
 
 

  

INDIAN 
SOCIETY 



1 
www.lotusarise.com 

Contents 
Salient Features of Indian Society ............................................................................................................ 4 

Salient Features of Indian Society ................................................................................................................................ 4 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................................................ 27 

Gender in Indian Society ............................................................................................................................ 28 

Reform Movements: A Historical Account .......................................................................................................... 28 

Role of Women ...................................................................................................................................................................... 32 

Participation in Work: A Critical Perspective ..................................................................................................... 37 

Issues Concerning Women ............................................................................................................................................ 39 

Constitutional and Statutory Provisions ................................................................................................................ 51 

Institutions ................................................................................................................................................................................ 54 

National Policy for Women ............................................................................................................................................ 55 

Women Development ...................................................................................................................................................... 57 

Sex and Gender ..................................................................................................................................................................... 59 

Global Advocacy for Women ........................................................................................................................................ 59 

MDG and SDG: Goals for Women ............................................................................................................................. 60 

Government Schemes for Women .......................................................................................................................... 62 

Women’s Organization ..................................................................................................................................................... 66 

Transgender ............................................................................................................................................................................. 68 

Population and Associated Issues ......................................................................................................... 76 

India: Population and Dynamics ................................................................................................................................ 78 

Causes of High Population ............................................................................................................................................. 94 

Effects of Overpopulation ............................................................................................................................................... 94 

Demography: A Dividend or Disaster ..................................................................................................................... 96 

Population and Poverty ................................................................................................................................................ 100 

Population Control ............................................................................................................................................................. 101 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................................................. 106 

Poverty and Developmental Issues ...................................................................................................... 107 

Poverty in India: A Historical Account .................................................................................................................. 107 

Causes of Poverty ............................................................................................................................................................... 108 

Poverty Measurement ....................................................................................................................................................... 114 

Multidimensional Poverty ............................................................................................................................................. 116 



2 
www.lotusarise.com 

Poverty and Associated Issues ..................................................................................................................................... 117 

Impact on Development of India ............................................................................................................................ 120 

Growth and Development ............................................................................................................................................. 121 

Globalisation and Poverty: A Critical Perspective ......................................................................................... 125 

Politics of Poverty: Povertarianism ......................................................................................................................... 126 

Government Efforts to Eradicate Poverty ........................................................................................................... 127 

Government Efforts: A Critical Analysis ............................................................................................................... 139 

Eradication of Poverty ..................................................................................................................................................... 140 

Alternative Model of Poverty Alleviation ............................................................................................................. 142 

Urbanization in India .................................................................................................................................. 145 

Social Effects of Urbanization in India ................................................................................................................. 146 

Globalisation and Indian Society ........................................................................................................... 153 

Globalisation and Indian Society: Various Perspectives ........................................................................... 153 

Effects of Globalisation: India ..................................................................................................................................... 155 

Impact on Institutions......................................................................................................................................................157 

Impact on Sections ............................................................................................................................................................175 

Globalisation of Culture ................................................................................................................................................. 187 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................................................. 192 

Communalism .............................................................................................................................................. 194 

Steps to Curb Communalism ................................................................................................................................... 202 

Religious Fundamentalism ........................................................................................................................................ 205 

Regionalism .................................................................................................................................................. 207 

Causes of Regionalism ................................................................................................................................................... 209 

Impact of Regionalism in India ................................................................................................................................. 214 

Unity and Territorial Integrity ..................................................................................................................................... 215 

Demand for Regional Autonomy and States Politics ................................................................................. 217 

Efforts to Address Regionalism ................................................................................................................................ 218 

Secularism ..................................................................................................................................................... 224 

Constitutional Mandate ................................................................................................................................................. 224 

Sarva Dharma Sambhavah ......................................................................................................................................... 226 

Models of Secularism ...................................................................................................................................................... 227 

Hindrances to Secularism ........................................................................................................................................... 230 

Government Efforts ........................................................................................................................................................... 231 



3 
www.lotusarise.com 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................................................. 232 

Social Empowerment ............................................................................................................................... 233 

Social Discrimination and Exclusion ..................................................................................................................... 233 

Social Exclusion in India ............................................................................................................................................... 235 

The Paradox of exclusion .............................................................................................................................................. 237 

