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DEDICATION

This work is respectfully dedicated to André Béteille, one of India’s most
distinguished sociologists, whose profound contributions to the study of social
stratification, caste, inequality, and civil society have significantly shaped
contemporary sociological thought in India.

His insightful analyses of the complexities of Indian society, grounded in
both empirical rigor and philosophical depth, continue to inspire scholars,
researchers, and students alike. Through his pioneering works, he has
illuminated the enduring structures of inequality while advocating for the values
of reason, secularism, and social justice.

This dedication stands as a tribute to his intellectual legacy and his
unwavering commitment to understanding and improving the social fabric of
India.
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PREFACE

India, a nation marked by immense diversity, cultural richness, and historical
depth, stands today at a critical juncture in its socio-economic transformation.
The contemporary era, shaped by rapid globalization, technological
advancement, urbanization, and shifting cultural values, has brought with it
both opportunities and challenges. While India has made remarkable progress
in areas such as economic growth, digital innovation, education, and
infrastructure, it continues to grapple with a wide array of persistent and
emerging social problems. These issues not only hinder inclusive development
but also raise fundamental questions about justice, equality, and human dignity
in a modern democratic society.

Social problems in India are complex, multidimensional, and deeply rooted
in historical, cultural, and structural factors. They cannot be understood in
isolation, as they are often interconnected and mutually reinforcing. For
instance, poverty is closely linked with unemployment, illiteracy, poor health,
and social exclusion. Similarly, caste-based discrimination intersects with
economic inequality and political marginalization, while gender inequality
manifests in various forms such as violence against women, unequal access to
education, and limited participation in decision-making processes. Thus, the
study of social problems requires a holistic and interdisciplinary approach,
combining insights from sociology, economics, political science, and cultural
studies.

In the contemporary era, traditional social problems continue to persist,
albeit in modified forms. Poverty remains a significant challenge despite various
government initiatives and welfare schemes. A large section of the population
still struggles to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, healthcare, and
education. Unemployment and underemployment, particulatly among youth,
have become pressing concerns in the context of a rapidly changing labor
market influenced by automation and globalization. Additionally, the informal
sector, which employs a majority of the workforce, often lacks job security, fair
wages, and social protection.

Caste, as a deeply entrenched social institution, continues to shape social
relations and opportunities in India. Although legal measures have been
implemented to abolish untouchability and promote social justice, caste-based
discrimination and violence persist in various parts of the country. The
marginalization of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes highlights the



limitations of policy interventions and underscores the need for sustained
efforts toward social inclusion and empowerment.

Gender inequality is another critical issue that remains pervasive in
contemporary India. Despite progress in female literacy and workforce
participation, women continue to face discrimination in multiple spheres of life.
Issues such as gender-based violence, child marriage, dowry, and unequal pay
reflect deeply ingrained patriarchal norms and attitudes. The intersection of
gender with caste, class, and religion further complicates the experiences of
women, particularly those belonging to marginalized communities.

Urbanization, while contributing to economic growth and modernization,
has also given rise to new social challenges. The rapid expansion of cities has
led to the proliferation of slums, inadequate housing, and strained public
services. Migrant workers, who form the backbone of urban economies, often
live in precarious conditions with limited access to basic amenities.
Environmental degradation, pollution, and the loss of green spaces are
additional concerns associated with unplanned urban growth, affecting the
quality of life and public health.

The digital revolution has transformed the way people communicate, work,
and access information. However, it has also introduced new forms of
inequality and social problems. The digital divide between urban and rural areas,
as well as between different socio-economic groups, limits equitable access to
opportunities. Cybercrime, misinformation, and online harassment have
emerged as significant challenges, particularly affecting vulnerable populations
such as women and youth.

Education and healthcare, fundamental pillars of human development,
continue to face systemic challenges. While access to education has improved,
issues of quality, affordability, and relevance remain. Similatly, the healthcare
system, though expanded, is often characterized by disparities in access and
quality between urban and rural areas. The recent global health crises have
further exposed the vulnerabilities of the public health infrastructure and the
need for comprehensive reforms.

Another significant concern in contemporary India is the rise of social
tensions and conflicts based on religion, ethnicity, and identity. Such conflicts
threaten social cohesion and undermine the principles of secularism and
pluralism that form the foundation of the Indian Constitution. The role of
media and political discourse in shaping public perceptions and attitudes has
become increasingly important in this context.
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Addressing social problems in India requires a multifaceted approach
involving government policies, civil society initiatives, community participation,
and individual responsibility. Legal frameworks and welfare programs play a
crucial role, but they must be complemented by efforts to change social
attitudes and behaviors. Education, awareness, and empowerment are key to
fostering a more just and equitable society. Moreover, inclusive development
that prioritizes the needs of marginalized groups is essential for sustainable
progress.

