
THROUGH THE LENS OF CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY202

Stratification may also arise due to the need for specialization of roles and 
more complex tasks. Thus, individuals with certain specialized occupations will have 
access to resources that others do not. In addition, as societies grow, they require 
management of resources and people. A higher population size correlates with 
more managers and bureaucracy, which in turn produces greater social inequality.

Depending on the society and how it is structured, social hierarchies may or may 
not allow social mobility, that is, the ability to move upward, or downward, within 
the system. There are two basic types of social stratification: class and caste. Class 
stratification is based upon differences in wealth and status. Through a combination 
of work and opportunity, members of one class can move up into a higher class, or 
they can lose their status and move downward. This is referred to as achieved status 
because it is based on personal actions.

In the United States, for instance, a person may be able to move from one class 
to another based on hard work, resulting in higher income and status. This is the 
model of the “American Dream” that many immigrants aspire to reach. In reality, 
it is much harder to rise through the system, since one’s cultural and physical envi-
ronments play a large part in determining opportunities.

Caste, on the other hand, is a hierarchical system based on birth. The caste 
system doesn’t allow movement from one group to another. Individuals’ status in 
society is ascribed, or fixed at birth, and can’t be changed. Caste may dictate a 
person’s social standing, occupation, and who they may marry.

The Hindu caste system is one such hereditary ranking system that separates 
people into categories based on their birth into a particular set of occupations. 
There are four major varnas or divisions—Brahmin (priests), Kshatriyas (warriors 
and rulers), Vaisyas (merchants, farmers, and craftspeople), and Shudras (laborers 
and servants)—and a category outside of the system called Dalits (untouchables). 
The caste system in India was outlawed after India’s independence from Britain 

TABLE 9.1

Comparison of Class and Caste

Class Caste

Determined by wealth and status 
(achieved status)

Determined by birth 
(ascribed status)

Allows social mobility Does not allow social mobility

Influences occupation  
and marriage

Determines occupation 
(to an extent) and marriage
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