Empowerment .................................................................................................................................................................... 238 

Social Movements in India ...................................................................................................................... 240 

Farmers movement in India ...................................................................................................................................... 240 

Women’s Movement ........................................................................................................................................................ 242 

Dalit Movement .................................................................................................................................................................. 245 

 

  



4 
www.lotusarise.com 

Salient Features of Indian Society 
 

Indian society is distinguished for its capacity for tolerance and acceptance, as well as 
its social cohesion, which makes it exceptional in its ability to preserve its 
culture. The preamble of the constitution places a strong emphasis on the importance of 
brotherhood, making it a responsibility that falls on every citizen. 

Indian society is extensively diverse in cultural and regional aspects and it is pertinent 
that it is posited in each individual the realization of ideas and objectives in the Preamble 
concerning every other individual. 

India from ancient times has thrived to create a nationality that is neither governed by 
universalism nor by exclusivity to its interest groups. The multi-cultural conundrum is a 
salient feature of Indian society that has been a boon and a bane over the history of the 
country. 

India’s long and sustained civilizations across the ages makes it a unique society. The 
very diversity on all accounts from geography to religion to language to caste to custom to 
cuisine to ethnicity etc., make it truly vibrant and vivid. Such myriad magnitudes of 
diversities pose both challenges and opportunities. Nevertheless, the very core character of 
Indianness such as tolerance for pluralism and multiculturalism make it truly distinct from 
other civilizations. 

India has been the land of immigrants and invaders from across the world which has 
resulted in infusion of diverse cultures to this land which in turn made India an 
integrated society. It can be seen in terms of its depiction as “salad bowl model” unlike 
“melting pot” of the west society. The call of “Vasudhaiv Kutumbkam”, “Sarva Dharma 
Sambhavah” and “golden mean” in all dealing make Indian society most welcoming when 
there is increasing case of “clash of civilization” across the globe. 

Indian despite a glorious past has now become a “prismatic society” (sandwiched 
between traditional and modern). There is simultaneous existence of poverty and 
opulence, ascetic spiritualism and filthy materialism. Indian society being in transition 
bears impact of external forces like globalization differentially. 

Indian society comprises people living in rural, urban, tribal setting and all sections who 
carry the ethos of Indianness. As India itself is a multi-colored canvas of multiple 
identities, diverse custom, costume, cuisine, color, creed, caste etc., bound by another 
“C” called consensus, its societal feature would be filled with peculiarities. 

Salient Features of Indian Society 

It is rather difficult to make pointers on what are the features of the Indian society as the 
essence of Indian society lies in harboring diverse and distinct identities, ethnicities, 
languages, religions, and culinary preferences. 
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Indian society is a sum total of all microcosmic societies existing in its lap which may be 
as diverse as from an Islandic tribe Andaman Nicobar living in primitive area to ultra-
modern coterie of metropolitan Mumbai. People living in hill areas may have distinctly 
different societal set up than patriarchal big swath of rural setting. Such idiosyncrasies 
make Indian society very complex. Nevertheless, prominent features across the societal 
spectrum can be highlighted as following: 

• Caste System 
• Religious Diversity 
• Linguistic Diversity 
• Ethnic and Racial Diversity 
• Orthodoxy/Superstition 
• Transitional Society 
• Family and Kinship System 
• Tribal Society 
• Art and Culture 
• Geography as a unit of diversity 
• Philosophical/ldeological diversity 
• Tolerance, love and compassion 
• Interdependence 
• Unity In Diversity 
• The balance between spiritualism and materialism 
• The balance between Individualism and collectivism 
• Co-existence of traditionalism and modernity 
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Caste System 
Out of two main forms of social stratification in the Indian society-caste and class – caste 
was the prominent agency of social mobility. It decides largely the position that a man 
occupies in society. It is so entrenched in the Indian psyche that it is one of the lead 
determiners of one’s sociopolitical as well as economic activity. 

Ironically the term ‘Caste’ itself is not an Indian one, coming from the Portuguese ‘Casta’ 
meaning, ‘race’ or ‘pure stock’. Indians, themselves, have no single term for describing the 
caste system as a whole but use a variety of words referring to different aspects of it, the 
two main ones being Varna and Jati. 

