
Unit 3 

Themes in rural sociology 

Labor and Rural Class Structure 

In rural sociology, labor refers to the human effort—both physical and mental—applied in 

agricultural and allied activities, while rural class structure refers to the stratification of rural 

society based on relations of production, land ownership, and control over resources. The study 

of labor and rural classes is central to understanding rural inequalities, patterns of exploitation, 

and the dynamics of socio-economic change. 

Theoretical Background 

• Karl Marx – Emphasized the relation between owners of means of production and 

producers; in rural settings, landowners and agricultural laborers reflect this division. 

• Max Weber – Considered class, status, and power in determining rural social positions. 

• A.R. Desai – Analyzed Indian agrarian structure from a Marxist perspective, focusing 

on the link between feudal remnants and capitalist development. 

• Daniel Thorner – Identified classes in Indian agriculture as maliks (landowners), kisans 

(working peasants), and mazdoors (landless laborers). 

Labor in Rural Areas 

Types of Rural Labor 

Karl Marx – Class-Based Labor 

• Reference: Capital, The German Ideology 

• Key Classification: 

1. Productive Labor – Produces surplus value for the capitalist (e.g., factory 

workers, agricultural wage laborers). 

2. Unproductive Labor – Does not produce surplus value directly (e.g., domestic 

servants, state officials under capitalism). 



• Other Distinction: 

o Manual Labor – Physical work (e.g., agricultural work, construction). 

o Mental Labor – Intellectual/managerial work (often separated in capitalist 

society). 

• Sociological Significance: Shows labor division as a product of capitalist exploitation. 

Daniel Thorner – Agrarian Labor in India 

• Key Classification (for rural India): 

1. Maliks – Landowners (not laborers themselves, but define the labor relationship). 

2. Kisans – Working peasants (self-employed cultivators, may hire extra labor). 

3. Mazdoors – Agricultural laborers (landless or near-landless, work for wages). 

• Sociological Significance: Links class position to labor type in rural agrarian structure. 

 V.T. Krishnamachari – Rural Labor 

• Classification of Agricultural Labor: 

1. Permanent Laborers (Attached Laborers) – Bound to employers, often through 

debt or hereditary ties. 

2. Casual Laborers – Employed seasonally or for specific tasks. 

3. Family Labor – Members of the farmer’s household working without wages. 

• Sociological Significance: Shows persistence of feudal-type relations in rural India. 

 Emile Durkheim – Division of Labor 

• Types of Labor (based on social integration): 

1. Simple/Undifferentiated Labor – Found in societies with mechanical solidarity, 

minimal specialization. 

2. Specialized Labor – Found in societies with organic solidarity, high 

interdependence among specialized roles. 

• Sociological Significance: Links labor type to societal structure and cohesion. 

 Characteristics of Rural Labor 



• Low wages and irregular employment. 

• Lack of social security and legal protection. 

• Dependence on landlords or contractors. 

• Often linked with caste-based occupational roles. 

Rural Class Structure in India 

A. Basis of Classification 

• Ownership of land (major determinant). 

• Control over means of production (land, irrigation, capital). 

• Relations of production (who works for whom, under what conditions). 

B. Major Rural Classes 

1. Landlords (Zamindars / Maliks) 

o Own large tracts of land; may lease land to tenants. 

o Exercise political and social dominance. 

2. Rich Peasants / Capitalist Farmers 

o Cultivate land with hired labor; use modern technology. 

o Market-oriented production. 

3. Middle Peasants 

o Cultivate mainly with family labor; limited surplus. 

4. Small Peasants 

o Insufficient landholdings; partly depend on wage labor. 

5. Agricultural Laborers (Landless) 

o Work for daily or seasonal wages; most vulnerable group. 

Relationship between Labor and Class 

• Landless laborers and small peasants form the proletarian base in rural areas. 

• Rich peasants and landlords control production, wages, and local markets. 

• Caste hierarchy overlaps with class hierarchy—dominant castes often own more land. 



