
The Mismatch between Class and Status
Author(s):  André Béteille
Source: The British Journal of Sociology, Vol. 47, No. 3, Special Issue for Lockwood (Sep.,
1996), pp. 513-525
Published by: Blackwell Publishing on behalf of The London School of Economics and Political
Science
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/591367
Accessed: 24/08/2009 01:14

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit organization founded in 1995 to build trusted digital archives for scholarship. We work with the
scholarly community to preserve their work and the materials they rely upon, and to build a common research platform that
promotes the discovery and use of these resources. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Blackwell Publishing and The London School of Economics and Political Science are collaborating with
JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The British Journal of Sociology.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/stable/591367?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black


Andre Beteille 

The mismatch between class and status 

ABSTRACT 

The relationship between class and status may be viewed in two distinct, if not 
contrasting, ways. In the first view, class and status are opposed as two different 
and mutually irreducible dimensions of inequality: here the stress is on dis- 
tinctions of status expressing honour, dignity, worth, and so on. In the second 
view, class and status are opposed as one might oppose inequality and equality: 
here the stress is on the role of citizenship as a major force in redefining the 
relationship between class and status in modern industrial societies. The paper 
examines the different implications of defining status in terms of rights on the 
one hand and esteem on the other. It argues that it is not possible to guarantee 
equality of esteem simply by legislating equal rights for all ciiizens, no matter 
how extensively those rights are defined. For while status may be a matter of 
rights, it is also a matter of esteem, and the two do not necessarily move in step 
with each other. 

KERYWO1lDS: citizenship; class; equality; esteem; hierarchy; inequality; 
rights; stratificaiion; status; worth. 

The distinction between class and status, and the relationship between the 
two have been subjects of central concern in sociology, particularly among 
students of social stratification. David Lockwood's work has played an 
important part in clarifying a number of significant issues, and my dis- 
cussion of the general problem here will dwell upon the implications of 
some of the observations made in his most recent book (Lockwood 1992). 

A major contribution of analytical sociology has been to formulate and 
explore systematically the distinction between class and status. It is true that 
sociologists differ on how the distinction should be made, just as they 
disagree on what they mean by status and by class. Nevertheless, they would 
generally agree upon the need to maintain as consistently as possible some 
kind of distinction between the two. This is because sociologists seek a 
deeper insight than the lay person into the richness, the complexity and 
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the ambiguity of social stratification even when they are not able to express 
their insight in a fully consistent terminology. 

Following Lockwood, I will deal with status only in the context of social 
stratification. But even here, the relationship between class and status may 
be viewed in two distinct, not to say contrasting, ways. In the Elrst view, class 
and status are opposed as two different and mutually irreducible forms or 
dimensions of inequality: here the stress is on distinctions of status 
expressing honour, dignity, worth, and so on. In the second view, class and 
status are opposed as one might oppose inequality and equality: here the 
stress is on the role of citizenship as a major force in redeElning the rela- 
tionship between class and status in modern industrial societies. These two 
conceptions of status, the one focusing on unequal social esteem and the 
other on the equal rights of citizenship are not related in the same way to 
class, no matter how we define that term; and they have vev different 
implications for a general theoxy of social stratification. At any rate, it is not 
unreasonable to anticipate some difficulty when the same general concept 
is used to describe a major aspect of inequality and also an antidote to it. 

To draw attention to the different implications of viewing status in terms 
of unequal esteem on the one hand and of equal entitlements on the other 
is not to argue, at least at this stage, that one of the two views is correct and 
the other should be discarded. Both uses of the term are well established, 
not only in popular speech and writing but also in the sociological literature. 
The legal usage is an old one, and, with changes in the legal standing of the 
citizen, first in the western world and later elsewhere, the emphasis has 
tended to shift from the unequal status of estates or castes to the equal status 
of citizens. But a different usage that associates status with qualities and 
achievements that are unequally esteemed, irrespective of the legal standing 
of persons as citizens, is also well established in the sociological literature. 

