observance of these informal rules becomes obligatory 

for members. There is little chance of any violation, and any 

such deviation is severely criticized and punished by the people 

through their village Panchayats. 

 

Today, the Indian village communities are very well in contact with the 

outside world, mainly through electioneering and access to the 



Anil Kumar, Assistant Professor of Sociology, Central University of Kashmir (anilkumar@cukashmir.ac.in) 
23 

various media of mass communication. This has resulted into the rise 

of their political consciousness and democratic rights. 

 

Difference between Rural Society and Urban Society 

 

Long back Charles Metcalfe commented that Indian villages are “a 

self-contained little republic,” meaning thereby that Indian villages are 

self-sufficient and they have adequate resources to fulfill their daily 

needs. S.C. Dube is of the view that this is not a tenable proposition. 

The villages from the ancient times had always been depending on 

towns for many things like, salt, bangles, and things of daily use. 

Towns on the other hand were dependent on villages for man-power, 

food grains and other raw materials. Thus, we see that both rural and 

urban societies of India are inter-dependent and inter-related, which 

means one cannot function without the other. 

 

Though urban centers are inseparably related to rural areas (it is 

difficult to demarcate where a village ends and a city begins), yet a 

distinction is always made between the two. Sorokin and Zimmerman 

have summarized the differences between rural world and urban 

world on the basis of following characteristics of both: 

1. Occupation: In the rural community, there is totality of 

cultivators and their families along with a few representatives of 

several non-agricultural pursuits. Whereas in urban world, 

totality of people engaged principally in manufacturing 

mechanical pursuits, trade, commerce, professions, governing, 

and other non-agricultural occupations. 

2. Environment: Rural society has direct relationship to nature. 

There is predominance of nature over anthro-social 
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environment. In urban society there is greater isolation from 

nature because of predominance of human-made environment 

over natural. 

3. Size of Community: In rural areas there are open farms or small 

communities, “agriculturalism” and size of community are 

negatively correlated. As a rule in the same country and at the 

same period, the size of urban community is much larger than 

the rural community. In other words, urbanity and size of 

community are positively correlated. 

4. Density of Population: In the same country and at the same 

period the density of population is lower in rural than in urban 

community. 

5. Heterogeneity and Homogeneity of the Population: Compared 

with urban populations (more heterogenous), rural communities 

are more homogeneous in racial and psychological traits. 

6. Social Differentiation and Stratification: Differentiation and 

stratification is less in rural areas and more in the urban world. 

7. Mobility: Territorial, occupational and other forms of social 

mobility of the population are comparatively less intensive in the 

rural world. Normally the migration current carries more 

individuals from the country to the city whereas only in the 

periods of social catastrophe is the migration from the city to the 

country greater than from the country to the city. Urban world 

is more intensive which means urbanity and mobility are 

positively correlated. 

8. System of Interaction: There are less numerous contacts per 

person in the rural world. Narrower areas of the interaction 

system of its members and the whole aggregate. More prominent 

part is occupied by primary contacts. Predominance of personal 
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and relatively durable relations. Comparative simplicity and 

sincerity of relations. “Individual is interacted as a person.” 

There are more numerous contacts in the urban world along 

with wider areas of interaction system per individual and per 

aggregate, predominance of secondary contacts, impersonal 

casual and short-lived relations, greater complexity, 

manifoldedness, superficiality and standardized formality of 

relations. Person is interacted as a “number” and “address”. 

 

The main features of rural-urban divides in Indian context can be 

discussed under the following headings: 

 

1. Social Organization 

In villages the joint family usually corresponds with the joint 

household. This, however, is not the case in urban centers. In cities, 

the members of a joint family usually prefer nuclear households. The 

kinship networks may be used in political or economic spheres but in 

the private lives of the members the family bond is usually weak.  

In India ‘marriage’ is regarded as an indissoluble and irrevocable 

bond. It is a religious sacrament. In the rural areas inter-caste 

marriages are rare. In urban areas inter-caste marriages, love 

marriages and late marriages are gradually on the rise. 

In rural society ‘neighborhood’ is based on mutual help, 

community sentiment and “we” feeling. In most urban areas, people 

are often not concerned with their next-door neighbor. There is lack of 

co-operation and sympathy due to rise of individualism, self-interest 

and competitiveness of a mechanical kind. In rural life, social ranking 

is based on caste. In urban life, on the other hand, castes may co-

exist but it is the class differentiation that is predominant. 
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2. Social Relationship and Interaction 

In rural society, relationships are governed by primary groups. 