6. Problems Faced by Rural Labor 

• Economic exploitation: Low wages, delayed payments. 

• Lack of bargaining power: Absence of unions in many areas. 

• Seasonal unemployment: Limited agricultural cycles. 

• Caste-based discrimination: Restricts occupational mobility. 

• Poor living conditions: Lack of housing, healthcare, and education. 

7. Changes in Rural Class Structure 

• Green Revolution: Increased capitalist farming and mechanization, reducing demand for 

labor in some areas. 

• Land Reforms: Partial success; large landholdings persist in some regions. 

• Migration and Non-farm Employment: Diversification of rural occupations. 

• Rise of Rural Proletariat: More people dependent entirely on wage labor. 

8. Sociological Significance 

• Rural class analysis helps understand agrarian conflicts, social movements, and 

patterns of inequality. 

• Interlinkage of caste and class is crucial in explaining rural power structures. 

• Class struggles in rural India often manifest through land struggles, wage disputes, and 

social justice movements. 

Caste, Gender, and Rural Realities 

Caste and gender are deeply embedded social structures that shape everyday life, especially in 

rural India. Rural realities are defined by the intersection of traditional hierarchies, economic 

relations, and cultural practices. These realities influence access to resources, political 

participation, education, and social mobility. Understanding caste and gender in the rural context 

requires examining both structural inequalities and changing socio-economic patterns. 

Caste in Rural Realities 



A. Nature of the Caste System in Rural Areas 

• Hereditary hierarchy based on birth, with rigid social stratification. 

• Determines occupation, marriage, and social interactions. 

• Enforced through norms, rituals, and sanctions. 

• Stronger adherence in villages due to close-knit communities and limited anonymity. 

B. Features 

1. Endogamy – Marriage within caste. 

2. Social Distance – Restrictions on food sharing, physical proximity, and social mixing. 

3. Occupational Fixity – Traditional caste-based occupations. 

4. Dominant Caste Phenomenon – Certain castes hold economic, political, and social 

power in the village (M.N. Srinivas). 

C. Impact on Rural Life 

• Access to Land and Resources: Upper and dominant castes often own most agricultural 

land. 

• Social Exclusion: Dalits and marginalized castes face restrictions in public spaces 

(temples, wells). 

• Political Power: Panchayats often dominated by dominant castes despite reservations. 

• Change: Education, migration, and political mobilization have challenged traditional 

caste roles, but discrimination persists. 

Gender in Rural Realities 

A. Status of Women in Rural Areas 

• Patriarchal structure dominates social organization. 

• Women’s roles largely confined to domestic sphere and agricultural labor. 

• Decisions regarding property, marriage, and mobility often controlled by male family 

members. 



B. Key Issues 

1. Division of Labor – Women perform unpaid domestic work and low-paid agricultural 

tasks. 

2. Educational Disparities – Female literacy rates remain lower than males in rural areas. 

3. Health Inequalities – Limited access to maternal healthcare, high malnutrition rates. 

4. Violence and Discrimination – Domestic violence, honor-based crimes, and dowry-

related harassment. 

5. Political Representation – Reservation in Panchayati Raj Institutions has increased 

participation, but cultural barriers limit influence. 

C. Intersection of Caste and Gender 

• Women from lower castes face double marginalization: caste-based discrimination and 

gender-based subordination. 

• Higher vulnerability to sexual exploitation, bonded labor, and violence. 

• Examples: Dalit women agricultural laborers subjected to both economic exploitation and 

sexual harassment by upper-caste landlords. 

Rural Realities: Intersection of Caste, Gender, and Economy 

A. Land and Labor Relations 

• Land ownership is highly unequal and caste-linked. 

• Women rarely own agricultural land; even when laws allow it, social customs resist. 

• Lower-caste women often work as wage laborers under poor conditions. 

B. Education and Social Mobility 

• Access to quality education is limited for lower castes and rural women. 

• Caste-based prejudice in schools affects dropout rates among Dalit children, especially 

girls. 

C. Migration and Change 



• Male migration to cities for work shifts rural labor patterns. 