The problem of the mismatch between class and status figures promi- 
nently in Lockwood's work, including Solidarity and Schism. His work has the 
merit of bringing these issues to the fore because it does not turn its back 
on either of the two ways of looking at status. There is a pervasive awareness, 
particularly in the early part of Solidarity and Schism, that status has to do 
with proximity to (or distance from) sacred centres, and is thus associated 
with distinctions between superior and inferior in a hierarchical order. 
There is also a detailed discussion of it, in the latter part of the same work, 
in terms of the universal rights of citizenship created by the modern legal 
order. What is not altogether clear is how the two conceptions of status, the 
one going back to Durkheim and the other derived from T. H. Marshall, 
should be related to each other in a general theoly of social stratification. 

Let me first deal with status as an aspect or dimension of inequality present 
in all human societies, or at least in all stratified societies. Most students of 
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stratification would agree that social inequality is a multiZimensional 
phenomenon that cannot be explained in terms of any one single criter- 
ion. Here, as I have indicated, sociology has enriched our understanding by 
going beyond the categories of common sense through systematic com- 
parative enquiry. Common sense tends to reduce all forms of inequality to 
one single factor, class or the 'economic' dimension in capitalist societies, 
power or the 'political' dimension in some other types of society. Sociol- 
ogists have never been fully satisfied with the commonsense categories of 
capitalist societies, and have tried to identify aspects, dimensions or bases 
of inequality other than those of class that have an independent role in 
their own and other societies. 

The distinction between class and status in this sense has become a 
commonplace of sociology. In dealing with the three dimensions of 
inequality, W. G. Runciman (1966) wrote, "'Status", by contrast, is con- 
cerned with social estimation and prestige, and although it is closely related 
to class it is not synonymous with it'. Further, 

Distinctions of status separate from class are visible among both non- 
manual and manual workers and their families. Within the same 
profession and therefore class, doctors or lawyers will belong to 
different status-groups according to social origin or secondary educa- 
tion or manner of speech. (Runciman 1966: 38) 

It can be easily shown that this usage which associates status with differ- 
ential esteem or prestige has been very widely adopted by sociologists. 

In Runciman's formulation, as in many others, there are two oppositions 
that tend to get conflated. The first is the opposition between the 'eco- 
nomic' dimension governed by income, wealth or some other economic 
criterion, and the 'status' dimension (sometimes loosely described as the 
'social' dimension) having to do with esteem, prestige and the like. There is 
also the opposition between class on the one hand and status-group on the 
other. The two kinds of opposition are not the same, since classes, con- 
scious of their opposed identities and interests, are never purely economic 
phenomena or governed solely by economic considerations, and status- 
groups, in their turn, can never be fully understood without taking the 
economic differences between them into account. My view is that it should 
be possible to discuss distinctions of status independently of the presence 
or absence of the kinds of status-groups that were characteristic of the 
hierarchical societies of the past. 

There are obvious advantages in viewing social disparities in terms of the 
inequalities of income and wealth. Income and wealth are important in 
their own right, and they can be used in appropriating symbols of status 
and instruments of power, though more freely in some societies than in 
others. Moreover, income and wealth lend themselves to measurement, 
and hence present an appearance of objectivity not easily matched by other 
indices or criteria. Comparisons between different societies or between 
different stages in the development of the same society can be made more 
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readily in terms of the distribution of income than in terms of other aspects 
of inequality. 

But the distribution of income, no matter how important, can easily be 
shown to be only one aspect of inequality whose significance, moreover, 
varies from one type of society to another. Persons in the same occupation 
do not necessarily have the same income, and persons having the same 
income may belong to a variety of different occupations. But more 
important than that, the social esteem enjoyed by an occupation is not 
governed solely by the expected or actual income derived from it. Judges, 
ambassadors and scientists do not earn higher incomes than entertainers 
or traders, yet they are more highly esteemed by virtue of the occupations 
in which they are engaged. 

