
Page | 256  

Book Review  

  

 

Balmurli Natarajan (2012). The 
Culturalization of Caste in 
India: Identity and Inequality in 
a Multicultural Age. Abingdon: 
Routledge, 207 pages, ISBN 
978-0-415-77997-5.  

Journal of Society in Kashmir  
12(1) 255 - 258 

ISSN: 2249-667X 
 

 

Caste has inspired many attempts to its study as a total system. Balmurli 
Natarajan‟s book, a significant addition to the growing corpus of 
literature on caste, is one among those several efforts. It‟s assessment of 
casteis rooted in the multicultural contemporary realities of identity and 
inequality which place it in the realm of ethnic politics. It aims to answer 
as to what is the status of caste as it interacts with capitalist modernity 
and democracy. 
Most scholars of caste distinguish between Varna and Jati. Natarajan takes 
it a step ahead and introduces the concept of samaj. Samaj is the outcome 
of culture and community. By employing the tool of samaj, the book 
shows how castes are social constructions that are naturalized in the 
process of group formation. Samaj stresses on cultural reproduction and 
reinforces casteism ensuring domination of certain castes on social and 
cultural capital. So, castes come to serve a utility function by marketing 
themselves as ethnicities in a hyper commoditized world. This 
understanding forms the core of both, culturalization of caste as a 
concept, and the impression of the book. 
The author, in establishing his notion of culturalization of caste, criticizes 
current discourses on caste that claim an „anti-casteist‟ label fastening 
onto the market, capitalism and modernity as positive influences in 
dismantling caste and casteism or turning it into a capital gaining 
resource. In this direction, three viewpoints colour the discourse of anti-
casteism in his analysis. Firstly, in the political context the democratized or 
modernized caste, which he points out, is a vestige of the colonial modern 
perspective in which caste is equated with interest groups that add 
vitality to Indian democracy. This positive outlook completely brushes 
under the carpet the power imbalances that are intrinsic to caste. 
Secondly, in the economic context, capitalized or productive caste is equated 
with social capital that aids a risk-free development of capitalism in a 
country like India, completely disregarding the relations of exploitation 
and domination that also dictate how surplus is extracted and distributed 
and to whom it is distributed. Thirdly, in the cultural context, 
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substantialised or ethnicised caste, another vestige of the colonial perspective 
that sought to de-politicize and simultaneously culturalize caste, 
advances a view of caste groups as distinct identity based communities 
competing for recognition in a multicultural world that revels in cultural 
difference. In addition to these, the author identifies two other 
standpoints that provide credibility to the first three. The first of these, 
benign-normal caste, views caste as having being confined to the domestic 
sphere in a nonthreatening form, as a determinant of endogamy, 
disregarding how endogamy is itself a determinant of social 
reproduction. This is promoted as a normal viewpoint of caste 
contemporaneously. The second of these two, brutal-abnormal caste 
spotlights caste as an „abominable aberration‟- when incidents of caste 
brutality and caste-atrocity occur in an exceptionally sensational manner. 
These incidents are viewed as extrinsic to caste. All of these five „tropes‟ 
taken together offer a mirage of commonsensical truth but are the 
constructions of the Indian liberal bourgeoisie in their discourses of the 
„new‟- polity, economy, and society. 
In the author‟s viewpoint, the „new‟ discourse floated by the liberal 
bourgeoisie has been adopted by the Indian „new Right‟ too. The author 
presents various incidents and examples where this fact is clearly 
apparent, concluding that the liberal and the right-wing share the same 
discursive space on the issue of caste and casteism despite the claim of 
the liberals to the label of anti-casteism and anti-Hindutva. He 
demonstrates the same by employing Bourdieuian concepts of taste and 
distinction. In the culturalization of caste, casteism has two connotations, 
a fear of difference and simultaneously a Bourdieuian „taste‟ for 
difference or preference. Differential casteism incorporates this taste for 
difference and ensures culturalization of caste. It is free of either 
annihilation or assimilation of the different and thrives on the 
reproduction of difference. As a first principle, difference is constructed 
and preserved. Cultural differences are valorized and caste is recast as 
cultural identity. Differential caste interaction, or as the author puts it - 
„mixophobia‟ continues unchallenged. As the second principle, difference 
is made meaningful in social life. The concept of aukad provides the 
boundaries of meaningful social placement and forms the social capital. 
The culturalization of caste then ensures casteist practices of monopoly 
continue unrestricted in Indian society. The author brings to the fore this 
entire process by focusing on the caste community (samaj) Kumhars 
(potters) of Durg, Rajnandgaon and Raipur, the three districts of 
Chhattisgarh in Central India, in order to authenticate his notion of the 
culturalization of caste. He undertakes interviews and initiates 
conversations during his ethnographic study with the community 
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members. In the course of these interviews he is able to establish the 
existence of differences within the samaj having a bearing on 
commensality and marriage. The samaj is also subject to its own 
hierarchies, formations of middle-class groupings and subsequent de-
politicisation. These formations take on the mantle of community making 
by establishing caste associations – sabha. The author stresses that it is 
with the establishment of these ethnicized associations that a shift occurs 
from “blood loyalty” towards “cultural community”. The labour of 
