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Abstract: Social stratification and social mobility are 

fundamental concepts for understanding the structure 

and transformation of contemporary societies. In 

Karnataka, a state with rich historical traditions and 

rapid socio-economic change, these processes reflect the 

complex interplay of caste, class, gender, and regional 

disparities. This study examines the nature of social 

stratification in modern Karnataka and the evolving 

patterns of social mobility shaped by education, 

economic liberalisation, urbanization, political 

participation, and affirmative action policies. From a 

sociological perspective, the paper analyses how 

traditional caste hierarchies continue to influence social 

positions, while new economic opportunities have 

created avenues for upward mobility among historically 

marginalized communities. The findings indicate that, 

although significant progress has been made in 

expanding access to education, employment, and political 

representation, persistent inequalities in income, gender 

relations, regional development, and quality of education 

continue to constrain mobility for large sections of the 

population. The study concludes that sustainable social 

development in Karnataka requires comprehensive 

policies to reduce structural inequalities, strengthen 

inclusive institutions, and ensure equitable access to 

resources and opportunities for all social groups. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Social stratification and social mobility are central 

concepts in sociology that explain how societies 

organise inequality and how individuals and groups 

move within these hierarchical arrangements. In India, 

particularly in the state of Karnataka, these processes 

are deeply rooted in historical, cultural, and economic 

conditions. Karnataka presents a unique sociological 

context where ancient social institutions such as caste 

coexist with the forces of modernisation, 

industrialisation, urbanisation, and globalisation. This 

interaction has produced significant transformations in 

social relationships, occupational structures, and 

patterns of mobility. 

Historically, Karnataka’s social structure was largely 

organised around the caste system, which determined 

an individual’s social status, occupation, and access to 

resources. Dominant castes controlled land ownership, 

political authority, and cultural institutions, while 

lower castes and tribal communities remained socially 

and economically marginalised. Although 

constitutional safeguards, land reforms, and 

democratic governance initiated after independence 

have challenged these rigid hierarchies, caste 

continues to play a crucial role in shaping social life in 

both rural and urban Karnataka. 

In recent decades, Karnataka has become one of 

India’s fastest-growing states, driven by the expansion 

of the information technology sector, industrial 

growth, and the rise of service-based employment. 

Cities such as Bengaluru, Mysuru, and Hubballi–

Dharwad have become centres of economic 

opportunity, attracting large-scale migration and 

supporting the growth of a new urban middle class. 

These changes have significantly altered traditional 

patterns of stratification and created new avenues for 

social mobility based on education, skills, and 

professional achievement. 

At the same time, the benefits of development have not 

been evenly distributed. Sharp inequalities persist 

between urban and rural areas, between men and 

women, and among different caste and class groups. 

Although education and reservation policies have 

enabled many individuals from disadvantaged 

backgrounds to achieve upward mobility, structural 
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barriers such as unequal access to quality education, 

informal employment, caste discrimination, and 

gender-based constraints continue to limit social 

advancement for a large section of Karnataka’s 

population. 

This study examines the evolving nature of social 

stratification and mobility in modern Karnataka by 

analysing the interaction between traditional social 

institutions and contemporary socio-economic forces. 

It aims to understand how patterns of inequality are 

being reproduced, transformed, or challenged in the 

present era, and to identify the factors that facilitate or 

hinder social mobility in the state’s changing social 

landscape. 

 

Background A 

Social stratification refers to the structured inequalities 

between different groups in society that arise from 

differential access to resources such as wealth, power, 

education, and prestige. It is a core concern of 

sociology because it shapes life chances, identity, and 

social interactions. Stratification systems are 

historically and culturally specific, influenced by 

economic structures, political frameworks, and 

cultural norms. 

In India, stratification has traditionally been examined 

through the lens of caste, an age-old hierarchical 

system that governed social relations, occupational 

roles, and ritual status. Despite constitutional and legal 

measures aimed at reducing discrimination, caste 

remains a powerful axis of social differentiation. 

Alongside caste, class, gender, and religion interact in 

complex ways to produce layered inequalities. 

Furthermore, modernization, urbanization, and 

globalization have introduced new dynamics in social 

structure—creating opportunities for upward mobility 

while at the same time reinforcing new forms of 

exclusion. 

Karnataka, located in southern India, presents an 

important context for examining contemporary 

patterns of social stratification and mobility. The state 

has undergone significant economic and social change 

in the post-independence period. From relatively rural 

and agrarian beginnings, Karnataka has emerged as a 

diverse economy—anchored in agriculture, industry, 

and a rapidly expanding services sector, particularly 

information technology in cities such as Bengaluru. 

These changes have impacted occupational structures, 

educational attainment, and patterns of migration, 

contributing to shifts in traditional forms of 

stratification. 