Some would say that the social rank of an occupation is not governed 
only by the income it provides but also by the authority associated with it. 
This is to a large extent true empirically, but little will be gained by making 
it true by definition. We may define authority in such a way that it incor- 
porates not only command and obedience but also prestige, esteem and 
deference. Authority in the strict sense of the term is inseparable from 
conlmand and obedience, whereas deference is freely conceded and freely 
withdrawn. It is certainly not true that we esteem only those who have the 
authority to command, or in the measure that they have it, for in that case 
junior ministers would enjoy far greater esteem than the best scientists. We 
can of course speak of the authority, or even the power, of science in the 
modern world, but that would be to speak metaphorically. 

Even when it is agreed that inequality is not merely a matter of the 
control over things and persons, it is not clear where the other sources of it 
should be sought and what significance should be assigned to it. One might 
note the lack of congruence between class and status but still maintain that 
it is not of any great consequence since in modern industrial societies at 
least, the inequalities of esteem and prestige become aligned sooner or 
later with those of class. Alternatively, one might regard the former as being 
rooted in the nature of human societies as moral and symbolic systems. We 
will then have to take account, in every society, of the inequalities that arise 
from distinctions of moral worth and dignity and find expression in its 
system of symbolic representations. Lockwood has taken pains to demon- 
strate the importance of the moral and symbolic systems of society, and it 
will be difficult to deny that they are implicated in its system of stratifica- 
tion. 

The aspect of inequality that I am now considering is rooted in the moral 
and symbolic orders of a society and expressed in its system of classification. 
Lockwood has done well to draw our attention to the central significance of 
the problem of classification in the sociology of Durkheim, although it is a 
pity that he has so little to say about the seminal essay on primitive classi- 
fication by Durkheim and Mauss (1963). Now it should be clear that when 
Durkheim spoke of classification, he had in mind much more than what is 
meant by class in the sociological literature on stratification. Lockwood 
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himself points out that 'his concept of social classification . . . refers not to 
class, in the Marxist or Weberian sense, but to a hierarchy of status' 
(Lockwood 1992: 76). This opens the way for pursuing the mismatch 
between class and status in one direction, and Lockwood has shown his 
willingness to go quite far in that direction. But, as I shall argue in the next 
section, he has also been willing to pursue the mismatch between class and 
status in a very different direction while discussing the rights of citizenship. 

Lockwood is well aware of the relationship between social classification, 
from which the distinctions of status emerge, and the idea of the sacred. He 
seems to follow Durkheim closely in seeking to relate the distinctions of 
status to the vety constitution of human societies as moral and symbolic 
systems. He goes further and takes Durkheim to task for failing to make 
certain fundamental connections explicit. He says, 'In Durkheim's account 
of the social hierarchy there is a surprising omission: this is the connection 
of status with the sacred' (Lockwood 1992: 84) . He goes on to add, 'But it is 
not only in the sacred, but in the morality of evetyday life that the iner- 
adicability of status consists' (ibid.: 85). So, what is being presented as 
ineradicable are the hierarchical distinctions of status arising out of the 
idea of the sacred and the morality of evetyday life. 

What Durkheim pointed to only by implication has been made explicit 
and elaborated upon by other sociologists, notably Parsons and Shils to 
whose writings Lockwood also refers. Among contemporaxy sociologists, it 
is Parsons who has stressed most consistently the evaluative and symbolic 
components of social stratification as against its material or economic 
components around which the concept of class mainly centres. According 
to Parsons, the units of any differentiated system of action tend to be dif- 
ferentially evaluated. Two such units may of course be equally ranked, but 
this is the limiting and not the typical case (Parsons 1954: 70-1). Further, 
'The valuational aspect must be analytically distinguished from the others 
entering into the total "power" system of a society' (ibid.: 388). 

