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THE CASTE SYSTEM IN INDIA

The previous Block of this course has discussed about one of the basic institutions of
the Indian Society i.e. marriage and family system in India. It has also discussed the
features of joint family system and its disintegration.
The Indian Caste System is historically one of the main dimensions where people in
India are socially differentiated through class, religion, region, tribe, gender, and
language. Caste is especially important in the lives of Indian Hindus, for whom its
basis is the traditional idea of the five varnas: Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Shudra,
and Untouchable. The present Block seeks to analyse caste as a structure of social
hierarchy. It consists of four Units. Unit 1 explains the meaning, definition and
features of caste system. Unit 2 intends to discuss the functions and dysfunctions of
Indian caste system. There are certain factors which are responsible for the changes in
the structure and functions of caste system are discussed in Unit 3. Unit 4 describes
the changes taken place in caste system in India.

UNIT 1

MEANING, DEFINITIONS AND FEATURES
OF CASTE SYSTEM

STRUCTURE
1.1

Introduction

1.2

Learning Objectives

1.3

The Caste System: Meaning and Definition
1.3.1

Varna and Caste

1.4

Features of Caste System

1.5

Dimensions of Regional Variations
1.5.1

Caste Structure and Kinship

1.5.2

Caste Structure and Occupation

1.5.3

Caste Structure and Power

1.6

Let Us Sum Up

1.7

Glossary

1.8

Check Your Progress: The Answer keys

1.9

References

1.1

INTRODUCTION

Caste can be identified as the single most important factor in the understanding of
rural and urban India and its social, economic and political institutions. The
significance of caste as a system of stratification is found nearly in all the
communities especially amongst the Hindus. In this unit, we will tell you more about
this system of stratification. This unit will discuss the structure of caste as a regional
reality. It will emphasise and denote the nature of caste groups as they exist in
different parts of India. To be precise, a regional perspective of the caste system will
be provided in this unit.
We begin by defining the caste system in section 1.3. Then we have described
different features of caste system in section 1.4. The dimensions of regional variations
of caste structure in India are discussed in section 1.5. In the process of presenting
this regional profile of caste system in India we have explained to you the relationship
between caste structure and kinship in section 1.5.1, caste structure and occupation in
section 1.5.2; and caste structure and power in section 1.5.3. Finally, in section 1.6 we
have given the summary of this unit.
1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this unit you will be able to:
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1.3

define the structure of caste system in India;
discuss different features of caste system;
describe the dimensions of regional variation of caste
explain the relationship between caste structure and kinship, caste structure
and occupation, and caste structure and power.
THE CASTE SYSTEM: MEANING AND DEFINITION

Caste is a system of social stratification, which lies at the very root of social structure
of most social groups in India. By social structure, we mean the persistent pattern of
social interaction existing within and among social groups. These patterns of
interaction are guided by the normative system of the society.
Caste structure is thus a pattern of social behaviour in which groups and individuals
are guided by prescribed set of norms, values and sanctions. The groups and
individuals occupy specific statuses within and in relation to other groups. In this
system individuals are born into a certain caste and thereby acquire the role and status
associated with that caste identity. The term ‘caste’ is derived from a Portuguese
word ‘casta’ means breed, race and group. So caste refers to the group which belong
to the same breed.
The term caste has been defined differently by different sociologists. According to G.
S. Ghurye, “Castes are small and complete social worlds in themselves marked off
definitely from one another through subsisting within the larger society”. Similarly
M.N. Srinivas defined caste or (as locally referred to) ‘jati’ as a “hereditary,
endogamous, group which is usually localised. It has a traditional association with an
occupation, and a particular position in the local hierarchy of castes. Relations
between castes are governed; among other things by the concepts of pollution and
purity, and generally maximum commensality i.e. inter-dining occurs within the
caste” (Srinivas 1962:3). This definition describes the ideal form of caste system.
However in real life there are innumerable variations and permutations in terms of
structure and functioning of caste system.
“Caste is a closed group”
-

D.N.Majumdar and T.N. Madan

“When a class is somewhat strictly hereditary, we may call it a caste”
- C.H. Cooley
“Caste is a collection of families, bearing a common name, claiming a
common descent, from a mythical ancestor, human and divine, professing to
follow the same hereditary calling and regarded by those who are competent
to give an opinion as forming a single homogenous community”
- Sir Herbert Risley
“Caste is a system of stratification in which mobility up and down the status
ladder, at least ideally may not occur”
- A. W. Green
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Being a dynamic reality, which is highly flexible, it has shown tremendous variations
from one region to another. But then we must ask, what is it that enables us to
identify a caste? For this we must understand the relationship between the varna and
jati or caste.
1.3.1 Varna and Caste
In theory, the caste system is interlinked with the ‘Varna’ model which divides the
Hindu society into four orders, viz., Brahmana, (Brahman, traditionally, priest and
scholar), Kshatriya (ruler and soldier), Vaishya (merchant) and Shudra (peasant,
labourer and servant). The first three castes are ‘twice-born’ or ‘dvija’ since the men
from these castes are entitled to don the sacred thread at the Vedic rite of upanayana,
which the Shudras were not allowed to perform. The untouchable castes are outside
the varna scheme.
The term ‘varna’ literally means colour and it was originally used to refer to the
distinction between Arya and Dasa, in ancient India. According to the Rig-Veda, it
was not applied to any classes, such as Brahman, Kshatriya, etc. However, the classes
which existed at that time later came to be described as varna and the original
distinction between Arya and Dasa gave place to the distinction between Arya and
Shudra (Ghurye 1950: 52).
The caste system is an all-India phenomenon of which the varna model provides an
all-India macro-structural scheme. In other words, the varna model only provides a
framework within which the innumerable variations of castes throughout India are
found. According to Srinivas (1962: 65) the varna-scheme is a ‘hierarchy’ in the
literal sense of the term because the criteria of ritual purity and pollution are at the
basis of this differentiation. Generally speaking, the higher castes are also the better
off castes, and the lower castes are generally, the lower classes. However, this
association between caste and class is not always true. A caste can be ritually high but
ranked lower in the local caste hierarchy because this hierarchy is determined by
secular factors like economic, political, educational status also. Thus, one of the most
striking features of caste system, as an actual reality has been the vagueness in the
hierarchy, especially in the middle rungs.
According to the varna scheme there are only four categories. This scheme excludes
the untouchables and its number is same throughout India. But this is not true in
reality since even during the vedic period, occupational groups existed which were
not subsumed by varna, although one cannot be sure whether these groups can be
called castes or not. According to Ghurye, in each linguistic region, there are about
200 caste groups which are further subdivided into about 3,000 smaller units each of
which is endogamous and provides the area of effective social life for the individual.
Therefore, one can say that the varna scheme refers at the most only to the broad
categories of the society and not to the actually existing effective units (Srinivas
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1962: 65).
Srinivas states that the Varna scheme has certainly distorted the picture of caste but it
has also enabled ordinary men and women to understand and assess the general place
of a caste within this framework throughout India. It has provided a common social
language, which holds good in all parts of India. This sense of familiarity, even when
not based on real facts leads to a sense of unity amongst the people (Srinivas 1962:
69). Thus, the Indian society (by which we basically mean the Hindu society) has
been full of changes and improvisations. But these changes have been against the
background of the varna hierarchy. It is the varna frame which remains more or less
constant while castes vary from region to region. Figure 1.1 shows that a varna may
include different castes and these castes may divided into different sub castes.

Figure 1.1: The Varna model of caste system
1.4

FEATURES OF CASTE SYSTEM

In order to present a picture of caste dynamics, it is imperative that we, first of all,
understand ideal typical nature of the caste system. Such an exercise will help us to
realize various changes that have taken place in the caste system. It has been felt and
realized in Indian sociology or social anthropology that the best way to understand
the nature of the system various castes create by their interrelationships can be
achieved by delineating the various features it exhibits. Features of the caste system
discussed by G.S. Ghurye, has been accepted by all but with some objections. Picture
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of the caste system that comes out from Ghurye characterisation can be considered
ideal typical. G.S. Ghurye, in his book “Caste and Race in India” described six main
features of caste system. These are discussed below:
i) Caste is a Segmental Division of Society
The Hindu society is divided into segmental divisions of caste. Caste is an ascribed
status since caste membership is acquired by birth. So the membership of the caste is
unchangeable and non-transferable. The caste system divides society into various
caste groups with a well-developed life of their own. The status of a person is
determined by the traditional importance of the caste in which he has the fortune of
being born. Caste is hereditary.
ii) Hierarchy
Hierarchy has been considered another important feature of the caste system. Position
of a caste in hierarchy is determined by various factors such as (a) the items of its
dietary, (b) acceptance and refusal of water and food from other castes, (c) the ritual it
performs, (d) the customs it observes, (e) its traditional privileges and disabilities and
(f) the myth of its origin. The castes who are placed upper in the hierarchy are
considered to be purer than those who are placed lower.
For Dumont, the single true principle on which caste hierarchy is based is the
opposition of the pure and the impure. To quote him, "This opposition underlies
hierarchy which is the superiority of the pure of the impure, underlies separation
because the pure and the impure must be kept separate, and underlies the division of
labour because pure and impure occupations must likewise be kept separate. The
whole is founded on the necessary and hierarchical co-existence of the two
opposites". Dumont considers hierarchy as the defining feature of the caste system
because it is "the principle by which the elements of a whole are ranked in relation to
the whole". It is a relation "between that which encompasses and that which is
encompassed. It is responsible for the "linear order of castes from A to Z”.
iii) Restrictions on Food Habits and Social Intercourse
To preserve the purity there are restrictions on feeding and social intercourse and
minute rules are laid down with regard to the kind of food and drink that can be
acceptable. In a rigid caste system there are certain restrictions on the food habits of
the members. That differs from caste to caste. Higher caste people, particularly
Brahmins eat ‘pakka’ food which is prepared in ghee whereas lower caste people
have ‘kachcha’ food that is prepared with the use of water. There are restrictions on
the use of certain vegetables for some castes. Some Brahmins don’t consume onion,
garlic, cabbage, carrot etc. Eating beef is not allowed.
Similarly, in the caste system, there are several restrictions on social interaction and
relations. The concept of purity and pollution comes here. The members of lower
caste cannot touch and move to a higher caste people. Higher caste people consider it
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as pollution even the shadow of a lower caste member. The higher castes are
considered as the purer and less polluted. While interacting with others each caste
group and/or individual has to follow certain rules and regulations. Different sets of
principles are prescribed for different caste groups.
iv) Civil and Religious Disabilities and Privileges of Different Sections
The caste system imposes spatial segregation on castes which is the most clear cut
mark of civil privileges and disabilities. Generally, the untouchable or the impure
castes are made to live on the outskirts of villages. In the caste system the higher
caste people enjoy all the privileges such as wealth, power and prestige. For example,
Brahmins are considered as superior and they enjoy all types of civil and religious
privileges. They are given high status in the society. The higher caste groups enjoy
socio-economic, political, legal and religious privileges.
The impure castes suffer from certain civil and religious disabilities. The Harijans or
the untouchables are not allowed to enter into the temples or to use public places.
After independence, though constitutionally and legally they are given equal rights
and privileges, but in practice it is not happening. For example, caste conflicts of
Bihar, U.P., and Rajasthan etc.
v) Restrictions on Occupational Choice
Traditionally, each caste was associated with an occupation. Jajmani system, found in
rural India enabled each caste to have a near monopoly over their hereditary
occupation. Each caste was also ranked higher or lower on the basis of the ritual
purity or pollution of their associated occupations. Thus, the Chamar castes of north
India were considered untouchables since their occupation involved use of leather.
Gradation of caste hierarchy is closely related to gradation of occupation. Society has
selected some of the occupations as ‘pure’ and some other as ‘impure’. Accordingly,
‘pure’ occupations are allotted to the higher caste groups and ‘impure’ or inferior
occupations to the lower caste groups. For example, shoe-making, sweeping,
scavenging, barbering etc. are considered to be inferior occupations and priesthood,
teaching etc. are superior and prestigious! Whatever the gradation of the occupation
may be the group members are expected to follow the same occupation. So, the
occupations are hereditary.
vi) Restrictions on Marriage
Caste system follows the rules of endogamy at the time of marriage. Caste system is
based on endogamy. The members of caste or sub-caste are forced to marry within
the group. If anybody violates the rule of endogamy he gets punishment such as
excommunication from the caste.
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Check Your progress Exercise 1.1
Notes:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Q.1. Define the concept of caste in about four lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2. List some of the features of caste system in India. Use about four lines
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.3 Fill in the blanks in the following sentences
a) Caste status is an ……………………………….. status.
b) Ritual ……………………………. and ………….....…… determines the
place of a caste in the caste hierarchy.
c) The term ………………………………. literally means colour.
d) Varna is an all India category while …………………………. Varies from
one region to another.