A caste is an endogamous group, or collection of endogamous groups, bearing a common 
name, membership of which is hereditary; imposing on its members certain restrictions in 
the matters of social intercourse; either following a common traditional occupation or 
claiming a common origin and generally regarded as forming a single homogeneous 
community. Although it started as natural division of occupational groups, it eventually 
upon receiving the religious sanction, become solidified into the existing caste system. It is 
closely bound up with the Hindu belief in rebirth; individuals who fail to abide by the rituals 
and duties of their caste, it is believed, will be reborn in an inferior position in their next 
incarnation. 

Characteristics 

This system had some characteristic elements, which are as follows: 

Rigidity: Its first distinguishing feature is its absolute rigidity and immobility. People who 
follow the caste system believe that an individual dies in the same caste in which he/she is 
born and it is the caste that determines his/her status in life, e.g untouchable remain pre- 
occupied with manual scavenging 

Restrictions on Commensality: The caste system survived for millennia due to its 
injunctions on commensality (eating and drinking) among people of different castes. This 
restriction was upheld by religious scriptures. E.g brahmin can’t take food from 
untouchables 

Endogamy: The practice of marrying within the same caste, is another important element 
which helped its sustenance over the years. The practice is so entrenched in the psyche of 
people in India that inter-caste marriages are still a rarity in the present times. E.g- 
prevalence of matrimonial ads. The violation of the rule of endogamy often leads to 
ostracism, loss of caste and honour killings. 

Hierarchical: The caste structure of the Indian society is hierarchical or system of 
subordination held together by the relations of superiority and inferiority. At the apex of 
which are Brahmins and at the lowest rung are the shudras. 

Untouchability: The most abominable feature of the caste system was the practice of 
untouchability: people belonging to shudras/ Ati-shudras groups were forced to maintain 
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distance from the people of the higher castes e.g shudras were not allowed to take water 
from the same well in a village 

Historical Trajectory of Caste 

Ancient Period: 

• The four Varna classification is roughly three thousand years old. However, the ‘caste 
system’ stood for different things in different time periods, so that it is misleading to 
think of the same system continuing for three thousand years. In its earliest phase, in 
the late Vedic period roughly between 900 — 500 BC, the caste system was really a 
Varna system and consisted of only four major divisions. These divisions were not very 
elaborate or very rigid, and they were not determined by birth. Movement across the 
categories seems to have been not only possible but quite common. It is only in the 
post Vedic period that caste became the rigid institution that is familiar to us from 
well known definitions. 

Colonial Times: 

• The present form of caste as a social institution has been shaped very strongly by 
both the colonial period as well as the rapid changes that have come about in 
independent India. Initially, the British administrators began by trying to understand 
the complexities of caste in an effort to learn how to govern the country efficiently. 
Some of these efforts took the shape of very methodical and intensive surveys and 
reports on the ‘customs and manners’ of various tribes and castes all over the 
country. 

• First begun in the 1860s, the census became a regular ten-yearly exercise conducted 
by the British Indian government from 1881onwards. The 1901 Census under the 
direction of Herbert Risley was particularly important as it sought to collect 
information on the social hierarchy of caste -i.e., the social order of precedence in 
particular regions, as to the position of each caste in the rank order. This effort had a 
huge impact on social perceptions of caste and hundreds of petitions were 
addressed to the Census Commissioner by representatives of different castes 
claiming a higher position in the social scale and offering historical and scriptural 
evidence for their claims. This kind of direct attempt to count caste and to officially 
record caste status changed the institution itself. Before this kind of intervention, 
caste identities had been much more fluid and less rigid; once they began to be 
counted and recorded, caste began to take on a new life. 

• Secondly, the land revenue settlements and related arrangements and laws served 
to give legal recognition to the customary (caste-based) rights of the upper castes. 
These castes now became land owners in the modern sense rather than feudal 
classes with claims on the produce of the land, or claims to revenue or tribute of 
various kinds. Large scale irrigation schemes like the ones in the Punjab were 
accompanied by efforts to settle populations there, and these also had a caste 
dimension 

• Apart from this, for the welfare of downtrodden castes, the Government of India Act 
of 1935 was passed which gave legal recognition to the lists or ‘schedules’ of castes 



8 
www.lotusarise.com 

and tribes marked out for special treatment by the state. This is how the terms 
‘Scheduled Tribes’ and the ‘Scheduled Castes’ came into being. Castes at the bottom 
of the hierarchy that suffered severe discrimination, including all the so-called 
‘untouchable’ castes, were included among the Scheduled Castes. 