• Women may take on more responsibilities but without corresponding decision-making 

power. 

• Exposure to urban norms has led to slow erosion of rigid caste rules in some areas. 

 Theoretical Perspectives 

• M.N. Srinivas – Concept of Dominant Caste and Sanskritization as processes affecting 

rural caste hierarchy. 

• B.R. Ambedkar – Critique of caste as a system of graded inequality. 

• Feminist Sociology – Emphasizes intersectionality: caste, gender, and class interact to 

produce unique forms of oppression. 

• Marxist Perspective – Links caste and gender oppression to economic exploitation in 

agrarian structures. 

 Contemporary Changes 

• Reservation policies in education and politics have opened avenues for marginalized 

groups. 

• Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and microfinance have improved women’s economic 

participation. 

• Social movements and NGOs working on gender and caste equity in villages. 

• However, honor killings, manual scavenging, and caste-based atrocities continue, 

revealing persistence of structural inequalities. 

Green Revolution and Its Impact on Agriculture 

1. Introduction 

The term Green Revolution refers to the period of rapid agricultural transformation that began 

in the mid-1960s, characterized by the adoption of high-yielding variety (HYV) seeds, intensive 

use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, expansion of irrigation infrastructure, and 

mechanization of farming practices. In India, the Green Revolution was initiated under the 



leadership of agricultural scientists like M.S. Swaminathan with support from the Government 

of India, international research centers (e.g., IRRI and CIMMYT), and funding agencies such as 

the World Bank. Its primary aim was to achieve self-sufficiency in food grains and overcome the 

chronic food shortages faced during the 1950s and early 1960s. 

2. Objectives of the Green Revolution 

• To increase agricultural productivity through technological innovations. 

• To reduce dependence on food grain imports. 

• To enhance economic stability and ensure food security. 

• To promote scientific methods of cultivation among farmers. 

• To encourage multiple cropping and better land utilization. 

3. Key Components 

1. High-Yielding Variety (HYV) Seeds – Especially for wheat, rice, maize, and millet. 

2. Chemical Fertilizers and Pesticides – To enhance soil fertility and control pests. 

3. Irrigation Development – Canals, tube wells, and pump sets for assured water supply. 

4. Mechanization – Use of tractors, harvesters, and threshers to increase efficiency. 

5. Institutional Support – Credit facilities through cooperative banks and rural credit 

institutions. 

6. Extension Services – Farmer training programs and agricultural research stations. 

4. Impact on Agriculture 

A. Positive Impacts 

1. Increase in Food Grain Production 

• Wheat and rice production increased substantially, particularly in Punjab, 

Haryana, and Western Uttar Pradesh. 

• India achieved self-sufficiency in food grains by the late 1970s. 

2. Agricultural Productivity and Income 



• Yields per hectare rose significantly. 

• Farmers adopting new technology experienced improved incomes. 

3. Reduction in Food Imports 

• The Public Distribution System (PDS) and buffer stocks ensured food 

availability. 

4. Encouragement of Multiple Cropping 

• Farmers could cultivate two or three crops annually due to shorter-maturing 

HYV seeds. 

5. Rural Infrastructure Development 

• Growth in rural markets, warehouses, and irrigation networks. 

B. Negative Impacts 

1. Regional Disparities 

• Benefits were concentrated in irrigated and fertile areas (Punjab, Haryana, 

Western UP) while rain-fed and backward regions lagged behind. 

2. Neglect of Coarse Cereals and Pulses 

• Focus on wheat and rice reduced the area under pulses and millets, impacting 

nutritional diversity. 

3. Environmental Degradation 

• Overuse of chemical fertilizers and pesticides degraded soil health and 

polluted water sources. 

• Groundwater depletion due to excessive irrigation. 



4. Socio-Economic Inequalities 

• Large farmers with capital benefited more, widening the gap with small and 

marginal farmers. 

5. Sustainability Concerns 

• Monoculture practices reduced biodiversity and increased vulnerability to pests 

and diseases. 

 

 