1.5

DIMENSIONS OF REGIONAL VARIATIONS

Caste as a regional reality can be seen in the different patterns of caste-ranking,
customs and behaviours, marriage rules and caste dominance found in various parts
of India. For the sake of clarity, we are going to explain the dimensions of regional
variations in terms of three aspects: caste structure and kinship; caste structure and
occupation; and caste structure and power. However, these are only a few of the
regional variations that are outlined here in this unit. In reality great diversity exists
between regions as well as within regions.
1.5.1 Caste Structure and Kinship
Caste structure is intimately related to the kinship system amongst the Hindus in
India. The sole reason for this relationship lies in the endogamous nature of caste
system. Caste is basically a closed system of stratification, since members are
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recruited on the criteria of ascribed status. In other words, an individual becomes a
member of a caste in which he or she is born. Thus it is an ascribed status. Even if
there is social mobility in the caste system through the process of Sanskritisation,
urbanisation, etc., it is only a positional change rather than a structural change.
A person remains the member of his/her caste irrespective of his/her individual status.
Any movement in the structure occurs in the social mobility of the caste group in the
local hierarchy of the society, which is only a shifting of its position from one level to
another.
Kinship is a method or a system by which individuals as members of society relate
themselves with other individuals of that society. There are two types of kinship
bonds. One is consanguine and the other is affine. Consanguine ties are ties of blood
such as, between mother-daughter, mother-son, father-daughter, etc. Affine ties are
ties through marriage, such as, between husband and wife, man and his wife’s
brother, etc.
Kinship in India is largely an analysis of the internal structure of the sub-caste. Subcaste is the largest segment of a caste and it performs nearly all the functions of caste
like endogamy, social control, etc. For example, (the Brahman caste has several subcastes like, the Gaur Brahmans, the Kanyakubjis, the Saraswat Brahmans, etc. It is
these segments of the main caste of Brahmans, which form the effective functioning
group within which social interaction, marriage etc. takes place. However, these
segments are also subdivided and have a regional connotation too, like the Sarjupari
Brahmans of North India are those who originally lived beyond the river Saryu or
Ghaghara.
The effective caste group is the caste population of a single village while the effective
sub-caste group within which marriage and kinship takes place is composed of the
people belonging to the region around the village having several scores of
settlements. Due to the practice of endogamy and restriction in social intercourse a
person marries within the sub-caste group, or at the most caste group in India, which
extends generally, beyond the village to a larger region.
Kinship system found in various parts of India differs from each other in many
respects. However, generally speaking, we can distinguish between the kinship
system in the Northern region, the Central region and the Southern region.
North India is in itself a very large region, having innumerable types of kinship
systems. This region includes the region between the Himalayas in the North and the
Vindhyas in the South. In this region a person marries outside the village since all the
members of one’s caste in a village are considered to be brothers and sisters, or uncles
and aunts. Marriage with a person inside the village is forbidden. In fact, an
exogamous circle with a radius of four miles can be drawn around a man’s village
(Srinivas 1955: 12).
Hypergamy is practised in this region according to which a man takes a wife from a
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clan which is lower in status to his own clan. That is, a girl goes in marriage from a
lower status group to a higher status group within a sub-caste. The effect of this
hypergamy and village exogamy is that it spatially widens the range of ties. Several
villages become linked to each other through affinal and matrilateral links.
In his study of the Ramkheri village in Madhya Pradesh, Adrian Mayer (1960) not
only described the Rajput caste and other sub-castes of the village but also the region
around it as well. The clans, lineages, and kutumbs are all part of the internal
structure of the caste at the same time being part of the kinship organisation. These
groups are all the time increasing and branching off with time.
The organisation of family in the northern region is mainly patriarchal and patrilocal.
The lineage is traced through the male, i.e. patrilineal system is followed in this
region. It is patriarchal because authority lies with the male head of the family and it
is patrilocal because after marriage the bride is brought to reside in the house of the
bridegroom’s father.
Generally, in most of the castes in the north such as the Jats, an agricultural caste of
South Punjab, Delhi and Haryana the “four-clan” rule of marriage is followed.
According to this rule,
i) a man cannot marry in the clan to which his father (and he himself) belongs;
ii) to which his mother belongs;
iii) to which his father’s mother belongs; and
iv) to which his mother’s mother belongs (Karve, 1953).
In this region a person avoids marriage with kins who are related to him or her five
generations on the mother’s side and seven generations on the father’s side ideally.
However, in reality as discovered by Mayer in his study, these rules can be broken in
some cases.
In the northern region, therefore, marriage with cousins, removed even by two or
three degrees is viewed as an incestuous union. In most parts of this region, as
mentioned earlier, village exogamy is practised by most of the castes, especially the
Brahman, Kshatriya and Vaishya castes. This rule is known in Delhi, Haryana and
Punjab, as the rule of Sassan.
In Central India which includes Rajputana, the Vindhyas, Gujarat, Maharashtra and
Orissa we find the general practice of caste endogamy. Hypergamy is most
characteristic of the Rajputs of this region and village exogamy is also found in this
region. However, in this region especially in Gujarat and Maharashtra amongst some
caste communities we find cross-cousin marriages being practised. Here there is a
tendency for a man to marry his mother’s brother’s daughter. But marriage with the
father’s sister’s daughter is taboo.
The preference for a single type of cross-cousin marriage seems to move away from
the taboo of marrying cousins of any class in the northern region. Thus, in many ways
this preference suggests a closer contact with the practices of the southern region.
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The Southern region comprises the states of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu
and Kerala where the Dravidian languages are spoken. This region is distinct from the
northern and central regions of India in the sense that here we find basically
preferential rules of marriage. Here a man knows whom he has to marry while in
most areas in the north a man knows whom he cannot marry.
Most of the parts of the Southern region except some, like the Malabar, follow the
patrilineal family system. Here also we find exogamous social groups called gotras.
The difference between the exogamous clans in the north is that a caste in a village is
held to be of one patrician and therefore, no marriage is allowed within a village.
Sometimes even a group of villages are supposed to be settled by one patrilineage and
marriage between them is prohibited.
In the South, there is no identification of a gotra with one village or territory. More
than one inter-marrying clans may live in one village territory and practise intermarriage for generations. Thus, the social groups, which are formed due to this kind
of marriage pattern in the South shows a centripetal tendency (of moving towards a
centre) as against the centrifugal (of moving away from the centre) tendency of social
groups found in north Indian villages. In the South, a caste is divided into a number of
gotras. The first marriage creates obligations about giving and receiving daughters.
Hence, within exogamous clans, small endogamous circles are found to meet interfamily obligations and a number of reciprocal alliances are found in South Indian
villages.
Apart from castes, which are patrilineal in the southern region, we also find some
castes, such as the Nayars of Malabar district that follow matrilineal system of
kinship. A typical Nayar household is made up of a woman, her sisters and brothers,
her daughters and sons and her daughter’s daughters and sons. Amongst the Nayars,
property passes from the mother to the daughter. But the authority even in this system
lies with the brother, who manages the property and takes care of his sister’s children.
Husbands only visit their wives in this system. The Nayar matrilineal house is called
a Tharavad (see figure 1.2). Nayar is a broad category of castes of which not all of
them follow the same kinship system (Dube 1974: 26)
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Figure 1.2: A Tharavad
The relationship between the caste structure and the kinship system is so intertwined
that we cannot understand one without understanding the details of the other. In this
section we have explained the regional variations found in the relationship between
the caste structure and the related kinship pattern. Now let us see the way in which
caste is related to occupation.
1.5.2 Caste Structure and Occupation
All over India today we find that caste restrictions are not as meticulously observed as
they were some decades ago. The hereditary association of caste with an occupation
used to be a very striking feature of the caste system. It was so much a part of the
caste system that some sociologists even argued that “caste is nothing more than a
systematisation of occupational differentiation” (Srinivas 1965: 1-77). In fact, it can
be said that caste was a system, which ensured an occupation to everyone, and
therefore it was a method to control competition between social groups in the
economic sphere.
However, as Srinivas says, the occupational aspect of the caste system would have
broken down completely in the context of a growing population, if not for the surplus
population in all occupational categories like artisans, traders, servicing castes falling
back on agriculture. Traditionally agriculture was a common occupation for all castes
and Brahmans, Kshatriyas and even Vaishyas have been dependent on agriculture.
A caste is considered to be high if its characteristic way of life is high and pure and it
is considered to be low if its way of life is low and polluting. By the term ‘way of
life’ we mean whether its traditional occupation is ritually pure or polluting. For
example, the occupation of the Brahman Priest is ritually pure while the traditional
occupation of a leather working caste like the Chamar of U.P. is considered to be
ritually polluting. But the remarkable aspect of caste system is that the presumed
hierarchy of ‘way of life’, which includes diet, occupation, etc. does not often
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correlate with the observed order of caste ranking found in several regions of India.
For example, in spite of the trader castes being vegetarian (which is considered to be
ritually higher) in Rampura, a village of Mysore, they are ranked ritually lower than
the non-vegetarian peasant castes of the same village (Srinivas: 1955).
Another discrepancy between caste occupation and ritual ranking is that washing,
sweeping and such other activities are done by everyone but when the members of the
caste whose traditional occupation is to perform those activities do it, then it is
considered to be polluting. Thus, it is the traditional association of a caste with an
occupation, which determines its rank in the local caste hierarchy (Mckim Marriot
1959). In the association of caste structure with a hereditary occupation the “jajmani
system” forms the framework. The jajmani system is a system of economic, social
and ritual ties between different caste groups in the villages. Under this system some
castes are patrons and others are service castes. The service castes offer their services
to the landowning upper and intermediate castes and in turn are paid both in cash and
kind. The patron castes differ from one region to another depending on the socioeconomic and political status of the castes. For example, the Rajput, Bhumihar and
Jat are the patron castes in the North and Kamma, Reddi and Lingayat in the South.
The service castes comprise Brahman (Priest), Barber, Carpenter, Blacksmith, Watercarrier, Leather-worker, etc.
Thus, to understand regional variations we have to know something about the
ownership of land, the land tenure status and adherence to the jajmani system. These
economic organisations depend a lot on the caste structure and regional topography
and vice versa.
There is congruence between high caste status and land ownership. At the top of
occupational hierarchy stands a group of families, which control and own most land
rights in the village/region. They also belong to the caste occupying the highest rank.
Next in the hierarchy would be estate managers, landowners of relatively smaller size
who are drawn from the castes who occupy a position next to the highest ranking
castes. Smaller tenants and subtenants occupy the middle ranking caste groups.
Finally, labourers are drawn from the lowest ranking caste (Such association between
caste and class rank and traditional occupation has been mentioned by such
sociologists as Ramkrishna Mookherji and Andre Beteille 1966).
The tendency of land ownership by the high castes serves to maintain and reimpose
the existing caste hierarchy. However, with the changing times, impact of colonial
rule and the consequent introduction of western education, this general association of
higher caste with higher class (in terms of ownership of land, wealth and power) has
been disturbed (Beteille 1966:3).
However, in spite of these changes the ritual criteria of caste ranking remain
important. Although even in the ancient times it was not all-important, as secular
criteria of wealth and power of which land ownership is an important aspect did
determine the status of a caste. The early nineteenth century account of Abbe Dubois,
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a famous French philosopher, who travelled extensively in South India, exemplifies
this aspect very clearly when Dubois (1928: 23) stated, “thus the caste to which the
ruler of a country belongs, however low it may be considered elsewhere, ranks
amongst the highest in the ruler’s own dominions, and every member of it derives
some reflection of dignity from its chief”. When we observe the regional patterns, we
find that in the plains of Uttar Pradesh, two or more cultivating castes coexist. There
is also the presence of a large number of scheduled caste groups, which have a
numerical preponderance in the population. They generally constitute the labour force
in this region. Caste groups are many and are heterogeneous in nature. There is a lack
of uniformity in ranking and therefore, the caste structure is not well defined as is
found in the southern regions.
In Bengal, as Andre Beteille reports, the Hindu population did not have the Kshatriya
and Vaishya Varna. There was a large assortment of groups at the bottom known
collectively as Chandala or Asprishya, who were technically exterior to the four-fold
varna scheme. Traditional Bengal had five categories of Brahmans—Saptasati,
Madhya deshi, Rarhi, Barendra, and Baidik. Of these the last three have had a
recognisable and significant identity and an eminent position in the social hierarchy
of Bengal. At the other end of the caste ladder (the only two which were found in
Bengal) were the sudras. Sudras were also in turn divided into ‘clean’ and ‘unclean’
castes based on their hereditary occupation (Beteille 1977).
In Odisha, as reported by Bailey, in his study of Bisipara, an Odia hill village, the
Warrior castes owned most of the land and combined soldiering with farm
management. The outcastes, referred to as ‘praja’, were their servants. The other
castes, including the Brahmins were in a position of economic dependence and
political subordination to them (Bailey 1966:122-127).
Turning our attention to regions that are clearly dominated by the presence of one
agricultural caste we find the case of Haryana and Punjab. In these states we find the
dominance of a single agricultural caste referred to as the ‘Jats’.
As compared to the north, in the district of Tanjore, we find a clear-cut hierarchy
existing in the caste system with Brahmans as land-owners. The Hindu social
structure is clearly demarcated between the Brahmans, the non-Brahmans and the
Adi-Dravidas. The Brahmans are the landowners; the non-Brahmans are the tenants,
sub-tenants service giving castes while the Adi-Dravidas generally constitute the
category of landless agricultural labourers (Gough 1966:90)
These are only a few of the regional variations. We have outlined its general pattern
to reveal the relationship between caste-structure and occupation. Now in the next
section we will examine the relation between caste structure and power.
1.5.3 Caste Structure and Power
Central to caste system are caste panchayats and leadership. These power structures
are highly formalised in certain caste groups and informal in others. The panchayat
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literally means a group or council of five. In a village it refers to a group that presides
over, and resolves conflict, punishes people transgressing customs and launches
group enterprises. It must be remembered that the village panchayat is quite different
from the legislative use of the term panchayat. The usage, after the Constitution (73rd
Amendment) Act 1922, refers to a statutory local body, formed through elections,
vested with legal powers and charged with certain governmental responsibilities. In
certain villages traditional caste panchayats and leaders are still a powerful means of
control. The democratic panchayat with legislative powers and traditional panchayat
may overlap in certain regions.
Regional caste structures, in part, account for variations in their respective power
structure. It is important to know what qualifies caste for regional dominance.
According to Srinivas (1966), a caste is said to be dominant when it is numerically
the strongest in the village or local area and economically and politically exercises a
preponderating influence. The status of a dominant caste appears to rest on such
criteria as
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

