
The Process of Social Change: 
Sanskritisation
This document explores the concept of Sanskritisation, a significant process of social change in India, analyzing its 
definition, driving forces, impact on social hierarchy, and its relationship with modernization. It further delves into 
critiques of Sanskritisation, its implications for marginalized communities, and its future trajectory in a rapidly evolving 
India.
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Definition and Characteristics of 
Sanskritisation
Coined by the renowned sociologist M.N. Srinivas, Sanskritisation refers to a process of social mobility whereby lower-
caste groups adopt the customs, rituals, beliefs, and practices of the upper castes, particularly those associated with the 
dominant, high-status Brahmanical culture. This adoption serves as a means of gaining social prestige, upward mobility, 
and enhanced status within the existing social hierarchy. Key characteristics of Sanskritisation include:

Emulation of Upper-Caste Practices: Lower-caste groups adopt aspects of upper-caste rituals, ceremonies, dietary 
rules, and even dress codes.

Symbolic Elevation: Sanskritisation is not just about mimicking practices, but also about elevating the symbolic status 
of the adopting group. It seeks to establish a sense of cultural superiority and legitimacy.

Limited to Social Mobility: Sanskritisation primarily aims for social mobility within the existing caste system, seeking 
to attain a higher status within the hierarchy rather than challenging its foundations.
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Factors Driving Sanskritisation
Several factors contribute to the phenomenon of Sanskritisation. These include:

Economic Development: Industrialization and urbanization have created new opportunities for social mobility, 
prompting lower-caste groups to seek means of advancement.

Educational Attainment: Increased access to education has empowered lower-caste groups, enabling them to acquire 
knowledge and skills that enhance their social standing.

Political Awareness: The emergence of political parties advocating for social justice has encouraged lower-caste groups 
to assert their rights and demand equality, leading to efforts to gain recognition through Sanskritisation.

Media and Communication: Modern media and communication technologies have facilitated the spread of ideas about 
Sanskritisation, influencing lower-caste groups to adopt upper-caste practices.
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Impact of Sanskritisation on Social 
Hierarchy
Sanskritisation has a complex and multifaceted impact on social hierarchy. While it can facilitate social mobility for some 
lower-caste groups, it can also:

Reinforce Caste System: Sanskritisation tends to solidify the existing caste system by reinforcing its hierarchical 
structure. It does not challenge the fundamental principles of caste but rather seeks to navigate within them.

Create New Divisions: The process of Sanskritisation can create new divisions within lower-caste groups. Those who 
successfully adopt upper-caste practices may gain a higher status, leaving behind those who cannot or choose not to.

Promote Social Conflict: The desire for higher status through Sanskritisation can lead to conflicts between different 
caste groups as they compete for limited resources and social recognition.
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Sanskritisation and Modernization: 
Conflicting or Complementary?
The relationship between Sanskritisation and modernization is a subject of ongoing debate. Some argue that 
Sanskritisation is a form of modernization, as it involves the adoption of new ideas and practices. Others contend that 
Sanskritisation is inherently conservative, as it upholds the traditional caste system and its hierarchical structure.

In reality, the relationship is complex and nuanced. Sanskritisation can be seen as a way for lower-caste groups to adapt to 
changing social and economic realities, incorporating elements of modernization to enhance their status. However, it can 
also perpetuate traditional caste-based inequalities, creating new divisions and conflicts.
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Critique of Sanskritisation as a Process of 
Social Change
Sanskritisation has faced considerable critique from various perspectives. Critics argue that:

Superficiality: Sanskritisation is criticized for being superficial, focusing on outward appearances and rituals rather 
than addressing the root causes of social inequality.

Reinforcement of Inequality: Sanskritisation perpetuates the dominance of the upper castes by encouraging lower-
caste groups to emulate their practices, thus maintaining the existing power structures.

Cultural Homogenization: The adoption of upper-caste practices can lead to the homogenization of culture, eroding the 
distinct traditions and identities of lower-caste groups.

Limited Scope: Sanskritisation primarily focuses on social mobility within the existing caste system and does not 
address broader issues of social justice, such as economic disparity and discrimination based on gender, religion, or 
other factors.
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Implications of Sanskritisation for 
Marginalized Communities
Sanskritisation has both positive and negative implications for marginalized communities. While it can provide a pathway 
for social mobility and empowerment for some, it can also:

Create Social Divisions: Sanskritisation can exacerbate existing social divisions by creating a divide between those who 
successfully adopt upper-caste practices and those who do not.

Reinforce Dominant Narratives: Sanskritisation often relies on the adoption of dominant cultural narratives and 
practices, potentially undermining the cultural identities and traditions of marginalized communities.

Perpetuate Inequality: While Sanskritisation may lead to social mobility for some, it does not inherently address the 
fundamental causes of inequality, such as access to resources and opportunities, which remain unevenly distributed.
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The Future of Sanskritisation in a Changing 
India
As India continues to evolve and modernize, the future of Sanskritisation remains uncertain. With increasing awareness of 
social justice issues, growing economic opportunities, and the influence of globalization, the process of Sanskritisation 
may take on new forms or become less relevant.

Future developments in education, economic opportunities, and political participation will shape the trajectory of 
Sanskritisation. The emergence of new social movements and the increasing focus on inclusivity and diversity may lead to 
alternative pathways for social mobility, potentially lessening the relevance of Sanskritisation as a dominant mechanism 
for social change.
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