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Abstract Ethnic disparity in family socioeconomic status
(FSES) is the social issue across the world societies, including
Bangladesh. Based on systematic cross-cultural literature, this
paper compares and explains disparity in FSES between the
majority (Muslim) and minority ethnic groups (e.g., Hindu,
Santal, and Oraon) in Bangladesh. Data in systematic litera-
ture reveal that FSES of majority is twofold higher than the
minority ethnic groups in Bangladesh. Using social science
theories, this paper argues that disadvantaged psychological,
social, and political status, including discrimination, and un-
equal distribution of resources perpetuate disparity in FSES
between the majority and minority ethnic groups in
Bangladesh. The paper also describes ethnic-sensitive social
welfare policy programs on which administrator, educationist,
social activist, and social workers may play important roles to
reduce, eliminate, and change disparity in FSES between the
majority and minority ethnic groups in Bangladesh.

Keywords Ethnic disparity - Family socioeconomic status -
Social science framework - Majority vs. minority community -
Ethnic-sensitive social welfare policy practice - Bangladesh

Introduction

Family socioeconomic status (e.g., education, occupation, and
income) is the building block of social structure in any society.
Social science approaches (e.g., biological, social, economic,
political, psychological, and cultural) suggest that people
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across the social systems not only occupy certain socioeco-
nomic position in stratified, hierarchical, and class-based so-
ciety but also acquire certain power, prestige, privileges, and
resources through which they meet their day-to-day human
needs and solve personal and social problems faced in a
particular society they live. Disparity (also difference) in
family socioeconomic status (FSES) between the poor and
the rich, between religious/racial/ethnic groups, and even
between male and female is the social issue across the world
societies, including Bangladesh (Uddin 2009). Over the de-
cades, a number of theoretical approaches and its related
systematic comparative studies (Buchmann and Hannum
2001; Breen and Jonsson 2005; Downey 2008; Kao and
Thompson 2003; Leicht 2008; Sakamoto et al. 2009) conduct-
ed in the USA and EU have revealed that there are wide ethnic
disparities in FSES across the societies, although the societies
are highly developed, fully democratic, and egalitarian in
nature.

This paper focuses on ethnic disparity in family socioeco-
nomic status between the majority and minority groups in
Bangladesh. Here, the term majority refers to the number of
people greater than the half of the total population with which
they dominate and authorize in the sociopolitical structure of
society. The term minority refers to the number of people
lesser than one third of the total population in which they are
dominated by the majority in the sociopolitical structure of a
society (Yetman and Steele 1975). Eshleman and Cashion
(1985) and Miech and Hauser (2000) have defined socioeco-
nomic status as an assessment of individual, family/group, and
ethnic community’s education, occupation, and income posi-
tion within a particular society. From statistical point of view
(in measurement sense), the term disparity has been defined as
the quantity that separates a group from a reference point on a
particular measure of socioeconomic status and health. From
social and cultural point of view (in explanation sense) dis-
parity refers to the achievement gaps in socioeconomic status
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between men and women, between the rich and the poor and
even between races and ethnic groups associated with brain
structure, psychological aspiration, significant others, disad-
vantaged socioeconomic status, political influence, and cul-
ture of poverty in a given geopolitical territories (Eitzen and
Zinn 1997). Disparity in family status attainment in this paper
refers to the variations in acquiring family socioeconomic
status between the majority and minority ethnic groups in
connection with their differential socioeconomic position,
access in and control over economic and valuable resources,
and political power in stratified social structure (Ogbu 1978).

Functional theory and its comparative research studies
have revealed that FSES of people with highly developed
capital market economies is higher than that of the people
with moderate market and agricultural ones. The functional-
ists have argued that without achievement of higher socioeco-
nomic status, people in the former cannot fulfill their human
needs and cannot solve their human problems faced in that
environment than the latter. Based on cultural capital approach
by Bourdieu (1977), credential approach by Collins (1979),
social class power (under the conflict theory) approach by
Marx and Weber, majority-minority paradigm by Eitzen and
Zinn (1997), and oppositional cultural theory by Ogbu (1978),
cross-cultural/ethnic studies conducted within the
(multicultural) societies (for example, USA, UK) showed that
FSES also varies across social class, race, ethnic group, and
region. Based on the approaches, researchers have argued that
the dominant class or racial/cultural group (the White) by dint
of their higher status, power, prestige, and privileges always
dominates, deprives, and exploits the lower classes or non-
dominant cultural/ethnic and racial groups (e.g., the Black,
Hispanic, Indian American, African) in the society (Adkins
and Valsey 2009; Breen and Jonsson 2005; Peek 1979). As a
result, FSES of the lower class and minority ethnic/racial
groups is widely lower than the dominant group. In line with
the hypothesis, several cross-cultural/cross-ethnic research
studies in the multicultural societies have also revealed that
the FSES the early generation achieved is transformed into the
next generation. As the FSES of the minority parents or
nondominant groups compared to the majority (dominant)
one is two to threefold lower, so their children’s are also lower.
In addition, further studies have showed that FSES is a cycli-
cal process in which low educational attainment by someone
influences his or her low prestige job involvement that in turn
influences low income or earnings in the particular family or
social system of a society (Covello and Bollen 1979; de Graaf
and Kalmijn 2001; Nolan 2000; Rivera-Batiz 2002).