the control of land and economic resources;
numerical strength;
a relatively high ritual status in the caste hierarchy; and
educational status of its members.

The above factors combine to place a particular caste group in a position of political
dominance. A near monopoly of management rights in local resources (usually
agricultural land) and control of the same gives the group an ability to control the
lives of the others. Numerical strength alone may not place a group in a bargaining
position. It needs an economic power base to back up its strength. Once economic
rights are in possession, however the size of a group does become important. The
control of resources by members of a dominant caste leads in turn, to making
decisions for others, which constitutes real dominance.
Regional variations that account for dominant caste can be explained by
i) the degree to which a single large land holding caste controls a set of
dependent castes,
ii) rigidity of caste ranking,
iii) the existence of two or more dominant caste groups in a region.
Studies from various parts of India suggest that dominant castes do not exist
everywhere. Areas where a landowning group has been able to establish itself in
proportionally large numbers, and yet maintain distinctive character (by strictly
regulating marriage and descent) that dominance has been possible.
Local power flows mainly from land, which is the main source of wealth. Power is
safeguarded if it is confined to a unified and numerically preponderant caste group.
Numbers alone do not guarantee power. Caste groups numerically preponderant, but
with divided loyalties, creating disunity, may not wield power. It is only when a caste
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group becomes politically united that it becomes a political force. This is very
important because in the new democratic political system where every vote counts the
numerical preponderance of a caste group gains an additional meaning. Power may
also accrue to a jati, when its members have effective connections with the power of
the village panchayats.
In regions where religious groups and tribals are intermixed and no single caste
possesses enough land, power or numerical strength, in such a condition, there is
bound to be dual or multiple domination in a region.
The Regional Dimension of Power
After a discussion about the features of dominant caste, let us see how they present
themselves in the regional context.
Let us illustrate with examples, the correlation between caste and power structures.
Karve (1953), in her study of the Malabar Coast has pointed out certain distinct
features present in a region.
The order of dominance among castes parallels the order of caste rank. The exclusive
nature of high-ranking castes is further reinforced by ritual notions of purity and
pollution. High ranking Brahman castes of this region possess landed wealth, power
and control, besides the traditional right to perform rituals; they also have right to
religious learning and worship at temples. Subordinate castes are obliged to worship
according to their ritual prescriptions and they do not have the right to religious texts
like, the Veda, Upanishad, etc. Their economic and political subordination further
enhances the dominant position of high-ranking castes. Organisation of ritual and
temple services, concentration of land holdings correlates caste rank with secular
power and promotes consistency in the total hierarchy of inter-caste relations. In
regions where caste and power hierarchy overlap there is a definite concentration of
power, wealth and land invested with high ranking caste groups. Correspondingly
ritual sanctions reinforced the superordinate status of upper caste groups and
subordinate status of the lower caste groups. Thus, this correlation leads to the
minimising of disputes.
Regions, which do not reveal a major correlation between caste and power structures,
are characterised by certain features very different from the earlier example. Caste
ranking may not be clear-cut and may promote disputes about caste ranking and
status within the hierarchy. Caste groups of equal rank may be constantly disputing
over their mutual positions in the hierarchy, resulting in dissent and dispute over
ranking. Such conflicts get consolidated over a period of time resulting in formalised
factions within the caste groups. Factions may promote disputes between them. Lack
of clarity in caste ranking results in a diffused power structure, with no single caste
group wielding economic, political and ritual clout. The Coromandal region of South
East coastal India validates the above arguments.
In the districts of Punjab, Haryana and parts of U.P., especially in the upper Ganges
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districts, middle ranking castes such as the Jat, Ahir, Kurmi, etc. wield substantial
amount of power and hold positions of dominance. The agricultural castes wield
substantial power, and are numerically preponderant in some of these regions.
Political and economic interaction among castes in this region, however, forms a
somewhat imperfect hierarchy as political and economic power is diffused. Ritual and
secular power may not coincide everywhere. The region is marked by a lack of rigid
stratification of castes, lack of concentration of political and economic power in a
single caste group, resulting in the diffusion of political power.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.2
Notes:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Q.4. Describe the relation between caste and kinship in about five lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.5. Discuss one of the ways in which we find a discrepancy between occupational
status and the caste ranking. Give an example. Use about six lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.6. Define the concept of dominant caste in about three lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………….…………………………………………………………………
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1.6

LET US SUM UP

This unit has introduced you to the aspects of regional variations evident in caste
structures. This was done by first defining caste structure. Then we have explained
the dimensions of regional variations. This we did by relating caste to kinship,
occupational and power structures. We have examined the intimate link between caste
and kinship system in India. Then we have explained the correlation of caste and
occupational structure. Here, we have described the discrepancies between ritual
hierarchy and the secular hierarchy relating to the occupation and land ownership
pattern of different castes.
Lastly, we have discussed the features of dominant caste, in relation to caste and
power structure. A combination of essential features served to make caste groups of
varying statuses prevails in a dominant position. We also noted how certain areas
show a correlation between the ritual and secular power of caste groups while
diffused political and economic powers result in the rise of more than one caste group
into positions of power in some other areas.
1.7

GLOSSARY

Caste:

An ascriptive grouping with several characteristics including
an allegiance to the varna all-India scheme

Endogamy:

It is the custom of marrying within one’s own social group
such as the caste group.

Hereditary:

Anything, like name, status or property, which has been
transmitted from one generation to the other genealogically.

Hierarchy:

It is one of the most essential aspects of caste stratification in
India. It seeks to place one caste above or below another caste
on the criteria of ritual purity and pollution.

Hypergamy:

The practice of giving a woman in marriage to a clan, which is
higher in social status than the status of the clan to which the
woman belongs, within the same caste group.

Normative System: It is the body of norms, values, beliefs and ideas, which guide
social behaviour in a society.
Permutations:

The number of ways in which a social group, like a caste
group, can be arranged.

Purity and Pollution: It is an abstract notion which considers certain activities,
objects and occupations ritually pure or polluting in the caste
society. For example, vegetarianism is considered ritually
purer than non-vegetarianism. Both these concepts are
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necessarily relative to each other.
Twice-Born:

1.8

The castes belonging to the first three varna, i.e., Brahmans,
Kshatriya and Vaishya, whose male members undergo the
thread ceremony called the “Upanayan samskara” are called
the twice-born or ‘dvija’

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Caste is a form of social stratification, which divides the
society into various social groups, which are placed in a
hierarchical order on the criteria of mainly ritual purity and
pollution. It is hereditary and endogamous. It has a traditional
association with an occupation and observes maximum
commensality.

Answer to Q.2:

The main features of caste system are
a) hierarchy
b) endogamy
c) association with a hereditary occupation.

Answer to Q.3:

a) ascribed
b) purity, pollution
c) varna
d) caste

Answer to Q.4:

Caste is an ascribed status i.e. its members are born in a caste
group. Every person has his or her consanguines and affines in
the same caste group since caste is endogamous by nature.
Thus, it has been said that the kinship organisation which
includes the family, lineage, clan are part of the internal
structure of a caste. Thus, caste and kinship are inter-twined
with each other.

Answer to Q.5:

In some regions we find that caste might be following ritually
purer habits in diet, customs, dress, etc. but still it is placed
lower than a caste which follows ritually polluting customs, in
the local caste hierarchy. The reasons for this could be secular
criteria of wealth and power and so on. For example, in a
Mysore village the trader castes who were vegetarians were
placed lower than the locally dominant peasant castes who
were non-vegetarians.

Answer to Q.6:

Dominant caste is that caste which is relatively high in ritual
rank and whose members are numerically the strongest in the
village/ region and economically and politically most powerful
18

in the area.
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2.1

INTRODUCTION

The previous Unit of this Block has discussed the meaning and features of the caste
system in India. Caste system gives social privileges to the higher caste members and
denies the opportunities to the members of the lower castes though caste provides for
cultural diffusion and transmission. The present Unit discusses the functions and
dysfunctions of the caste system in India.
2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:




2.3

Discuss different functions of caste system;
Narrate various kinds of dysfunctions of caste system
Explain how caste system undermines the development of the personality as
well as the national development.
FUNCTIONS OF CASTE SYSTEM IN INDIA

