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SOCIAL STRATIFICATION @ 9578

Frank Cancian
School of Social Sciences, University of California, Irvine, California 92717

Social stratification is a basic element of social organization in all human and
some animal societies. Interpersonal and intergroup relations of dominance and
submission, rank or hierarchy appear wherever people live together; and most
studies of social relations say something relevant to the topic of stratification.
Thus, I have found no useful way to draw a line, even a hazy line, around the
relevant literature.

Given the extensiveness and diffuseness of the literature on social
stratification, I have chosen to focus the review on the three issues that seem
to me most important in terms of past or potential contributions by an-
thropologists: 1. the relation of material surplus, population size, and popu-
lation density to stratification; 2. the comparability of patterns of stratification
and mobility in industrial and ‘‘anthropological’’ (non-Western, preindustrial)
societies; and 3. the relation of ideology and behavior in the working of
stratification systems. Under each topic the discussion is pushed toward general
issues in social theory. This seems appropriate because there is now no gener-
ally accepted paradigm in which an anthropologist studying stratification may
work.

SURPLUS AND STRATIFICATION

A great transformation has taken place in thinking about the relation of produc-
tivity to the evolution of systems of social stratification. The received wisdom of
two decades ago saw surplus beyond subsistence needs as the key to
stratification: the greater the surplus, the greater the stratification. In this view,
there could be stratification only when one individual could produce enough to
sustain more than one individual. Those who somehow managed to live off the
work of others constituted the higher ranks. This idea, as a basic explanatory
element in the evolution of stratification systems, needs a postulated stage in
which early people struggled mightily for physical survival. In that stage ev-
erybody had to work and everybody was thereby more or less equal. With
improved food production techniques, the emergence of surplus over sub-
sistence needs permitted the emergence of rulers, and the existence of rulers
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signaled the existence of surplus. This simple materialistic interpretation of the
emergence of stratification was found in important works until a decade ago (32,
33, 44).

In the early stages of the surplus debate a crack appeared in the old facade.
Pearson (39) found absolute surplus over subsistence needs difficult to define in
simple materialistic terms. He argued that subsistence level is always socially,
not biologically, defined; thus the illusion of an objectively measurable causative
variable burst. Pearson’s surplus was essentially an arbitrary quantity relative to
the society that, by social convention, created it.

In his response to Pearson, Harris (21) found the courage to carry materialism
out to its logical extreme, thus resolving an inconsistency in previous thinking.
Previous thinking had seen the problem of physical survival as environmentally
imposed in early human existence, but as socially manipulated and controlled in
modern societies after the creation of a physical surplus. Harris’s Neo-
malthusian invocation of unrelenting population pressure, as exotic and patently
false as it might seem to the affluent academic contemplating him or herself as
part of the supported classes, undercut this dichotomous characterization of
history. Harris argued that population pressure eliminates any superfluous
surplus in the long run, and that seemingly unproductive social institutions
(many of which involve stratification) are socially necessary for material sur-
vival. While an outpouring of adaptivist reinterpretations of ‘‘superfluous’
ritual and rank institutions followed Harris’s paper (22, 31, 41), neither his full-
fledged materialism nor Pearson’s extreme ‘‘societal voluntarism’’ have come
to dominate.

The facade was cracked further and irreparably by the new view of hunting
and gathering societies (29). The idea that early people had to continually
struggle for physical survival tumbled in the face of studies of actual work
patterns in contemporary technologically simple societies and the simultaneous
realization that many genuinely impoverished contemporary technologically
simple societies are poor because they have been driven to marginal habitats by
technologically more complex societies. It is now clear that simple societies
cannot win a competition with larger more complex societies that desire their
territory. It is still not clear that all simple societies lived securely when they had
their pick of habitats, but many certainly did. Most important, it is clear that
many simple societies, that lived in the most egalitarian of observed social
arranagements, could have survived from the physical point of view on the work
of a proportion of their membership. The potential for one person living off the
work of another was there.

Two points have emerged in this transformation of thinking about the relation
of productivity, surplus, and stratification. First, if there is a struggle for phys-
ical survival at the bottom of modern systems of stratification, it is as likely to be
a recent creation as it is to be a vestige of earlier forms of human adaptation.
Environmental control and material want for ‘‘them’’ (early people) and human
and social control of physical and material needs for us is no longer a tenable
basic orientation. The course of history can no longer be seen as a gradual ascent
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to postindustrial society. Second. and more important for the theory of the
evolution of stratification: the emergence of social stratification in technologi-
cally simple societies was not restrained by the inability of a worker to produce
a surplus that could be used to support a ruler. Thus the emergence of stra-
tification cannot be explained by the technological possibility of producing a
surplus.

There is no new conventional wisdom as far as I can see, but two major trends
have emerged from the basic reorientation described above. One is the re-
placement of the physical surplus idea with the more sophisticated social surplus
idea that has taken place among some Marxist anthropologists. The other is the
shift of attention from physical production as the causative variable to a view of
stratification mediated through the consequences of population aggregation. I
will review each briefly. Neither trend, it should be pointed out, has produced an
idea to replace the simple evolutionary causal dynamic that was contained in the
physical surplus idea.

Sahlins’s work published in Stone Age Economics (45) is crucial to the
popularization of the Marxist side of things, broadly defined. His statement of
the observation that hunters and gatherers must move around, and that, lacking
efficient transportation, they necessarily limited their possessions, neatly ex-
plains the lack of stratification based on the ownership of the means of produc-
tion—though it does not explain the failure of some hunters and gatherers to
appropriate the labor of others. And his observation that domestic units, if left
alone, will not produce more than they desire for themselves, sets the stage for
his discussion of the political aspects of appropriation of household production
for extra-household consumption. He sees the political life as a stimulus to
production. Deftly including himself in the old guard, he creates the new
interpretation as follows:

. . . the chief creates a collective good beyond the conception and capacity of the
society’s domestic groups taken separately. He institutes a public economy greater
than the sum of its household parts.

This collective good is also won at the expense of the household parts. Too
frequently and mechanically anthropologists attribute the appearance of
chieftainship to the production of surplus (for example, Sahlins, 1958). In the historic
process, however, the relation has been at least mutual, and in the functioning of
primitive society it is rather the other way around. Leadership continually generates
domestic surplus. The development of rank and chieftainship becomes, pari passu,
development of the productive forces (45, p. 140).