Likely, Bangladesh is a democratic state or society wherein
four major religious communities (e. g., Muslim, Hindu,
Budhist, and Christian) and over 44 ethnic/tribal groups live
side-by-side (Rafi 2006). Prior to her independence (26 March
1971), the state or society has been struggling to enhance
economic prosperity, to eradicate inequality, and to strengthen
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equal sociocultural progress for all people irrespective of age,
sex, social class, religion, ethnicity, and region. In so doing,
comprehensive social and economic development programs
through public and private organizations (both nongovern-
ment organizations and voluntary agencies) since her incep-
tion have been launched for the people’s socioeconomic prog-
ress, basing on its fundamental constitutional rights/values:
freedom, democracy, equality, social justice, self-governance,
and sovereignty. But over past three decades, several culture-
specific (Ali 1998; Jansen 1999; Kayes 1995) and cross-
cultural studies (Siddiquee 1984) conducted across the sub-
cultures in the country have reported that FSES of the domi-
nant group (Muslim) is higher than the minority groups,
including Hindu, Santal, Mahali, and Oraon and others in
the northern region and all over Bangladesh. These studies
have argued that most of the minority groups are the poorest of
the poor. Most of them have no land property and even
settlement of land (Ali 1998; Das 2011), although the country
is based on agriculture. They, irrespective of young men and
women, children, and elderly, work as day laborers for the
collection of their daily necessities. Ethnic studies have shown
that most of the adults are illiterate and many of the children
never go to school for their formal learning and most of them
never access to formal labor force participation because of no
formal educational training and job skills, and likely their
annual family income is lower than the dominant groups.
Some cross-cultural or cross-ethnic literatures reveal that the
minority groups cannot maintain their livelihood according to
country’s societal goals and means because of their low so-
cioeconomic status and suffer from poverty and health prob-
lems in the country (Uddin 2011).

However, social and cultural theories and its comparative
or cross-cultural literature reviewed suggest that FSES not
only significantly varies from one culture to another but also
varies among the subcultures within a given society, like
Bangladesh. Although there have been enormous comprehen-
sive comparative or cross-cultural information or facts on
FSES across the cultures or subcultures in the market or
agricultural economies, there is a paucity of cross-cultural
information and its theoretical explanation on disparity in
FSES and cross-ethnic-sensitive social welfare policy and
services in Bangladesh. The first aim of the paper, therefore,
is to organize and describe arguments of social and cultural
approaches developed by sociologists, social psychologists,
and economists to compare and explain disparity in FSES and
their interrelationships between the majority (Muslim) and
minority (e.g., Hindu, Santal, and Oraon) communities in
Bangladesh. The paper also describes comparative social
work policy on which social development workers, policy-
makers, social activists, educationists, and social workers not
only understand but also they may play an important part to
improve, reduce, and change disparity in FSES between the
majority and minority ethnic communities in which they can
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all meet their human needs, and each of them can properly
adapt to the changing social situations in Bangladesh.

Method and Data

Over the past decades, we identify several advancements in
social science theories and its cross-ethnic research literature
that may help to explain disparities in FSES in Bangladesh. In
so doing, we selected and reviewed relevant articles and books
on social science approaches (e.g., individual, group, and
ethnic community) published in reputed journals and publish-
ing company. For individual approach, we reviewed biologi-
cal approach by Spencer, functional approach by Blau and
Duncan (1967), Davis (1948), Parsons (1953), and Sorokin
(1927); social psychological approach by Heider (1958),
Hauser et al. (1982), Lewin (1939), Mead (1934), and
Sullivan (1950); and Wisconsin model by Sewell and his
collaborators (1957, 1967, 1969, 1970 and Sewell and
Hauser 1972, 1975, 1980). For social class approach, we
selected and reviewed cultural capital approach by Bourdieu
(1977), credential approach by Collins (1979), and concerted
cultivation approach by Lareau (2003). And majority-
minority paradigm by Eitzen and Zinn (1997) and opposition-
al cultural theory by Ogbu (1978) for community approach are
very popular in the field.