1. It helps in maintaining purity of blood
A useful function of the caste system is that it has helped in maintaining the purity of
blood. Members of each caste follow endogamy restrictions in marriage and as such
purity of blood is maintained. This is perhaps the reason that even today pure Aryan
race is found in India.
2. It results in efficiency
In the caste system, members of a particular caste followed their ancestral occupation.
Therefore, from the very beginning a person tried to attain utmost efficiency in his
occupation, which he was to follow throughout his life. Furthermore, he enjoyed the
benefit of accumulated experience which the ancestors had acquired after being
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engaged in the occupations for a very long period of time.
3. It helps in preserving culture
Each caste had its own customs, rituals, traditions and ceremonies etc. and took pride
in maintaining those cultural aspects. The cumulative effect of it was that the nation
was in a position to preserve its culture and civilization. It will not be wrong to say
that if India is today in a position to preserve its ancient culture, it is primarily due to
the caste system.
4. It creates division of labour
The rationale behind the origin of the caste system which will be very close to
scientific theories about the origin of the caste system is that it helped in the division
of work. Each caste was required to perform the work assigned to it. The Brahmins
were engaged in teaching, the Kshatriyas in defending the land, Vaishyas in trade and
commerce and the Sudras in serving all higher castes.
Thus, division of labour was the mainstay of the caste system, which greatly helped
the smooth functioning of the traditional social system. The lower castes had to be
contented with their occupation due to the doctrine of Karma which held that one’s
deeds in the previous life was responsible for his present birth in a particular caste.
5. It enforces discipline
The caste system resulted in the maintenance of social and professional discipline.
Thus was the apprehension that if social discipline was violated, one would earn the
displeasure of difference castes. Again the members were afraid of the fact that if
professional discipline was not cared for, they might earn the wrath of the
professional community. Due to this reason they had to abide by the disciplinary
regulations and the caste system, thus, helped in enforcing social as well as
occupational discipline.
6. It provides a basis for civilized society
Prior to the introduction of the caste system, there was no discipline in the society. It
was only due to caste system that discipline prevailed. The people began to lead a
regulated life with respect for proper conduct. Thus the caste system laid the basis of
a civilized society which ultimately became responsible for the growth of disciplined
and well-established order in the social system.
7. It develops the spirit of cooperation
The members of each caste developed a sense of unity for their own caste group. The
feeling that any invasion by other castes on their superiority or any attempt at
degrading their customs, rituals and traditions etc. will be disastrous for the caste
urged them to work in close cooperation with one another. In this manner the caste
system developed a sense and spirit of cooperation and this provided the
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infrastructure for the advancement and betterment of the society.
8. It produces good citizens
It made an individual well- behaved, well-disciplined, and cooperative. It instilled in
him the spirit of mutual help and made him ready to perform his work and discharge
his responsibilities properly. Thus it provided all the attributes of a good citizen.
9. It preserves the society
Due to the rigidity of the caste system the members of different castes did not like to
take a risk either by mixing with outsiders or by having contact or communication
with them. Establishing relations with outsiders was avoided. Thus the system
checked infiltration of all outside cultures and preserved our social system despite
many invasions and pressures on our culture and society.
10. It saves wastage resulting from competition
In order to be established in a better vocation or profession, people waste much time
in competitions. In the like manner time is also wasted in adjustment of life. But the
caste system conferred a fixed social status on the members of different castes and
thus one was well-established in accordance with one’s birth in a particular caste.
Hence no one was required to decide the occupation to follow in future life. As such
no time was wasted in competition and the energy so saved was used for constructive
purposes.
11. It raises the standard of living
Due to the caste system, members belonging to different castes made great efforts to
maintain their superiority and position and thereby the caste system raised the
standard of living of the people belonging to a particular caste. This, in turn, raised
the standard of living of each caste which was of great help to the society.
12. It generates the panchayat system
Under the caste system, each caste had its own panchayat and a disputes arising
among the members of a particular caste were decided by caste panchayat. In course
of time this system became very stable and contributed to the evolution of the
panchayat system. Even today, this panchayat system has been accepted as the ideal
system in India due to its agrarian and rural structure.
13. It maintains political stability
The caste system acted as the political stabilizer in the sense that despite several
changes and political upheavals, no significant influence could be exerted on the
Hindus. The cultural pattern was preserved irrespective of the changing political set
up and S.C. Hill has said in this regard that the caste system prescribed and
determined a form of social order which was entirely independent of the form of
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political government. Another reason for political stability was the fact that there was
no motive on the part of the ruled to seek an alternation.
14. It fixes the social environment
Another advantage of the caste system was that it provided a fixed social environment
wherein one’s own behaviour was controlled by permanent association. It also helped
the selection of the life partner within one’s own caste. Moreover, the caste system
provided employment by fixing up the traditional occupation and thus fulfilled the
economic needs. In to the system fixed the social environment and generated a feeling
of security for the individual.
2.4

DYSFUNCTIONS OF THE CASTE SYSTEM

Besides functions, the caste system in India has certain dysfunctions which cause
harm to the society.
1. It hinders national unity
The caste system develops a provincial feeling and made the people unduly conscious
of their own castes. Many times caste interests are given priority over national
interest. Thus the whole system stands against the very concept of national unity.
2. It stands against democracy
Sometimes caste system runs contrary to the democratic spirit. Democracy
presupposes human equality, but the caste system believes in inequality and there is a
hierarchical arrangement wherein the Brahmins are at the top, whereas the Sudras are
at the lowest rung of the ladder.
3. It results in suppression
In the caste system, the lower caste people are suppressed and repressed by the higher
castes. The Sudras are very ill-treated and they are not allowed to come to the public
places. Even their shadows are considered as impure by the higher caste people. Interdining and inter-mixing with the lower caste people are not allowed.
4. It hampers national development
Under the caste system only a few got the scope to control the national life and the
others were engaged in serving the higher castes, like the Brahmins and the Kshtriyas.
In the national interest, it is essential that all the sections of the society should
contribute to the social welfare, but the downtrodden sections did not have any voice
in national development and advancement.
5. It results in religious conversion
The domination of high caste people becomes intolerable on the parts of the Sudras,
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who are the most neglected people in the Hindu Society. They are easily allured by
the ideology and philosophy of Islam as well as Christianity. In this way caste system
contributes to the expansion of Christianity and Islam in India.
6. It undermines the ability and aspirations of the people
As caste system is based on the ascribed status, personal endeavour or diligence
becomes meaningless in order to bring about any transformation. Acceptance of one’s
own hereditary status became mandatory and unquestionable. Thus the aspirations
and ability of people are relegated to the background in the caste system.
7. It creates a false sense of prestige among the higher castes
The higher castes believe that they had the monopoly of wisdom. They feel that all
other castes should consult them and work for them. This creates a wide gulf between
the higher and lower castes.
8. It results in the introduction of untouchability
The worst aspect of the caste system is untouchability. The untouchable suffer from
various social, economic, political and religious disabilities. In the name of religion,
they are exploited in the most inhuman manner. The lower castes are placed in the
category of untouchables. Their children are never allowed to be educated and they
are compelled to take unclean occupation. The Sudra women are not allowed to use
public well, ponds, places of worship etc. the fear of the wrath of God and religious
conventions make the lower castes follow all the religious rules.
9. It gives a lower status to women
In the caste system, women are utterly neglected. They enjoy a very conservative and
traditional type of status. They are denied the privilege of higher education. They
cannot voice their opinion in public. The women belonging to the higher castes led a
still more precarious life due to the practice of patriarchy. The desire for a male child
also makes the women mentally and physically weak. Sometimes the women from
lower castes are sexually harassed by the higher caste male members and they cannot
protest against them because of the caste status.
2.5

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have discussed different functions and dysfunctions of the caste
system in India. Caste maintains racial purity and promotes moral restraint by
conditioning and regulating not only individual’s socio-economic life but also his
moral life. It provides for cultural diffusion within the group. Besides all these merits,
caste system has certain demerits also. It damages national unity and development. It
encourages religious conversions and hampers social progress.
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2.6

GLOSSARY

Anthropometry:

The measurement of physical types in different human
populations.

Brahmanical Order: A ranking or hierarchical system in which Brahmans or priestly
caste and its rituals and life-style gets unsurpassed position.
Dharmic:

Pertaining to religiously sanctified moral and normative order.

Ethnography:

a category of anthropological research, characterized by
empirical,
first-hand study of a
community or ethnic group.

Invention:

Use of pre-existing customs, traditions in a reformulated way in
a changed context.

Varna:

Fourfold text-based division of society in India
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

This unit deals with mainly the key factors responsible for the changes in the caste
system in India. It also discusses various changes brought about by economic and
political forces in the caste system. This task has been accomplished by explaining
the meaning of various concepts as well as by referring to important sociological and
anthropological studies. For better understanding of this problem we have divided this
unit into three main sections.
The first section provides an ideal typical understanding of the factors responsible for
the changes in the caste system. The second section provides an analysis of the
changes and mobility in the caste system brought about, by economic and political
forces during both pre-modem period and modem period. The third section deals with
the structural changes occurred in the caste system.
3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this unit you should be able to:




3.3

Discuss different factors responsible for changes in the caste system in India;
Explain political and economic sources of mobility and change in the caste
system; and
Describe various changes that have taken place in the caste system during
both pre-modern period and modem period.
FACTORS AFFECTING CASTE SYSTEM

Caste system under the impact of certain powerful factors is undergoing rapid
transformation in modern India. The factors responsible for such a change in the
system are as follows:
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1. Modern education
Modern liberal education introduced into the country by the British has played a
crucial role in undermining the importance of caste in Indian social life. Modern
education is based on such democratic values like equality, liberty and fraternity. It is
also grounded on such scientific values like reason and observation. Hence it is quite
natural that with the spread of modern education, the people’s belief in the divine
origin of caste, Karma and Karmaphala has received a severe setback. As modern
education is usually imparted in co-educational institutions, it encourages inter-caste
marriage and inter-caste mixing. Moreover, it acts as a powerful force towards the
removal of untouchability.
2. Industrialization
The process of industrialization has affected caste structure to a remarkable extent.
Industrial growth has provided new sources of livelihood to people and made
occupational mobility possible. Factories, mills and offices are agog with activity. In
the midst of all this, the people belonging to various castes consider it medievalist to
go into the question of one’s caste. In a factory a Brahmin works side by side with a
Shudra. He cannot avoid his touch or shadow.
3. Urbanization
Industrialization has given rise to the process of urbanization. New townships have
emerged. The ruralites migrate to these towns in order to avail better employment
opportunities. With the coming up of big hotels, restaurants, theatres, clubs and
educational institutions it is not at all possible to observe communal inhibitions and
taboos against food-sharing. Kingsley Davis rightly observes that the anonymity,
congestion, mobility, secularism and changeability of the city make the operation of
the caste virtually impossible.
4. Modern means of transport and communication
Modern means of transport and communication are instrumental in increasing spatial
mobility of the people and thereby put an end to the caste system. Means of transport
like train, bus, tram, airplane etc. cannot provide for distinctions between castes, and
a leveling effect has been brought into the society. It is absurd for any transport
authority to reserve berths for Brahmins to the exclusion of the Shudras. During
travel, too, one must of necessity take his meals without questioning the propriety of
doing so in the company of low-caste persons.
5. Increase in the importance of wealth
Under the caste system, birth was taken as the basis of social prestige. But today,
wealth has replaced birth as the basis of social prestige. Occupations are now no
longer caste-based. People while choosing their occupations attach greater importance
to income rather than anything else.
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It is because of this reason a high-born may be ill-placed in society while a man of
low caste with ample wealth at his disposal has a room at the top. With this change of
emphasis, the Indian caste system is in the process of being replaced by the system of
social classification as prevails in western countries.
6. The new legal system
The new legal system, introduced by the British Government, has given a severe blow
to the caste system in India. Equality before law irrespective of castes has been firmly
instituted. Consequently, the age old discrimination against the lower castes has been
removed.
Further, with the establishment of law courts, the traditional castes Panchayats have
lost their power and effectiveness to punish the deviants. Not only that a number of
Acts like the Untouchability Offences Act of 1955 and the Hindu Marriage Act of
1955 have abnegated the evil effects of the caste system.
7. Sanskritization
The concept of sanskritization was developed by M.N. Srinivas to describe the
dynamic nature of the caste system. Srinivas defines the concept of Sanskritization as
"a process by which a 'low' Hindu caste, or tribal or other group, changes its customs,
ritual, ideology and way of life in the direction of a high, frequently, 'twice born'
caste. The members of the lower castes leave their own traditional ideals and
behaviour patterns and accept the ideals and standards of higher castes. Generally
such changes are followed by a claim to a higher position in the caste hierarchy than
that traditionally conceded to the claimant caste by the local community". It is a much
broader definition of Sanskritization. It is neither confined to Brahmins as only
reference group not to the imitation of mere rituals and religious practices. It also
means imitation of ideologies.
This observation points out variations in and varieties of mobility or change in the
caste system. To make his observation more powerful and empirically substantiated
he cites the historical study of K.M.Pannikar. Pannikcar holds the view that all
Kshatriyas have come into being by usurpation of power by the lower castes and
consequently the Kshatriya role and social position.
Srinivas further adds that though all non-dominant, particularly low or non-twice born
castes want to sanskritize themselves but only those succeed whose economic and
political conditions have improved.
The caste system being a closed one, sanskritization does not entail structural change.
It entails positional change. Hence through sanskritization the lower caste people
move up slightly in the scale of “Jatis’ within a particular varna.
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8. Westernization
The term ‘Westernization’ was coined by Srinivas to signify the changes in the Indian
society during the British rule. By promoting education, egalitarianism, rationalism,
humanism and above all a critical outlook towards various social issues and
problems, westernization has gone a long way in undermining the influence of the
caste system. It has given severe blow to practices like child marriage, purity and
pollution, commensality, untouchability etc. The effects of westernization are
prominently visible in the form of inter-caste marriages, intercommunity marriages,
inter-religious marriages, occupational changes etc. In this way westernization has
brought about profound changes in the Indian society.
9. Secularization
The role of secularization in weakening the caste system is great. By legitimizing
secular ideologies and formal legal doctrines and promoting rationality, scientific
attitude and differentiation, secularization has affected certain characteristics of the
caste system especially the concept of purity and pollution, commensality, fixity of
occupation etc.
10. Socialistic ideas
Caste system is based on the ideas of high birth and low birth. On the other hand,
socialists say, “the differences between human beings have been created by society;
hence the society only can remove them.” As a result of such socialist thought, caste
system is breaking.
11. New social movements
Some social movements have also attacked the caste system. The Brahmo Samaj
movement led by Raja Ram Mohan Roy rejected the barriers of caste divisions and
stood for universalization and brotherhood of man. The Prarthana Sabha movement
supported by Justice Ranade brought about certain social reforms like inter-caste
marriage, inter dining and remarriage of widows, etc.
The Arya Samaj movement founded by Swami Dayananda Saraswati and
Ramakrishna Mission movement raised voice against the hereditary caste system
based on birth and stood for its abolition. In this way all these social movements
succeeded, in no small measure, in affecting some of the structural features of the
caste system.
12. Rise of new social classes
Industrialization has given rise to the emergence of new social classes. These social
classes are replacing the traditional castes. Trade Unions, Merchants’ Associations
and Political Parties are replacing the old caste loyalties. An increase in class
consciousness leads to a decrease in caste consciousness.
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13. Influence of Indian Constitution
Indian Constitution bestows some fundamental rights on the citizens irrespective of
caste, creed, colour or sex. It offers equal opportunities to all. Para 15(2) of the
Constitution, which declares all citizens as equal, directly justifies the Hindu social
order based on inherited inequality. No wonder that caste system is withering away.
Thus, such factors have vitally affected the caste system. But it is highly improbable
that the system will altogether be eliminated from the Indian social scene. It may
assume new forms and perform new functions in the changed conditions of modern
society.
3.4