While the argument just quoted appears to be a suitable interpretation, for
prestate societies, of the essence of a socially created and controlled surplus,
O’Laughlin (35), in her review of Marxist anthropology, criticizes Sahlins for
displaying vestiges of his former self:

In analysing the development of political chiefdoms, Sahlins argues that such political
structures evolve from a contradiction between forces and relations of production.
This sounds like a Marxist argument, but Sahlins’ contradiction is immanent rather
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than material; there is a difference between what people could produce and what they
actually produce. Political structures therefore evolve as a means of realizing the
surplus that is implicit but unactualized in the system. In fact, the contradiction that
Sahlins finds lies within the forces of production, that is, within the technological
system itself. Unless one ahistorically assumes the teleological rationalization of
economic efficiency as the essence of human evolution, there is no way of moving
from this supposed contradiction to the emergence of political hierarchies. In other
words, there is a distinct continuity between Sahlins’ early evolutionary work and
that of his recent Marxian stage (35, p. 355).

Though she explicitly eschews any attempt at general explanation of the evo-
lution of stratification in favor of a more orthodox insistence on historical
specificity, O’Laughlin emphasizes the social nature of surplus in her own
exposition of the Marxian perspective. The various Marxian arguments about
the social nature of surplus developed by Sahlins, O’Laughlin, and others (see
especially the journal Economy and Society) all contrast with the simple materi-
alist position taken by Marxists (33) and non-Marxists before the recent revolu-
tionary reconceptualization of technologically simple societies.

Orans’s seminal paper on ‘‘Surplus’ (36) represents the alternative ex-
planation of stratification in terms of population size and density. He argues that
the differences in social stratification in the societies Sahlins studied in Social
Stratification in Polynesia (44) may be the result of population size, not in-
creased physical surplus available for appropriation by and support of people of
high rank. He shows that Sahlins has not demonstrated greater productivity on
the part of individual workers in the more stratified societies, and argues that it is
the greater number involved in a single exchange network that leads to the
greater stratification. Always careful to acknowledge alternative arguments,
including clear historical instances of stratification resulting from political con-
quest, Orans does nonetheless speculate about cause:

Even ifit is true that population and degree of stratification are closely correlated, one
might well argue that they are not causally related; apart from the correlation I can
think of two reasons why they might be causally related, i.e., why an increase in
population might contribute to increased stratification: 1) to administer a more popu-
lous society, ceteris paribus, may require more layers of administrative control
endowed with more real power; 2) it may be easier to establish and maintain wide
differences in prestige and privilege in a large society than in a small one where all
relationships tend to be based on kinship and/or face-to-face (36, p. 30).

A more openly Hobbesian version of Orans’s second argument is presented by
Foster (18). It is simply that as a group gets beyond the size where individuals
can know everyone else, responsibility for social control must be delegated, for
unknown people cannot be trusted. This leads to ever increasing stratification as
group size grows.

A third element in this population package is provided by Harris’s interesting
juxtaposition of data on the technoenvironmental efficiency of various systems
of production (24). While the data are scanty, it is apparent that the shift from
hunting and gathering to slash and burn to hoe agriculture for the cases Harris
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reviews does not increase the productivity of work substantially. Rather the
technological change brings more people together on ever decreasing amounts
of land. Thus, the result of technological change at these levels may be, not
increased production which is appropriated in a system of stratification, but
increased aggregation of population which leads to similar results. Where he
does see an increase of productivity, Harris also sees a distinct decrease of
leisure and deterioration of working conditions. Boserup (5) pictures a related
trend in her contra-Malthusian argument for population increase as the cause of
technological innovation which perm ' intensification of agriculture on ever
more densely populated land.

The population density arguments include an interesting series of ex-
planations based on materials from relatively sparsely populated Africa (20, 53,
55). Stauder (53) in particular exposes the obverse of the Hobbesian argument
from density by arguing that institutions of social control are less important if
offending individuals can simply move away until time dulls the conflict.

All these arguments, both Marxist and non-Marxist, emphasize the social
creation of stratification in situations where sufficient numbers of people accu-
mulate and must share space. While they are just as consistent with their times
(the late 1960s and early 1970s) as the emphasis on physical surplus was a decade
or two earlier, they are better, it seems to me, because they abolish the sepa-
ration of primitive and modern people on the basis of relation to the environ-
ment. We now see ourselves as continuing the struggle attributed to our most
distant ancestors. The old hope that in postindustrial society we could free
ourselves from stratification through producing abundance passed with the
illusion of material control. And so did the idea that stratification resulted from
the creation of a material surplus.

STRATIFICATION AND MOBILITY IN
ANTHROPOLOGICAL SOCIETIES

Anthropologists pay little attention to a number of questions about stratification
systems that have been the central concern of sociologists. In large part this
difference seems to stem from the fact that sociologists focus on the Western
industrial societies where they live while anthropologists focus on other so-
cieties. And sociologists considering stratification systems think in terms of
national systems while anthropologists work at the local level. Anthropologists
concentrate on societies which they view as undifferentiated except in terms of
kinship and personal characteristics. And anthropologists concentrate on cul-
tural-ideal descriptions of institutions in more complex non-Western societies.
In addition, anthropologists have traditionally avoided the quantitative analysis
of anonymous individuals employed by sociologists in the study of Western
industrial society and its historical antecedents. While the division of labor and
diversity of approach has been productive in many ways, I believe it has led to
oversimplified views of the ‘‘other’’ kind of society in each discipline, and that
this oversimplification has in turn blocked realistic comparison across societies.
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Moreover, sociologists are routinely viewed as apologists for or critics of the
establishment, while anthropologists are viewed as more benign. In fact, the
interpretation of social stratification in anthropological societies is important to
the maintenance of the sociocultural systems in which we live. As is often
observed: in interpreting ‘‘them’ we are defining ourselves.