Post Independence: 

• Indian Independence in 1947 marked a big, but ultimately only partial break with the 
colonial past.In pre-independence period Caste considerations had inevitably played 
a role in the mass mobilisations of the nationalist movement. Efforts to organise the 
“depressed classes” initiative taken from both ends of the caste spectrum – by upper 
caste progressive reformers as well as by members of the lower castes such as 
Mahatma Jotiba Phule and Babasaheb Ambedkar in western India, Ayyankali, Sri 
Narayana Guru, lyotheedass and Periyar (E. V . Ramaswamy Naickar) in the South. 
Both Mahatma Gandhi and Babasaheb Ambedkar began organising protests against 
untouchability from the1920s onwards. Anti-untouchability programmes became a 
significant part of the Congress agenda so that, by the time Independence was on 
the horizon, there was a broad agreement across the spectrum of the nationalist 
movement to abolish caste distinctions. The dominant view in the nationalist 
movement was to treat caste as a social evil and as a colonial ploy to divide Indians. 
But the nationalist leaders, above all, Mahatma Gandhi, were able to simultaneously 
work for the upliftment of the lowest castes, advocate the abolition of untouchability 
and other caste restrictions, and, at the same time, reassure the landowning upper 
castes that their interests, too, would be looked after. 

• The post-Independence Indian state inherited and reflected these contradictions. On 
the one hand, the state was committed to the abolition of caste and explicitly wrote 
this into the Constitution. On the other hand, the state was both unable and 
unwilling to push through radical reforms which would have undermined the 
economic basis for caste inequality. At yet another level, the state assumed that if it 
operated in a caste-blind manner, this would automatically lead to the undermining 
of caste based privileges and the eventual abolition of the institution. For example, 
appointments to government jobs took no account of caste, thus leaving thewell-
educated upper castes and the ill-educated or often illiterate lower castes to 
compete on “equal” terms. The only exception to this was in the form of reservations 
for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. In other words, in the decades 
immediately after Independence, the state did not make sufficient effort to deal with 
the fact that the upper castes and the lower castes were far from equal in economic 
and educational terms. 

• The development activity of the state and the growth of private industry also affected 
caste indirectly through the speeding up and intensification of economic change. 
Modern industry created all kinds of new jobs for which there were no caste rules. 
Urbanisation and the conditions of collective living in the cities made it difficult for 
the castesegregated patterns of social interaction to survive. At a different level, 
modern educated Indians attracted to the liberal ideas of individualism and 
meritocracy, began to abandon the more extreme caste practices. On the other 
hand, it was remarkable how resilient caste proved to be. Recruitment to industrial 
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jobs, whether in the textile mills of Mumbai (then Bombay), the jute mills of Kolkata 
(then 

• Calcutta), or elsewhere, continued to be organised along caste and kinship-based 
lines. Not surprisingly, it was in the cultural and domestic spheres that caste has 
proved strongest. Endogamy, or the practice of marrying within the caste, remained 
largely unaffected by modernisation and change. Perhaps, the most eventful and 
important sphere of change has been that of politics. From its very beginnings in 
independent India, democratic politics has been deeply conditioned by caste. Since 
the 1980s we have also seen the emergence of explicitly caste-based political parties. 
In the early general elections, it seemed as though caste solidarities were decisive in 
winning elections. 

Jajmani System 

• India has a remarkable tradition of inter-dependence which has kept it united for 
centuries. And , this is despite the fact that ours is a caste ridden society where there 
are practices of societal stratification. Such example is the Jajmani System or 
functional interdependence of various castes. Jajman or Yajman is the recipient of 
certain services. This system initially developed in the villages between the food 
producing families and the families which supported them with other goods and 
services. 

• The entire gamut of social order developed with Jajmani links with multiple types of 
payments and obligations. None of the caste was self sufficient and it depended for 
many things on other castes. Thus, each caste worked as a functional group and was 
linked with other caste via the mechanisms of Jajmani system. 