CHANGE AND MOBILITY IN THE CASTE SYSTEM: ECONOMIC
AND POLITICAL FACTORS

The concepts of Sanskritization and Difference highlight dynamic nature of the caste
system. In fact, changes and mobility in the caste system brought about by various
political and economic forces have been one of the main objects of study in Indian
Sociology or Social anthropology. These studies reveal that the caste system has
always interacted with and responded to political and economic forces-of society. In
order to present the main findings of the studies systematically and precisely we have
categorised the history of caste dynamics into two parts: pre-modern period and
modern period.
i)

Pre-modern period

During pre-modern period, i.e., before the establishment of the British rule in India,
there were two most important factors in society which brought about considerable
amount of mobility in the caste system: (1) fluidity of the political system; and (2) the
availability of marginal land due to a static demographic situation. Because of the
fluidity of the political system it was always possible for a Government official or a
powerful family of a locally dominant caste to become politically powerful and,
thereafter, acquire Kshatriya status by becoming a chief or king. This argument can
be substantiated by many historical examples. One of the most well-known examples
is the kingdom founded by Shivaji, the son of a Jagirdar, during the heyday of the
Mughal Empire.
Opportunities for claiming Kshatriya status by seizing political power were generally
available to dominant castes such as Marathas, Reddies, Vellalas, Nayars and Coorgs
in South India palas in Bengal; and Patidars in Gujrat. When a leader of a dominant
caste acquired Kshatriya status by seizing political power, he, in turn, became a factor
or source of mobility for others.
Because of the fluidity of the political system it was always possible for a king to
raise members of a lower ranking caste to the status of Brahmins when he felt
shortage of Brahmins for performing an important ceremony: This apart, a king used
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to raise or lower the ranks of casters as a reward or punishment.
The second source of mobility in the caste system during pre-modern period was the
availability of marginal land which could be brought under the plough. This sort of
land was always available everywhere. According to Burton Stein, this factor made
possible the establishment of new settlements and even new regional societies which
facilitated many individual families to change their caste status. This apart, various
sub divisions which are found among several peasant castes such as Tamil Vellalas
was caused by this spatial mobility.
ii)

Modern Period

Modern period started with the British rule. In this period above mentioned sources of
mobility in the caste system disappeared and new sources of mobility came into
existence. The British rule introduced the process of modernisation and
westernisation through certain new economic and political policies which affected
social formation deeply and brought about structural change, to some extent, in it.
Consequently the caste system underwent certain significant changes which added
new structures and functions to it. Some most notable and significant economic and
political policies listed by Srinivas are (1) the introduction of a single political role
straddling the entire sub-continent; (2) the introduction of formal bureaucratic and
military organisations;(3) the land survey and settlement work; (4) the introduction of
tenurial reforms; (5) the introduction of private ownership to land which made it
saleable; (6) making new economic opportunities in towns and cities available; (7) the
introduction of the concept of equality of all citizens before the law; (8) providing
right to everyone not to be imprisoned without resort due legal process; (9)
introducing the freedom to practice as well as to propagate one's religion and culture,
and (10) making suttee, human sacrifice and human slavery illegal.
iii)

Dissociation between Caste and Occupation

The most notable change in the caste system is the dissociation between caste and
occupation. It is greater in the towns that in the rural areas, and much greater in the
big cities. Due to industrialisation and modernisation a number of new occupations
have come into existence which can be considered "caste-free". One can easily notice
people belonging to a caste getting involved into various traditionally forbidden
occupations. Brahmins can be seen working in shoe factory. Similarly, Harijans can
be seen performing administrative and academic jobs. Dissociation between caste and
occupation has developed to such an extent that the phenomenon of caste can no
longer be defined on the basis of its relation to a certain occupation.
iv)

Disintegration of the Jajmani System

Related with this change in the caste system is the disintegration of the jajmani
system. This phenomenon signifies a major change in the caste system because as
Kolenda notes that purity-pollution and hierarchy are all involved in the Jajmani
system". Ideally the Jajmani system constitutes three categories of people belonging
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to different castes. These categories are known as jajman, Kamin and Purohit.
Kamins and Purohits provide services to jajmans. But they provide different services.
Purohits perform rituals and worship deities for jajmans. Kamins perform manual
work for jajmans like washing clothes, shaving, cutting and dressing hair, etc. In turn,
jajmans pay Purohits in both cash and kind and Kamins in kind on a yearly basis
which is fixed. Jajmans belong to all castes. Kamins belong to some specific castes.
And Purohits are Brahmins.
It has been observed that jajmani system is disintegrating because of various reasons.
Firstly, the families belonging to Kamin and Purohit castes who consider their
traditional caste occupation less prestigious or non-prestigious and economically less
beneficial have abandoned them at the earliest opportunity. They is neither all
Brahmin families are Purohits nor all Kamin families are Kamins. There are also a lot
of jajman families who have decided not to avail the services of Kamins. This apart,
there is a large variation so far as availing the services of Kamins is concerned.
Secondly, as it has already been pointed out there is no caste-based division of labour.
Families belonging to the low Kamin castes have taken up occupations which are
traditionally supposed to be done by higher-twice born castes, and the other way
round, too. There are also instances of non-Brahmin families acting as Purohit
families. This phenomenon is more visible in those areas which have felt the impact
of anti-Brahminical movements.
Because of such changes the jajmani system to longer denotes a certain kind of
relationship between castes but between families. Some of these families are labour
buyers and some are wage earners. Their relationship is purely economic. Therefore,
caste has ceased to be the primary component of the jajmani system even if it is said
that the jajmani system still exists in one form or another.
iv)

Weakening of the Rules of Purity and Pollution

Increasing dissociation between caste and occupation and the concomitant process of
disintegration of the jajmani system have accompanied with the weakening of the
rules of purity and pollution. It has been observed that people belonging to various
castes hardly observe the rules of purity and pollution while selecting their
occupations and interacting with fellow-beings and colleagues. In this respect, they
assign profitability of an occupation their top most priority. For a caste it is no longer
possible to deny basic conditions of decent living (size, shape and placement of a
house, dress materials, style of living, etc.) to a person on the ground of birth in a
particular caste. Disappearance of untouchability as a caste practice from the public
sphere also denotes the weakening of the rules of purity and pollution.
vi)

Breakdown in the Traditional Inter-caste Power Relationship

The phenomenon of dominance of one caste over another is one of the most important
factors in the maintenance of the caste system. Traditionally, economic and political
dominance coincided with ritual dominance. Victims of dominant caste families used
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to be sheltered by other dominant caste families. This structural arrangement of the
caste system has changes to such an extent that it ceases to be a defining feature. The
process started with the establishment of British rule. Yogendra Singh writes,
"Instances of lower-subject caste revolts against the upper dominant-castes even
during the Pre-Independence days have been many. In the villages Chanukhera in
eastern U.P., the low castes (Chamars and Kahars) agitated against the Kshatriyas
for better wages and freedom to participate in Congress movement for Independence,
and to this with initial resistance the Kshatriyas finally had to acquiesce" (Singh
1977: 165). Bernard S. Cohn reports a similar case of challenge by a lower-subjectcaste (Camars) to the dominance of Kshatriyas in Madhopur village.
F.G. Bailey in his study of Bisipara, a village in Khondamals in Orissa, provides a
good example of a structural change in the power relationship of various castes which
came in the wake of British rule. He observes that by trading in hides and liquor the
‘untouchable’ Boad distillers bought land equal to the upper dominant warrior castes.
Similarly, Ganjam distillers by trading in only liquor earned so much money to buy
more land than any other caste in the village. These economic changes brought about
changes in the political structure of the village altering the balance of inter-caste
power relationship.
After Independence change in the configuration of power of castes gained
momentum. William L. Rowe, in his study of Senapur, observed, in the past a small
group of economically and politically all powerful Kshatriya landlord quietly (for the
most part) directed the society. Now with the social tie of landlord and tenant severed,
a numerous and economically able caste community such as the Noniya (a lower
caste) feels somewhat free to pursue its own ends independently. About the village
Kishan Garhi McKim Marriott also points out a similar process of change.
With breakdown of inter-caste power relationship the earlier aspiration of lowersubject castes for Sanskritization has been replaced by a new honoured feeling of
self-identity within one's own caste or increased horizontal caste solidarity. The
position of upper castes as reference group was challenged by differentiating ritual
from the politico economic aspects of caste system. In extreme cases as in D. M. K.
or Arya Samaj movements the process of differentiation is absolutized by a conscious
and total rejection of the caste ideology. Formation of a caste association with several
new functions is a clear reflection of this phenomenon.
vii)

Emergence of Caste Association

The nature of a caste association is different, in more than one sense, from caste as
such. Organizations like Kayastha Samaj, Kshatriya Sabha, Teli association,Vaishya
Mahasabha, Jat Sabha,Kurmi Mahasabha, Koeri Mahasabha, Bhumihar-Brahmin
Mahasabha are some of the examples of caste association. Emergence of various
castes such as Mahars and Maratha in Maharashtra, Kammas and Reddis in Andhra
Pradesh and Lingayats and Okkaligas in Karnataka as political groups can also be
cited as examples of caste association.
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The main purpose of a caste association has always been to safeguard the interests of
their Members by building hostels, hospitals, colleges, schools, houses on a cooperative basis, banks, and by founding journals and endowing scholarships. In their
proceedings caste associations claimed backwardness in politico-economic field and a
high status in cultural or ritual sphere. Therefore, after Independence caste
associations tended to become political pressure groups demanding for their
members’ electoral tickets from the political parties, posts in the cabinet, Licences for
undertaking various economic activities, concessions and privileges in education and
appointment to government jobs, and a variety of other benefits.
Emergence of castes as pressure group and formation of caste associations clearly
indicate the increased activity of caste in the political field. Now castes or caste
association play important and pervasive roles in the political processes, especially in
various elections and in the matters of distributions of posts in the institutions run by
the government.
viii)