What follows is divided into three parts. I will review first the arguments for
and against the idea that anthropological and industrial societies are different
from each other, second the recent trends in attention to stratification by
anthropologists, and third recent work on comparative social mobility. What
follows includes frequent interpretation of the general theoretical and political
implications of the material, because I believe these considerations are part of
full understanding of the issues. This effort requires more speculation than I am
comfortable with, but since every reader is a native, he or she may judge the
analysis for him or her self and reject what is not useful.

The Shape and Character of Stratification Systems

Many anthropologists see a distinction between social stratification and other
forms of social inequality along the lines developed by Fried (19). They seem to
favor separate analysis of phenomena in the two or more categories the dis-
tinction creates. Others see a similarity among diverse forms of structured social
inequality. They emphasize the similarities first and the subtypes and com-
plexities second.

At the surface of the difference between the positions is a simple semantic
confusion that must be clarified. ‘‘Social stratification’” may be used in the
general (broad) sense intended in the title of this paper to include all forms of
social inequality from caste and rigid occupation classes to age and sex
stratification. In this sense it is essentially equivalent to ‘‘social inequality’’ as it
is currently used. ‘‘Social stratification’” may also be used in a specialized
(narrow) sense to include only certain kinds of inequality in which society-wide
strata are clearly recognized.

The problem goes much deeper than the labels employed, for the use of the
term ‘‘social stratification’” exclusively at the lower (specialized) level of con-
trast embodies a commitment to a substantive difference between stratified
systems of social inequality and others. Thus the distinction carries heavy
theoretical weight, and the two approaches tend to be associated with political or
value positions on the nature of human society. In the long run, I believe, the
association need hold only in simplistic conceptualizations of the issues. None-
theless, it is crucial in any current statement on the anthropological study of
social stratification.

Here I want to characterize the extreme positions as displayed in recent books
by Fallers (17) and Plotnicov & Tuden (42, 58). Plotnicov & Tuden represent the
position that distinguishes ‘‘social stratification’’ from other forms of social
inequality:

Social stratification . . . is a fundamental feature in the organization, maintenance,
and changes of a complex society. Stratified societies display a distinctive structural
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anatomy. Characteristically, each has social groups that (1) are ranked hi-
erarchically, (2) maintain relatively permanent positions in the hierarchy, (3) have
differential control of the sources of power, primarily economic and political, relative
to their rankings, (4) are separated by cultural and invidious distinctions that also
serve to maintain the social distance between the groups, and (5) are articulated by an
overarching ideology which provides a rationale for the established hierarchical
arrangements. Since these features vary in different societies, it is difficult to con-
struct an ideal model of a stratified society which can incorporate all varieties.

Not all societies, however, are stratified. In unstratified societies individuals are
ranked merely on the bases of sex, age, and kinship statuses (42, pp. 4-5).

Though they state that ‘“All societies have a division of labor, evaluation of
statuses, and unequal distribution of rewards and valuables, with the result that
some form of social inequality is universal’’ (58, p. 4), Tuden & Plotnicov
explicitly counter the idea that all societies are stratified.

the belief that stratification is universal indicates a confusion among
stratification, ranking, and individual differences within societies. Ranking—the
evaluation of individuals and roles—is universal. But societies composed of ranked
social groups that are organized on bases other than Kinship statuses or biological
factors, like age and sex, are not everywhere the rule (58, p. 4).

The contrasting position stresses the appropriateness of looking at the ranking of
persons and ‘‘localized’’ groups in an unbroken status continuum. In his critique
of the stratigraphic or ‘‘layer cake’’ image of society, Fallers takes this position:

The stratigraphic image of society, then, seems to have crystallized in the late
eighteenth-century ideological clashes over hereditary power and status and to have
been taken over by Marx as a means of conceptualizing the new inequalities of
industrial capitalism. Weber’s view was a more differentiated one which societies as
arenas in which groups of various kinds—especially occupational ones—struggle for
cultural and political dominance, in the process reducing old inequalities and produc-
ing new ones (sic). This view, it seems to me, captures the modern situation more
adequately than does Marx’s stratigraphic scheme. Nevertheless, the idea of society-
wide strata has remained prominent in Western social science, including that part of it
which has been concerned with American society (17, p. 16).

Fallers concludes his essay on the ‘‘uses and abuses of the stratigraphic image of
society’’ as follows:

The term ‘‘social stratification,”’ then, has a certain historical appropriateness in
contemporary Western societies. I suggest, nevertheless, that it is a poor term for
which social scientists might well substitute ‘‘inequality.”” Not only is it quite mis-
leading when applied to the many non-Western societies in which thought and action
about inequality center much more upon interpersonal relations of superiority and
inferiority; it also oversimplifies by attempting to capture with a single graphic image
the multiple bases of differentiation and inequality which exist within Western so-
cieties. Race, ethnicity, occupation, and regionalism are not reducible to ‘‘class’ or
‘“‘stratum,’’ and all these terms, to the extent to which they have meaning in non-
Western societies, very often have different meanings there. . . . (17, p. 29).
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The positions represented by Plotnicov & Tuden on the one hand and Fallers on
the other may be identified with classic positions in the history of the study of
social stratification. In very broad terms, the former fits with the radical tradition
and the latter with the conservative tradition. Lenski, who characterizes each
tradition in detail (32), is criticized by Dahrendorf (11) for oversimplifying the
issues. Yet there seems little doubt that Plotnicov & Tuden are conscious of
their affinity with the Marxist end of the political-theoretical spectrum, and that
Fallers is appropriately placed at the Parsonian functionalist end. The radical
position, simply conceived, must stress the possibility of real, society-wide
groups or classes, while the functionalist perspective, simply conceived, must
stress the complexity, interconnectedness and cross-cutting individual member-
ships in all kinds of social groups.

Since I find the reality of class or group interests obvious and compelling as an
explanation of human behavior, and the importance of contradictory cross-
cutting ties just as obvious and compelling, I am at a loss to choose between the
orientations. I do think both positions have been used to underemphasize the
importance of stratification in anthropological societies while they have differ-
ent positions (stressing and underplaying stratification, respectively) with re-
gard to modern industrial society. For this reason I believe they must be
understood and eventually rejected as guides to the interpretation of stra-
tification in anthropological societies.