This work aims to explore the various social problems in contemporary
India, examining their causes, manifestations, and consequences. It seeks to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by Indian
society while also highlighting the efforts being made to address them. By
analyzing these issues through a sociological lens, the study aspires to contribute
to informed discourse and policy-making.

In conclusion, the contemporary era presents both challenges and
opportunities for India. While social problems continue to persist, there is also
a growing awareness and commitment to addressing them. The path toward a
more equitable and inclusive society requires collective effort, critical reflection,
and sustained action. It is only through such endeavors that India can realize its
full potential as a nation that upholds the values of justice, equality, and human
dignity for all.
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CHAPTER 1
SOCIAL PROBLEMS: CONCEPT, CHARACTERISTICS
AND APPROACHES

A<D

1. Introduction

Human society is a dynamic, ever-evolving system shaped by continuous
interaction, cooperation, and conflict among individuals and groups. While
society has witnessed remarkable progress in areas such as technology,
governance, and social organization, it is equally marked by persistent
challenges that disrupt harmony and hinder development. These challenges,
commonly known as social problems, are not merely individual difficulties but
collective conditions that adversely affect large sections of society. They are
deeply rooted in the structural, cultural, and institutional arrangements of social
life and often lead to inequality, marginalization, and social disorganization.

At its cote, a social problem can be understood as a condition or situation
that is perceived as undesirable, harmful, or threatening to the well-being of
individuals and the functioning of society. Sociologists emphasize that for an
issue to be considered a social problem, it must not only affect a significant
number of people but also be recognized by society as requiring intervention.
Thus, social problems are both objective conditions (such as poverty or
unemployment) and subjective perceptions (society’s recognition and concern
about these issues).

One of the defining features of social problems is their interconnected and
multidimensional nature. They rarely occur in isolation; instead, they are linked

Social Problems in India: In Contemporary Era
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to a network of other issues. For instance, poverty often leads to illiteracy, poor
health, and unemployment, which in turn may contribute to crime and social
unrest. Similarly, gender inequality can limit access to education and
employment opportunities for women, perpetuating cycles of economic
dependency and social subordination. This interrelatedness makes social
problems complex and difficult to address, as solutions must consider multiple
factors simultaneously.

The natutre of social problems is also dynamic, meaning that they change
over time and vary across different societies. What is considered a social
problem in one context may not be perceived the same way in another. For
example, issues like child labor or caste-based discrimination have historically
been normalized in certain societies but are now widely recognized as serious
social problems requiring legal and social intervention. This changing
perception highlights the role of cultural values, social norms, and historical
context in defining social problems.

In understanding the origin and persistence of social problems, sociologists
have developed various theoretical approaches. The structural-functional
perspective views society as a system of interrelated parts that work together to
maintain stability and order. From this viewpoint, social problems arise when
there is a breakdown or dysfunction in one or more parts of the system. For
example, unemployment may be seen as a result of economic institutions failing
to provide adequate job opportunities. While this approach emphasizes stability
and consensus, it has been criticized for sometimes overlooking issues of power
and inequality.

In contrast, the conflict perspective focuses on power struggles and
inequalities within society. It argues that social problems are the result of
unequal distribution of resources, opportunities, and power among different
groups. According to this view, issues such as poverty, gender inequality, and
caste discrimination are not accidental but are rooted in systemic exploitation
and domination. This perspective is particularly relevant in analyzing societies
like India, where historical structures such as the caste system have created deep
and enduring inequalities.

Another important approach is the symbolic interactionist perspective,
which examines how social problems are constructed and interpreted through
everyday interactions and meanings. It emphasizes that social problems are not
just objective realities but are also shaped by how people perceive, label, and
respond to them. For instance, the stigma associated with mental illness can
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exacerbate the problem by discouraging individuals from seeking help.

In the Indian context, social problems are further complicated by the
country’s diversity and complexity. India is characterized by a rich tapestry of
cultures, languages, religions, and social structures. While this diversity is a
source of strength, it also presents unique challenges. The caste system, for
example, has historically structured social relations and access to resources,
leading to persistent inequalities and discrimination. Despite constitutional
safeguards and affirmative action policies, caste-based disparities continue to
influence education, employment, and social mobility.

Similarly, religious diversity, while promoting pluralism, has at times led to
communal tensions and conflicts. Regional disparities also play a significant role
in shaping social problems in India. Differences in economic development,
infrastructure, and access to resources between states and regions contribute to
uneven patterns of growth and opportunity. For instance, some regions may
experience high levels of industrialization and urbanization, while others remain
predominantly agrarian and underdeveloped.

