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Abstract 
This study examines the complex relationship between caste dynamics and social 
mobility patterns in rural communities across India. Through a mixed-methods 
approach involving surveys of 1,200 households across three states and qualitative 
interviews with 150 participants, we analyzed how traditional caste hierarchies 
influence contemporary social mobility opportunities. Our findings reveal that while 
constitutional provisions and affirmative action policies have created new pathways 
for advancement, deep-rooted caste-based social structures continue to significantly 
constrain mobility for marginalized communities. Educational attainment emerged as 
the strongest predictor of upward mobility, yet access to quality education remains 
stratified along caste lines. Economic diversification beyond agriculture showed 
positive correlation with social mobility, but entry barriers persist for lower-caste 
households. The study demonstrates that social mobility in rural contexts cannot be 
understood without considering the persistent influence of caste-based social capital, 
network effects, and institutional discrimination. These findings have important 
implications for policy interventions aimed at promoting inclusive development in 
rural India.
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Introduction 
The caste system represents one of the world's most enduring forms of social stratification, fundamentally shaping opportunities 
and life outcomes across rural India. Despite constitutional guarantees of equality and decades of affirmative action policies, 
caste continues to influence access to resources, education, employment, and social networks in profound ways. Understanding 
these dynamics is crucial for developing effective interventions to promote inclusive development and social justice. 
Rural communities, where approximately 65% of India's population resides, present unique contexts for examining caste-
mobility relationships. Traditional occupational hierarchies remain more pronounced in rural settings, yet these same 
communities have also witnessed significant socioeconomic transformations through education, migration, and economic 
diversification. This study investigates how these competing forces shape contemporary patterns of social mobility. 
Previous research has documented the persistence of caste-based inequalities in rural areas, but limited attention has been paid 
to understanding the mechanisms through which some individuals and families successfully navigate these constraints. By 
examining both barriers and pathways to mobility, this research contributes to theoretical understanding of social stratification 
while providing empirical evidence to inform policy interventions. 
 
Materials and Methods 
This study employed a mixed-methods research design combining quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews to capture  
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both broad patterns and nuanced experiences of social 
mobility. Data collection occurred between January 2023 and 
June 2024 across three Indian states: Uttar Pradesh, 
Karnataka, and West Bengal, selected to represent diverse 
regional contexts. 
Quantitative Component: A stratified random sample of 
1,200 households was surveyed across 60 villages (20 per 
state). Villages were selected using multi-stage sampling, 
with stratification by development indicators and caste 
composition. The household survey collected data on 
demographic characteristics, educational attainment, 
occupational history, income sources, asset ownership, and 
social participation. Caste identity was recorded based on 
official classifications (Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, 
Other Backward Classes, and General Category). 
Qualitative Component: In-depth interviews were 
conducted with 150 participants (50 per state) representing 
diverse caste backgrounds and mobility experiences. 
Interview participants were selected through purposive 
sampling to ensure representation across age groups, gender, 

educational levels, and mobility trajectories. Life history 
interviews explored personal experiences of caste-based 
discrimination, educational journeys, occupational 
transitions, and strategies for overcoming social barriers. 
Data Analysis: Quantitative data was analyzed using logistic 
regression models to identify factors associated with upward 
mobility, defined as movement from agricultural labor to 
skilled occupations or business ownership within a 
generation. Qualitative data was analyzed thematically using 
NVivo software to identify patterns in mobility experiences 
and coping strategies. 
 
Results 
Educational Attainment and Mobility Patterns 
Educational achievement emerged as the strongest predictor 
of social mobility across all caste groups. However, 
significant disparities persist in educational access and 
outcomes. Table 1 presents educational attainment by caste 
category. 

 
Table 1: Educational Attainment by Caste Category (N=1,200) 

 
Caste Category No Formal Education (%) Primary (%) Secondary (%) Higher Secondary (%) Graduate+ (%) 
Scheduled Castes 42.3 28.7 19.2 7.8 2.0 
Scheduled Tribes 48.1 25.4 17.3 7.1 2.1 

Other Backward Classes 31.2 32.1 24.7 9.8 2.2 
General Category 18.4 26.8 31.2 16.7 6.9 

 
Occupational Mobility and Economic Outcomes 
Analysis of intergenerational occupational mobility revealed 
differential patterns across caste groups. While 34% of 
General Category households experienced upward mobility 

compared to their parents' generation, only 18% of Scheduled 
Caste households achieved similar advancement. Table 2 
illustrates current occupational distribution by caste. 

 
Table 2: Primary Occupation by Caste Category (%) 

 

Occupation Scheduled Castes Scheduled Tribes Other Backward Classes General Category 
Agricultural Labor 47.2 52.1 31.4 16.8 

Small Farming 23.8 28.3 38.7 34.2 
Skilled Labor 15.6 12.4 18.9 22.1 

Small Business 8.7 4.8 7.8 15.4 
Government Service 3.4 1.9 2.1 6.7 

Professional 1.3 0.5 1.1 4.8 
 
Social Capital and Network Effects 
Qualitative findings highlighted the critical role of social 
networks in facilitating or constraining mobility 
opportunities. Upper-caste households demonstrated greater 
access to information about educational and employment 
opportunities, while lower-caste families often relied on 
limited, homogeneous networks that reproduced existing 
disadvantages. 
 
Discussion 
The findings reveal a complex picture of social mobility in 
rural communities where traditional caste hierarchies 
intersect with modern educational and economic 
opportunities. While affirmative action policies have created 
important pathways for advancement, particularly through 
reserved positions in education and government employment, 
these interventions have not fundamentally altered the 
underlying social structures that perpetuate inequality. 
The persistent educational gaps documented in this study 
reflect deeper issues of social exclusion and discrimination. 

Despite policy commitments to universal education, quality 
schooling remains concentrated in areas and institutions 
accessible primarily to upper-caste families. This educational 
stratification then reproduces occupational hierarchies, as 
higher education credentials become increasingly necessary 
for non-agricultural employment. 
The role of social capital emerges as particularly significant 
in understanding mobility constraints. Upper-caste families 
benefit from dense networks that provide information, 
resources, and opportunities, while lower-caste households 
often lack access to these crucial social connections. This 
finding aligns with theoretical perspectives emphasizing how 
social capital can both enable and constrain mobility 
depending on one's position in social hierarchies. 
Economic diversification beyond agriculture represents an 
important avenue for mobility, yet entry barriers remain 
substantial for marginalized communities. Access to credit, 
markets, and business networks continues to be stratified 
along caste lines, limiting entrepreneurial opportunities for 
lower-caste households. 
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Conclusion 
This study demonstrates that while social mobility in rural 
communities has increased compared to previous 
generations, caste continues to significantly shape 
opportunities and outcomes. Educational interventions alone, 
while necessary, are insufficient to address deeply embedded 
structural inequalities. Comprehensive approaches 
addressing discrimination, improving access to social capital, 
and creating inclusive economic opportunities are essential 
for promoting meaningful social mobility. 
Future research should examine the long-term impacts of 
current policy interventions and explore innovative 
approaches to breaking intergenerational cycles of 
disadvantage. Understanding regional variations in mobility 
patterns and the role of local institutions will be crucial for 
developing context-specific interventions. 
The persistence of caste-based inequalities in the 21st century 
underscores the need for sustained commitment to social 
justice and inclusive development. Only through 
acknowledging and actively addressing these structural 
barriers can rural communities realize their full potential for 
equitable growth and social transformation. 
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