We also reviewed both culture-specific and cross-ethnic
articles and books published in international journals and
publishing company for deriving necessary information. In
doing so, we preferred Uddin’s (2009, 2011, 2012) cross-
ethnic family literature and others (Ali 1998; Das 2011;
Kayes 1995; Kispotta 1997; Rahaman 2004) in Bangladesh.
The findings of these culture-specific and cross-ethnic studies
would help to explain disparities in FSES in this country.
Especially, Uddin’s (2009, 2012) studies conducted in the
village Kalna, in Tanore Upazila of Rajshahi district, as well
as Rasulpur union, Naogaon, Bangladesh were more relevant
to do so because these studies used representative samples
from the ethnic communities. The samples selected from the
ethnic groups were cross-culturally equivalent for the com-
parison of family socioeconomic status between the majority
and minority communities in this country. These studies
(Uddin 2009, 2012) also used semi-structural questionnaire
method (with open-ended and close-ended questions) and
interview technique and maintained systematic procedure for
data collection. In addition, the authors also considered cul-
tural and status factors of both the parties when data were
collected (Goodenough 1980). Based on research hypotheses,
parametric tests were applied to find out differences in FSES
between the majority and minority communities studied.
These findings of the studies were more relevant to explain
disparities in FSES between the majority and minority groups
in Bangladesh.

Approaches to Ethnic Disparity in FSES

Social inequality and disparity in FSES are the age-old human
social problems in human civilization. Why and how much
extent inequality/disparities in FSES exist in the social sys-
tems: families, groups, ethnic or religious communities, re-
gions, and societies are the long-term debates among the
social scientists in the sister disciplines. Actually, systematic
research studies on the social issues began in early twentieth
century. Since then biologists, sociologists, social psycholo-
gists, economists, and even anthropologists in their respective
disciplines have developed theoretical frameworks and its
related methodologies to study, understand, and explain
variations/disparities in FSES across individuals, social
groups, or racial/ethnic communities within a particular soci-
ety and even across the societies (Hauser et al. 1982).
Regarding status attainment models, especially biological ap-
proach by Spencer, functional approach by Blau and Duncan
(1967), Davis (1948), Parsons (1953), Sorokin (1927); cultur-
al capital approach by Bourdieu (1977); credential approach
by Collins (1979); social psychological approach by Heider
(1958), Hauser et al. (1982), Lewin (1939), Mead (1934),
Sullivan (1950), Sewell and his collaborators (1957, 1967,
1969, 1970, Sewell and Hauser 1972, 1975, 1980); concerted
cultivation approach by Lareau (2003); and currently
majority-minority paradigm by Eitzen and Zinn (1997) and
oppositional cultural theory by Ogbu (1978) are very popular
in the field. The approaches designed and developed by the
social scientists expose different assumptions and arguments
and explore evidence on the social issues. The following
section describes competing assumptions, arguments, and
evidence of the social science approaches that may not only
help in understanding variations or disparities in FSES but
may also help design cross-cultural social welfare policy and
practice to eliminate and change the disparities in FSES that
prevailed between the communities.

Individual Approach

Over the past decades, biologists and social psychologists
have studied personal factors that influence achievement of
individuals’ socioeconomic status attainment. While biolo-
gists prefer to explain brain structure, psychologists (also
social psychologists) conceptualize learning, motivation, cog-
nition, aspiration, and interpersonal influence in socioeco-
nomic status attainment. Biologists assume that brain structure
induces variations in individuals’ socioeconomic status attain-
ment. Biological researchers (Gottesman 1968; Herrnstein
1973) following nature-nurture approach, evolutionary theory,
and its principles propose that some people are born with
superior brain structure (for example, Nobel man, upper class,
men, White)—cognition, intelligence, and IQ—but others (for
example, Black, women) with inferior ones. They suggest that
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people with higher brain qualities achieve better social status
and survive longer than the people with lower ones. In line
with this hypothesis, researchers concerned with the achieve-
ment gap between genders have cited biological differences,
such as brain structure and development, as a possible reason
why one gender outperforms the other in certain subjects. For
example, a Virginia Tech Study conducted in 2000 examined
the brains of 508 children and found that different areas of the
brain in girls develop in a different sequence compared to
boys (Hanlon et al. 1999). They explain that the differing
maturation speed of the brain structure between boys and girls
affects how one gender processes better information and per-
forms in educational and occupational attainment than others
(Sax 2005).