Historically, Karnataka has exhibited regional 

variations in the intensity and nature of caste 

hierarchies. While some communities have 

successfully leveraged education and political 

mobilization to enhance their social status, others 

remain marginalized. The implementation of 

affirmative action policies, such as reservations in 

education and public employment, has altered access 

to opportunities for many lower caste and tribal 

groups. Simultaneously, economic liberalization in the 

1990s accelerated urban growth and created new 

avenues for socioeconomic advancement—especially 

for younger, educated cohorts. 

However, the benefits of economic growth have not 

been evenly distributed. Rural–urban disparities 

persist, with agricultural distress and landlessness 

continuing to constrain mobility for many rural 

households. Gender inequalities remain pronounced: 

women often face restricted access to education, 

formal employment, and decision-making positions. 

Religious minorities and marginalized castes still 

experience discrimination in everyday social life and 

institutional practices. These intersecting inequalities 

underscore the multidimensional character of 

stratification in modern Karnataka. 

Studies of social mobility—defined as changes in an 

individual’s or group’s social position over time—are 

crucial for understanding the dynamics of equality and 

change. Mobility can be vertical (movement up or 

down the social hierarchy) or horizontal (movement 

across positions without change in status), and it can 

be influenced by education, occupation, income, and 

social networks. In Karnataka, educational expansion 

and economic diversification have enhanced mobility 

prospects for some groups, especially in urban centres. 

Yet systemic barriers continue to limit mobility for 

large segments of the population. 

This study situates itself within this complex matrix of 

historical legacy and contemporary transformation. By 

examining patterns of stratification and mobility 

across caste, class, gender, and region, it aims to 

contribute to a deeper understanding of how modern 

Karnataka negotiates longstanding inequalities in the 

context of rapid social change. 

 

Methodology Used: Methodology used in this paper is 

based on secondary data collected from sources such 



© June 2026| IJIRT | Volume 13 Issue 1 | ISSN: 2349-6002 

IJIRT 203985 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 2404 

as survey reports, research publications, and academic 

articles related to social stratification and mobility, as 

well as reports from NGOs and development agencies 

working in Karnataka, and web-based resources for 

the analyses. 

 

II. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY: THE 

PRESENT STUDY AIMS TO ACHIEVE 

THE FOLLOWING OBJECTIVES 

 

1. To examine the structure of social stratification in 

modern Karnataka, with special reference to caste, 

class, gender, and regional differences. 

2. To analyse the changing patterns of social mobility 

among various social groups in Karnataka in the 

context of modernisation, urbanisation, and economic 

development. 

3. To study the role of education, employment, and 

economic opportunities in promoting upward social 

mobility in the state. 

4. To assess the impact of reservation policies and 

political participation on reducing social inequalities 

and improving the social position of marginalised 

communities. 

5. To understand the relationship between traditional 

social institutions and contemporary socio-economic 

forces in shaping patterns of inequality and mobility. 

6. To identify the major barriers to social mobility, 

such as caste discrimination, gender inequality, 

unequal access to quality education, and regional 

disparities. 

7. To suggest policy measures and social interventions 

to promote inclusive development and strengthen 

social mobility in Karnataka. 

 

III. HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF SOCIAL 

STRATIFICATION IN KARNATAKA 

 

Historically, Karnataka’s social structure was shaped 

by the caste system and agrarian relations. Dominant 

landholding communities such as Lingayats and 

Vokkaligas occupied positions of economic and 

political power, while Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes remained socially and economically 

marginalized. Access to education, land ownership, 

and political authority was unevenly distributed. 

Colonial administration, the introduction of modern 

education, and social reform movements—especially 

those led by leaders like Basavanna and later Dalit and 

backward-class movements—challenged traditional 

hierarchies. However, caste continued to influence 

social relations even as new class structures emerged. 

 

IV. DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL 

STRATIFICATION IN MODERN 

KARNATAKA 

 

• Caste-Based Stratification: Despite constitutional 

safeguards, caste remains a significant 

determinant of social status. It influences 

marriage patterns, political mobilization, access to 

networks, and occupational opportunities. While 

urbanization has diluted overt caste practices, 

subtle forms of discrimination persist, particularly 

in rural areas and informal labour markets. 

• Class Structure: Economic development has led to 

the emergence of new class formations: 

➢ Upper Class: Industrialists, professionals, and 

entrepreneurs, especially in urban centres. 

➢ Middle Class: Government employees, IT 

professionals, educators, and small business 

owners. 

➢ Lower Class: Agricultural labourers, informal 

sector workers, and urban poor. 

Class mobility is closely linked to education and 

employment opportunities, particularly in service and 

technology sectors. 