• Though Jajmani system represented the inter-linking of Hindu caste yet, in practice 
this system crossed the boundary of religion and provided linkages between 
different religions also. For example, Hindu’s dependence on Muslim weaver or 
washer man or Muslim’s dependence on Hindu trader / tailor / Goldsmith etc. is a 
manifestation of that mechanism only, though not called so. 

• However, various development like westernization, Globalisation, dilution of caste 
system, expansion of education and in turn employment have metamorphed 
Jajmani system transcending the traditional base of interdependence. 

Dominant Caste 

• ‘Dominant caste’ is a term used to refer to those castes which had a large population 
and were granted landrights by the partial land reforms effected after 
Independence. The land reforms took away rights from the erstwhile claimants, the 
upper castes who were ‘absentee landlords’ in the sense that they played no part in 
the agricultural economy other than claiming their rent. They frequently did not live 
in the village either, but were based in towns and cities. 

• These land rights now came to be vested in the next layer of claimants, those who 
were involved in the management of agriculture but were not themselves the 
cultivators. These intermediate castes in turn depended on the labour of the lower 
castes including specially the ‘untouchable’ castes for tilling and tending the land. 
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However, once they got land rights, they acquired considerable economic power. 
Their large numbers also gave them political power in the era of electoral democracy 
based on universal adult franchise. Thus, these intermediate castes became the 
‘dominant’ castes in the country side and played a decisive role in regional politics 
and the agrarian economy. Examples of such dominant castes include the Yadavs of 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, the Vokkaligas of Karnataka, the Reddys and Khammas of 
Andhra Pradesh, the Marathas of Maharashtra, the Jats of Punjab, Haryana 

Contemporary Trends 

The caste system in its attempts to adjust itself to the changed conditions of life, in the 
present timeshas assumed new roles. Besides, industrialization and urbanization, other 
factors such as Westernization. Sanskritisation, reorganization of Indian states, spread of 
education, socio-religious reforms, spatial and occupational mobility and growth of market 
economy have greatly affected the caste system. 

Caste Consciousness: Caste-consciousness of the members of caste groups has been 
increasing. Every caste wants to safeguard its interests. To achieve this end, castes have 
begun organizing themselves on the model of labor unions or caste association like jat 
mahasabha for demand of reservation 

Political Influence: Caste and politics have come to affect each other. Caste has become 
an inseparable aspect of our politics. In fact, it is tightening its hold on politics. Elections are 
fought more often on the basis of caste. Selections of candidates, voting analysis, selection 
of legislative party leaders, distribution of ministerial portfolios etc., are very much based on 
caste. Politics of each state in India is virtually the politics of confrontation of its ‘dominant 
castes’. E.g social engineering in election 

Constitutional Safeguards: The Constitutional safeguards to Scheduled Castes and Other 
Backward Classes (OBCs) have given a new lease of life to caste. These provisions have 
allowed certain sections to develop vested interests to permanently reap the benefits of 
reservation. The spurt in demand for reservation by various castes can be traced to these 
provisions and their effectiveness, e.g demand for reservation in promotion within 
government services. 

Sanskritisation and Westernization: Two important trends witnessed in caste system – the 
process of Sanskritisation and Westernization. The former refers to a process by which the 
lower castes tend to imitate the values, practices and the life-styles of some dominant 
upper castes, e.g., eschewing meat-eating, drinking liquor and animal sacrifice to their 
deities, in the belief that it would allow them to claim higher caste status. While the latter 
denotes a process in which the upper-caste people tend to mould their life-styles on the 
model of Westerners. According to M.N. Srinivas, “Westernisation” refers to 
“the changes brought about in the Indian society and culture as a result of over 150 years of 
British rule and the term subsumes changes occurring at different levels – technology, 
institutions, ideology and values.” 
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Reasons for Change in Caste System 

The caste system has undergone vast changes in modern times. Factors that contribute to 
the changes in the caste system are briefly examined here. 