On the other hand, social psychological theory (Wisconsin
Model) assumes that an individual’s psychological status
(e.g., motivation, aspiration, learning, significant others, men-
tal ability and cognition/consciousness, and location in social
structure constraints the range of variations in socioeconomic
status attainment). Following this assumption, Duncan (1968)
found that early intelligence mediating through the number of
sibling, father’s socioeconomic status in turn influenced son’s
later intelligence (path=.82), education (path=.40), occupa-
tion (path=.50), and earnings (path=.26). Sewell et al. (1969)
found that parental socioeconomic status (path=.288) directly
effects a son’s educational (path=.457), occupational
(path=.522), and income attainment, mediating other vari-
ables (aspiration, mental ability, interpersonal and peer influ-
ence, academic performance). Overall, the model explained
about the 40-57 % variance in educational, 40-50 % in
occupational, and 26 % income status attainment. In addition,
Herrnstein and Murray (1994) claimed that average genetic
variations in intelligence (IQ) are at the root of racial dispar-
ities in socioeconomic achievement. Other researchers criti-
cized that there was no significant difference in inherent
cognitive ability between different races that could help to
explain the achievement gap, but social and cultural environ-
ment causes are at the root of the issue (Dickens 2005; Flynn
1980; Nisbett 1998).

Social Class Approach

There are several approaches to understand disparities in
socioeconomic status attainment across the social groups/
social class. Of the approaches, functionalism is a popular
theoretical framework to explain educational attainment in
relation to socioeconomic status in a given society.
Reviewing over the century literature, functionalists assume
that industrialization and technological change demand rela-
tively more knowledgeable, skillful, and qualified manpower
to meet functional needs of a society. In so doing, modern
education system is adopted and operated to provide skillful
manpower to be effective in the society (Blau and Duncan
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1967; Davis 1948; Parsons 1953). The principles of functional
theory summarized by Collins (1979) reflected that (1) the
educational requirements of jobs in the industrialized societies
are increased as a result of technological change, (2) formal
education provides necessary training for the persons who
undertake the highly skillful jobs, and (3) in so doing, people
are required to spend longer periods of time for formal edu-
cation. Following these principles, some literature on educa-
tional attainment in the USA and Europe reveals that educa-
tional attainment/achievement varies according to social class
(e.g., lower, middle, and upper), religion, race/ethnicity, and
region. Based on the facts related to education, Blau and
Duncan (1967), Davis (1948), and Parsons (1953) hypothe-
size that social class value and parental socioeconomic status,
including race/ethnicity, residence, and locality, influence
their children’s educational attainment. This basic hypothesis
drawn by the functionalists is well-proved in later several
researches. For example, Blau and Duncan (1967) in their
research found that a father’s educational (path=.310) and
occupational status (path=.279) had a strongly independent
effect on the son’s education (path=.440), first job, and occu-
pation (path=.394).

Another approach is a cultural capital approach on which
many scholars have studied educational attainment in the
USA as a form of social reproduction and stratification.
Pierre Bourdieu (1977) presented the idea that education leads
to social reproduction in a stratified society, honoring the
cultural capital of elite classes. Students who possess the
valued cultural capital, according to Bourdieu, are rewarded
with high academic achievement. When elite class members
enter the workforce, they are channeled into high-paying jobs
and powerful positions within the society, while those who did
not achieve the same level of academic success fall into
subordinate occupations and status levels. By rewarding the
desired cultural capital with high academic achievement, up-
per classes are able and prepared to reach higher levels of
educational attainment. Members of the working class, on the
other hand, are not rewarded for their cultural capital in
schools and are instead socialized for working-class jobs.