• Gender and Stratification : Gender intersects with 

caste and class to deepen inequality. Women, 

especially from marginalized communities, face 

limited access to education, employment, and 

decision-making power. Although female literacy 

and workforce participation have improved, 

gendered wage gaps and occupational segregation 

remain. 

• Rural–Urban Divide: Urban Karnataka offers 

greater access to education, healthcare, and 

employment, enabling higher mobility. In 

contrast, rural regions, particularly in northern 

Karnataka, continue to experience poverty, 

agrarian distress, and limited institutional support. 

 

Scope of the Study: 

The scope of this study is to analyse the structure and 

dynamics of social stratification and mobility in 

modern Karnataka within the framework of 

sociological inquiry. The study covers major 
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dimensions of stratification, such as caste, class, 

gender, and regional inequalities, and examines how 

these dimensions influence access to education, 

employment, income, political participation, and 

social status. The research includes both rural and 

urban areas of Karnataka to capture regional diversity 

and variations in social experiences. 

The study also explores the impact of modern forces 

such as urbanisation, industrialisation, globalisation, 

technological development, and educational 

expansion on traditional social hierarchies. Special 

attention is given to marginalised communities, 

including Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Other 

Backward Classes, women, and economically weaker 

sections. By examining these aspects, the study aims 

to provide a comprehensive picture of social 

transformation and mobility in contemporary 

Karnataka. 

 

Significance of the Study: 

The significance of this study lies in its contribution to 

understanding the evolving nature of inequality and 

opportunity in Karnataka. As the state continues to 

experience rapid economic growth, it is essential to 

assess whether development is resulting in equitable 

social progress. The findings of this research will 

assist policymakers, educators, social planners, and 

development agencies in designing effective 

programmes for inclusive growth. 

Academically, the study enriches sociological 

literature by providing empirical and theoretical 

insights into the interaction between traditional social 

structures and modern socio-economic forces. It also 

offers a framework for future research on social 

mobility and stratification at the regional level. For 

students and scholars of sociology, the study serves as 

a valuable reference for understanding the 

complexities of social change in a developing society. 

Most importantly, the study highlights the ongoing 

challenges of inequality and the need for sustained 

efforts towards social justice, thereby reinforcing the 

role of sociological research in promoting a more 

equitable and cohesive society. 

 

V. FINDINGS 

 

• This sociological study reveals significant 

changes in the patterns of social stratification and 

mobility in modern Karnataka. The main findings 

of the study are as follows: 

• Transformation of Traditional Caste Hierarchy: 

Although the caste system continues to influence 

social relations, its rigidity has considerably 

weakened. Traditional caste-based occupations 

are no longer strictly followed, especially in urban 

areas. Education, employment, and income have 

become more important indicators of social status 

than caste alone. However, in rural Karnataka, 

caste still plays a dominant role in marriage, 

politics, and social interaction. 

• Expansion of Educational Opportunities: The 

expansion of government and private educational 

institutions has created new opportunities for 

upward mobility. Reservation policies have 

significantly improved access to education for 

Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other 

Backward Classes. As a result, education has 

become the most powerful tool for social mobility 

in the state. 

• Occupational Diversification: There is a clear 

shift from traditional agrarian and hereditary 

occupations to modern professions such as 

information technology, engineering, healthcare, 

business, and public administration. This 

occupational diversification has reduced 

dependence on caste-based occupations and 

increased merit-based social mobility. 

• Growth of Urbanization and Industrialization: 

Rapid urbanisation in cities such as Bengaluru, 

Mysuru, Hubballi-Dharwad, and Mangaluru has 

weakened traditional social boundaries. Urban 

life promotes social interaction across caste and 

community lines, encourages nuclear family 

structures, and offers greater opportunities for 

economic advancement. 

• Economic Mobility and the Rise of the Middle 

Class: Economic growth, especially in the IT, 

manufacturing, and service sectors, has 

contributed to the emergence of a large and 

dynamic middle class. Many families from rural 

and marginalised backgrounds have achieved 

upward mobility through salaried employment, 

entrepreneurship, and government jobs. 

• Role of Government Policies and Welfare 

Programs: Affirmative action, reservation 

policies, rural development schemes, and social 
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welfare programmes have helped reduce 

inequalities. These policies have improved access 

to education, employment, housing, healthcare, 

and political participation for disadvantaged 

communities. 

• Increasing Political Participation of Marginalized 

Groups: Dalits, OBCs, and minority communities 

now participate more actively in local 

governance, panchayats, and state politics. 

Political empowerment has strengthened their 

social position and voice in public life. 