community making is put in by caste elites to move away from fetishized 
blood (Jati) towards fetishized culture (Samaj). The motivations of the 
caste elites to do so are not in alignment with the lived realities of the 
subaltern. Emphasising cultural differences and creating a cultural 
community benefit the caste elite at the cost of the subaltern who is 
increasingly subjected to brutal-abnormal caste. 
The book, then, has two central theses- one that differential casteism 
operates as anti-casteism and second that caste elites do not necessarily 
represent the interests or share the identities of subaltern members within 
the caste community (samaj). The work exposes how anti-casteism can 
only work when it is committed to the annihilation of caste, and therefore 
must critique this idea of caste as culture and the claims of caste to be 
viewed as culture. The book is extensively researched and enriched with 
ethnographic data to support the analysis provided by the author of caste 
being ethnicised and culturalized. It critiques current scholarship for its 
valorisation of caste and points out how caste is not defanged. Though in 
its optimism for the annihilation of caste it overlooks the malleable nature 
of capitalized modernity and consequently caste - as it continues to not 
just survive but assume newer utilities. It is, nevertheless, a pioneering 
attempt at locating caste in the multicultural age as it interacts with 
politics, economy, culture and identities. 
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In recent decades, India has experienced substantial social 
transformation, particularly in terms of family forms and dynamics. The 
shift from joint to nuclear family systems, as well as an increase in the 
number of single-parent and single-person households, has been one of 
the most significant shifts. This is largely due to factors such as 
urbanization, increased education and employment opportunities for 
women, and changing societal attitudes toward marriage and family. 
Additionally, there has been a decline in the birth rate and an 
increasingly aging population. These changes have also led to an 
increased emphasis on individualism and self-reliance, as well as a 
decrease in the extended family‟s involvement in day-to-day life. Overall, 
the family structure and dynamics in India are in a state of flux, with 
traditional norms and values coexisting alongside more modern and 
progressive attitudes.  In this context, A K Lal‟s early attempt to 
understand family dynamics is a significant contribution. The work is an 
empirical attempt to contribute to the literature on the family in India. 
The author investigated the structures and internal processes of Hindu 
families in urban settings. The book is divided into 10 chapters, ranging 
from the structure of the family, and the interpersonal relationship in the 
family, to changing pattern of marriage. In the introduction (chapter first) 
of the book author provides the main objectives of the book to know a) 
compositional structure, division of labor, patterns of marriage, inter-
relations between family and occupation, and correlation of the various 
dimensions of the family with caste and class. In the chapter second, the 
author argued out of the empirical inferences that the compositional 
structure of the present families is a mixture of modernity and tradition. 
Various traditions are now devalued especially by the nuclear families. 
Joint families are showing more conformity with traditionally prescribed 
norms than nuclear families. In chapter three, when discussing the 
division of labor, the author noted that there has been no significant shift 
in the institution of the family in India. However, in the division of labor 
within the domestic settings there occurred no big changes, as men 
continue to pursue demanding economic activity, while women care for 
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children and perform household duties. While discussing authority 
author stated that men's authority in the family is too firmly ingrained to 
change dramatically in response to outside stimuli. In chapter Fourth of 
the book author while discussing the interpersonal relationship, argued 
that modern conditions of life have failed to weaken the strongholds of 
Hindu tradition. However joint families are more conformist in norms, 
values, and religion than nuclear families. While discussing power and 
authority in the family structure of Hindu households in chapter five. The 
author stated that the traditional Hindu family is characterized by the 
prevalence of a centralized pattern of authority and norm making the 
eldest man the locus of corporate authority. However, various social 
processes brought changes in authority and power in family spaces. 
Chapter 6 is dedicated to work and family. The findings of this chapter 
revealed that the position of women related to work has not changed so 
far. The attitudes of families (joint and nuclear) toward unemployed 
members varied a little bit. Joint families showed much patience with the 
unemployed member as compared to nuclear families. Chapter 7 is 
dedicated to understanding, the patterns of marriage. The author 
discovers that the median marriage age for both males and females is 
rising. The author gives statistical data suggesting that the age of 
marriage is rising in Hindu urban areas. Furthermore, according to 
traditional Hindu belief, each individual must wed a member of the same 
caste. The offender of this rule received social punishment. It has been 
observed, however, that the adoption of legislative measures in pre-
independent as well as post-independent Hindus to invalidate the 
significance of caste in marriage, as well as increased exposure to secular 
and modern ideas, as well as increased education, have completely 
changed the situation. The author also gets to know that only a small 
portion of respondents from both lower- and upper-class families support 
inter-caste marriage, demonstrating the stark contrast between the legal 
restrictions, secular environment, and modernization on the one hand, 