A similar conception of status has been expressed by Edward Shils 
through the ideas of centre and peripheiy. Lockwood gives credit to Shils 
for formulating the relationship between 'what is held sacred by society' 
and 'the differential coefficient of social worth'. He goes on to say 

The sacredness of charisma which emanates from what Shils calls the 
'centre' of a society towards its 'periphety' may be more or less 
concentrated, but there is no known society in which such a central 
religious zone is indiscernible; and it seems unlikely that any society will 
lack one. (Lockwood 1992: 84) 

This is as close as we come in the literature on social stratification to a 
conception of status as ineradicable hierarchical social distinction. For the 
idea of centre and periphety speaks not only of differentiation but of a 
differentiation that is by its nature hierarchical. The centre is the zone of 
maximum dignity and worth, and they diminish as we move outward 
towards the periphety. When we are talking about the 'differential coeffi- 
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cient of social worth', we are clearly not talking about either class or power; it is difficult to know what we are talking about if not status. Shils (1981 ) has tried to show that the idea of a sacred centre need not be tied to any established religion in the restricted sense of the term, but may be associated with a broad 'secular' tradition. There is a close relation between tradition and the distinctions of status, and, as to the former, it is certainly unlikely that any society will be able to do without one. Shils (1972) has in particular examined the place of tradition in science and scholarship, and shown how these activities, characteristic of 'secular' modern societies, generate new, more or less stable conceptions of dif- ferential social worth. The deference accorded to scientists and scholars is in principle different from the obedience due to the authority of the state and its functionaries. What I have in mind as the free and willing expres- sion of deference may be illustrated byJude's fascination for Christminster, or Oxford, in Thomas Hardy's novel. Oxford was the sacred centre of his imagined world, even while he accepted his own distance from it on the periphery of that world. 
Lockwood is right in drawing attention to the connection between the hierarchy of status and the idea of the sacred, although that idea seems to confront too many obstacles in a secular society, or a society that has experienced the disenchantment of the world. Hence the preoccupation with power, material advantage and class as the only real and enduring bases of inequality in a world where most persons, including sociologists, believe that ideas of the sacred centre, of charisma and of the differential coefficient of social worth have become obsolete. They will readily concede the importance of such ideas at other places and in other times, but not in the world of their construction. 

II 

Where inequality is viewed essentially in terms of the distribution of material advantages, the concept of status may be put to a different use by replacing the hierarchical idea of it with one that stresses equality of status as defined by law. The definition of status as legal standing is, as I have indicated, also in accordance with established usage. But while in the past there were legal orders based on hierarchy, the accent in the modern world is no longer on hierarchy but on equality: equality before the law, equal protection of the laws, and equality of status for all citizens. This kind of legal order is indifferent, if not hostile, to the idea of the differential coefficient of social worth. If we are to see that coefficient in operation we have to look behind or beyond the legal order. 
Lockwood speaks of status not only in terms of the differential coefficient of social worth, but also in terms of the entitlements of citizenship. Here he is using a concept of status derived from T. H. Marshall rather than Dur- kheim, although he was preceded by Parsons (1965) in this. Following 
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Marshall, he tells us that 'the basic constituent of status in capitalist 
societies is citizenship' (Lockwood 1992: 229). But the modern concept of 
citizenship repudiates the idea of social hierarchy. Its basic premise is in the 
Benthamite maxim: 'Every man to count for one and no one to count for 
more than one'. In such societies, either the evaluative, expressive and 
symbolic aspects of social distinctions have become obsolete, or they con- 
tinue to exist and operate outside the domains governed by the entitle- 

. . . 

ments ot cltlzens nlp. 
In Marshall's analysis (1977), the development of citizenship status, with 

its drive towards equality, is presented as a counterpoint to the inequalities 
of class generated by the market. Here class represents inequality whereas 
status stands for equality. Where then should one look for the evaluative, 
expressive and symbolic components of inequality, or those aspects of it 
that Lockwood himself brought to the fore in his discussion of the ideas of 
Durkheim, Parsons and Shils? Following Marshall, Lockwood contrasts 'the 
divisive solidarities of class and the status common to citizens of the wider 
society' (Lockwood 1992: 253). Here, class and status are opposed in the 
sense that divisiveness and commonality are opposed, or inequality and 
equality are opposed. Hence the mismatch between status and class may be 
represented, with only a little simplification, as the mismatch between the 
ideal of equality and the reality of inequality. The ideal of equality, or even 
'the status common to all citizens', takes little account of 'the differential 
coefficient of social worth'. 

