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CASTE AND THE CASTE SYSTEM

• ‘Caste’ is the name of an ancient social institution that has been part of Indian history and culture for thousands 

of years. 

• Any Indian living in the twenty-first century knows that something called ‘caste’ is definitely a part of Indian 

society today. 

• In this first section of caste and caste system we are going to analyze up to what extant  the concept of caste in 

the past and present differ each other. 

Caste in the past

• Caste is an institution uniquely associated with the Indian sub-continent. Although it is an institutional 

characteristic of Hindu society, caste has spread to the major non-Hindu communities of the Indian sub-continent 

specially true of Muslims, Christians and Sikhs. 

• The term ‘caste’ is derived from the Portuguese and even a Spanish word ‘casta’ meaning ‘pure breed’. In 

Sanskrit language the term is referred by two distinct terms, varna and jati.

• Varna, literally means ‘colour’. It is the four-fold division of Hindu society into Brahmana, kshatriya, vaishya and 
shudra. 

• There were many people composed of the ‘out castes’, foreigners, slaves, conquered peoples and others, who 
were known as the ‘Panchamas’ or fifth category.



Varna & Jati

Varna which literally means 'colour' refers is a fourfold division of society into hierarchical order Brahmana, 

Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra. It is an all India aggregative classification. 

Jati, is a regional or local sub-classification terms consisting of hundred or thousands of castes and sub castes. (It is 

generic term referring species or kinds of anything ranging from inanimate objects to plants, animals & human 

beings.) 

Vedic & post Vedic period 

During the Vedic period the caste system was not very elaborate or not very rigid and they were not determined by 

birth. Movement across the categories seems to have been not only possible but quite common.

But, in post Vedic period it became very rigid with certain defining features such as caste being determined by birth, 

membership of caste adhering to strict rules of marriage, rules regarding food & food sharing, caste being 

traditionally linked to occupations and it being arranged in a hierarchy of rank and status. 



FEATURES OF CASTE SYSTEM

1. Caste is determined by birth – a child is “born into” the caste of its parents. One can never 
change one’s caste, leave it, or choose not to join it.

2. Caste is “endogamous”, i.e. marriage is restricted to members of the group.

3. Restriction regarding food, drink and social inter course. One can receive what kind of food 
from whom is determined by caste. 

4. Hierarchy. Castes arranged in a hierarchy of rank and status with a sense of purity and 
pollution.

5. Castes also involve sub-divisions within themselves, i.e., castes almost always have sub-castes 
and sometimes sub-castes may also have sub-sub-castes.

6. Traditional occupations. A person born into a caste could only practice the occupation 
associated with that caste, so that occupations were hereditary, i.e. passed on from generation to 
generation.

Most of the prescriptions involved prohibitions or restrictions. Caste was a very unequal 
institution – some castes benefited greatly from the system, while others were condemned to a life 
of endless labour and subordination.



Theoretical Principles of the caste system
1. Differences and Separation:- each caste is supposed to be different from –and is
therefore strictly separated from – every other caste. Rules of caste prevent the mixing of
castes – marry from other caste, food sharing and social interaction to occupation.

2. Wholism and Hierarchy:- these different and separated castes do not have an
individual existence They can only exist in relation to a larger whole, the totality of
society consisting of all castes.

The hierarchical ordering of castes is based on the distinction between ‘purity’ and
‘pollution’. This is a division between something believed to be closer to the sacred or
pure and something believed to be distant from or opposed to the sacred, therefore
considered ritually polluting.

Castes that are considered ritually pure have high status, while those considered less
pureor impure have low status.

Finally, castes are not only unequal to each other, they are also supposed to be
complementary and non-competing groups. In other words, each caste has its own place in
the system which cannot be taken other caste.



CASTE IN COLONIAL PERIOD

o British administrators began by trying to understand the complexities of caste in an effort to 
learn how to govern the country efficiently.

o Many British administrative officials were also amateur ethnologists and took great interest in 
pursuing such surveys and studies.

o The British Govt. in India conducted methodological and intensive surveys on the customs and 
manners of different tribe and caste.

o Herbert Risley in 1901 took up collection of information on social hierarchy on caste.  This 
helped to determine rank or position of each caste occupied.

o Govt. officially record caste status and it gave clear cut division and rigidity to the caste system.

o The land revenue settlements and related arrangements and laws served to give legal 
recognition to the customary (caste-based) rights of the upper castes.

o Welfare of downtrodden castes.

o Passed Govt. of India Act 1935, which recognized Schedules of caste and tribe (SC,
ST) who deserved special treatment.



CASTE IN THE PRESENT

Caste during independent movement

· Caste considerations played a major role.

· Direction was taken by upper caste reformers as well as lower caste leaders.

Lower caste leaders:
O Efforts to organise the “depressed classes” and particularly the untouchable castes reformers
as well as by members of the lower castes such as Mahatma Jotiba Phule and Babasaheb
Ambedkar in western India, Ayyankali, Sri Narayana Guru, Iyotheedass and Periyar (E.V.
Ramaswamy Naickar) in the South..