Process of Democratization

The process of democratization bestows political power and activity upon the groups
which have numerical strength provided that strength could be politically mobilized,
which is possible if the existential situation of the group as such is homogenous and
uniform. These conditions are fulfilled more in the case of lower or subaltern castes.
Emergence of lower caste based political parties such as B.S.P., I.P.F., S.P. D.M.K.,
etc. are some good examples. This apart, launching of movements for more say in the
political processes by numerically more powerful low castes in the form of antiBrahmin movements mark out increasing politicisation of caste.
There is a strong tendency among people to vote for a candidate of one's own caste.
Political parties do not ignore this fact. They try their best to put up candidates
belonging to the numerically largest castes of the constituency if other conditions
remain same. That is why matching a candidate by another candidate of the same
caste has been a common policy of political parties in elections.
This apart, caste consideration influence political process in other ways as well. A
large group of the Maharashtra Congress constituted by Brahmins formed Peasants
and Workers party when they realized that Brahmin control over the Congress party.
Kammas decided to control the communist party. That is why Kammas landlords
were saved and protected by the communists even in their violent struggle.
Politicization of castes is so much that in order to be politically powerful distinct
caste groups come together and act collectively. Their coming together sometimes
takes the form of a political party or a faction or a pressure group. B.S.P., S.P., R.J.D.,
and D.M.K. are some of the examples. In Gujrat Kshatriya Sabha Rajputs admitted a
lower caste Kolis to the rank of Kshatriya in order to have a larger say in the power
structure of Gujarat state.
Thus, looking back at all that we have been through in this unit, we can conclude that
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the caste system has always interacted with and responded to economic and political
forces of society. Changes in the economic and political structures and processes
during the modem period have liquidated many traditional characteristics of the caste
system and added new features and functions to it. The picture of caste or caste
system that comes out from the above analysis is in consonance with Dipankar
Gupta's conceptualisation of caste as discrete category and caste system as a system
based on the principle of 'difference'.
3.5

STRUCTURAL CHANGES

These structural changes appear as land reforms, the spread of education, social
legislation, democratization, industrialization and urbanization. The effect of these on
the caste system is that often, adaptive mechanisms such as caste associations appear
as mechanism of social mobilisations. These organizations strive mainly for the
fulfilment of materialistic and mundane goals for their members, thereby making
them more aware of their deprivation and structural impediments. These associations
are often concerned with non-caste like- functions, but they are not classes, since
members range across several class situations. Intra-caste contradictions are not
allowed to come up, and this may also create a notion of shared deprivations and class
consciousness.
3.5.1 Economic Relations
The caste system has also been considered to be a system of economic relations. Joan
Mencher writes that for those at the bottom, the caste system has worked as a very
systematic tool of exploitation and oppression. One of the functions of the system has
been to prevent the formation of classes with any commonality of interest of unity of
purpose Mencher has used "class" in the Marxian sense and adopted the Marxian
model to analyse caste relations. As such, caste is a system of exploitation rather than
a system of interdependence and reciprocity. Caste stratification has been a deterrent
to the development of “class conflict” or "proletarian consciousness". This is because
"caste derives its validity from its partial masking of extreme socio-economic
differences".
The most crucial point for consideration is that "classes" are not found as a system of
stratification in the same way as castes are entrenched in Indian society. Further, that
most of the “problems” created by the caste system are still of a class nature, related
to economic domination and subjugation, privileges and deprivations, conspicuous
waste and bare survival. These problems are essentially those of the privileged and
the dis-privileged and one cannot locate these as concrete groupings in a strictly
Marxian sense, as class antagonism, class consciousness and class unity are not
present. Thus, India's situation is very different from other societies in the sense that
the problems are of a "class" nature, but "classes" as divisions of society are not
found as concrete socio-economic-units.
3.5.2 Power and Dominant Caste
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Andre Beteille observes that power has shifted from one dominant caste to another
and it is shifted from the caste structure itself, and come to be located in more
differentiated structures such as panchayats and political parties. Yet Beteille does not
reflect upon the consequences of this shift. Can we study changes in caste structure
without examining the consequent patterns of "distributive justice" or
"equality/inequality"? If we cannot analyse the flexibility inherent in the norms of an
egalitarian system, it would be difficult to interpret the emergence of formal
institutions and structures as indicators of a "shift" from caste areas to "caste-free"
structures. Even if a caste as a whole is not "dominant" and the "dominant group"
comprises families of several castes, it does not mean that the magnitude of inequality
has substantially reduced.
3.6

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have discussed different factors responsible for changes in the caste
system in India. We have also observed that the caste system has always interacted
with and responded to economic and political forces of society. During pre-modern
period or before the British rule there were two important forces of change in the
caste system: (1) fluidity of the political system, and (2) the availability of marginal
land. During modern period, the process of modernisation initiated by the
introduction of various economic and political policies has brought about significant
changes in the caste system. Such as: (1) dissociation between caste and occupation,
(2) disintegration in the jajmani system, (7) weakening of the principles of purity and
pollution, (4) breakdown in the inter-caste power relationship, (5) emergence of caste
association, and (6) increased activity of caste in political field or politicisation of
caste.
3.7

GLOSSARY

Difference:

It signifies a structure in which the elements of a whole are
arranged horizontally and separately like discrete categories.

Endogamy:

It denotes the rules of marriage which permit or prescribe
marriage within one's own caste or a specific group.

Hierarchy:

It signifies a structure in which the elements of a whole are
ranked in vertically linear order on a continuous scale in
relation to the whole.

Ideal type:

It is a general and pure or abstract construct formed by
emphasizing aspects of behaviour and institutions which are
empirically observable and testable.

Modernization:

It is a global process by which traditional societies achieved or
achieve modernity (liberty, fraternity, and prosperity) in all
spheres: economic, political, cultural and social.
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Sanskritization:

3.8

It denotes a change in the caste system which is brought about
by the imitation of customs, manners, rituals, style of life,
ideologies, etc. of the higher-dominant castes by the lower
subject castes.
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4.1

INTRODUCTION

With the help of your study of earlier units and particularly unit 1, 2 and 3, you are in
a position to define caste system, identify its structure and functions. You are familiar
with the predominant features of caste system and its regional pattern. So far we have
attempted to understand caste with reference to its nature and attributes and how it
governs human behaviour in a multitude of situations. In this unit, we shall look into
the dynamics of the caste system. We shall seek reasons as to how and why the
system has continued to exist and what are the changes that have occurred and are
occurring in the system.
This unit describes the continuity aspect of caste system in Caste Continuity and
Change India and describes the aspect of change in caste system in India. It also
provides the summary of the unit.
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4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this unit you will be able to:




4.3

describe the social spheres in which caste continues to exist, such as, the
ritual, economic and political sphere of life
state the changes that have occurred in the functions of caste system
explain the new functions of caste in the socio-political system
describe the nature of caste associations.
CASTE AND CONTINUITY

