
Social Closure and Social Exclusion 

Introduction 

“Social closure” is one of the most basic terms and concepts in sociology. 

Basically, closure refers to processes of drawing boundaries, constructing 

identities, and building communities in order to monopolize scarce 

resources for one’s own group, thereby excluding others from using them. 

Society is not a homogenous entity but is instead internally structured and 

subdivided by processes of social closure. Some social formations, such as 

groups, organizations, or institutions, may be open to everybody, provided 

they are capable of participation, while access to most others is limited due 

to certain criteria that either allow people to become members or exclude 

them from membership. Therefore, social closure is a ubiquitous, everyday 

phenomenon that can be observed in almost every sphere and place in the 

social world. Members of societies experience closure from the very 

beginning of their social life. To be excluded from certain groups starts at 

school, where presumably homogenous classes begin to subdivide into 

distinct peer groups or sports teams. Here, exclusion may be rather arbitrary, 

but the experience of having a door slammed in one’s face proceeds in 

cases, where inclusion depends on formal rules or preconditions. Access to 

private schools follows explicit rules and depends on financial capacities; 

access to university depends on a certificate or diploma, eventually from 

certain schools only; membership in a highly prestigious club depends on 

economic and social capital and the respective social networks; and finally, 

in the case of migration, people will have to be eligible for citizenship and 

pass the thorny path of naturalization. However, it is not just the enormous 

plurality of forms that makes social closure crucial for sociology. Rather, the 

process of closure of social relations—of groups, organizations, institutions, 

and even national societies—is the fundamental process of both 

“communal” (Vergemeinschaftung) and “associative” relationships 

(Vergesellschaftung), and neither would be possible without social closure. 

In this broad and fundamental sense, social closure is not restricted to 



processes in national societies. It even allows for understanding crucial 

processes of the way the social world is organized at the regional or global 

level. 

 

Processes of social closure are of Classical Sociology 

fundamental significance in the work of the founding fathers of sociology, 

either in analyzing modern societies or in comparing them with premodern 

societies. Any sociological debate on social closure descends from Max 

Weber’s basic sociological term, “open and closed social relations” (see 

Weber 1978). Reinterpreting Tönnies’s important distinction between 

“communal” relationships (Vergemeinschaftung) and “associative” 

relationships (Vergesellschaftung) Weber 1978 shows that social closure lies 

at the heart of both of them (see Tönnies 1963). Simmel 1964 refers to 

closure in different contexts, especially in discussing social conflict and 

processes of individualization, and not least in his debate on the sociology of 

secrecy and secret societies (see Simmel 1906, cited under Closure Effects in 

Total Institutions and Secret Societies). Further, Karl Marx’s historical 

analyses of modes of production (Marx 1968) and class theory (Marx 1887) 

are implicitly based on social closure, insofar as specific criteria are essential 

for people’s belonging to one class or another. Even Émile Durkheim’s 

comparison between premodern and modern societies (Durkheim 1997) 

depends on differences of (degrees of) closeness. 

 

What is Social Exclusion? 

• Social exclusion refers to “A process by which individuals or households 
experience deprivation, either of resources such as income or of social 
links to the wider community or society”. “Social exclusion refers to the 
ways in which individuals may become cut off from full involvement in 
the wider community.” 



• In order to live full and active life individuals must not only be able to feed, 
clothe and house themselves but should also have access to essential goods 
and services such as education, health, transportation, insurance, social 
security, banking and even access to the police or judiciary. 

 Nature of Social Exclusion: 

• Social exclusion is systematic –it is result of structural features of 
society. Exclusion is practiced regardless of the wishes of those who are 
excluded. 

For example rich people are never found sleeping on the pavements or under 
bridges like thousands of homeless poor people in cities and towns. This 
does not mean that the rich are being excluded from access to pavements and 
park benches because they could certainly gain access if they wanted to but they 
choose not to. 

Social exclusion is sometimes wrongly justified by the same logic –it is said 
that the excluded group itself does not wish to participate. The truth of such 
an argument is not obvious when exclusion is preventing access to 
something desirable. 

For example upper caste Hindu communities have often denied entry into 
temples for the lower castes and specially the dalits. After decades of such 
treatment the Dalits started building their own temple or convert to another 
religion like Buddhism, Christianity or Islam. After they do this they may no 
longer desire to be included in the Hindu temple or religious events. But this does 
not mean that social exclusion is not being practiced. 



 

How Social Exclusion Indicates Deprivation of Opportunities? 

Social Exclusion Indicates Deprivation of Opportunities: The concept focuses 
attention on a broad range of factors that prevent individuals or groups from having 
opportunities open to majority of the population. 

It indicates that some are denied of having access to essential goods and services 
such as education, health, transportation, insurance, social security, banking and 
even access to the police or judiciary. 

It is not enough if individuals are just provided with food, clothing and shelter. A 
fuller and an active involvement in life demands greater freedom and better access 
to all the essentials of civilized life on par with all the others in the society. 

• Social Exclusion is Not Accidental : Social exclusion in most of the cases 
is found to be an inbuilt mechanism to deprive a few of their social rights. It is 
the result of the structural features of society. The ‘untouchables’ in India, 
were excluded from doing many things, for example, entering temples, 



sharing food along with higher caste people, drawing water from public wells, 
receiving education on par with others, etc as a matter of caste rule. 

• Social Exclusion is Involuntary : Social exclusion is practiced regardless of 
the wishes of those who are excluded. In the case of the untouchables of 
India, for example, it is trusted upon them. They are prevented from having 
access to something desirable, say for example, having access to education, 
or entering religious institutions, etc. 

Why Prolonged Exclusion Leading to a Reaction Against Inclusion? 

Prolonged experience of discrimination and insult underwent by an excluded group 
often compels it to develop a reaction against inclusion. As a result, it may stop 
making attempts for inclusion. 

For example, the denial of temple entry for the dalits in India for decades together 
by the upper castes may ultimately compel the dalits to build their own temple, or to 
convert to another religion like Buddhism, Christianity, or Islam. When once they 
start doing it, they may no longer desire to be included in the Hindu temple or 
religious events. However, it cannot be concluded that all the excluded would think 
and act on the same line. Instances of this kind point out that social exclusion 
occurs regardless of the wishes of the excluded. 

• ‘Homelessnessis one of the worst forms of social 
exclusions’, according to Anthony Giddens as it automatically excludes 
an individual from various other social services. Social exclusion leads to 
other abnormal behaviours also. 

• Social Exclusion in Relation to Social Rights : This usage refers to the 
context in which people are prevented from exercising their rights due to 
certain barriers or processes. 

• Social Exclusion in Relation to Social Isolation : This usage throws light 
on the context in which some people or some section of the population is 
kept away or distanced from others in most of the social 
dealings. Example: Practices of social discrimination and exclusion during 
the British rule in South Africa which led to the social isolation of the natives. 

• Social Exclusion in Relation to Marginalisation : This usage refers to the 
social exclusion of the extreme kind in which some “are denied of 
opportunities and avenues under the pretext of educational credentials, party 
membership, skin colour, religious identity, proper manners and style of life, 
social origins, etc. 

 

 