· From 1920 onwards Gandhiji and Ambedker started organizing protest against untouchability.

· Anti-untouchability programmes became a significant part of the Congress agenda.

· Nationalist leaders was to treat caste as a social evil and as a colonial ploy to divide Indians.

· Gandhiji worked hard for the uplift of lower castes.
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After Independence:

• New government was committed to the abolition of caste and introduced in the constitution. 
But it could not introduce radical reforms (economic basis for caste inequality).

• Govt. could not effectively deal with the problem of inequalities between upper and lower 
castes in economic and education terms. 

• Urbanization freed people of all castes higher and lower to live and work together.

• Educated people began to evaluate a person on his individual merits not castes.

• Recruitment to industrial jobs continued to be on caste-based methods.

• Particular departments in a factory had only one particular caste members.

• Inter-caste marriage between an upper caste Hindu and lower caste member remains very 
rare.

• From 1980 caste based political parties have come up.

• Caste, community and religion are important criteria for selecting candidates in election.

• Sociologists and social anthropologists coined many new concepts to try and understand

these processes of change.



New concepts were coined to understand the process of change. 

The terms were sanskritization and dominant caste by M.N. Srinivas.

Sanskritization is a process whereby members of a caste (usually middle a lower) 

attempt to raise their social status by adopting the rituals & social practices of the 

higher caste.

Dominant caste was those which had a large population and were granted land 

rights. They were politically, socially and economically dominant in their regions 

for example : the Yadavs of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, and Vokkaligas of 

Karnataka, the Reddys and Khammas of Andhra Pradesh, the Marathas of 

Maharashtra, of Jats of Punjab, Haryana, and Western Uttar Pradesh and the 

Patidars of Gujarat.



In the contemporary period caste has tended to become invisible for the upper caste, urban middle and 

upper classes and more visible for the lower caste.

Upper caste Groups have benefitted the most from the development policies of the post colonial era.

Took full advantage of the opportunities offered by rapid development and able to take advantage of the 

expansion of the state sector jobs, immediately after Independence.

The did no face any competition and their privileged status got consolidated in the second and the third 

generations.

For this group, caste plays no part in their public lives. Whereas for the SC, STs and backward castes–

opposite happened.

Caste has become too visible.

They have no inherited educational and social capital.

Moreover, they have to compete with the already established upper caste group. They cannot afford to 

abandon their caste identity.





TRIBAL COMMUNITIES

‘Tribe’ is a modern term for communities that are very old, being among the oldest

inhabitants of the sub-continent. Tribes are defined in terms of what they were not.

• Tribes were communities that did not practice a religion with a written text;

• did not have a state or political form of anything

• did not have sharp class divisions

• did not have caste and were neither Hindus nor peasants.





Tribe - The career of a concept

Tribe-caste distinction
Whether tribes should belongs to caste-based (Hindu) peasant society, or whether they were a different community. 
Those who argued for the continuum saw tribes are not fundamentally different from caste-peasant society, but 
merely less stratified and with a more community based. However, opponents argued that tribes were wholly 
different from castes because they had no notion of purity and pollution which is central to the caste system.

The argument for a tribe-caste distinction was founded on an assumed cultural difference between Hindu castes, with 

their beliefs in purity and pollution and hierarchical integration, and ‘animist’ tribals with their more egalitarian and 

kinship based modes of social organisation.

Caste Tribe

Based an the notion of purity and pollution
Kinship based mode of social organization

Believes in (oral and written) Religion
Do not practice a religion with a written 
text. 

Hierarchical system. Egalitarian system



By the 1970s all the major definitions of tribe were shown to be faulty.  It was pointed out that 
the tribe-peasantry distinction did not hold in terms of any of the commonly advanced criteria: 
size, isolation, religion, and means of livelihood. 

Some Indian “tribes”  like Santhal, Gonds, and Bhils are very large and spread over extensive 
territory. 

Certain tribes like Munda, Hos and others have long since turned to settled agriculture, and even 
hunting gathering tribes, like the Birhors of Bihar employ specialised households to make 
baskets, press oil etc. 

It has also been pointed out in a number of cases, that in the absence of other alternatives, 
“castes” (or non-tribals) have turned to hunting and gathering. 



The discussion on caste-tribe differences was accompanied by a large body of literature on the

mechanisms through which tribes were absorbed into Hindu society, throughout the ages –

through Sanskritisation, acceptance into the Shudra fold following conquest by caste Hindus,

through acculturation and so on.

The whole span of Indian history is often seen as an absorption of different tribal groups into caste

Hindu society at varying levels of the hierarchy, as their lands were colonised and the forests cut

down.

This is seen as either natural, parallel to the process by which all groups are assimiliated into

Hinduism as sects; or it is seen as exploitative.

The early school of anthropologists tended to emphasise the cultural aspects of tribal absorption

into the mainstream, while the later writers have concentrated on the exploitative and political

nature of the incorporation.



Some scholars have also argued that there is no basis for treating tribes as “pristine” – i.e., original or pure-societies.