There can be no denying the many changes that have been brought 
about in the real positions of men and women in society by the ideal of 
equal citizenship. Citizenship is an unmediated relationship between the 
individual and the state which disregards the traditional social hierarchies 
such as those based on estate, caste and kinship. Changes in the legal order 
do bring in changes in social perception; and the moral and not merely the 
legal climate of an egalitarian society is different from that of a hierarchical 
society, as de Tocqueville (1956) had pointed out a hundred and fiftyyears 
ago. It was the same direction of change to which Alfred Marshall later drew 
attention 

The question is not whether all men will ultimately be equal - that they 
certainly will not - but whether progress may not go on steadily if slowly, 
till the official distinction between working man and gentleman has 
passed away; till, by occupation at least, every man is a gentleman. I hold 
that it may, and that it will. (Pigou 1956: 102) 

To do away with the ofJicial distinction between working man and gentle- 
man is one thing; to ensure that all occupations will enjoy equal esteem is 
another. 

In his seminal essay on citizenship and social class, T. H. Marshall sought 
to develop the ideas of Alfred Marshall. Agreeing substantially with his 
predecessor's view about the advance of equality, he observed 
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The basic human equality of membership . . . has been enriched with 
new substance and invested with a formidable array of rights. It has 
developed far beyond what he foresaw, or would have wished. It has 
been clearly identified with the status of citizenship. (Marshall 1977: 77) 

T. H. Marshall's argument was that the basic equality inherent in the status 
of citizenship was not incompatible with the inequality of class, although 
such equality could not be created and protected without some inter- 
ference in the processes of the market. He believed (and hoped) that the 
welfare state would play an active part in restricting the inequality of class by 
expanding the content of citizenship. The forces of the capitalist jungle 
would be domesticated by the policies of the welfare state. 

Marshall sought to explain the significance of citizenship by showing 
how new rights were added so that its content became progressively en- 
riched. The three sets of rights that came to be successively built into the 
status of citizenship were civil rights, political rights and social rights. The 
formative period of civil rights in Britain was, according to him, the 
eighteenth century, just as the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries were 
the formative periods of political and social rights respectively. These rights 
have provided an increasingly secure basis to the status of citizenship not 
only in Britain but in many other countries too. (Here I shall only point out 
that the concept of 'social rights' is ambiguous and perhaps inherently so, 
and its utility in the study of social stratification should not be exag- 
gerated) . 

Does the expansion of equal rights in the broadest sense - civil, political 
and social - secure full equality of status for all citizens? The picture is 
somewhat unclear. Everyone seems agreed that equality of status can 
accommodate the inequalities of class to some extent. But what other kinds 
of inequality can it accommodate? Lockwood seems sceptical about Par- 
sons's idea of 'full citizenship'. But he also dwells on the expansion of 
'status rights within the existing social order', and points to 'the extension 
of the franchise, the establishment of collective bargaining, and the 
enlargement of social welfare entitlements' (Lockwood 1992: 255). 'Citi- 
zenship is (sic) an institution embodies values which are more exploitable 
than most because of its diffuse egalitarian promise, the limits of which are 
highly uncertain' (ibid.: 260). Referring to the Scandinavian model of 
citizenship, he notes that it contains 'a more robust notion of equality of 
opportunity' (ibid.: 261-2). Here we are far away from the ineradicable 
bases of the distinctions of status in the morality of everyday life and in the 
idea of the sacred. 