Rapid socio-economic transformation is another key factor influencing
social problems in contemporary India. The processes of industrialization,
urbanization, and globalization have brought about significant changes in social
structures and lifestyles. While these changes have created new opportunities
for economic growth and social mobility, they have also led to new challenges.
Utrbanization, for example, has resulted in the growth of slums, inadequate
housing, and increased pressure on urban infrastructure. Migration from rural
to urban areas, driven by the search for better employment opportunities, often
leads to social dislocation and the breakdown of traditional support systems.

Poverty remains one of the most pressing social problems in India. Despite
significant economic growth in recent decades, a large section of the population
continues to live below the poverty line. Poverty is not just a lack of income
but also a deprivation of basic capabilities such as access to education,
healthcare, and decent living conditions. It is closely linked to other social
problems such as malnutrition, child labor, and lack of access to clean water
and sanitation.

Unemployment is another critical issue that affects both urban and rural
populations. The mismatch between the education system and labor market
demands, along with limited job creation in certain sectors, contributes to high
levels of unemployment and underemployment. This, in turn, can lead to
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frustration, social unrest, and increased vulnerability to crime and exploitation.

Illiteracy and lack of quality education further exacerbate social inequalities.
Education is a key driver of social mobility and empowerment, yet access to
quality education remains uneven, particularly for matginalized communities
such as women, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and rural populations.
Gender inequality, deeply rooted in cultural norms and practices, continues to
limit opportunities for women and gitls in areas such as education, employment,
and political participation.

Crime and deviance are also significant social problems that reflect
underlying social tensions and inequalities. Factors such as poverty,
unemployment, lack of education, and social disorganization contribute to the
prevalence of crime. At the same time, the criminal justice system faces
challenges in ensuring timely and fair justice, which can undermine public trust
in institutions.

Addressing social problems requires a comprehensive and multi-faceted
approach. It involves not only government policies and legal frameworks but
also active participation from civil society, communities, and individuals. Social
reforms, education, economic development, and awareness campaigns all play
a crucial role in tackling these issues. For example, initiatives aimed at poverty
alleviation, such as employment guarantee schemes and social welfare
programs, can help improve living conditions and reduce inequality.

Furthermore, promoting inclusive development is essential to ensure that
the benefits of economic growth are shared equitably across different sections
of society. This includes addressing structural inequalities related to caste,
gender, and region, as well as ensuring access to basic services such as
education, healthcare, and housing.

In conclusion, social problems are an inherent part of human society,
reflecting its complexities, contradictions, and inequalities. They are not static
but evolve over time, shaped by changing social, economic, and cultural
conditions. Understanding their meaning, nature, and characteristics, along with
the sociological perspectives that explain their origin, is essential for developing
effective strategies to address them. In a diverse and rapidly changing society
like India, this understanding must be grounded in the specific context of its
social structure and historical experiences. Only through a holistic and inclusive
approach can society move towards greater harmony, justice, and sustainable
development.
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2. Meaning and Definition of Social Problems

The concept of social problems has been defined in various ways by
sociologists, depending on their theoretical orientation and focus. Broadly
speaking, a social problem can be understood as a condition or situation that is
perceived by a significant number of people as undesirable, harmful, or
requiring collective action for its resolution.

One of the simplest ways to define a social problem is to view it as a gap
between social ideals and social reality. Societies establish norms, values, and
expectations regarding acceptable behavior and desirable conditions. When
these expectations are not met, and when the resulting condition affects a large
section of society, it becomes a social problem.

Several sociologists have provided influential definitions. According to
Fuller and Myers, a social problem is “a condition which is defined by a
considerable number of persons as a deviation from some social norm which
they cherish.” This definition highlights the importance of social norms and
collective perception in identifying social problems.

Similarly, Merton and Nisbet describe social problems as “a way of behavior
that is regarded by a substantial part of a social order as being in violation of
accepted norms.” This perspective emphasizes deviance and norm violation as
key elements.

Another perspective defines social problems in terms of their impact. From
this viewpoint, a social problem is any condition that negatively affects the well-
being of individuals or the functioning of society and requires intervention. For
example, poverty is considered a social problem because it leads to deprivation,
inequality, and reduced quality of life.

It is important to note that not all undesirable conditions are considered
social problems. A condition becomes a social problem only when it is
recognized as such by society and when there is a demand for change. Thus,
social problems are socially constructed, meaning that they depend on collective
awareness, values, and perceptions.

3. Nature and Characteristics of Social Problems

Social problems possess certain defining features that distinguish them from
individual or personal issues. Understanding these characteristics is essential for
analyzing their causes and developing effective solutions.
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3.1 Social Origin

One of the most fundamental characteristics of social problems is that they
originate within the structure of society. Unlike personal problems, which are
confined to individual circumstances, social problems are rooted in broader
social processes such as economic inequality, cultural norms, institutional
arrangements, and political systems.