They should really be seen as “secondary” phenomena arising out of the exploitative and colonialist contact with non 

tribals. 

This contact itself creates an ideology of “tribalism” - the tribal groups begin to define themselves as tribals in order to 

distinguish themselves from the newly encountered others. 

Tribes are not primitive communities living isolated lives.

Tribes are seen as secondary phenomenon arising out of the exploitative and colonialist contacts.

There are several Gond kingdom in central India such as that of Garha Mandala.

Many of the Rajput kingdoms of central and western India emerged through a process of stratification among  Adivasi 
community themselves.

Adivasi often exercise dominance over plains.

Occupied a special trade niche-trading forest produce, salt and elephants.

Capitalist economic drive to exploit forest resources and minerals and to recruit cheap labour brought Tribal societies into the 
mainstream.

Capitalist economic drive exploited the Tribals.



The 'isolation' and 'Integration' debate on tribes is based upon tribal societies as 

isolated wholes. 

The isolationist believe that tribals needed protection from traders, moneylenders 

and Hindu and Christian missionaries, all of whom try to reduce tribals to 

detribalised landless labour. 

The integrationists, believe that tribal's are merely backward Hindus, and their 

problems had to be addressed within the same framework as that of other 

backward classes.



NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT VERSUS TRIBAL DEVELOPMENT

National development, particularly in the Nehruvian era, involved the building of large dams, factories and mines.
Because the tribal areas were located in mineral rich and forest covered parts of the country, tribals have paid a
disproportionate price for the development of the rest of Indian society. This kind of development has benefited the
mainstream at the expense of the tribes.

The loss of the forests on which most tribal communities depended has been a major blow. The coming of private
property in land has also adversely affected tribals, whose community-based forms of collective ownership were
placed at a disadvantage in the new system.

Many tribal concentrated regions and states have also been experiencing the problem of heavy in-migration of non-
tribals in response to the pressures of development. This threatens to disrupt and overwhelm tribal communities
and cultures, besides accelerating the process of exploitation of tribals.



Many tribal concentrated regions and states have also been experiencing the problem of heavy in-

migration of non-tribals in response to the pressures of development. This threatens to disrupt and

overwhelm tribal communities and cultures, besides accelerating the process of exploitation of tribals.

The industrial areas of Jharkhand for example have suffered a dilution of the tribal share of population. 

But the most dramatic cases are probably in the North-East. A state like Tripura had the tribal share of its 

population halved within a single decade, reducing them to a minority.

TRIBAL IDENTITY TODAY
* Tribal identity today are formed by the interactional process rather than any orginal or ancient 
characteristics
* Many tribal identities today are centred on ideas of resistance and opposition to the overwhelming 
force of the non-tribal world.



* The achievement of statehood for Jharkhand and Chattisgarh after a long struggle – is

moderated by continuing problems. Many of the states of the North-East, for example, have been

living for decades under special laws that limit the civil liberties of citizens.

* Thus, citizens of states like Manipur or Nagaland don’t have the same rights as other citizens of

India because their states have been declared as ‘disturbed areas’.

* Another significant development is the gradual emergence of an educated middle class among

tribal communities. Most visible in the North-eastern states, develop class and other divisions

within themselves.

Two factors which giving rise to tribal movements.

1. To control over vital economic resources like land and specially forests.

2. Issues relating to matters of ethnic-cultural identity.



FAMILY AND KINSHIP

Family is the basic unit of society. It is the most important primary group in society. It is the simplest and most elementary form of 

society. Normally family consists husband and wife.

Kinship is the relationship established among individuals either through marriage or blood. It is a bond which bind people 
together.
Affinal Kinship is the relationship established among individuals through marriage.
Consanguineous Kinship is the relationship established among individuals through blood.



1. The process by which tribals distinguish themselves from others is khown as---------

a. Tribalisation b. Secondary phenomena    c. Tribalism d. Tribal process

2. The concepts of Sanskritization and Dominant Castes as processes of change was coined by-------------

a. Jyoti ba Phule b. Periyar      c. M.N. Srinivas d. Ayyankali

3. Varna means------- and is a fourfold division found in caste based societies.

5. Castes were traditionally linked to occupations which were passed on from one generation to another making it------

in nature.

6. The two sets of principles which govern the caste system are------ and----------



7. Among the upper castes in today's time caste has become----- visible.

8. ------------ aroused people to realise that all men are equal, and that it is the birthright of every individual to enjoy 

liberty and equality.

a) Jyoti ba Phule     b. Periyar      c. M.N. Srinivas        d. Ayyankali

9. Sri Narayana Guruled a quiet but significant social revolution and gave the watchwords ‘One Caste, One Religion, 

One God for all men’. (True or False)

10. Tribes have paid an appropriate price for National Development as against Tribal Development. (correct the 

following statement)

11. The 'Integrationists' disagreed that tribes were merely backward ‘ castes‘. (correct the following statement)

12. 'Collective Living' has made caste less resilient to urban areas. (State True or False)