To be sure, Lockwood sees that the status rights attached to citizenship 
can only promise but never establish equality, hence he is sceptical of the 
idea of 'full citizenship' proposed by Parsons. But it is not altogether clear 
what, other than the inequalities of class generated by the market, is to 
stand in the way of its establishment. The moral order, which had secured 
the ineradicability of the distinctions of status, seems to have been turned 
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around by the advance of citizenship into being a guarantor of equality in 
place of inequality. In such a situation, inequality can only be about the 
control over things and persons, i.e. about economic and political power. 

Though sceptical of the idea of 'full citizenship', Lockwood has sought to 
distinguish between 'substantive citizenship' and 'formal citizenship'. 
'Substantive citizenship is therefore qualitatively different from formal 
citizenship, since it is built on values that run counter to the market and 
point beyond this mode of income distribution' (Lockwood 1992: 262). It 
is not clear in what sense 'substantive citizenship' differs from 'full citi- 
zenship', or whether the one is more easily attainable than the other. 
Formal citizenship has clearly played an important part not only in 
restraining the excesses of class but also in undermining many of the tra- 
ditional distinctions of status. But old social distinctions often survive, 
however transmuted, and new ones emerge; and we are likely to lose sight 
of these if we focus only on what the state can do to secure equality in the 
face of the inequalities generated by the market. 

No doubt the relationship between the inequalities of income generated 
by the market and the equal rights of citizenship promoted and protected 
by the state tells us a great deal about social stratification in modern 
societies. But Lockwood's discussion here appears to be on an altogether 
different key from his discussion, in the earlier part of the same book, of 
the connection of status with the sacred. Indeed, the idea of the sacred - 
and of centre and periphery - appears to have largely evaporated. It is true 
that modern societies have their distinctive systems of stratification, but it is 
not clear what the core values of these societies are, from where those 
values derive their sustenance, and what they contribute to social 
stratification. No doubt the legal order has itself a sacred character and is at 
the same time an important source of core values. But while the legal order 
of modern societies can tell us a great deal about the pursuit of equality, it 
cannot tell us very much about the continuance and renewal of inequality. 

It seems to me that there are distinct limits to the utility of rights-based 
concepts of status in the analysis of the systems of stratification of modern 
societies. The simple reason for this is that social stratification goes against 
the grain of the legal order in 'democratic' as against 'aristocratic' societies, 
to use de Tocqueville's terms. But that is not to say that it has no basis in the 
evaluative, expressive or symbolic aspects of those societies. No matter how 
diligently we seek to refashion the concept of citizenship, it remains at its 
core a rights-based concept. It has been of enormous utility in the 
comparative and historical studies of societies. We have only to compare 
India with France in the nineteenth century, or to follow the passage of 
Britain from the eighteenth to the twentieth century, to appreciate its 
value. But although it can illuminate broad differences in a very striking 
way, its utility in accounting for the unequal positions assigned to different 
persons, to different roles and to different social categories is limited. 

Students of stratification in modern societies have devoted a great deal of 
time and energy to the social gradation of occupations (Goldthorpe and 
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Hope 1974). Occupational differentiation and occupational ranking are 
among the most significant features of these societies. The legal order can 
tell us very little about why surgeons or architects are consistently ranked 
higher than gardeners or porters. The law does not discriminate among 
them since as citizens they enjoy equality of status; but they do not by any 
means enjoy equality of esteem. 

How then do we account for the unequal esteem associated with differ- 
ent occupations, not simply in the sphere of work but also outside it? Here 
there is a strong temptation to abandon all arguments about the expression 
of core values, the proximity to sacred centres and the differential coeffi- 
cient of social worth, and to revert to the hard common sense of capitalism 
which sees all inequality as resting ultimately on the distribution of wealth, 
income and material advantage. That would still leave unexplained why 
blacks and whites, or men and women, are unequally esteemed, even when 
occupation is held constant. We cannot even begin to understand these 
questions without taking account of the symbolism of colour and of the 
human body in western societies of the past and the present. To say that the 
American black does not as yet enjoy full citizenship does not seem to be a 
very fruitful way of attending to the problem of unequal social esteem in a 
complex society where contradictory values coexist. 