Uniform Legal System: The British government introduced a uniform legal system, which 
was continued by democratic government after independence. The Constitution of India 
assures equality to all and declares the practice of untouchability, an intrinsic element of 
the caste system, unlawful. A uniform legal system based on the rule of law has been 
instrumental in changing the practice of caste system in the country. E.g article 17 talks 
about removal of untouchability 

Modern Education: The British introduced modern secular education in a uniform way 
throughout India. After independence educational facilities were extended to all the 
citizens, irrespective of their castes which has eroded the legitimacy of the caste system. 
E.g our present president is a dalit lawyer 

Industrialization and Urbanization: Due to industrialization number of non-agricultural 
job opportunities were created which has weakened the hold of land holding upper castes. 
People of different castes, classes and religions work together in factories, offices, 
workshops etc. which was unthinkable two centuries ago. Growth of cities has drawn 
people of all castes together and compelled them to stay together ignoring many of their 
caste restrictions., eg. Formation of DICCI by milind kamble and the rise of dalit capitalism 

Modern Transport and Communication System: Modern means of transport such as train, 
bus, ship, airplane, trucks etc, have been of great help for the movement of men and 
materials. Modern means of communication, such as, newspapers, post, telegraph, 
telephone, radio, television etc., have helped people to come out of the narrow world of 
caste. 

Freedom Struggle and Democracy: The freedom struggle waged against the British 
brought people from all the castes together to fight for a common cause. Moreover, 
establishment of Democratic form of government soon after Independence gave yet 
another blow to the caste by extending equal socioeconomic opportunities to all without 
any discrimination. e.g article 15 talks about equality in public employment. 

Non-Brahmin Movement: A movement against the Brahmin supremacy was launched by 
leaders like Jyotirao Phule in 1873. Similarly self respect movement by E. V . Ramasamy 
became popular in course of time particularly in the South. It created awareness among 
the lower castes and instilled in them the feeling of “self-respect”. 

 

Religious Diversity 

In a general sense religion is a set of beliefs, feelings, dogmas and practices that define the 
relations between human being and the sacred or divinity. India, over the centuries, has 
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witnessed the evolution of a number of religious tenets and people of various faiths from 
across the world have made it their homeland. Thus, it is a quintessential land of religious 
diversity where almost all the major religions of the world are practiced by their respective 
followers. 

Among the major religions in India are: Hinduism, Islam Christianity, Sikhism, Buddhism 
and Jainism. Zoroastrianism, Judaism and Bahaism are the religions with lesser following. 
At the same time the country is home to several indigenous faiths which have survived the 
influence of major religions for centuries and are holding the ground firmly. Regional con-
existence of diverse religious groups in the country makes it really unique. 

The Constitution of India recognizes the religious diversity of India and thus proclaims it to 
be a secular republic, guaranteeing freedom of practice and propagation of religion to all 
its citizens without any distinction. 

However, this religious diversity has posed constant challenges to the country in form of 
communalism and communal violence. Beginning during the British period, 
communalism is one of the greatest challenges to the country’s unity. 

 

Linguistic Diversity 

India is a polyglot country. There are around 1jj00 plus reported languages in India which 
are spoken as mother tongue. Many of them are tribal speeches spoken by less than one 
percent of the total population. According to a report of the Census Directorate, there are 
22 scheduled languages and 100 non-scheduled languages in the country, which are 
spoken by a large number of people one lakh or more. 

The constitutionally recognized languages belong to two linguistic families: Indo-Aryan and 
Dravidian. Malayalam, Kannada, Tamil and Telugu are the four major Dravidian languages. 
The languages of Indo-Aryan family are spoken by 75 percent of India’s total population 
while the languages of Dravidian family are spoken by 20 percent. This linguistic diversity 
notwithstanding, we have always had link languages, though it has varied from age to age. 
In ancient times it was Sanskrit, in medieval age it was Arabic or Persian and in present 
times we have Hindi and English. 

Language is one of the principal powerful symbols of identity in India. States in the Indian 
Union are demarcated on the basis of the principal language spoken. People are identified 
with certain linguistic, ethnic, religious or cultural groups through ones mother tongue. 
Moreover, language has been basis for many of the ethnic movements in the country. 

This linguistic diversity , however, poses a lot of challenges which keep surfacing in the 
form of demand of new sates based on language, regionalism, linguistic chauvinism and 
prominently Hindi has been found to be the eye of storm since Independence. 

 