The basic issue remains the degree to which anthropological societies will be
considered comparable to Western industrial societies. There is little doubt that
larger, more complex societies are different from decapitated peasant commu-
nities and small preindustrial societies in many ways. Yetif we attend to Fallers,
they are not—except in certain unique historical periods—characterized by the
kind of clear, distinct social groups described by Tuden & Plotnicov. While
Tuden & Plotnicov make the standard disclaimer that all the elements of their
ideal type are seldom found in any single empirical society, the contrast they set
between stratified and other societies represents an idea that has long been
popular among anthropologists.

My experience is almost totally consistent with Fallers’s contention that
anthropologists’ thinking is dominated by the stratigraphic, ‘‘layer-cake’’ image
of stratification. This image does not cause them to find classes in an-
thropological societies. It has rather the opposite effect. Since anthropologists
seldom find the kind of clear strata and unambiguous groups described in ideal
types, they usually conclude that they are working in an unstratified society, and
emphasize the homogeneity of the population or the personal characteristics of
economically and politically dominant individuals. This implicit comparison
with anideal type obscures patterns of stratification in anthropological societies.
These patterns are often similar to patterns in industrial societies that also fail to
conform to the ideal type.

When viewed in terms of their political implications the two positions are
more complicated for anthropologists than they are for sociologists and other
students of industrial societies. For some, anthropological societies represent
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the alternative forms of humanly possible institutional structure that could exist
in a reformed state of industrial societies. Thus the anthropologist who sees no
clear patterns of stratification in nonindustrial societies offers an alternative
societal type to the reformer who sees class in our society and hopes to change it.
And the anthropologist who sees stratification in nonindustrial societies that is
comparable to stratification in industrial societies cuts off that simple alter-
native. These issues make the choices involved in the analysis of stratification in
anthropological societies particularly loaded ones.

Stratification Involving Anthropological Societies

Any student of rural people in other countries knows that a large proportion of
the world’s population, as it is studied by anthropologists, falls between Plot-
nicov & Tuden’s (42) stratified type and kinship rank type. This amorphous
majority of non-Western people, usually labeled peasants, is commonly treated
as an undifferentiated mass residing in homogeneous communities that occupy
the bottom rung of the national stratification system. In recent years two
different steps away from the homogeneous conceptualizations that impede
study of stratification have been taken. Anthropologists have begun to study
both the regional, national, and international systems in which peasant commu-
nities are embedded on the one hand, and the internal differentiation of peasant
communities on the other. Both these very different trends involve greater
anthropological attention to social stratification.

The first trend focuses on the larger system and includes the rapidly ex-
panding literature on internal colonialism, dependency theory, and core-periph-
ery relations to which anthropologists are minority contributors. Broadly
conceived, the literature includes the culturally oriented development from the
dual society conception to cultural pluralism at one extreme and the world
system ideas of the sociologists like Wallerstein (61) at the other. The former has
tenuous credentials for the study of social stratification, for, as Benedict points
out, the cultural pluralism concept ‘‘may be more useful for work on cultural
differences within a society than for examining the political and economic
structure of that society’’ (2, p. 29). And the latter, as O’Laughlin (35) points
out, demands almost complete abandonment of anthropology’s disciplinary
boundaries. The middle range of this literature includes the work of many
anthropologists who have actively studied the context of local communities and
the larger systems themselves. Some of these are: R. N. Adams (1), G. A.
Collier (10), A. Leeds (30), S. F. Silverman (46), G. W. Skinner (48), C. A.
Smith (49), R. Stavenhagen (54), and E. R. Wolf (62-64).

While in some senses this literature may be seen as the belated, self-conscious
extention of Kroeber’s classic definition of peasant societies as part-societies
and part-cultures that cannot exist without the city, it represents a very impor-
tant reorientation of anthropological effort away from the local level and toward
regional, national, and international systems that include the peasant commu-
nity as a dynamic element. Peasants are tied to the larger system, albeit in an
asymmetrical way. They become full-fledged, if severely disadvantaged, actors
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in the larger society. In this analysis peasant communities often remain inter-
nally undifferentiated, but they are no longer the pristine cultural isolates so
common a decade or two ago.

The second trend focuses on internal differentiation in peasant communities,
and emphasizes the wealth and prestige differences within the societies that
anthropologists have commonly treated as homogeneous. While the focus on the
larger system discussed above abandons the local emphasis of anthropology and
retains the view of the peasant communities as homogeneous, this approach
abandons the homogeneity and retains the local emphasis. It adopts some of the
anonymous, quantitative, sociological classification of people which conflicts
with traditional anthropological explanations in terms of kinship and individual
characteristics. The work of F. Cancian (6, 8), B. DeWalt (13), S. F. Silverman
(47), and R. A. Thompson (56), among others, shows that the division of small,
poor communities into rich and poor, high and low prestige people reveals
internal behavior patterns very similar to those found in Western industrial
societies. This attempt to generalize across diverse societies, and the related
relegation of cultural differences to secondary status in the analysis, threatens to
raise many of the issues of comparability that dominated the abortive debate
between the substantivist and formalists in economic anthropology (7). Pelto &
Pelto (40) have pointed out how this type of analysis of intra-cultural, intra-
societal diversity relieves people in anthropological societies of the indignity of
culturally dominated lives that they suffer when viewed as homogeneous and
different from people in Western industrial societies.

Both the trends discussed here run counter to the tendency to separate
anthropological societies from industrial societies in the study of social
stratification. While typological differences between societies will remain an
important area of anthropological concern, it is clear that the characteristic
isolation and homogenization of anthropological societies that impeded the
study of social stratification is lessening. Anthropologists are becoming active
students of stratification, rather than simple reporters of contrastive systems.