Annette Lareau (2003) develops concerted cultivation
approach that addresses the factors that lead to social stratifi-
cation in educational attainment. Lareau’s idea of concerted
cultivation refers to an active involvement of parents in a
child’s learning and development experiences by creating
and controlling organized activities for their children.
According to Lareau, middle-class parents engage in concert-
ed cultivation to teach their children, while lower- and
working-class parents do not. Laureau further explains that
schools firmly encourage and expect parents to use concerted
cultivation as a child-rearing strategy. The child-rearing prac-
tices of lower- and working-class families thus do not comply
with the standards of educational institutions. As a result,
lower- and working-class students develop a sense of
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“distance, distrust, and constraint” in educational institutions,
while children of middle-class families gain a sense of enti-
tlement. These differences in child-rearing practices lead to
children of lower- and working-class families to lack the
necessary life skills that the children of the middle class
possess, further isolating them from educational opportunities.
Based on Marxian social conflict framework, Randall
Collins’s credential approach (1979) contributes the idea to
the study of class-based differences in educational and occu-
pational status attainment. Collins maintains that public
schools are socializing institutions that teach and reward
middle-class values of competition and achievement. Anglo-
Protestant elites are selectively separated from other students
and place into prestigious schools and colleges, where they are
trained to hold positions of power. By teaching middle-class
culture through the public education system, the elite class
ensures a monopoly over positions of power, while other
classes acquire the credentials to compete in a subordinate
job market and economy.

Community Approach

Community approach includes broader social and structural
characteristics to explain disparity in socioeconomic status
attainment among racial/ethnic groups in a particular society.
Of the community approaches majority-minority paradigm by
Eitzen and Zinn (1997) and oppositional culture approach by
Ogbu (1978) are very popular in the social sciences, especially
in sociology. Eitzen and Zinn (1997) in their majority-
minority paradigm generally assume that socioeconomic dis-
advantaged status and further unequal distribution of re-
sources, power, prestige, and presumed worth differentially
influence socioeconomic status attainment (the ranked values
on dimensions of scarce societal rewards, including educa-
tional attainment, occupational status, wages, earnings, house-
hold income, and wealth) among racial and ethnic groups in a
given society. Based on the assumption, Sakamoto et al.
(2009) reviewed vast literature in the USA and found that
socioeconomic status attainments of the Black, Hispanic,
Indian, and African-American except Asian American were
lower than the White. With regard to this, they argue that
structural disadvantaged status and further inequality in
resources, power, prestige, and presumed worth constrain
socioeconomic status attainment for the racial and ethnic
groups in the USA.

Rather than view racial/ethnic disparity of socioeconomic
attainments as a product of structural disadvantages and un-
equal distribution of resources, power, and rewards, Ogbu
(1978, 1987) developed oppositional culture theory (also
known as a cultural-ecological theory) that emphasizes minor-
ity groups’ agency that contributes to their own culture in
opposition to dominant (White) groups’ suggestive schooling,
occupation, and economic success. The central premise of this

theory is that an involuntary minority group’s (the Black)
historical relationship to the dominant group (the White) plays
an important role in shaping the group members’ belief about
how schooling will pay off. Unlike the voluntary minority
groups (Asian American), the involuntary minority groups
have experienced historically antagonistic situations (e.g.,
colonization, conquest, slavery, oppression, discrimination,
segregation, exploitation, low socioeconomic status) by the
dominant group in the USA in which they tend to compare
their situations to the dominant group. Through comparing
their situations with the dominant group the involuntary
groups (the Blacks) make a sense school efforts, hardworking,
diplomas, or higher degrees will not be rewarded and they, in
turn, respond in the way that is psychologically protective.
And they embrace a collective identity that orients their group
in opposition to white-controlled institutions (Ogbu 2004).
The theoretical explanation of Ogbu (1978) on racial/ethnic
disparities in socioeconomic attainment was well-proved in
his later several researches (Ogbu 1987, 1991, 1994, 2003)
and others in the USA, UK, Canada, and Japan.

Ethnic Disparity in FSES in Bangladesh

Ethnic community is a group of people who share the same
value system: language, values, beliefs, attitudes, norms, cus-
toms, or traditions and accordingly, they behave across the
social situations for meeting their human needs. The ethnic
communities, Muslim, Hindu, Santal, and Oraon, studied in
the paper are socioculturally distinct from each other. The
Bangladeshi Muslims are socioeconomically and politically
more dominant than the other communities (Uddin 2011).
Ethnically, they are mixture of different stocks, with the long
traditions of Islamic values, attitudes, beliefs, and ideas, and
speak in Bengali language with the mixture of Arabic-Urdu
preference. The Hindus are the second largest minority group
and speak in Bengali language traced from Hinduism (Sarker
1997). The Santal and the Oraon racially belong to Proto-
Australoid stocks and speak in Austric-Mundary language for
the former (Kayes 1995) and Sadri and Kuruk for the later.
Religiously, every community mentioned bears and preserves
distinct belief system: the Muslims believe in Monotheism, the
oneness of God or Tawhid; the Hindus believe in polytheism,
Gods and Goddesses, some are males and some are females
under the creation of almighty Bhagwan, and both the Santal
and Oraon believe in animism, nature worships such as birth,
death, illness, Sun, Moon, stars, rain, air, cyclone, and other
natural disasters.

