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Introduction to Social Structure, Stratification and Social
Processes

In sociology, understanding the relationship between individuals and society is
fundamental. Each person belongs to multiple social groups such as family, peer groups,
class, gender, caste, and tribe, which together form their specific location within the social
structure and stratification system. This location influences their access to social
resources, dffecting choices like education, lifestyle, and health. Social structure refers to
the organized patterns of relationships and behaviors in society, while social stratification
refers to the structured inequalities between groups in terms of access to material and
symbolic rewards.

The sociological imagination, as explained by C. Wright Mills, helps us understand the
interplay between an individual's biography and society's history. This chapter explores
the extent to which individuals are constrained or free within social structures and
stratification systems, and how these influence social processes such as cooperation,
competition, and conflict.



Exam Question

Q: What is the sociological imagination and how does it relate to the study of social
structure and stratification?

A: The sociological imagination is the ability to see the connection between individual
experiences and larger social forces. It relates to social structure and stratification by
helping us understand how an individual's life is shaped by their position within society's
organized patterns and inequalities.

Social Structure and Stratification

Social structure refers to the patterned and organized relationships and behaviors that
exist in society. These patterns are not random but are repeated over time, creating
institutions such as families and schools. Social stratification is the system of structured
inequalities between groups in society, which affects their access to resources and
opportunities. It is characterized by differences in life chances, social status, and political
influence.

For example, a person's social stratum influences their education, clothing, food, leisure,
and health. Inequality is systematically linked to group membership, and privileged
groups often pass on their advantages to their children. The three basic forms of
advantage are:

¢ Life Chances: Material benefits like wealth, health, and job security.
¢ Social Status: Prestige or high standing in society.
¢ Political Influence: Power to dominate or influence decision-making.

Social structure and stratification constrain individual actions but also allow for human
agency to reproduce or change these structures.

Exam Question



Q: What are the three basic forms of advantage in social stratification?
A: The three forms are life chances (material benefits), social status (prestige), and
political influence (power over decision-making).

Two Ways of Understanding Social Processes in Sociology

Sociology challenges common sense explanations by analyzing social processes like
cooperation, competition, and conflict in terms of social structure rather than human
nature. Two major perspectives are:

e Functionalist Perspective (Emile Durkheim): Emphasizes cooperation and social
solidarity as essential for society's functioning. Cooperation fulfills societal needs and
maintains social order.

o Conflict Perspective (Karl Marx): Highlights how cooperation can be enforced within
unequal societies where dominant groups control resources, leading to conflict and
competition.

Both perspectives agree that cooperation is necessary but differ on its nature and
implications.

Exam Question

Q: How do the functionalist and conflict perspectives differ in their understanding of
cooperation?

A: The functionalist perspective sees cooperation as voluntary and essential for social
order, while the conflict perspective views cooperation as often enforced within unequal
societies, accompanied by conflict and competition.

Cooperation and Division of Labour

Cooperation is fundamental to human survival and social life. Emile Durkheim emphasized
solidarity as the moral force that binds society, distinguishing between:



¢ Mechanical Solidarity: Social cohesion based on similarity, common beliefs, and
shared experiences in traditional societies.

e Organic Solidarity: Social cohesion based on interdependence and division of labour
in complex industrial societies.

Karl Marx focused on human consciousness and the role of cooperation in producing
material life. He introduced the concept of alienation, where workers lose control over their
labor and its products in capitalist societies, making cooperation enforced rather than
voluntary.

Exam Question

Q: What is the difference between mechanical and organic solidarity?

A: Mechanical solidarity is social cohesion based on similarity and shared beliefs in
traditional societies, while organic solidarity is based on interdependence and division of
labour in complex societies.

Competition as an Idea and Practice

Competition is often seen as a natural and universal human behavior, but sociological
analysis shows it is a social construct that varies historically and culturally. In some
societies, cooperation is valued over competition. In modern capitalist societies,
competition is a dominant ideology linked to efficiency, profit maximization, and
individualism.