Mobility and Openness of Stratification Systems

In most conceptions of stratification, individuals or groups have both a position
in the hierarchy and a potential for changing that position. Systems where
change is seen as relatively frequent are labeled open or flexible; those where
change is seen as relatively rare are labeled closed or rigid. The latter are often
identified with traditional agrarian societies where position is in large part
ascribed, the former with modern industrial societies where position is in large
part achieved. Since anthropologists tend to work with traditional societies,
mobility has not been a subject of great concern. This is especially true, of
course, because they have not concentrated on the internal differentiation that
logically must precede mobility. With the advent of ‘‘modernization,”” however,
anthropologists have been drawn to comparison of traditional and ‘‘modern”
periods in anthropological societies, and to comparison of mobility rates.
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The accumulated evidence is far from adequate to support firm conclusions,
but two very important generalizations are emerging. First, insofar as it is
possible to compare traditional and modern societies, modern societies may be
less open. Kelley & Perlman (26), who set their study of mobility among the
Toro of Western Uganda in the context of the relevant sociological literature,
conclude, as does Fallers (17), that the modern educational system leads to
greater rigidification rather than greater openness. While both these cases are
from East Africa, where relatively abundant land may create a special situation,
the generalization is nonetheless fascinating. More findings along these lines
would upset the received wisdom about traditional and modern societies, and
force reevaluation of the conclusion about relative mobility rates that has been
uncritically drawn from the conceptual distinction between ascribed and
achieved status systems.

Second, comparative studies by sociologists suggest that it is difficult to
establish differences in mobility rates among industrial societies given current
approaches to the problem. The best available studies do not show substantial
differences in the commonly expected directions, e.g. between the United
States and Europe (27, 57). Kelley (personal communication) has found few
existing anthropological studies with data adequate for comparison with indus-
trial societies.

This theoretical disarray and need for data and new generalizations creates an
opportunity for substantial contributions by anthropologists focusing on tradi-
tional societies. The process would involve two steps, neither of which is
common in current anthropological work. First, patterns of stratification must
be identified in communities where they have traditionally been ignored or
treated as culturally specific, rigid, ascribed role allocations; and second, inter-
generational mobility must be studied.

Since the few actual comparisons do not support the received wisdom dis-
tinguishing traditional and modern societies, it is hard to avoid the speculation
that the received wisdom stems from blinders created by our position in society.
It may be that the characterization of traditional societies as less mobile than
modern societies serves to relieve the contradiction between egalitarian ideol-
ogy and actual stratification in the Western industrial democracies where most
scholars who make these characterizations work.

EXPERIENCE AND IDEOLOGY IN STRATIFICATION

The importance of ideology and subjective experience, of meaning and mental
culture, is the subject of great debate in the study of social stratification. The
explicitly stated positions extend across the entire current range of ideas on the
status of mental and cultural phenomena, and display the chasm that separates
symbolic and behavioral anthropology. I will first review recent positions on the
relation of ideology and behavior—the question that dominates the debate
viewed over a long time span; then concentrate on the study of ambiguity in
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ideological systems that has become a major focus for many anthropologists in
recent years.

Ideology and Behavior

It is useful to begin with three concepts: ideology, behavior, and action. The
distinction between ideology and behavior is related to the old theory-practice,
thinking-doing distinction, which itself parallels the older mind-body dis-
tinction; but, once again, antiquity and ubiquity are guarantees that the problem
will persist, not promises of a solution. At the outset I want to assign cultural
assumptions, cognitive apparatus, conceptions of the desirable, values and
norms to ideology. Behavior is what happens outside the mind—observable
behavior conceptualized and reported by the investigator. At this point, a
commitment on the role of the investigator in the construction of observations
seems unnecessary. Action is aterm commonly used for behavior complete with
the ideology that gives it meaning, or, if you take the other point of view, of
ideology complete with the behavior that gives it mundane expression.

There often appears in the discussion of the relation of behavior and ideology
the idea that ideology is, by its nature, shared among individuals and therefore
connected with social theories that begin with the group—with society as a
precondition for the existence of the individual; and the corresponding idea that
behavior is connected with an individualistic bias under which the existence of
the individual is a precondition for the existence of society. While largely correct
as a generalization about the history of theories of society, this distinction has no
clear and forceful logical standing. Its application in the study of social
stratification is beautifully illustrated by Dumont’s Homo Hierarchicus (15), a
polemical work on the Hindu caste system. In what follows I will review
Dumont’s position, the work of Berreman and others who do not support
Dumont’s view of the caste system, and the work of Ossowski and Dahrendorf
relevant to the general problem of ideology and experience in social
stratification.

DUMONT Dumont presents a clear set of assertions favoring the predom-
inance of ideology in social reality. Beginning his study with a wholesale com-
mitment to a Durkheimian position on the importance of mind and its social
character, he uses the language of action:

. . . the social is often considered exclusively as a matter of the behavior of individu-
als, individuals who are assumed to be fully formed in advance. In this regard, it is
enough to observe that actual men do not behave: they act with an idea in their heads,
perhaps that of conforming to custom. . . .

It is the prime merit of French sociology to have insisted, in virtue of its in-
tellectualism, on the presence of society in the mind of each man (15, pp. 5-6).

This starting point leads Dumont to the formula which characterizes the non-
ideological component of action as a residual:
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Once what happens on the plane of observation O is related to a first plane of
reference, the plane of ideology I, it brings to light another component situated in the
residual plane R (o=i+r). From observation and ideology we deduce by ‘‘sub-
traction’’ the residual empirical component of each observed phenomenon (15, p. 38).

The strength of Dumont’s commitment to the predominant importance of ideol-
ogy is perhaps best communicated by his scholarly qualification, in a footnote,
that ideology ‘. . . is not the whole of social reality’’ (15, p. 264).

Dumont’s goal is to understand the ideology of the caste system. For the
Westerner to do this, he insists, he must first break the Western preconception
that people are first individuals, then members of society. Dumont’s thumbnail
sketch of Western thought leads him to the conclusion that ** After a long period
dominated by a tendency which led to atomization, the essential problem for
contemporary thought is to rediscover the meaning of wholes and systems”’ (15,
p. 41). It is in this spirit that he offers the caste system as an example of a system
that begins with the principle of hierarchy, a principle stated at the system level
and including the individual only as part of the system. Dumont’s book is
dedicated to the task of loosening the Western mind sufficiently to allow it to
comprehend such a starting point.

The principle of equality and the principle of hierarchy are facts, indeed they are
among the most constraining facts, of political and social life. There is no space here
to dwell upon the question of the place of ideology in social life; as far as methodology
is concerned, all that follows, both in outline and in detail, aims to answer this
question (15, p. 3).