Based on their respective fundamental cultural belief sys-
tems, the communities interact with each other in agriculture
economy for their livelihood (Uddin 2009). About 75 % of
people in the communities live in rural subsistent economy in
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which most of them are poor. Minority groups such as the
Santal and Oraon are the poorest of the poor. One report
indicates that 53 % of the rural people are poor, and there
are 55 million food insecure households and 62 % adults are
illiterate (Rahaman 2004). It is interesting to note that al-
though main occupation of the rural villagers is agriculture,
man-land ratio is very low and most of them are landless or
near landless due to the law of inheritance, land fragmentation,
and overpopulation. Some reports indicate that about 62 % of
the rural households are functionally landless (Toufique and
Turton 2002; World Bank 2000). Ethnic studies (Rahaman
2004) show that the minority groups in this country are
historically poor, functionally landless, socioculturally de-
prived, and politically nondominant. These differential socio-
cultural backgrounds of the majority and minority ethnic
groups may influence disparity in family socioeconomic sta-
tus’ attainment in Bangladesh.

Family Educational Status

Educational attainment is the fundamental aspect of family
status attainment in the society. Actually, educational status
attainment is a basic criterion not only to acquire a certain
social status in the family as well as in the wider community
but also to access formal labor force participation and earn
money for livelihood in any society. Educational status attain-
ment refers to the timing of formal education/learning recog-
nized by a given society. Relevant cross-cultural research
studies (Mazzoni et al. 1999; Nsamenang 2007) have reported
that timing of formal education in a particular education
system not only varies from one person to another (such as
sibling education difference) within a system but also varies
among the subcultural groups within a given society.
Regarding this social psychological and family system, theo-
rists (Heider 1958; Lewin 1939; Mead 1934; Sullivan 1950)
explain that parental socioeconomic background, aspiration,
educator’s personal motivation, peer group, and cognition are
responsible for the variations in educational achievement
among the ethnic groups.

Although education at primary level in Bangladesh is uni-
versal, most of the rural people and the minority groups
(Santal, Oraon) are not motivated for education because of
traditional agricultural economic system in which they almost
informally learn how to cultivate and plant land. Relevant
culture-specific studies (Abdullah 2009; Khanam 2004;
Ministry of Primary and Mass Education 2010) have revealed
that educational attainment of lower class compared to the
middle and high ones is very low. Some ethnic studies (Nath
et al. 2005; Uddin 2011) have indicated that the minority
groups are illiterate. Other studies (Kispota 1997) have found
that average years of Muslim education are higher than the
Hindu, Santal, and Oraon because of their higher
socioeconomic status, resources, dominance in power
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structure, and parental aspiration in education. Rahaman
(2004) found that most of the Santal and Oraon couples
(68.53 % for husband and 72 % for wife) compared to the
Muslim and Hindu ones (29.66 % for husband and 40.69 %
for wife) never went to school. At both primary and secondary
levels, educational attainment of the former was also lower
than the latter. Following majority-minority paradigm and
structural theory, researchers (Breen and Jonsson 2005;
Covello and Bollen 1979; Nolan 2000) clearly argue that
parental’s low socioeconomic status and aspiration and
structural inequality were the main causes not to access
educational opportunity and educational attainment for the
lower class of Muslim and minority people in the country.
Likely, Das (2011) and Rahaman (2004) interpret that most of
the minority people such as the Santal and others compared to
the dominant group (Muslim) never went to school because of
their mass poverty and structural deprivation and cultural
penetration to them (such as medium of language for instruc-
tion and social distance.

Family Occupational Status

Occupational attainment is an important aspect of a family
status attainment in a given society. Occupational attainment
of individual person in an economic system fully depends on
his or her educational attainment. With regard to this, relevant
researches have revealed that formal education and skill train-
ing in any culture are essential requirements to be involved in
formal labor force participation. But what type of job a person
will involve in depends on his or her level of education
achieved. As most of the rural Bangladeshi are illiterate, so
they adopt several occupations related to agricultural system.
As many of them are landless farmers, so they work as day
laborers, including the minority groups, such as Oraon and
Santal. Over the decade, several studies (Rahman 1984;
Rahaman 2004; Sattar 1984) have revealed that both the adult
men and women of the ethnic groups take part in agriculture
and in any other fields as manual labor and work outside the
family from dawn to dusk as laborers because of their low
education, lack of proper skills, landlessness, and mass pov-
erty. On the other hand, division of labor between adult men
and women of the Muslim and Hindu community is strictly
maintained according to sex norms: only adult men in the
communities are the breadwinner of the family. So the men
work in agricultural field and other economic sectors. But the
women of the Muslim and Hindu do not work on the agricul-
tural field.