Caste, as you already know, is by definition a closed social system whose
membership is acquired by virtue of birth. Rules of endogamy and restrictions on
social intercourse between castes help to maintain the insularity of such groups. From
a purely Brahmanic or Sanskritic view, it appears as if this system is rigid and closed.
However, when we examine historical data ranging back to the Vedic period we find
that in reality there existed a lot of flexibility. Social mobility with the gain of
economic and political power was always present. Historian, K.M. Pannikar (1955)
believes that in Indian history, the Nandas were the last true Kshatriyas (around 5th
Century B.C.), and since then all the so called Kshatriyas have come into being by
usurpation of power by the lower castes who acquired the Kshatriya role and social
position. Caste system is, therefore, a dynamic reality with a great degree of
flexibility in terms of internal structure and functions. To examine the continuity of
caste system and its reasons, we need to keep in mind this high degree of flexibility of
the system. Social mobility has been an important feature of caste system. We will
proceed to understand the flexibility aspect in section 4.3.1. Then we will discuss
caste and the ritual sphere in section 4.3.2; caste and economic sphere in section
4.3.3; and finally caste and politics in section 4.3.4.
4.3.1 Caste and Social Mobility
Before discussing the caste and social mobility, let us understand what is meant by
social mobility. Social mobility refers to the process by which individuals or groups
move from one social status to another in the social hierarchy. Social mobility can be
either upward or downward. Upward social mobility is one where the individual or
group moves from a lower status in the hierarchy to the upper. Downward mobility is
when a person or group moves from a higher status to a lower one in the hierarchy.
Caste has been considered to be a closed system of stratification. However, in reality
no system can be absolutely closed. In fact, social mobility has always been present
within the caste system.
When we talk about caste and social mobility we are essentially dealing with the
processes of social change in Indian society. Sociologists observe that in spite of the
closed nature of caste system, there have been changes in caste hierarchy and its
norms from time to time. For example, the culturally accepted practices during the
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Vedic period of Hinduism became a taboo in the periods that followed. Some of these
practices were that Vedic Hinduism was magico-animistic, Vedic Brahmans drank
soma (liquor), offered animal sacrifice and ate beef. These practices were prohibited
later but they continued amongst the lower castes (Singh 1973: 6).
Caste mobility as a process of social and cultural change has been explained by
Srinivas in his concept of Sanskritisation. The widespread social and cultural process
called Sanskritisation is a process where a low Hindu caste changes its customs, rites,
rituals ideology and way of life in the direction of high and frequently twice-born
castes. This has paved the way for mobility to occur within the caste system. With the
advent of the British, the opening up of frontiers by means of roads, and railways and
economic opportunities cutting across caste barriers increased the process of caste
mobility.
Besides Sanskritisation, another major agent of social change was Westernisation.
Westernisation includes the influences, which swept over India during the British rule
bringing in the ideologies of secularism, egalitarianism and democracy. The new
opportunities in education, economy and polity were in theory caste free and open to
all. No one could be denied access to them by reason of birth in a particular caste,
sect or religion. However, no social change can bring about total change of a society.
Therefore, we find that the traditional social organisation exemplified by the caste
system has undergone several changes yet continues to exist in Indian society
performing some old and some new functions. Now let us examine caste and the
ritual sphere.
4.3.2 Caste and the Ritual Sphere
The notions of hierarchical gradation of caste groups drawing legitimacy from
religion and the concept of purity and pollution have changed with the passing of
time. The structural distance between various castes, as you are already aware of, has
been defined in terms of purity and pollution. Corresponding to the caste hierarchy
are hierarchies in food, traditional caste occupation, and styles of life. Endogamy and
social restraints regarding commensality and free interaction between different castes
in the local caste hierarchy were clearly defined and ritualised. As Mckim Marriot
(1955) noted in his study of the Kishan Garhi village in U.P., the exchange of food
and drink between different castes was patterned within the framework of the jajmani
system. The pattern related to who will eat with whom, who will give kaccha food
(i.e. food cooked in water) to whom, and who will receive it, who will give only
pacca food to whom, and so on. Thus, interaction between castes was highly
ritualised prior to the impact of Westernisation. During the last few decades, as a
result of the forces of modernisation, the ideology of caste has become less pervasive
in an individual’s day to day life. Caste rituals have become increasingly a personal
affair, rather than public due to changed circumstances of living, forces of
industrialisation, and urbanisation. Place of residence and food habits are influenced
more by an individual’s workplace and occupation than by his or her caste or religion.
In a city a person generally does not ask the caste of a cook who serves in a
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restaurant. A person who might be a Brahman by caste may work in a shoe factory,
and so on. Figure 21.1 shows how the people in a city may respond when they find an
upper caste man doing a job which is traditionally considered as done by low caste
people. Harold Gould in his study of the rickshaw wallahs of Lucknow (1974)
observed that the rickshaw pullers whom he studied belonged to different castes.
While working they interacted with each other without observing any caste
restrictions. However, when these rickshaw pullers went back to their homes in the
evening they observed all the ritual practices of their caste. Their kins belonged to
their own caste and they married within their own caste. This example illustrates the
point that in workplace the caste norm are set aside but in personal family life the
caste norms exerts itself. In this sense, out of the Caste Continuity and Change two
main features of caste system identified by Max Weber (1948), namely,
commensality and connubium, the commensality aspect has disappeared but the
connubium, i.e. caste and kinship and marriage link, yet survives in spite of all other
changes (for a better understanding of the term connubium see section 21.5, Key
Words). The ritual aspect of caste is confined to the personal sphere. Now, let us see
the nature of caste in the economic sphere.
4.3.3 Caste and the Economic Sphere
In this section we will discuss the continuity in the nature and function of caste in
terms of its economic and occupational sphere of influence. The ideology of caste
prescribed specific occupations for specific caste groups, which had a specific place
in the social hierarchy. The vocations of the upper castes were considered to be the
most prestigious while the occupations of the lower castes, especially the
untouchables were considered to be polluting and defiling.
The advent of the British saw new economic opportunities flowing out, and reaching
the masses. The opening up of plantations, development of towns and cities laid the
basis for economic development, which intruded into the functioning of the caste
system. The growth of money economy enabled economic relations to be governed
by market conditions as opposed to inherited status. Certain caste groups flourishing
in the wake of new business opportunities invested their profits in land. Because of
land reforms like, Permanent Settlement, introduced during the British rule, land
came into the market and thus ceased to be tied to caste.
The stability of caste monopolies over land, which was enforced by family
inheritance, came under attack. Ownership of land provided principles governing
wealth and a yardstick by which the local prestige system was measured. The low
castes were thus able to surmount the obstacles posed by tradition and began to
participate in the economic process.
The breakdown of the traditional economic system and the emergence of lower caste
groups in economic rivalry rather than cooperation undermined the Brahman
dominance found in Tanjore, Tamil Nadu. This has been attributed to the changing
village structure from a closed stationary system to that of a relatively open system.
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The closed system was characteristic of feudal economy resulting in cooperation
between ranked castes in ways ordained by religious ideas. An open system is one,
which is governed by secular law under the influence of market economy.
The Jajmani system, which was a hereditary patron-client relationship, with the
worker traditionally tied to his master, lost most of its insularity. Market economy,
daily wages, and hired labour eroded steadily into the functioning of the traditional
jajmani system.
Let us look at the changes that have occurred in the traditional, subsistence village
economy which due to the impact of mercantilism becomes part of the larger national
economy with an example from a village study conducted by F.G. Bailey (1955) of an
Oriya village called Bisipara. The village Bisipara in Orissa witnessed changes due to
the coming of land into the market as a result of certain economic forces set in motion
by the British rule. The progressive extension of the economic frontier by which we
mean the increasing contact of the villages with the cities due to the introduction of
better means of transport and mass media, the impact of outside influences that have
reached the villages as a result of market economy, brought migrant labour and
factories to bear upon the village economy and sources of income were not confined
to land and agriculture alone. A person participated as an individual in commercial
economy. The village witnessed a breakdown of the traditional, economic
organisation in which there was division of labour and division of wealth according to
caste.
Bailey noted that the changed political atmosphere under the British disturbed the
traditional caste hierarchy and the power structure of the village. He wrote, “the
ultimate seat of political power moved outside the village. At the same time,
redistribution of wealth upset the political structure inside the village. Division of
wealth no longer followed the same lines as caste division” (Bailey 1955: 146).
However, Bailey also maintains that although there was an internal reshuffle of
positions, the caste system continued to order political relations between the groups
concerned and to reflect their economic status. Thus, in Caste Continuity and Change
this sense, in spite of the tremendous changes that caste had undergone, it continued
to exist.
Another important way in which we can see the continuity of caste is that when the
new forces of socio-economic, political and educational changes came, it was the
already powerful, wealthy upper castes, such as the Brahmans, Rajputs and the
Vaishyas who benefited initially from these changes. The Brahman sections
responded first to English education and therefore, benefited from political and
administrative power (Kothari 1970: 9). The same pattern is visible in the commercial
sector too. The great business houses like Birlas, Dalmias, etc., belonged to the
traditional commercial castes. In banking the castes like the Chettiars of South
established themselves in the modern systems of banking and commerce which was
an extension of their traditional occupation.
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4.3.4 Caste and Politics
A system of social stratification such as the caste rests upon the unequal distribution
of power between status groups having definite positions in the prestige hierarchy. In
any social strata the upper echelons face the problem of how to maintain their
positions which they and their ancestors at one time achieved against the more
socially disabled segments of the population. To maintain their position of superiority
the higher strata must be able to control the mechanism of coercion. How was this
possible? The political system of the pre-British India was characterised by clear
territorial changes marking off the territory of one chieftain or Raja from the
territories of the other. These boundaries constituted effective barriers between people
living under different chieftains. At the village level caste panchayats and caste
councils functioned as the local governing bodies and provided a self-sufficient image
to the Indian village. Such a political system imposed severe limits on extension of
caste ties. Here the cultural and political boundaries overlapped with each other.
The British rule set the castes free from the territorial limitations inherent in the preBritish political system. It is widely held that civil and penal codes introduced by the
British over the sub-continent of India in 1860 took away the power exercised by
caste panchayats. The British had also introduced a new principle of justice wherein
all men were equal before law and that the nature of wrong is not affected by the
caste of the person who is committing it and by the caste of the person against whom
it is committed.
Many sociologists undertook political analysis in terms of caste and traced the
political development of caste through time, and the alliances of certain castes against
certain others to gain political power. According to them, the advent of democracy
and decentralised politics in the form of the three-tier Panchayati Raj system saw
politics carried down to the grassroots level. Caste became a prominent variable in
electoral politics. The demands of organised party system in politics have brought
about a coalition of castes. Sub-castes and sub-divisions in sub-castes can find an
active field of engagement in village politics. The introduction of democratic
decentralisation and universal suffrage protected the interests of the backward classes
(which include the scheduled castes, scheduled tribes and other backward classes) in
education, employment and political life, against the dominance of the traditionally
powerful castes.
The dominant caste was a factor to reckon with in village India. Not all the dominant
castes were ritually superior. Dominance in a sense could be combined with landownership, political power, numerical strength, and so on. In some regions of
Western and Northern India one encounters dominant peasant castes combining landownership and political power.
The coming of market economy, the decline of the traditional economic systems (a
good example is that of the decline of Brahman hegemony in Tanjore), caste-free
occupations and mobilisation of caste groups have all resulted in the decline of the
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traditional political role of castes. Yet, we find that caste retains its political
significance. This is evident, for example, in the case of the political mobilisation of
caste groups in Madhopur, U.P. In this village, the ranks of Noniyas, the salt-makers
and Chamars, the leather-makers joined hands in opposing the locally dominant upper
caste Thakurs. Thakurs were the Rajput and the traditional dispensers of justice of
erstwhile masters of the lower castes of this village. Thus, caste, which was a dividing
factor, reshaped itself in the new circumstances to form a unifying factor. Not only
for political gains but for material welfare and social status also, caste alliances came
to be established.
It is very clear now that caste as a dynamic reality of Indian society has accompanied
changes and in the process has continued to survive the onslaught of time. The
characteristic of adaptability to forces of change has been a feature of the caste in the
past and it continues to remain its main characteristic even today. This pattern of
change therefore, constitutes an element of continuity of this system.
The changes introduced during the British period and post-independent India have
witnessed the changing functions of caste and how it has continued to exist as a social
institution unique to India. In this section we discussed how in spite of
accommodating to social change through a long period of Indian history, especially
during and after the British rule, caste has continued to exist.
Check Your progress Exercise 4.1
Notes:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Q.1 Fill in the blanks in the following sentences.
a) Social mobility is the process by which individuals or groups move from one
……………………………….. to another.
b) Mobility in the caste system resulted in the process called
…………………………….
c) According to Max Weber the two main features of caste system are
commensality and …………………………………
Q.2. Write in about five lines on the opening of the economic frontier in Bisipara,
Odisha.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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4.4 CASTE AND CHANGE
We have already discussed the continuity aspect of caste system in India. We
discovered that in spite of the varied forces of change, caste has continued to adapt
itself to the new circumstances and remain a significant part of Indian society. Here
we are going to examine the changes that have come about in the caste system itself.
In the section on caste and rituals we have mentioned how some major aspects like
the notions of purity and pollution, commensality, the jajmani system and rituals
connected with it have declined. Untouchability has been legally abolished and
declared a punishable crime under the Constitution of India.
Thus, change has come about in caste system and its practices at the ideological level.
But besides the ideological level, it is at the structural i.e. organisational level, as well
as at the level of its functions, that major changes have come about. In the following
sections we are going to examine some of these changes in caste system.
4.4.1

From a Closed System to an Open System

Indian Society has undergone tremendous social change, as mentioned earlier, due to
the impact of the British rule. Caste being part of the Indian society too has, therefore,
experienced change. Society has moved from a relatively closed system to an open
system. A closed system has been described as one in which elements like caste; class
and power are combined together. In other words, this system is based on
“cumulative inequalities” where higher caste implies higher class and consequently
higher power.
An open system is one in which inequalities of caste, class and power are dispersed.
In this case a person can be of lower caste but belong to upper class. This system has
more avenues for social mobility open for the lower castes and classes in terms of
employment, education, economic enterprise, politics, etc.
The caste system as a closed system of stratification in pre-British India does not
mean that there was no social mobility possible at that time. We have already
clarified that change was always an aspect of the continuity of this system. Another
point is that no system can be either absolutely closed or absolutely open. So, in what
way can we talk about change now? The change in the caste system today is due to
the forces of modernisation set free by the British. Another force of change is our
adoption of parliamentary democracy and giving ourselves a constitution which seeks
to secure to all its citizens justice, liberty, equality and fraternity (Preamble of the
Constitution of India). One of the major consequences of introducing parliamentary
democracy was that every Indian adult above the age of 21 (and since the Elections in
1989 voting age has been reduced to 18 years) has the right to vote his or her leader to
power. Since, every individual vote counts it is imperative for a leader to get the
allegiance of the people. In this sense numerical power and caste identity has become
very important.
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The modem political system, new market forces, development of science and
technology has had several repercussions on the traditional caste structure. The
association between elements of different kinds of land-ownership, political power
and status based on caste is slowly giving way to status achieved through education,
new occupations available due to the opening up of new economic opportunities,
higher income, and so on. In his study of Caste, Class and Power Changing Patterns
of Stratification in a Tanjore Village, Andre Beteille (1966) wrote that earlier (i.e. in
pre-British period) education was a virtual monopoly of the Brahmans who
dominated this area. But at the time of his study, the educational system had become
far more open, both in principle and in practice. Many non-Brahman and even
untouchable boys attended the schools at Sripuram (the village stuied by Beteille) and
the adjacent town of Thiruvaiyur. Because of this education the non-Brahmans and
the Adi-Dravidas (the lowest castes) could compete on more equal terms with the
Brahmans for white-collar jobs. It helped them to participate in the political affairs
more equally with the Brahmans.
According to Beteille in the towns and cities white-collar jobs were relatively castefree. Non-Brahmans from Sripuram could work as clerks or accountants in offices at
Thiruvaiyur and Tanjore along with the Brahmans. Within the village land had come
into the market since, due to several factors, some of the Brahmans had to sell their
land. This enabled the, non-Brahmans and even a few Adi-Dravidas to buy it. Thus,
as land came into the market, the productive organisation of the village tended to
become free from the structure of caste (Beteille 1966: 3). Beteille had come to the
conclusion that in a way changes in the distribution of power was the most radical
change in the traditional social structure. He said that the traditional elites of
Sripuram, Comprising the Brahman landowners, had lost its grip over the village and
the new leaders of the village depend for power on many factors in addition to caste.
There had come into being new organisations and institutions, which provided new
bases of power. These organisations and institutions were at least formally free of
caste. All these changes in effect altered, if not weakened, the role of caste in the
political arena (Beteille 1966: 16). Keeping in mind this perspective, let us now
examine the relation or link between the institution of caste and modern politics in
India at a wider level than the village.
4.4.2 Caste in Modern Polity
Unlike the European experience, political democracy in India did not emerge as a
natural development of ideas, values and technologies. In fact, the notion of political
democracy was adopted by the national leaders to serve the people of India in the best
way possible. Thus, the values and attitudes, which went with this form of polity, had
to be inculcated in its people. We see that the new political order is universal in
constitution and in principle rejects the demands of caste. However, in practice it has
accommodated a variety of interests, in addition to those of caste. Caste has, in fact,
come to terms with the democratic political process.
Political conflicts can almost be seen as conflicts between caste groups or caste
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alliances. The beginning of political consciousness on caste lines is evident in
references made to caste sabhas or caste associations. We will discuss this Caste
Continuity and Change aspect later. The reason for this development can be seen in
the fact that politics being a competitive enterprise, its purpose is the acquisition of
power for realisation of certain goals. This is possible through identifying and
manipulating the existing, as well as emerging alliances.
Politics has drawn caste into its web for organising support and in articulating the
needs of the masses. The organisation of support is done through the same
organisation in which the masses are found, namely the caste groups. In making
politics their sphere of activity, caste and kin groups attest their identity to strive for
positions of power.
Different parties and movements mobilise different social status groups as resources
for their political objectives. Thus, even today we often hear of candidates being
selected for political parties on the basis of caste.
The caste provided for organised party politics a readymade system of segments,
which could be used to Marshall Support. Liberal education, government patronage,
and an expanding franchise have been major factors that have penetrated the caste
system. Discontent and exploitation prevailing within the caste groups provided a
basis for organising caste factions and alliances. Thus modern politics found an ongoing vertical network of caste and made the structure of caste a political vehicle.
According to Rudolph and Rudolph (1967: 11), caste has in its transformed state,
helped the Indian masses (of which nearly 70 per cent live in the villages) make a
success of representative democracy. It has fostered the growth of equality by making
Indians less separate and more alike. Indians are becoming less separate in the sense
that due to the electoral system numerical strength i.e., the number of votes, as
mentioned earlier, makes a lot of difference in power. Thus, it is in the interest of
large majority of castes to come together to achieve their political goals. In this
process, caste associations and caste federations are formed.
Formation of caste federations refers to a grouping together of members of distinct
endogamous groups into a single organisation for common objectives. One of the
most active caste federations is the Kshatriya Sabha of Gujarat. It dates from 1946
and includes several jati-clusters of the region, notably the Rajputs, Bariyas and
Bhils. It was not only a caste community but was also a political community. The
Sabha had made use of new avenues of politics and promoted Rajput leaders. The
federation welcomed all jatis who followed the Rajput model in their life style. Even
the poor landless and Muslim Rajputs (Rajputs who converted to Islam) were taken
into their fold.
The founder of the sabha believed that Kshatriyas were a ‘class’ and not just a caste.
To prove this point many of the rich, aristocratic Rajputs would even go to the extent
of having a common meal with the Bariyas and Bhils. With numerical strength they
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gained political importance and influence (Kothari 1970: 30-70).
The relationship that caste bears to politics can be best understood in terms of three
types of political mobilisation discussed by Rudolph and Rudolph (1967) which
exemplify different phases of political development in India. These three types of
political mobilisation are i) vertical, ii) horizontal and iii) differential.
i.