More concretely, Dumont is concerned to show that, by virtue of its ideology,
the caste system is more than simply a super rigid and explicit class system. For
from his point of view, which starts with ideology, the caste system is clearly
distinct from aclass system which combines rigid and clear behavioral class with
egalitarian ideology. And, of course, insofar as action is the focus of attention,
hierarchical ideology plus rigid groups in which membership is determined by
birth, are clearly different from egalitarian ideology plus rigid groups in which
membership is determined by birth. Dumont is particularly concerned to draw
out the implications of the difference for egalitarians who engage in self-flagella-
tion over the antirational character of stratification and Hindus who presumably
accept the naturalness of hierarchy (14).

BERREMAN AND OTHERS ON CASTE Berreman’s views on ‘‘Caste in India and
the United States’’ (3) provide a clear contrast though they were published
before Dumont’s work in response to earlier proponents of the position Dumont
exemplifies. Berreman defines a caste system without regard to ideology: ‘‘a
hierarchy of endogamous divisions in which membership is hereditary and
permanent’’ (3, p. 120), but his attention to the role of ideology is nevertheless
direct. Responding to views like Dumont’s which distinguish nonconflictful and
acceptant attitudes toward caste in India from less acceptance of race relations
in the United States, he says:
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Central to these distinctions is that caste in India is passively accepted and indorsed
by all on the basis of the religio-philosophical explanations which are universally
subscribed to, while Negro-white relations in America are characterized by dissent,
resentment, guilt and conflict. But this contrast is invalid, resulting, as it does, from
an idealized and unrealistic view of Indian caste, contrasted with a more realistic,
pragmatic view of American race relations; Indian caste is viewed as it is supposed to
work rather than as it does work; American race relations are seen as they do work
rather than as they are supposed, by the privileged, to work. The traditional white
southerner, asked to describe relations between the races, will describe the Negro as
happy in his place, which he may quote science and Scripture to justify. This is similar
to the explanations offered for the Indian system by the advantaged (3, p. 121).

Thus, Berreman challenges Dumont’s implicit assumption that Hindu caste
ideology is monolithic; and his challenge is consistent with the accumulating
evidence that the rhetoric of caste ideology is no more a reliable guide to Hindu
behavior than the rhetoric of egalitarian ideology is a guide to American behav-
ior. It may still be that Hindu caste ideology is a better approximation to Hindu
behavior than American ideology is to American behavior, but this is a subtle
comparative question, a question of degree, that has not yet been successfully
conceptualized, let alone researched.

The relevant facts in this behavioral attack on the uniqueness of the caste
system may be divided into three types. First, there is the actual mobility of
entire castes within local hierarchies and the accomodation of the ideology to
this relaxation of preordained rigidity. This phenomenon is reported by many
and elucidated by Srinivas under the master concept Sanskritization (50, 51). As
Srinivas has pointed out, the strength of the caste system as a system of
stratification is that it co-opts the dissident group into using the rhetoric of the
system in its demands for mobility, thereby yielding rank to those who forcefully
support the intricacies of the rank system (50). This highly intellectual exercise
in social redefinition does not obviate the fact of mobility and its inconsistency
with the basic tenets of caste ideology.

Second, there are many reports of success in avoiding the rigid prescriptions
of occupational specialization, especially those involved in the jajmani system
under which service castes in rural areas perform services in return for annual
payment from farmers’ crops. Orans (37), in a study of 40 villages, tries to show
that the ideology of caste seldom holds individuals to traditional jajmani re-
lations if there are viable economic alternatives within reach. Epstein’s (16)
blacksmith who finds a relative to take his traditional obligations and traditional
compensation so that he can be freed to pursue commercial dealings on the open
market is another example of the ‘‘flexibility’’ of the system. It is important to
note that Epstein’s blacksmith, like many lower caste individuals whose oc-
cupation is set by their birth into a caste, is a part-time farmer. In fact, empirical
studies show that many service caste members own land. Thus, while caste
membership is a virtually absolute and enduring ascribed characteristic of
individuals seen in terms of the belief system, it is not an adequate index of
socioeconomic rank in general. In this situation it is hard to believe that Indian
villagers are oblivious to other systems of rank, especially economic rank.
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Finally, close study of behavior under caste ideology reveals practical trans-
formations of the overarching ideology of purity and pollution in contexts where
human interaction takes place across caste lines. Food exchange and pipe
smoking practices described by Dumont (15, pp. 86-87, based on A. C. Mayer’s
data) indicate that Indian villagers behave in only very approximate accordance
with the concept of society provided by caste ideology.

In sum, while caste is clearly the dominant rhetoric for conceptualizing social
relations for some Indians, the evidence suggests that it is neither a universally
accepted ideological charter for actual relationships, nor a reliable guide to
behavioral practice. It can hardly be denied that it is different in content from
otherideologies, but how that difference affects experience and practice in India
is an unresolved question. Differences in experience and behavior are clearly
not as extreme as differences in ideologies.

0SSOWSKI In his seminal work, Class Structure in the Social Consciousness
(38), Ossowski, a Polish sociologist writing in the 1950s, provides a useful
counterpoint to the positions reviewed above. His work covers a broad range of
Western thinkers on stratification, but his pivotal empirical observation is that
ideologists in both the United States and the Soviet Union see their own society
as one characterized by ‘‘non-egalitarian classlessness.’’ Each sees substantial
differences between people in the social and economic rewards they receive,
and each concludes that these differences do not constitute classes in his/her
society. Thus, allowing for differences in political expression between the
societies, Ossowski finds the arguments of Soviet and American ideologists and
sociologists about their own societies to be very similar. At the same time,
Soviet emigres and American observers see classes in Soviet society, while
Soviet observers see classes in American society.

These observations of the way people think and talk about stratification lead
Ossowski to the conclusion that:

Interpretations of class structure are social facts, which constitute a response to
emergence or persistence of certain types of human relationships. Thus, the typology
of the modes of interpreting such structures may be correlated with the typology of
the actual structures (38, p. 172).

In establishing his types of correlation between interpretations and actual struc-
tures Ossowski separates: A. the beliefs and milieux of the analyst, B. the
interpretation of the society, and C. the actual structure of the society. B is the
ideology. A is used to explain which particular B is used to view C.