Cross-ethnic studies (Uddin 2009) have revealed that most
of the Muslim and Hindu husbands (62.07 %) are farmers,
while most of the Santal and Oraon couples (83.92 % for
husbands and 90.21 % for wives) are day laborers due to high
gender role segregation and lack of education and skill train-
ing in business and administrative sectors. Other studies have
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reported that most of the formal jobs in the formal and infor-
mal sectors are occupied by the dominant educated groups:
Muslim and Hindu. Based on social psychological approach,
Sewell et al. (1970) found that occupational attainment (.522)
was mediating through educational attainment and other fac-
tors (e.g., aspirations, peer group and teacher influence, men-
tal ability, and academic performance). According to function-
al theory (Blau and Duncan 1967; Collins 1979; Davis 1948,
Parsons 1953), researchers argue that although main occupa-
tion in this region of Bangladesh is agriculture, most of the
minority people are landless and severely poor and they even
have no settlement/housing land as are many lower class
Muslims and Hindu. As a result, most of the minority people,
including both adult and non-adult sexes, are involved in day
laboring. In addition, occupational mobility like in many
lower class Muslims is very low because of proper and suffi-
cient education, including skill training in rural Bangladesh.

Family Income Status

Family income depends on their aggregate educational and
occupational attainment and other resources. Relevant researches
hypothesize that the higher the educational and occupational
status, the higher the income attainment (Ganzeboom et al.
1991; Takenoshita 2008). Based on the hypothesis, several
cross-cultural studies in multicultural societies have revealed that
annual or monthly family income of dominant group (White) is
twofold higher than the minority (Black, African-American)
groups because of their high educational and occupational attain-
ment. Likewise, culture-specific and cross-cultural studies have
found that annual income of the Muslim and Hindu families is
higher than the minority families, especially the Santal and Oraon
families in both rural and urban Bangladesh because the former
have higher education and prestigious job, including land prop-
erty, business, and other sources of income, compared to the later
ones. Other studies (Hossain 2007) compare annual family in-
come between the majority and minority communities.
Researchers in their studies have found that most of the
minority families compared to the majority groups earn below
the living standard in Bangladesh. Based on path analysis,
Duncan (1968) found that earnings were significantly correlated
with the respondents’ socioeconomic status and family socioeco-
nomic origins. Likely, researchers in this country argue that low
educational and occupational attainment, unemployment, and
landlessness and mass poverty of the Santal and Oraon compared
to the Muslim and Hindu are the fundamental predictors on their
low annual family income in Bangladesh economy.

Relationship of FSES
Previous cross-cultural studies have explored that the variable

of socioeconomic status attainment, especially education, oc-
cupation and income, was consistently interrelated (Kaur and

Kalaramna 2004; Peek 1979). The studies hypothesize that
higher the educational status attainment, the higher the job
status involvement and likely the higher the income attain-
ment. Following this hypothesis, researchers in Bangladesh
(Hossain 2007; Rahaman 2004) have found that educational
and occupational status of the Muslim and Hindu are higher
than the Santal and Oraon couples, and the annual family
income of the former is in turn higher than that of the latter.
Using representative samples, Uddin (2009) in his cross-
cultural studies has explored that higher educational and oc-
cupational attainment average annual income of the Muslim
families was twofold higher than that of the Santal families
being studied. Data in the study (Pearson’s correlation coeffi-
cients) have revealed that there are significantly positive and
inverse relationships between the variables of socioeconomic
status attainment at p<0.01 level. That is husbands’ educa-
tional attainment was negatively related to their occupational
attainment (r=—.346, p=.000%), in turn was positively related
to annual family income attainment (=.499, p=.000%). In
addition, wives’ educational attainment in turn was negatively
related to their occupational attainment (r=—379, p=.000%)
was positively related to annual family income attainment
(r=.399, p=.000%) between the communities in rural
Bangladesh. Following Blau and Duncan (1967), Covello
and Bollen (1979), Kaur and Kalaramna (2004), and Swell
and Hauser’s (1975) argument, Uddin (2009) argues that
higher educational and occupational status of the Muslim
and Hindu compared to the Santal and Oraon linearly influ-
ences annual family income. Are these findings and its theo-
retical explanation imperative to reduce ethnic disparity in
FSES between the majority and minority groups in
Bangladesh? How? The following section describes compar-
ative social policy practice to do so.

