Basic Tenants

 of the Caste System

Whenever India is discussed it seems the first thing brought up along side the karma sutra is the infamous caste system. The caste system originates from the idea of various varnas, which means the various ‘colors’ of the individuals in society. In Hindu religious terms the caste system was initiated by Manu, a Hindu priest. This system was basically a simple division of society into four castes or Varnas (Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra) arranged according to their function in Indian society. The caste system has always been a global problem, but was truly brought to the forefront with Gandhi’s movements. However, there’s so much more to the caste system than has just been popularized in the western media in the last few decades. . 

For one, the caste system has four basic subgroups, each with strict responsibilities. The top group is the priests or the bhramins. Following them is the warrior or kshatriya group, and then the artisans and herdsmen. The fourth and lowest group is the peasants or the vaishya’s, including serfs, laborers, and shudras. Below all four of these groups are the outcastes or the untouchable groups. In essence, this group of people performs the most undesirable tasks in society such as the. 


All four of these groups have very strict guidelines that regulate their livelihoods, both social, economic, and political. One of the first key rules is that everyone must marry within their own castes. In addition to having to stay within their own caste to marry in, members of all castes must socially interact with themselves. Outside of work, this includes such daily functions such as eating, weddings, and various rituals. More importantly, each caste member must only work in a profession that is designated by their position in societies. In essence this creates a ceiling, and limits social mobility – a form of social restriction. 

Not only were individuals’ lives restricted by their social system, but sexual gender also had a huge rule in the lives of citizens. Women had a much smaller role in society compared to men, and thus daughters were considered liabilities. Women were considered sinners and blamed for the deaths of their husbands whenever they were widowed.  In addition, woman had no real individuality in society; they were either someone’s daughter, wife, or mothers – never just a person though. For instance, in the Ramayana, Sita threw herself in the fire to prove her husband’s innocence.

Thus the caste system was not just a restriction on one’s lives based upon birth into a social class, but gender had a role as well in the restrictions and status of individuals in classical India. 