The common sense appeal of this scheme and Ossowski’s convincing dis-
cussion of historical cases notwithstanding, the problems of infinite regress
inherent in any scheme which can be applied to itself become apparent. Is C
knowable without B? In fact, is even A knowable without B? But, of course, Bis
a function of A and C.

Ossowski solves this problem with the implicit assertion that it is nonetheless
possible to make meaningful statements about the relation of interpretations to
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actual structures. This position is consistent with his treading the thin line
between Marxist emphasis on historical specificity and commitment to the
importance of generalizing across social systems. From the outset he asserts
that ideology is important because: ‘A view of the social structure which is
widely held is an element in the social situation, and thus exerts an influence on
the nature of human relations” (38, p. 6).

DAHRENDORF Dahrendorf’s display of synthethizing virtuosity in his paper
“‘On the Origins of Inequality among Men’’ (12) offers the best theoretical
orientation which encompasses the various positions reviewed above. He views
a normative order as essential to the functioning of a community, but sees it as
imposed by those in power (those in power being those who are able to impose a
normative order) and inevitably subject to dispute by those who the prevailing
order relegates to low positions in the stratification system. From Dahrendorf’s
point of view, both a prevailing normative order (ideology) and change in the
prevailing normative order are basic parts of social reality. The normative order
guides the application of sanctions to deviants, and deviants are inevitably
produced by the system of stratification headed by those who define the nor-
mative order to their own advantage.

CONCLUSIONS Two general conclusions follow from the material reviewed
above. First, it is not appropriate to treat ideology as a set of rules from which
behavior can be predicted. The relation of norms to behavior is not a simple
isomorphic one, even with an ample allowance for ‘‘deviant’’ behavior which
does not conform to norms and is sanctioned according to a subsidiary set of
rules. Second, it is not appropriate, in the absence of extensive empirical
research yielding positive results, to assume that ideology is part of mental
culture or cognitive orientation shared by all or most members of a society. In
fact, at a more specific level, there is reason to believe that people in advantaged
positions in a society will articulate an ideology which implies shared norms
supporting the extant social relationships, while people in disadvantaged posi-
tions in a society will hold contrary views about the nature of society.

What remains of the action framework after the observation that ideology
varies with social position and social purposes? Certainly the commonplace fact
that people ‘‘feel’’ constrained by rules and state rules in justification of behav-
ior is not obviated by this observation. What is lost is the principle that generally
shared meaning precedes specific meaning. In terms of the contrasts between
group-oriented and individual-oriented theories of society stated at the begin-
ning of this section of the paper, this means a rejection of the group-oriented
theories insofar as they assume simple ideological homogeneity. It does not
imply support for the individual-oriented theories. For investigators of social
stratification, at least, the implication seems to be simply that ideology and
meaning are relative to position in the stratification system. This is neither a
group nor an individual characteristic, and the analysis of action, ideology, and
behavior that follows from this fact supercedes the simplistic notions with which
I began.
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These conclusions to which the study of social stratification have led are not
new in this generation of anthropological thought. They are consistent with:
1. the doubts about intracultural cognitive uniformity expressed by Wallace
(60); 2. the proposal for study of intracultural diversity by Pelto & Pelto (40);
and 3. the war on mentalism led by Harris (23). Moreover, they fit with the new
directions advocated by sociologists working on ethnomethodology, labeling
theory, and social construction of reality (9, 43); and finally, they are consistent
with the increasingly popular conflict views of society and history taken by
Marxist and non-Marxist anthropologists. While it is not clear if and when we
will reach another dominant consensus of the order of the Parsonian view in
sociology and the cultural uniformity-cultural determinist view in anthropology,
it is clear that these paradigms can no longer guide study of the role of experience
and ideology in social stratification.

The Uses of Ambiguity: Experience and Ideology Continued.

The lively discussion in symbolic anthropology of the ambiguity, multivocality,
and manipulability of symbols has as its counterpart in the study of social
stratification the attention to the existence and functions of ambiguity. Moore
(34) and Turner (59), who bridge symbolic and political anthropology, note how
these characteristics of symbols are useful in political action. They are likewise
an important characteristic of social stratification systems, for the ability to
redefine and manipulate relative rank can transform the experience of social
stratification. Whatever the ultimate practical significance of such trans-
formations, they are clearly a frequent feature of behavior in stratification
systems. Here I will first review some interpretations of stratification systems
which emphasize ambiguity, then discuss the relationship of the scientific mode
of inquiry to the study of these phenomena. While the issues discussed below are
closely related to those discussed immediately above, I have chosen to separate
them because I do not want to confuse the debate about the direct relation of
ideology and behavior with the more recently popular discussion of the exis-
tence and functions of ambiguity.

For the purposes of discussion it is useful to distinguish three components of
the role of ambiguity in the system of stratification. First, ambiguity in cultural
conventions, in the roles and the symbols associated with rank, exists in many if
not all societies. Where populations of individuals or groups interact as relevant
alters there seem to be many rules for specifying rank and many interpretations
of the symbols of rank. More are available than are used. The way in which any
concrete situation will be defined in terms of the available array of rules and
symbols is difficult to know. Second, people or groups vying for rank in any
concrete situation will attempt to apply the conventions that enhance their rank.
Third, any ‘‘resultant’ situation may include several different definitions of
social reality and remain viable. Normative or cultural consensus need not be
characteristic of the situation. In the three examples cited below, the contrast
between Leach’s early recognition of these characteristics of conventions sur-
rounding stratification and Srinivas’s later statement illustrates the way in which
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the overall orientation has shifted away from the framework presuming nor-
mative (cultural) consensus.

Leach’s classic statement in Political Systems of Highland Burma (28) 20
years ago comes out of an earlier conception of the relation of ideology and
behavior, but includes a clear statement of the functions of ambiguity. He
begins:

To be frank, Kachin gumsa theory about class differences is almost totally incon-
sistent with Kachin practice. I want then to explain not only what the Kachin theory is
but also how the inconsistencies in actual behavior affect the total social structure.

In theory rank depends strictly upon birth status; all legal rules are framed as if the
hierarchy of aristocrats, commoners and slaves had a caste-like rigidity and ex-
clusiveness. In Kachin theory rank is an attribute of lineage and every individual
acquires his rank once and for all through the lineage into which he happens to be
born. Itis easy to see that this theory is a fiction, but less easy to understand just what
kind of fiction is involved (28, pp. 159-60).

