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Inequality as the Social Norm 

The Indian caste sysre .. :s perhaps tbe mosr extreme 
expression oC a rype 0[' socia l organization rJ1at vio­
lates the most revered principles on which modern 
\Vestern societies are based. Like the Egyptian divi­
sion between a noble and a commoner and the Greek 
division between a freeperson and a slave, the caste 
system rests on the ass umption thar humans are 
irtherently unequal and that their lot in Life is deter­
mined by the families and social strata into which rhey 
are born. The caste system, like the social systems of 
all other class ical civilizations, presum ed that social 
divisions were fJ.Xed and table and that people ought 
to be content with the station they had been alloncd 
at birth. 

Furthermore, ali classical social systems (with the 
partial excep ri on of the Greeks, at le ast in Athens) 
played down Lhe importance of the individual and 
stressed collective obligations and loyalties that were 
cemered in the family, extended kin groups, or 
broader occupational or social groups. FalTliJy or caste 
affiliation , not iQdividual am bition, determined a per ­
son's C<lrl:n goals and activities. 

All of Lhes ,.' LJ,-' p tions directl)' contradict some 
of tl1e West's mos t eh, rished CWTent beliefs. They run 
counter to one ( )f til!' mos t basic organizing princi­
ples o f modern Wester ,- ulrure, rooted in a cOOJ mit­
ment to equa lity of o pportunity. This principle is 
ensh.rined in E uropean nd American constitutions 
and legal systelns , tau gh t in \Vestero schools and 
churches, ar.d proclai med in \Vestcrn media. The 
beliefin human equality, or alleast equality oroppor­
tunitv, is one of rhe mos t important ideas that mod­
ern vVestem civilizatio n has exported to the peoples 
of Africa, fuia, and Laun America . 

The modern concer, of equality rests on two 
assu mptions. The first is that a person's place in soci­
et), should be determined nOr ily the class or family 
into which h.:: or sht: is born bLlt by personal acuons 
and qualities. The second is thaI' th e opportunity to 

ris(' '' or Ll ll--in soc ial srarlls should be open to 
everyone and pl'Otec te d by law. Some of ou r most 
cherished myths reflect these assumptions: that any ­
one ( an aspire to be presidenr of the United States , 
for example' , or rJut an ordinary person has the right 
to challenge l ile actions of the politically and eco­
nomicaily powerfuL 

Of co urse, equaliry is a social ideal rather than 
sometlling <l . T' , .\ society has achieved. No one 

pretends that aU humans an:, equal in intelligence or 
talent, and there are importaht barriers to equaliry of 
opportuniry. But the belief persis ts that all humans 
should have an equal chance; to better themsel ves by 
using the brains and ski lls they have. In the real 
world, ra ce, class, and gender diffcrences often favor 
some individuals over other,s, and laws and govern­
ment agencies often do not correct these inequ iues. 
But the citi zens of moden1 Western societies, and 
increasingl y the rest of the world, champion the prin­
ciples of equality ofopportll{1iry aIld the potential for 
social mobiliry as the just and natural bases for soci al 
organization and inreracuoq. 

However, what is just and natur'al for modern 
societies wou.ld have been incomprehensible in the 
classical age. In fact , most Human societies throug h 
most of human history h~ve been organized on 
assumptions that are much closer to those underlying 
the Indian caste sysrem than to those underlying mod­
ern Western norms . Ancien~ Egyptians or Greeks, or 
for that matter medieval Eutopeans or early modern 
Chinese, believed that cart;er possibilities, political 
power, and social privilegss should be sec by law 
according ro the position ofone's family in the social 
hierarch y. The Indian caste srructure was the most 
rigid and complex of the s~stems by wbich occupa­
tions, reso urces, and status were aLlotted. But all clas­
sical civiLizauons had similar social mechanisms that 
determined the obligations and privi.leges of ITH.:mbers 
of each social stratu ill . 

In some ways, cl assical Cbjnese and Greek soci­
eties provided exceptions w these general pa tterns. 
In China, people from lowly social origins could rise 
to positions of grear sta t ll.S and power, and well­
placed fami.lies could fallon hard umes and lose theu' 
gentry starus. But "rags to riches" success swries were 
the exception rar her man i the rule, and mobiliry 
between social stra ta was ['mited . In fact, Chinese 
th.inkers made much of the distinctions between th e 
scholar-gentry elite and th~ common people. 

Although some of the Greeks, particularly tite 
Athenians, developed the idea of equality for ali citi­
zens in a particular city- sta ~e , most of the people of 
these societie;; wet'e not ciuzcns, and many were slaves. 
By vi.rtue orchei.r birth the la~er were assigned Lives of 
servitude and often drudgery. Democratic p articipa­
tion and rJle ci1an<.:e to mak;e full use of their taien ts 
were limited to the free mal~s of the city-states. 
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In nearly all societies, these fixed socill hiel'a r­
chies were upheld by crcation myths and religio us 
beliefs that pl'Ociaimed tileir divine origins and the 
danger o f punishment if they were challenged, Elite 
thinkers stressed the importance of the established 
soci ,,! order to human peace and \Ve il -being; fulers 
we re duty bound to defend it. Few challenged the 
natLll'alness of the hierarchy itself; fewer still pmposed 
alternatives to it. Each person was expected to accept 
his or her p lace and LO concemrate 011 the dllues and 
obligations of that place I'ather than wor!")' about 
l'ights or personal desires. Males and females alike 
were required to subordinate their individ ual yearn­
ings and talents to the needs of theil' families, clans, 
communities, or social superiors. In return for a per­
son's aUC'_'L;)l1Ce of his or her allo tted place in th e 
hierarch y, he (', 3he receiv::d material sustenance and 
a social slo t, O: ; n Ulse, these benefits werc denied to 
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people who foughr th~ system, They might bc ouc­

cas t or exiled, ph ysically punished, or even killed, 


;AIr Questiom: "V'hat arguments did rbe thinkers of 
the classical civiliza~ons of Greece, China, and 
Indi a uSe to explain and justify the gn~at dif­
fereflces ifl social status afld material weal th? 
How did those wh~ belonged to elite groups 
justify th eir much ,reater status, weal th, and 
power compared to!Lf)e peas2nts, artisans, and 
servants who made ~p most of the populatio n> 
\Vh y did people be/.o nging to these subordi­
nate social strata, irjcluding opp l:essed groups 
such as slaves 2nd untouchables, accept lhcsc 
divisions> Comparirg these modes o f soc ial 
organization with rl\te idc?c!s of your own soci­
cty, what do you see as the ad vantages and 
drawbacks of each> 


