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The Hindu caste system is technically illegal [in India] but widely practiced (generally more in rural areas) 
and comprises four major categories (varnas) that are found India-wide but are often subdivided into 
hundreds of sub-categories (jatis), many of which are often found only in specific areas. Similar 
hereditary and occupational social hierarchies exist within Sikh and Muslim communities but are 
generally far less pervasive and institutionalized. About 16 percent of the total population is 
“untouchable” (Scheduled Castes is the more formal, legal term; Dalit is the term preferred by 
“untouchables” and roughly translates to downtrodden).  

Caste has undergone significant change since [India’s] independence, but it still involves hundreds of 
millions of people. In its preamble, India's constitution forbids negative public discrimination on the basis 
of caste. However, caste ranking and caste-based interaction have occurred for centuries and will continue 
to do so well into the foreseeable future, more in the countryside than in urban settings and more in the 
realms of kinship and marriage than in less personal interactions. 

Castes are ranked, named, endogamous (in-marrying) groups, membership in which is achieved by birth. 
There are thousands of castes and subcastes in India, and these large kinship-based groups are 
fundamental to South Asian social structure. Each caste is part of a locally based system of 
interdependence with other groups, involving occupational specialization, and is linked in complex ways 
with networks that stretch across regions and throughout the nation.  

Many castes are traditionally associated with an occupation, such as high-ranking Brahmans; middle-
ranking farmer and artisan groups, such as potters, barbers, and carpenters; and very low-ranking 
"Untouchable" leatherworkers, butchers, launderers, and latrine cleaners. There is some correlation 
between ritual rank on the caste hierarchy and economic prosperity. Members of higher-ranking castes 
tend, on the whole, to be more prosperous than members of lower-ranking castes. Many lower-caste 
people live in conditions of great poverty and social disadvantage. 

According to the Rig Veda, sacred texts that date back to oral traditions of more than 3,000 years ago, 
progenitors of the four ranked varna groups sprang from various parts of the body of the primordial man, 
which Brahma created from clay. Each group had a function in sustaining the life of society--the social 
body. Brahmans, or priests, were created from the mouth. They were to provide for the intellectual and 
spiritual needs of the community. Kshatriyas, warriors and rulers, were derived from the arms. Their role 
was to rule and to protect others. Vaishyas--landowners and merchants--sprang from the thighs, and 
were entrusted with the care of commerce and agriculture. Shudras--artisans and servants--came from 
the feet. Their task was to perform all manual labor. 

Later conceptualized was a fifth category, "Untouchable" menials, relegated to carrying out very menial 
and polluting work related to bodily decay and dirt. Since 1935 "Untouchables" have been known as 
Scheduled Castes, referring to their listing on government rosters, or schedules. They are also often called 
by Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi's term Harijans, or "Children of God." Although the term Untouchable 
appears in literature produced by these low-ranking castes, in the 1990s, many politically conscious 
members of these groups prefer to refer to themselves as Dalit, a Hindi word meaning oppressed or 
downtrodden. According to the 1991 census, there were 138 million Scheduled Caste members in India, 
approximately 16 percent of the total population.  

Inequalities among castes are considered by the Hindu faithful to be part of the divinely ordained natural 
order and are expressed in terms of purity and pollution. Within a village, relative rank is most graphically 
expressed at a wedding or death feast, when all residents of the village are invited. At the home of a high-
ranking caste member, food is prepared by a member of a caste from whom all can accept cooked food 
(usually by a Brahman). Diners are seated in lines; members of a single caste sit next to each other in a 
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row, and members of other castes sit in perpendicular or parallel rows at some distance. Members of Dalit 
castes, such as Leatherworkers and Sweepers, may be seated far from the other diners--even out in an 
alley. Farther away, at the edge of the feeding area, a Sweeper may wait with a large basket to receive 
discarded leavings tossed in by other diners. Eating food contaminated by contact with the saliva of others 
not of the same family is considered far too polluting to be practiced by members of any other castes. 
Generally, feasts and ceremonies given by Dalits are not attended by higher-ranking castes.  

Each caste is believed by devout Hindus to have its own dharma, or divinely ordained code of proper 
conduct. Accordingly, there is often a high degree of tolerance for divergent lifestyles among different 
castes.  

Activities such as farming or trading can be carried out by anyone, but usually only members of the 
appropriate castes act as priests, barbers, potters, weavers, and other skilled artisans, whose occupational 
skills are handed down in families from one generation to another. As with other key features of Indian 
social structure, occupational specialization is believed to be in accord with the divinely ordained order of 
the universe. 

The existence of rigid ranking is supernaturally validated through the idea of rebirth according to a 
person's karma, the sum of an individual's deeds in this life and in past lives. After death, a person's life is 
judged by divine forces, and rebirth is assigned in a high or a low place, depending upon what is deserved. 
This supernatural sanction can never be neglected, because it brings a person to his or her position in the 
caste hierarchy, relevant to every transaction involving food or drink, speaking, or touching.  

Despite many problems, the caste system has operated successfully for centuries, providing goods and 
services to India's many millions of citizens. The system continues to operate, but changes are occurring. 
India's constitution guarantees basic rights to all its citizens, including the right to equality and equal 
protection before the law. The practice of untouchability, as well as discrimination on the basis of caste, 
race, sex, or religion, has been legally abolished. All citizens have the right to vote, and political 
competition is lively. Voters from every stratum of society have formed interest groups, overlapping and 
crosscutting castes, creating an evolving new style of integrating Indian society.  

The growth of urbanization (an estimated 26 percent of the population now lives in cities) is having a far-
reaching effect on caste practices, not only in cities but in villages. Among anonymous crowds in urban 
public spaces and on public transportation, caste affiliations are unknown, and observance of purity and 
pollution rules is negligible. Distinctive caste costumes have all but vanished, and low-caste names have 
been modified, although castes remain endogamous, and access to employment often occurs through 
intracaste connections. Restrictions on interactions with other castes are becoming more relaxed, and, at 
the same time, observance of other pollution rules is declining--especially those concerning birth, death, 
and menstruation. Several growing Hindu sects draw members from many castes and regions, and 
communication between cities and villages is expanding dramatically. Kin in town and country visit one 
another frequently, and television programs available to huge numbers of villagers vividly portray new 
lifestyles. As new occupations open up in urban areas, the correlation of caste with occupation is 
declining. 

 