It is true that equality of esteem cannot be enjoyed in the absence of 
equality of rights. But the converse is not true: it is not possible to guarantee 
equality of esteem simply by legislating equal rights for all citizens, no 
matter how extensively those rights are defined. Status may be a matter of 
rights, but it is also a matter of esteem, and the two do not necessarily move 
in step with each other. 

III 

The problem of status is complicated in modern societies by the disjunc- 
tion between the legal order and other aspects of the social order. There 
have been societies in the past, based on castes or on estates, that were 
hierarchical both in fact and by design: to borrow a phrase from Huizinga 
(1924), Europe in the late Middle Ages was suffused by the 'hierarchic 
conception of society'. There, social distinctions between superior and 
inferior - or the differential coefficient of social worth - did not prevail 
against the spirit of the legal order, but were supported, reinforced and 
expressed by it. 

The modern concept of citizenship was alien to the hierarchical societies 
of the past, whether in Asia or in Europe. The best known historical 
example of such a society was the one that prevailed in India for two 
thousand years (Dumont 1966; Bose 1974). It was a society marked by 
privileges and disabilities between groups rather than equal rights of citi- 
zenship among individuals. Society was divided and subdivided into groups 
that were unequally ranked. The boundaries between these groups and 
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their unequal ranks were maintained by marriage rules and distinctive 
styles of life that were upheld by religion, law and morality. These social 
distinctions, and the differential coefficient of social worth associated with 
them, were discussed, explained and justified in an elaborate body of lit- 
erature known as the Dharmashastra which was the basis of Hindu law until 
recent times. 

The division of society into castes gave a framework for the distinctions of 
status. To be sure, these distinctions enjoyed legal sanctions, but the law 
provided only a framework within which a great many distinctions having to 
do with food, dress, deportment and many other matters took root and 
proliferated. In regard to many of the distinctions of status, the law had what 
may be called enabling rather than mandatory provisions. The same 
appears to have been true, by and large, of the law of estates in medieval 
Europe, and Huizinga has dwelt particularly on the aesthetic and expressive 
side of the elaboration of distinctions of status within the framework of that 
law. Thus, while the law of the Dharmashastra might provide a useful, indeed 
an indispensable, starting point for the study of social hierarchy among the 
Hindus, distinctions of status in Hindu society acquired a life of their own, 
and were elaborated and reproduced in a thousand different ways to many 
of which the law was at best indifferent. Similar distinctions, though less 
pervasive and less rigid, also prevailed among the Muslims in India who were 
not governed by the Dharmashastra, but by a different kind of law. 

The law has changed in India. The change began in the middle of the 
nineteenth century and its culmination was reached in 1950 with the 
adoption of the new Constitution of India. Hierarchical distinctions of 
caste no longer have any legal standing. The only context in which the 
Constitution allows caste to be taken into account is that of positive dis- 
crimination whose objective is not to reinforce the old distinctions of status 
- or hierarchical distinctions of any kind - but to render them inoperative. 
Today, in India, as in many parts of the world, citizenship has become an 
important component of the legal order. In the Indian Constitution, the 
parts on Fundamental Rights and on Directive Principles of State Policy 
both place strong emphasis on the protection and promotion of equality 
among citizens (Beteille 1987). 

It would be incorrect to say that the entitlements of citizenship have 
made no difference at all to the texture of social life in India. Law and 
politics have played an important part in altering the relations among 
castes in the last four or five decades. But no one can seriously say that the 
legal rights of citizenship have obliterated all the social distinctions of caste. 
The contemporary Indian case is of general interest because it shows dra- 
matically how a certain commitment to the equal rights of citizenship can 
go hand in hand with a fine sense of the differential coefficient of social 
worth. 