Leach goes on to show how individuals strive for higher rank by garbling
evidence and otherwise manipulating the complicated Kachin rules of succes-
sion to optimize the position of their lineage and thereby their own position.
““These elaborate rules not only allow for much controversy, they also make it
relatively easy for any influential aristocrat to reconstruct remote sections of his
geneology in his own favor’’ (28, p. 166). Leach clearly identifies the functions of
ambiguity but, in keeping with the dominant orientation of normative (cultural)
consensus when he wrote, takes ‘‘Kachin theory’’ seriously, and thus sees the
functions of ambiguity as extraordinary.

Srinivas, writing more recently, has shown how Hindu caste, the most elab-
orated, hierarchical, and rigid of ideologies, is subject to the same type of
manipulation in practice.

Thus the Harijan Holeyas are able to point to the Smiths as their inferiors, and as
‘‘evidence’’ of their superiority, to the fact that they do not accept food and drinking
water from Smiths. . . . On their side, the Smiths would dismiss the Harijan claim as
absurd, and point to their Sanskritized style of life, and to their not accepting food
cooked by any except Brahmins and Lingayats as evidence of their high status. This
kind of ambiguity regarding the position of several castes was not only a function of
the flexibility of the system but also facilitated its acceptance (52, p. 73).

Hodge, an American sociologist working with traditional quantitative data on
education, occupation, and income of individuals, finds the correlation between
the types of rank low enough to conclude that the system is not ‘‘crystallized”’
and makes a parallel interpretation for the American system which has one of the
most elaborately antihierarchical of modern ideologies.

The absence of a crystallized status system in which education, occupational pres-
tige, and income are so closely interwoven that any one of them may be utilized as a
surrogate for the others implies that the vast majority of individuals will have some
legitimate claim upon the various rewards of the society (25, p. 183).
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All these statements affirm the importance of ambiguity as a part of social
reality, and none ultimately confuses it with () a deficiency in understanding of
the system, or (b) an imperfection in the fit between ideology and behavior.
They are consistent with the emphasis on the ambiguity of the symbolic-ideol-
ogical aspect of social reality that is characteristic of recent and current symbolic
anthropology, and inconsistent with earlier views that emphasized the logical
coherence and primacy of ideology in meaningful human behavior.

This earlier view in the Durkheimian-Parsonian tradition, it seems to me,
came out of a pressure for isomorphism between the clarity, coherence, and
order of scientific study and the character of the social reality studied. More
recently a similar kind of pressure has led to an implicit isomorphism between
complicated social reality and the complicated humanistic approaches to its
study. Both are based on the incorrect premise that fuller knowledge is attain-
able when the form of knowing approximates the form of the known. The
premise itself perhaps stems from the hope that fairly complete and objective
knowledge is possible.

The genuine ambiguity which exists in social reality, like the disparity which
exists between the ideology of high and low ranking people and groups in
stratification systems, seems to contribute to the ability of many to live in
systems that would seem tolerable to only a few.

CONCLUSIONS

Important insights derived from the study of other societies have accumulated
over the years, yet anthropological study of social stratification remains in its
infancy. This is particularly true of our understanding of agrarian (peasant)
societies, but it is also reflected in the recent revolution in thinking about hunting
and gathering societies. While exceptions abound and present trends may be
cyclical variation rather than unidirectional progress, growth in the an-
thropological study of social stratification seems to be part of a movement away
from emphasis on the isolation, homogeneity, and uniqueness of other societies
and towards their comparability with industrial societies.

The older antiquarian emphasis of anthropology encouraged concep-
tualization in terms of implicit differences between our sociocultural system and
that of anthropological societies. And the older conception of culture empha-
sized descriptions of autonomous cultural systems in terms of paradigms domi-
nated by a value on coherence and completeness.

This is changing as the ambiguity of symbols and rules is increasingly recog-
nized, and as ‘‘norms’’ become ‘‘ideology’’ and ‘‘ideology’’ becomes ‘‘rhet-
oric”’ in the standard conceptual tool kit. It changes further as conflict, disarray,
incompleteness, and revolution become aspects of social reality rather than
signs of scientific inadequacy, and as the recognition of differentiation and
change in other societies makes them similar to our vision of ourselves.

The study of social stratification, by its very nature, involves the concep-
tualization of differences among individuals and groups within a single system of



246 CANCIAN

analysis. And the substance of social stratification, freed of the assumptions of
cultural homogeneity and ideological dominance, involves conflict and continu-
ing change in social reality.

DISCLAIMERS

The disclaimers and accompanying rationalizations in a paper of this sort could
themselves fill a substantial part of the space available. I want to make them brief
and to distinguish motivated exclusions from exclusions resultant from lack of
space, time, or competence. [ am sorry about the latter category, and hope that
others will fill out the picture.

The context of this paper includes theories of society that anthropologists
share with sociologists, but I have not attempted to review recent American
sociology because the literature is enormous and because I believe Beteille is
fundamentally correct when he says, ‘‘The poverty of their approach derives
from an obsessive concern for ‘methodology’ and scientific precision at the
expense of sociologically significant problems’’ (4, p. 10).

I have tried to avoid ‘‘political anthropology’’ as such because it is too large a
field to handle, and because it has an orientation that concentrates on the upper
ranks and getting things done at the societal level. I am concerned with issues
better viewed without emphasis on the top.

I have not tried to systematically review Marxist approaches, quasi-Marxist
approaches, and non-Marxist approaches that emphasize relations of local
systems with the larger system, especially the nation-state and the international
politico-economic system, both because the literature has become too large and
because I believe they draw needed attention away from internal differentiation
in small communities.

I have excluded contributions by prehistorians and primatologists because I
am not competent to review them, and studies of sex and ethnic stratification
because they are special cases of general principles and because they are
currently popular and warrant separate reviews.

Finally, with great regret, I have excluded reviews clustered around a limited
number of institutional complexes which I had hoped to include. Caste, the
potlatch, the big man system, intentional communities, etc, viewed as
stratification systems would produce very useful theoretical insights, I think, as
well as valuable intellectual histories of anthropological contributions to social
theory.
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