and the acceptance and promotion of inter-caste marriage on the other. 
Despite the progressive infiltration of liberal ideas, the majority of people 
are rejecting love marriage at the same time. The Hindu family appears to 
be heavily oriented toward the idea that it is the parent's sole 
responsibility to arrange a marriage. The Hindu pattern of marriage is 
now caught between religion and modernity. Chapter eight is dedicated 
to family and class, the social process such as urbanization, and 
industrialization changes some aspects of the caste system. These 
processes appear to run counter to caste and old patterns dictated by 
caste. However some dictates of the caste system are crumbling under the 
influence of current secular trends, yet eliminating caste is not an easy 
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task. Social class plays its role in a limited way. We might conclude that 
the economic force has permeated the social fabric, yet caste is not 
completely eradicated in family settings. The author stated in Chapter 9 
of the book that education, by instilling secular principles and modern 
features in an individual, is antithetical to familial standards and 
tradition. The majority of educated people with a secular orientation are 
rebelling against tradition to some extent. Chapter 10 is about the book's 
summary and conclusion, which are built on the primary findings of the 
previous chapters.  
Finally, the book has done an excellent job of exploring the institution of 
family in urban settings. The book offers a thorough grasp of urban 
families and could inspire the additional study of the family institution in 
urban contexts. The book, however, oversimplifies the outcome and 
ignores the idea of diversity in urban settings. The author made less 
attention to family dynamics and social stratification. Because of the 
sudden changes in society, the book has to be updated. 
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India adopted the LPG model in 1991 which has impacted every aspect of 
human life. Tribals are the indigenous inhabitants of India who lived in 
forest lands but due to globalization and industrialization, they got 
displaced from their native lands. They faced multiple issues and 
problems in terms of losing their livelihood, homes, and culture, and 
pushes them into dire poverty. Aerthayil argues that globalization 
deteriorated the socio-cultural and economic life of tribal people. The 
book is divided into 7 chapters which highlighted the social, cultural, 
economic, health, and educational aspects of tribal people as well as 
strategies to overcome the effects of globalization. In the first chapter, the 
author used both quantitative and qualitative techniques for data 
collection. Stratified sampling was used in which 800 samples were 
selected from three districts of Kerala. The survey was the main source of 
data collection. In this chapter author also addressed that globalization 
has severely impacted the livelihood, social and cultural aspects of tribal 
people. The author stressed in 2ndchapter of the book that tribals are the 
most marginalized group in Kerala and face myriads problems- land 
alienation, poor standard of living, and lack of health facilities. Since the 
advent of globalization, they got displaced from lands that affected their 
livelihood and uprooted their culture and lifestyle. Thus, the study 
reveals that poverty and misery increased as an outcome of globalization. 
The 3rd chapter examined the land and employment issue among tribals. 
After land deprivation, tribals started to work in farmlands of non-tribals 
and upper caste people which became a major challenge for them to earn 
their livelihood. In most circumstances, they were deprived of the 
necessities of life because upper-caste people called them primitive. One 
of the major issues in the reform period is unemployment among tribals 
and thousands of them died due to starvation because they are 
dependent on private shops for essential items, unlike in earlier times due 
to high prices and low quality. The study reveals after 1991 tribal life 
became more miserable as they lost one of the important sources of 
livelihood and were forced to become dependent on private shops for 
their essential commodities. In the 4thchapter, the author demonstrated 
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that tribals are the first victims of globalization and its impact does not 
become limited to economic aspects, but it draws negative effects on the 
socio-cultural life of tribals in Kerala. Their contact has increased with the 
mainstream society by which their traditional lifestyle got changed and 
lost their identity. He further stated that modern media and 
advertisements on television had developed consumerism among tribals 
which motivate them to buy more products in the market. The study 
reveals that the government diminished their livelihood, culture, and 
lifestyle pattern with the policy of globalization and drastically decreased 
their employment opportunities. The 5th chapter showed that with the 
advent of globalization and neo-liberalism, there has been increasing 
privatization in medical and educational institutions. In this scenario 
number of tribals died because there is a lack of medical facilities and less 
medical care in government hospitals while in private hospitals there are 
many facilities and proper medical care but tribals did not afford a huge 
amount of money to treat themselves in private hospitals and already 
they are dying due to lake of livelihood. The study showed that 
mainstream children get a quality education while tribal children are 
already most backward in education, so they cannot compete with others. 
In the last two chapters, the study shows that tribals can sustain their life 
in the era of globalization if government distributes land and makes 
special policies for the welfare of tribals. In present times it is necessary to 
provide modern and technical education to tribals, so they can cope with 
the challenges of globalization. 
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