They are personal, informal and permanent. Competition is less 

intense as they are fearful and complacent about fate. In urban 

society, individual relationships are mostly formal and impersonal. 

Community force is weak and there is great individual freedom. 

 

3. Social Mobility 

Occupational and social mobility in villages is governed by the 

rigidity of the caste system. Urban society emphasizes achievement 

rather than ascription of status. Greater vertical and horizontal 

mobility promotes alternative opportunities within the urban 

structures. Status is determined more by class rather than by birth. 

 

4. Social Control 

In rural society, social control is exercised through informal means 

like folkways, mores, norms, taboos, ridicule etc. Deviance is checked 

by threat of caste panchayats or village panchayat. In the urban 

society, mere public opinion, informal forces and moral mechanisms 

cannot ensure order. 

Urban society is so complex that social control is devised by 

specialists, enacted by legislators, integrated by law courts and 

enforced by police. Social control in urban life is restorative more than 

preventive. 

 

5. Social Change 

In villages, there is little innovation due to lack of opportunities 

and specialization. In urban centers, innovations, adaptations and 

imitations are more due to wide exposure and opportunities. Such 
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changes are promoted by the government structures and sustained by 

urban institutions. 

 

6. Cultural Life 

There is cultural unity in villages. Common values and group 

norms are reinforced through festivals, rituals, age-old customs and 

traditions. Even today, Indian villages are agents of Indian culture 

and units of Indian civilization. They still operate with the traditional 

Indian calendar. In urban society, on the other hand, cultural 

patterns have undergone a qualitative change. Cultural life is 

heterogeneous, individualistic, flexible and dynamic. 

 

7. Economic Life 

Agriculture is the predominant mode of occupation in rural areas. 

It also includes agro-based cottage industries and cattle breeding. 

Cash crops, food processing and artisanal products also generate 

occupations and income in rural India. However, the average 

consumption level of people is quite low on account of low level of 

income and frugal life style. In urban society, technological 

developments are the catalysts of change. There is better scope of 

employment as there is literacy, mobility, specialization and division 

of labour. Urbanites have often more than one source of income. They 

are engaged more often in the industrial and service sectors. The 

urban emphasis on techno-material aspects, influenced further by the 

forces of westernization and modernization has promoted a culture in 

India which measures the worth of a person on the basis of her or his 

income and lifestyle with little regard to the sources of income. This, 

among other factors, has generated pockets of black economy in 

urban centers. 
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Thus, it is clear that there are many differences between the rural and 

urban communities. But it has to be remembered that they cannot be 

put into watertight compartments. There is continuity as well as 

contrast between the rural and urban communities. 

 

S.C. Dube has tried to present the rural-urban divides and linkages in 

contemporary India. While India is known as a land of villages, it also 

has an ancient tradition of urban centers. If the village has been an 

arena of co-operation, it has also witnessed conflicts. Recognized as a 

unit of development, the village now has several formal statutory 

institutions like the cities. Political parties have their agents in both 

the villages as well as in towns. The village like the town is not a 

corporate group. It has an identity, fixed limits (revenue and forests) 

and shared resources like wells and tanks. It may also have temples, 

mosques, churches, and gurudwaras. Most jatis have some craft or 

occupation linked to them. But all members of the caste need not 

follow that craft or occupation. In addition, there are some 

occupations that are ‘open’, i.e., they can be taken up by any one 

irrespective of her or his jati. 

 

There are regular economic, ritual, political, and social transactions 

between villagers and townspeople. While jati panchayats do not exist 

in urban areas as they do in village communities, new caste 

association have emerged in larger cities. Some of these caste 

associations are regional, and others are of an all-India character. 

Market relations have replaced Jajmani relations in urban centers. 
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In the process of change, villages are better connected now with each 

other and with urban areas. If traditional villages and traditional 

towns and cities were complementary units of Indian civilization now 

contemporary villages and urban centers are complementary units of 

the Indian state. In the traditional Indian civilization towns or cities 

were not superior centers in comparison to village communities. Both 

had different functions. The village represented the perfection of 

Indian culture and the towns were either administrative units or 

religious centers or commercial transaction points. Towns were 

instrumental organs to support, supply and maintain the needs of 

Indian culture perfected in the villages. This, however, is not the case 

with contemporary Indian villages. Now, villages are the suppliers of 

food, labourers and raw materials to urban centers. 
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