For instance, unemployment is not merely an individual failure to find a job;
it is often the result of structural issues such as lack of economic opportunities,
technological changes, or inadequate education systems.

3.2 Universality

Social problems are universal in nature, meaning that they exist in all
societies, regardless of their level of development. However, their form,
intensity, and impact may vary from one society to another.

For example, while poverty exists in both developed and developing
countries, it is more severe and widespread in countries like India due to factors
such as population pressure and unequal distribution of resources.

3.3 Relativity

Another important feature of social problems is their relative nature. What
is considered a social problem in one society or time period may not be viewed
in the same way in another.

For instance, issues such as divorce or single parenthood were once
stigmatized in Indian society but are gradually gaining acceptance, particularly
in urban areas. This indicates that social problems are influenced by changing
cultural values and social norms.

3.4 Collective Impact

Social problems affect a large number of people and have consequences for
society as a whole. They are not limited to individual experiences but have
widespread implications for social stability, economic development, and public
welfare. For example, illiteracy not only affects individuals’ ability to read and
write but also hampers national development by limiting human capital and
economic productivity.

3.5 Need for Collective Action
Addressing social problems requires collective efforts involving government
institutions, civil society organizations, and communities. Individual action
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alone is insufficient to resolve issues that are deeply embedded in social
structures.

For instance, combating corruption requires legal reforms, institutional
transparency, and public awareness, rather than isolated individual actions.

3.6 Interrelatedness

Social problems are often interconnected and influence one another. For
example, poverty can lead to illiteracy, which in turn contributes to
unemployment and crime. This interconnected nature makes it necessary to
adopt a holistic approach when addressing social problems.

3.7 Dynamic Nature

Social problems are not static; they evolve over time in response to social,
economic, and technological changes. New problems may emerge, while
existing ones may take different forms.

For example, cybercrime has emerged as a new social problem in the digital
age, reflecting changes in technology and communication.

4. Sociological Approaches to Social Problems

Sociologists have developed various theoretical frameworks to understand
the causes and nature of social problems. Among these, the functionalist,
conflict, and symbolic interactionist approaches are the most prominent.

4.1 Functionalist Approach

The functionalist approach is one of the most influential perspectives in
sociology for understanding social problems. It views society as a complex
system composed of various interconnected parts, each of which performs
specific functions to maintain stability, order, and continuity. This perspective
is primarily associated with thinkers such as Emile Durkheim and Talcott
Parsons, who emphasized that social institutions work together like organs in a
human body to ensure the smooth functioning of society.

According to the functionalist perspective, institutions such as family,
education, religion, economy, and politics are essential components of the social
system. Bach institution performs certain roles that contribute to maintaining
social equilibrium. For instance, the family is responsible for socialization and
emotional support, education provides knowledge and skills, and religion
promotes moral values and social cohesion. When these institutions function
propetly, society remains stable and integrated.
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From this viewpoint, social problems arise when there is a disruption or
dysfunction in the functioning of these institutions. A dysfunction refers to a
condition where a particular part of society fails to perform its expected role
effectively. For example, if the education system does not equip individuals with
adequate skills or knowledge, it can lead to unemployment, underemployment,
and economic insecurity. Similatly, the breakdown of family structures may
result in issues such as juvenile delinquency ot emotional instability.

Functionalists often distinguish between manifest functions (intended and
recognized outcomes) and latent functions (unintended and hidden
consequences). Social problems may sometimes emerge from the latent
dysfunctions of institutions. For example, while industrialization aims to
promote economic growth (manifest function), it may also lead to
environmental degradation or urban poverty (latent dysfunctions), which then
become social problems.

An important feature of the functionalist approach is its emphasis on social
order, integration, and consensus. Functionalists believe that societies are held
together by shared values, norms, and beliefs. When these shared values weaken
or when individuals fail to conform to societal expectations, social problems
may arise. For instance, rising crime rates may be interpreted as a breakdown
of social norms or a lack of effective socialization.

Another key aspect of this approach is the belief that social problems are
generally temporary and manageable. Functionalists argue that societies have
built-in mechanisms—such as laws, policies, and social reforms—to address
and correct dysfunctions. For example, unemployment can be tackled through
skill development programs, educational reforms, or economic policies. Thus,
social problems are seen as challenges that can be resolved through gradual
adjustments rather than radical transformation.

However, the functionalist perspective has been criticized for its limitations.
Critics argue that it tends to overemphasize stability and harmony while
neglecting issues of power, inequality, and conflict. By focusing on consensus,
it may ignore the experiences of marginalized groups who suffer from systemic
disadvantages. For instance, explaining poverty solely as a dysfunction of
institutions may overlook the role of structural inequality and exploitation.

Despite these criticisms, the functionalist approach remains valuable for
understanding how different parts of society are interconnected and how
disruptions in one area can affect the entire system. It provides a framework for
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