Competition assumes equal opportunity, but social stratification means individuals
compete from unequal positions. This can lead to exclusion and inequality, such as in
education and employment.

Exam Question



Q: Why is competition considered a social construct rather than a natural phenomenon?
A: Because competition varies across societies and historical periods, and is influenced by
social structures and cultural values rather than being an inherent human trait.

Conflict and Cooperation

Conflict involves clashes of interests over scarce resources and can be based on class,
caste, gender, ethnicity, or religion. Conflict is not new but changes form over time. Often,
cooperation and conflict coexist, with cooperation sometimes enforced to maintain social
order despite underlying conflicts.

For example, in families, cooperation may mask conflicts, especially regarding gender
roles and property rights. Women may cooperate with patriarchal norms due to social
pressures and material interests, even while experiencing conflict covertly.

Land conflicts illustrate how power and access to resources shape social relations and
conflicts within communities.

Exam Question

Q: How can cooperation and conflict coexist in social relationships?

A: Cooperation and conflict can coexist because individuals and groups may work
together to maintain social order while simultaneously experiencing underlying conflicts
over interests and resources.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the relationship between social structure, stratification, and
social processes such as cooperation, competition, and conflict. These processes are
distinct but often overlap and coexist, shaping human interactions and societal dynamics.



Solved Examples

Example 1

Question: Explain how social stratification affects an individual's life chances.

Answer: Social stratification creates structured inequalities that affect access to resources
like education, healthcare, and employment. An individual from a higher social stratum is
more likely to have better life chances, such as attending good schools and accessing
quality healthcare, compared to someone from a lower stratum.

Example 2

Question: Differentiate between cooperation and competition with examples.

Answer: Cooperation involves working together towards common goals, such as family
members sharing household tasks. Competition involves striving against others for limited
resources, such as students competing for admission to a prestigious college.

Practice Set

Easy

e Define social structure.
e \What is social stratification?

Moderate

e Explain the difference between mechanical and organic solidarity.
e Describe how social stratification influences social processes.

Challenging



e Discuss the functionalist and conflict perspectives on cooperation.
e Analyze how competition can both promote and hinder social development.

Answer Key

Easy

e Social structure is the organized pattern of social relationships and social institutions
that together compose society.

e Social stratification is the system of structured inequalities between groups in society
based on access to resources and rewards.

Moderate

e Mechanical solidarity is social cohesion based on similarity and shared beliefs,
typical of traditional societies; organic solidarity is based on interdependence and
division of labour in complex societies.

¢ Social stratification influences social processes by shaping individuals' opportunities
and interactions, affecting cooperation, competition, and conflict.

Challenging

e The functionalist perspective views cooperation as essential and voluntary for social
order, while the conflict perspective sees cooperation as often enforced within
unequal societies, accompanied by conflict.

e Competition promotes development by encouraging efficiency and innovation but
can hinder it by creating inequality and social exclusion.

Quick Reference

e Social Structure: Organized patterns of relationships in society.



¢ Social Stratification: Structured inequalities between groups.
e Cooperation: Working together for common goals.

e Competition: Striving against others for limited resources.

e Conflict: Clash of interests over resources or power.

e Mechanical Solidarity: Cohesion based on similarity.

¢ Organic Solidarity: Cohesion based on interdependence.

¢ Alienation: Loss of control over labor and its products.

Glossary

e Altruism: Acting to benefit others without selfishness.

¢ Alienation: Marx's term for workers' loss of control over labor.

e Anomie: A state of normlessness or social instability.

e Capitalism: Economic system based on private ownership and profit.

¢ Division of Labour: Specialization of work tasks in society.

e Dominant Ideology: Beliefs that justify the interests of dominant groups.
¢ Individualism: Focus on the autonomous individual.

¢ Laissez-faire Liberalism: Economic policy of minimal government interference.
e Mechanical Solidarity: Social cohesion through similarity.

e Modernity: Social changes from 18th and 19th centuries onward.

e Organic Solidarity: Social cohesion through interdependence.

¢ Social Constraint: Social forces that limit individual behavior.

e Structures: Frameworks that organize social behavior.