Conclusion and Implications

In order to compare and explain family socioeconomic status
(FSES) between the majority and minority ethnic communi-
ties, we reviewed systematic cross-cultural/ethnic literature
abroad and in Bangladesh. Cross-cultural data in the literature
suggested that FSES of the majority (the Muslim) were higher
than that of the minority (e.g., Hindu, Santal, and Oraon)
ethnic groups in Bangladesh. Based on the social science
frameworks, we argued that differences in motivation, inter-
personal influence, consciousness, low socioeconomic status,
inequality, deprivation, and dominance in social structure
influenced disparities in FSES between the majority and mi-
nority groups in this country. These findings and its social
science arguments may have practical implications in family
welfare policy program, social work practice, and future
cross-ethnic research.
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Family Welfare Policy Implications

First of all, the findings on ethnic disparity in FSES and its
social science interpretations may help social policy-makers to
design proper ethnic-sensitive family welfare policy and pro-
grams to reduce, eliminate, and change disparities in FSES
between the majority and minority communities in
Bangladesh (van Oorschot 2006). In so doing, the government
of Bangladesh and its allied organizations may design com-
parative family welfare policy and programs, focusing on
disparities in FSES between the majority and minority fami-
lies. In designing comparative family welfare policy, policy-
makers should consider psychological support (e.g., motiva-
tion, consciousness-building, and interpersonal influence), so-
cial supports (e.g., economic and educational supports) in
educational attainment, and political empowerment in com-
munity power structure and societal resource distribution
(e.g., recruitment, employment opportunities) in which the
minority groups (e.g., Hindu, Santal, and Oraon) with low
family socioeconomic status may upwardly progress in social
structure of Bangladesh. In designing these supports, they
should consider the ethnic communities’ cultural patterns
and feel needs related to their family socioeconomic status
in which they all accept and participate in the family welfare
programs (Dockery 2010).

Social Work Implications

The findings may have implications in social work practice.
Based on the culturally sensitive family welfare policy pro-
grams, social workers in this country may apply these findings
into real practice (Hallinan 1994; Houston and Cambell 2001)
to reduce disparity in family socioeconomic status between
the majority and minority groups, following social work
values: respect and dignity for human beings, communication,
self-determination, human justice, and equality. Social practi-
tioners (e.g., social caseworker, social group worker) firmly
believe that low family socioeconomic status may block fam-
ily members’ meeting human needs, proper personality, and
family development. It also impedes family adjustment to the
changing environment. Based on culturally sensitive support
programs (e.g., psychological, social, and empowerment) in
association with disparity in FSES, social workers may pro-
vide psychological resources (e.g., counseling, interpersonal
influence, motivation, skill training, and awareness-building
to those who are uneducated or reluctant to educational attain-
ment (Houston and Cambell 2001; Khoury-Kassabri 2010). In
so doing, social workers must consider family and community
cultural pattern, mentioned above. In addition, social workers
may also mobilize socioeconomic/material resources to
achieve formal and nonformal education and job skill training
in which uneducated persons in the families are to be educat-
ed, or uneducated skillful persons get a better jobs, and likely

@ Springer

their personal and familial income may increase. In addition to
these supports, community social worker may empower the
ethnic families to get equal opportunities and justice in family
socioeconomic status (Eitzen and Zinn 1997; Ogbu 1978,
2004). In so doing, social practitioners may create a socially
justified and politically democratic environment in which
ethnic minority groups with low family socioeconomic status
are equally able to access in and control over community and
societal resources and social development programs. In addi-
tion, community workers may also apply community psycho-
logical approach to change in cultural antagonism, social
distance, and intercommunity misunderstanding in the
society.

Research Implications

Although the findings on ethnic disparity in FSES and its
related social welfare policy practice between the majority
and minority groups in Bangladesh are suggestive, this paper
has some limitations on individual, social class/group, and
community factors that may influence disparity in family
socioeconomic status attainment (Blau and Duncan 1967;
Sewell and Hauser 1975) and its related social welfare policy
practice between the majority and minority groups in
Bangladesh. Future cross-ethnic research, therefore, should
be conducted on how individual, family background, and
community factors influence family socioeconomic status
attainment between the majority and minority ethnic groups
in Bangladesh.
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