Some of the old distinctions of status due to caste have disappeared; 
some have become muted; and some remain clear and well-marked. The 
law can abolish discrimination due to caste in only certain fields; it cannot 
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even attempt to do so in every field. Meanwhile, new social distinctions 
based on education, occupation and life style have emerged and become 
intertwined with the old distinctions of caste. The new distinctions operate 
in many ways like the old distinctions of status, although they do not enjoy 
the kind of legal sanction that the latter did under the law of the Dhar- 
mashastra. One might certainly describe them as 'conventional', but that 
should not be taken to mean that they are trivial or are likely to disappear 
without leaving any trace. 

I have already referred to the confusion caused by the conflation of 
'status' and 'status-group'. Status-groups with legally defined or recognized 
identities are a particular form of the crystallization of distinctions of status, 
just as classes with a clear sense of their opposed interests are a particular 
form of the crystallization of economic differentiation. Even where they are 
associated with legally enforceable privileges and disabilities, status-groups 
do not exhaust all the distinctions of status recognized in a society. This was 
as true of the European system of estates as of the Hindu system of castes. 

One might of course argue that the distinctions of status that remain 
pervasive in contemporary Indian society are residues of a past in which the 
legal order upheld a hierarchy of status-groups. To the extent that tradition 
is an important guarantor of distinctions of status, one should not discount 
these residues of the past in any society. They continue to play an important 
part in maintaining and reproducing the inferior social as against legal 
standing of blacks in the USA and of ethnic minorities from the non- 
western world throughout Europe. There is also the unequal social 
standing of men and women in most if not all industrially advanced 
societies: is this a question of class or of status in societies where rights of 
equal citizenship, irrespective of gender, have been established? 

More important than the question of how long and in what forms the 
residues from the past are likely to survive in advanced industrial societies is 
the question whether these societies have the capacity to generate new 
distinctions of status. Leaving aside distinctions based on race, caste, eth- 
nicity and gender, modern societies have shown an enormous capacity to 
generate new social distinctions based on education and occupation. Stu- 
dent;s of social stratification in Europe and America have done well to point 
out how complex and elaborate the social grading of occupations is in 
advanced industrial societies; but they have not always pointed out how new 
much of it is in a broader historical perspective. According to the argument 
of Parsons, which I hold to be basically sound, there is at least a tendency 
for differentiation and evaluation to go hand in hand. At any rate, it is 
unlikely that the units of a highly differentiated systetn will all have the 
same rarlk or enjoy the same social esteem. The differentiation and ranking 
of occupations were relatively simple matters in western societies until a 
couple of hundred years ago; today, they are a fertile source of the 
proliferation of all kinds of social distinctions. These are not residues from 
the past; they are innovations. 

Reacting to the striking difference between the hierarchical order of 
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traditional Indian society and the more flexible order of modern western 
society, Louis Dumont (1967: 28) had observed: 'Differences of rank run 
contrary to our dominant ideology of social life, which is equalitarian. They 
are for us fundamentally meaningless'. That is not the conclusion I would 
draw from the detailed studies of contemporary French society by Pierre 
Bourdieu and his associates. Some of the most interesting work on social 
stratification in recent years has been about the elaboration of social and 
cultural distinctions, and their reproduction through the use of symbolic 
capital (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bourdieu 1986; Bourdieu 1988). 
Parsons had rightly pointed to the central significance of moral values in 
the structure of social ranking. But as the work of Bourdieu has shown, 
social ranking, even in contemporary societies, is not only about moral 
judgments; it is also about judgments of taste. Moral judgments and 
judgments of taste lend themselves to infinite elaboration, and such 
elaboration can be contained to only a limited extent by the equal rights of 
citizenship. And these judgments sustain and are sustained by the differ- 
ential coefficient of social worth, unequal esteem, and - if the phrase can 
still be used - unequal social status. 

Andre Beteille 
Department of Sociology 

Universitw of Delhi 
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