Vertical mobilisation: This is a process in which political support is acquired
by the traditional notables, such as the erstwhile Rajas, feudatory landlords,
locally dominant caste elites and so on. This is possible in a society organised
and integrated along caste lines having mutual dependence and where
legitimacy of traditional authority still survives. Due to their traditional
authority the notables are able to get the support of their dependents, socially
inferior groups in the traditional manner where the local Raja or landlord used
to protect and promote the interests of his ‘praja’ i.e., the subjects and in
return gained their loyalty and deference. Rudolph and Rudolph (1967: 24)
maintain that vertical mobilisation remains a viable strategy for dominant
classes and castes until dependents, tenants, and clients become politicised
enough to be mobilised by ideological appeals to class or community interests
and sentiments.

ii.

Horizontal mobilisation: This is a process in which popular political support
is marshalled by class or community leaders and their specialised
organisations. As the term horizontal indicates, the solidarity among classes
and caste groups such as provided by the caste federations introduces a new
pattern of cleavage by challenging the vertical solidarities and structures of
traditional societies.
The major difference between this form of mobilisation and vertical
mobilisation is that here the agent of mobilisation is the political party rather
than the local notable. Here political parties appeal to voters directly as
individuals or indirectly through the organised groups to which they belong.
Direct appeals to individual voters may emphasise ideology or issues, on the
one hand, or community identification through caste, on the other. This
mobilisation is possible only as long as internal differentiation has not
developed and caste communities are by and large homogeneous, cohesive
and their interests are still diffuse and varied.

iii.

Differential mobilisation: This process takes place when the changes that
caste has and is undergoing carries it beyond the traditional ascriptive
definition. These changes include internal differentiation or fission, and
integration of several caste groups in caste federations and associations i.e.
fusion which express the shared interests, symbols and norms of these castes.
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It also brings out the caste from its village home that it does not remain rooted
to the village social structure alone.
We can explain the differential mobilisation through the example of the
Rajputs of Rajasthan. The Rajputs were the rulers, feudal lords, court retainers
of princely states before Independence. At that time they formed an
association called the Kshatriya Mahasabha which initially represented all
ranks within the community.
In 1954 a new caste association was formed called the Bhooswami Sangh.
This new association brought into open the conflict between the “small”
Rajputs whose modest landholdings had to be supplemented by income from
service under the princes and jagirdars. These princes and jagirdars, however,
had in most cases dismissed them from service with the advent of the land
reforms after Independence. Thus, when the rich and powerful Rajputs refused
to protect the interests of the “small” Rajputs, they formed the Bhooswami
Sangh. This sangh took up the task of protecting the interests of the “small”
Rajputs. Political parties, at this time, were quick to capitalise on these class
and ideological differences within the Rajput community. This example
illustrates the process of differentiation that occurs within the caste
community and is used by the political parties.
We have so far understood the role played by caste in modern polity. In this
discussion we have also discussed the significance of caste associations and caste
federations in the context of politics. Let now us understand the nature of caste
associations.
4.4.3 Caste Associations
Caste associations are defined as “paracommunities which enable members of castes
to pursue social mobility, political power, and economic advantage” (Rudolph and
Rudolph 1967: 29). Caste associations resemble in many ways the voluntary
associations or interest groups found in industrially advanced societies. However,
caste associations or paracommunities are distinct in many respects from voluntary
associations; as well as from natural associations like caste out of which they have
developed.
The caste associations are more like the voluntary associations at the organisational
level than the traditional caste structures. It has offices, membership, incipient
bureaucratisation and legislative process that can be seen through conferences,
delegates, and resolutions. But, unlike the voluntary associations, caste associations
are characterised by a shared sense of culture, character and status, which gives it
solidarity not found in voluntary associations.
The functions of caste associations are diverse. It serves the Indian society by both
levelling the sacred and hierarchical caste order and also replacing it. It initiates and
manages the efforts of the lower castes to become twice-born, to don the sacred
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thread which symbolises higher ritual rank and culture. This is clear from the case of
the Nadars of Tamil Nadu, a low caste of toddy tappers, who through the efforts of
their association, the Nadar Mahajana Sangam formed in 1910, acquired not only
higher status but a modern organisation to serve their needs.
According to Kothari (1970:115), some of the objectives of this association are
i) To promote the social, material and general welfare of the Nadars
ii) To take practical measures for the social, moral, and intellectual advancement
of the Nadars
iii) To start schools and colleges for imparting western education to Nadar
children and to help poor but deserving pupils belonging to the community
with scholarships, books, fees, etc.
iv) To encourage and promote commercial and industrial enterprise among the
members of the community
These and several other objectives of this caste association and caste associations in
general, reveal the significant contribution that these organisations provided to their
communities.
We see that the para-communities or caste associations contribute to fundamental
structural and cultural change in Indian society by providing an adaptive institution in
which both the traditional as well as modern features of society can meet and fuse.
In the final analysis we see that caste is losing the functions, norms, and structures it
once had and acquiring new ones to suit the new demands and condition of the
people. It is today serving the ritual and occupational goals of traditional society more
as well as it is helping Indian society to transform itself from an ascriptive,
hierarchical and closed system to one which is achievement oriented, relatively
egalitarian and open (Rudolph and Rudolph 1967: 103). In the next section therefore,
we will answer the crucial question - can caste exist in the India of tomorrow?
4.4.4 Can Caste Exist in the India of Tomorrow?
A small section of Indian population, comprising the educated elites, probably
powerful but numerically insignificant, desires that caste system ought to go. For a
vast majority of the Indian population, especially the Hindus envisaging a social
system without caste is impossible. Caste is part of their social identity and existence.
The joint family and caste system provide the individual in our society some of the
benefits, which a welfare state provides in the industrially advanced countries. Caste
stands for a certain amount of cultural homogeneity. However, it has its evil and
exploitative side which has not been perceived by the majority of the people,
especially the upper castes.
It is essential to remember that nothing effective can be achieved unless and until the
people themselves are made to realise the unjust nature of caste system. The principle
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of caste is so firmly entrenched in our political and social life that everyone including
the political leader appears to have accepted tacitly these very principles.
The coming of modern means of communication has increased the ‘horizontal stretch
of caste’. Far-flung caste groups are able to interact and communicate with each other
and find commonalties and shared interests to form clusters and this has resulted in
the increase of caste solidarity within a region. One effect of universal adult franchise
is the strengthening of caste consciousness. Political parties are at pains to select
candidates who have a social base, usually drawn from the locally dominant caste
groups.
It is obvious that the eradication of caste is a distant reality, despite the indications to
the contrary. As long as caste performs the functions of a welfare state in India and
provides Caste Continuity and Change for the common bonds of kinship ties, political
groups and alliances, it can be assured of a continued existence in modern India.

Check Your progress Exercise 4.2
Notes:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Q.3 Fill in the blanks in the following sentences.
a) In a closed system different components of caste, class and power are
……………………. together.
b) Caste has become the most important variable in the ………………………..
process.
c) In horizontal mobilisation the agent of mobilisation is the
………………………….. rather than the local notable found in the case of
vertical mobilisation.
Q.4. Define caste association and mention at least two functions of caste associations
using about seven lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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4.5

LET US SUM UP

In this unit we have described the social spheres in which caste system continues to
exist. We described that social mobility has always been part of caste system. The
flexibility and accommodative nature of caste is one of the essential aspects, which
have led to its continuity. We have discussed how the divisive role of caste has
declined in the society. Concept of purity and pollution, the Jajmani system, and the
commensality aspect of caste have declined. However, caste as an endogamous social
group and its link with the kinship system still persists.
We explained in this unit how in spite of this continuity of caste system the structure
and role of caste have changed. We have discussed the role of caste in modem politics
and also the phases of development in political mobilisation of caste groups from
vertical, horizontal to differential mobilisations. We have defined caste associations
and explained in what ways these are similar or different from both voluntary
associations of industrially advanced societies and the traditional caste structure.
Finally, we have explained how and under what conditions caste can continue to exist
in future India.
4.6

GLOSSARY

Caste Alliance:

People belonging to different groups of castes or sub-castes
coming together to achieve certain goals. For example, a
caste alliance can decide to support a particular leader in
elections.

Connubium:

It refers to the right and obligation of members of a category
of men to choose their wives from a prescribed category of
women. The two groups are said to have or maintain
connubium.

Decentralisation:

Distribution of power to the grassroots level of the
village.

Feudal Economy:

Traditional ties of landowner, intermediaries and agricultural
labourers. This economy is characterised by ties of patron
client relationships, bonded labour and payment of wages in
kind rather than cash.

Market Economy:

This economy is characterised by forces of supply and
demand. Wage labour and money are the principal means
of exchange.

Political Mobilisation: Caste groups are manipulated to meet of Castes certain
political goals.
Social Stratification:

It is the process of differential ranking where a society is
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divided in segments and these segments are hierarchically
ranked.
4.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

a) Social status
b) Sansritization
c) Connubium

Answer to Q.2:

Certain administrative changes introduced by the British saw
the low castes of Bisipara, a village in Orissa, making use of
the new business opportunities. They broke free from the castebound traditions and economic organisations. With money they
bought land which came into the market. This disturbed the
traditional equation of higher caste, higher land-ownership and
higher power.

Answer to Q.3:

a) Combined
b) Political
c) Political party

Answer to Q.4:

Caste associations have been defined as paracommunities that
help their members to pursue social mobility. It attempts to
improve the social, material and political condition of its
members. It provides a modern rational organisation to carry
out its objectives. Amongst its functions one very important
function is that it provides schools and college facilities for the
education of the children of its members. It provides a unified
strength to fight for political goals.

4.8
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