• Persistence of Inequalities: Despite progress, 

significant inequalities persist. Rural-urban 

disparities, gender inequality, the digital divide, 

and regional imbalances continue to restrict equal 

access to opportunities. Some communities still 

experience social exclusion and discrimination, 

particularly in remote rural areas. 

• Changing Attitudes and Values: Younger 

generations exhibit more progressive attitudes 

towards caste, gender, and occupation. Merit, 

skills, and individual achievement are 

increasingly valued over inherited status, 

indicating a gradual shift from ascriptive to 

achievement-based stratification. 

• Intergenerational Social Mobility: The study finds 

increasing intergenerational mobility. Children of 

farmers, labourers, and artisans are entering 

professional and administrative fields, showing 

that social position is no longer entirely 

determined by birth. 

 

VI. SUGGESTIONS 

 

Based on the study's findings, the following 

suggestions are proposed to promote social equality 

and enhance social mobility in Karnataka: 

• Strengthen educational access and quality: The 

government should improve education in rural 

and disadvantaged regions by upgrading school 

infrastructure, providing teacher training, and 

enhancing digital learning facilities. Special 

scholarships and hostels should be expanded for 

students from marginalised communities to 

reduce dropout rates and ensure higher 

educational attainment. 

• Enhancing Skill Development and Employment 

Opportunities: Vocational training, skill 

development programs, and entrepreneurship 

initiatives must be strengthened, particularly for 

youth from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Industry–education partnerships should be 

encouraged to provide market-relevant skills and 

promote employability. 

• Reducing Rural–Urban Disparities: Focused 

investment in rural infrastructure, healthcare, 

transportation, and internet connectivity is 

essential. Creating employment opportunities in 

rural areas will prevent distress migration and 

enable balanced regional development. 

• Promoting Gender Equality: Policies must ensure 

equal educational and employment opportunities 

for women. Special programs for women’s 

entrepreneurship, leadership training, and 

financial inclusion should be expanded, especially 

in rural and semi-urban areas. 

• Effective Implementation of Welfare Schemes: 

Social welfare programs should be implemented 

transparently and efficiently to ensure that 

benefits reach the intended communities. Regular 

monitoring and community participation must be 

strengthened. 

• Encouraging Social Awareness and Inclusion: 

Awareness campaigns against caste 

discrimination and social exclusion should be 

intensified through educational institutions, 

media, and civil society organizations. 

Community dialogues can help promote social 

harmony and shared responsibility. 

• Supporting Marginalized Communities: Targeted 

interventions for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled 

Tribes, OBCs, minorities, and persons with 

disabilities should focus on education, healthcare, 

housing, and employment security. 

• Strengthening Local Governance and Political 

Participation: Capacity-building programs for 

elected representatives at the Panchayat and 

municipal levels should be expanded to ensure 

inclusive and responsive governance. Political 

participation of underrepresented groups must be 

actively encouraged. 

• Bridging the Digital Divide: Expanding digital 

literacy and affordable internet access in rural and 

remote areas will ensure equal participation in 

education, employment, and governance in the 

digital era. 
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• Promoting Research and Policy Evaluation: 

Continuous sociological research is necessary to 

monitor changing patterns of stratification and 

mobility. Evidence-based policy reforms should 

be undertaken to address emerging social 

challenges. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

The study of social stratification and mobility in 

modern Karnataka reveals a society in transition, 

where traditional structures of inequality coexist with 

new opportunities created by economic development, 

education, and political participation. Although caste 

continues to play a significant role in shaping social 

status and access to resources, its influence has 

gradually been modified by the forces of 

modernization, urbanization, and globalization. The 

expansion of education, the growth of the service and 

industrial sectors, and the rise of an urban middle class 

have opened new avenues for social mobility, 

particularly for individuals from historically 

disadvantaged communities. 

However, the benefits of development have not been 

evenly distributed. Persistent inequalities based on 

caste, class, gender, and region continue to restrict the 

life chances of large sections of the population. 

Marginalized communities still face structural barriers 

such as unequal access to quality education, insecure 

employment, discrimination, and limited political 

voice. These challenges highlight the need for 

continuous policy interventions and social reforms 

aimed at reducing inequality and promoting inclusive 

growth. 

The findings of this study emphasize that social 

mobility in Karnataka is not merely an individual 

achievement but a product of institutional support, 

social policies, and collective efforts. Strengthening 

public education, ensuring fair implementation of 

affirmative action, expanding employment 

opportunities, promoting gender equality, and 

addressing regional disparities are essential for 

building a more just and equitable society. 

In conclusion, Karnataka’s experience demonstrates 

that meaningful social transformation requires both 

economic progress and sustained commitment to 

social justice. A balanced approach that integrates 

development with equity can ensure that 

modernization leads not only to economic growth but 

also to genuine social advancement for all sections of 

society. 
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