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Summary
Anthropology of IndIAn CAste

The Indians a�e famous fo� thei� highly sophisticated patte�ns of 
social  life  and  thei�  “caste  system”. Thei�  �eligion  (Hindu �ha�ma) 
cont�ols and systematises ways of  living and thin�ing of  the people 
thus ma�ing unity and continuity of the Hindu wo�ld possible. Śāst�ic 
concepts of va�ņa (‘class, �an�’), jāti (�ith and �in, lit. ‘bi�th, species’) 
and  catu�va�ņāś�amadha�ma  (lit.  ‘dha�ma  of  fou�  va�nas  and  fou� 
stages of life’) unde�lie eve�y t�aditional fo�m of social, economic and 
�eligious  life  in  India  even  today.  Ideology  of  Hindu  social  o�de� 
actually fo�mulates a pa�adigm fo� �ep�oducing a segmented society 
with  its  �in-based  o�ganization,  seg�egation  and  complementa�ity 
between encapsulated social units (jātis and clans). Its influence goes 
fa� beyond the limits of fou� va�nas to the so called Untouchables and 
non-Hindu communities. �este�n theo�ising on caste only supe�ficially 
ta�es  the  B�ahmanical  social  t�adition  into  conside�ation,  leaving 
ce�tain phenomena of Indian social life beyond its explanato�y �ange. 
Key social catego�y of jāti is usually substituted by �este�n innovations 
of “caste” o� “sub-caste” and �emains unde�estimated.

Anth�opological evidence suppo�ts the asse�tion that a Va�ņa-Jāti 
social system is essentially t�ibal by o�igin. The�e is a g�eat p�obability 
that  the  ve�y  concept  of  jāti  was  inhe�ited  f�om  p�ehisto�ic  t�ibal 
equalita�ianism with its �elated p�actice of maintaining bounda�ies and 
identities,  t�ibal  notions  of  solida�ity  and  dist�ibutive  economy 
(exchange of �esou�ces). A social catego�y of jāti de�ives its essencede�ives its essence 
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f�om a notion that only a closed g�oup of �eal and would-be �elatives a notion that only a closed g�oup of �eal and would-be �elatives 
can sha�e “a common fate”. St�ict endogamy p�otects the community’s 
means of  subsistence and p�ope�ty  (women also)  f�om  the claimant 
st�ange�s. It was f�om this �emote past that a�chaic social institutions, 
te�minology and ideology of Hindu social o�de� came to nowadays. 
The notion of bi�āda�ī (lit.  ‘b�othe�hood’) plays a significant �ole  in 
Va�ņa-Jāti o�ganization and caste ideology. This wo�d actually meansactually meansmeans 
the quality o� state of being equal, o� “sha�ing one destiny”. Bi�āda�ī 
implies status pa�ity between families and �in g�oups; people connected 
by bi�āda�ī ties c�eate a ci�cle of equals which is called by the same 
wo�d  bi�āda�ī.  Status  pa�ity  is  impo�tant  in  eve�y  aspect  of  social 
communicating, including ma�ital �elations. In the latte� case a numbe� 
of socially and �itually equal exogamous clans (�ulas, got�as, pangālis, 
va�aiya�as and othe�s) fo�ms a ma��iage ci�cle (bi�āda�ī of clans, i.e. 
a jāti), which membe�s may  inte�ma��y without  loosing  thei�  social 
position. This “pool of ma�ital pa�tne�s” ma�es up a jāti which thus 
can be �ega�ded as an endogamous unit in which “communicating on 
equal footing” is p�acticed in the fo�m of isogamy o� hype�gamy, i.e. 
anuloma. Jāti is endogamous ci�cle of its component clans and lineages; 
jāti  (t�ibe o� quasi-t�ibe)  is  the basic unit of Hindu  social  st�uctu�e. 
Bi�āda�ī, o� the status equality (status pa�ity) is a st�uctu�al p�inciple 
not  less  impo�tant  fo�  the  caste  o�ganization  than  hie�a�chy,  but  it 
�emains unde�estimated by academic �nowledge, totally bewitched by 
the  “caste  hie�a�chy”. A  jāti  is  eithe�  an  ancient  t�ibe  �emained  in 
existence up to nowadays (usually ac�nowledged as “ethnic caste”) o� 
a  newly  composed  agg�egation  of  inte�communicating  clans  (i.e. 
quasi-t�ibe), as it is the case with many B�ahman, a�tisan and menial 
castes. 

Even  today  the Va�ņa-Jāti o�ganization �eeps commonality ofthe  Va�ņa-Jāti o�ganization �eeps commonality ofVa�ņa-Jāti  o�ganization  �eeps  commonality  of 
“t�ibesmen”, exogamous descent g�oups and othe� a�chetypal identities 
and  fo�ms of sociality wo��ing. Hindu social o�de� p�ovides social  of sociality wo��ing. Hindu social o�de� p�ovides socialof  sociality wo��ing. Hindu  social  o�de�  p�ovides socialp�ovides  social 
secu�ity fo� eve�y component of it by natu�al law. He�e we see commoncommon 
consumption  of  natu�al  �esou�ces  and  cultu�ally  p�oduced  goods  in 
acco�dance with status of a jāti. These a�e social �elations of status and �elations of status and�elations of status and 
dist�ibution, cha�acte�ized by “exchange in food, women and p�oducts 
of labou�”. Social p�estige is obtained in such communities with the 
numbe� of guests fed, abundance of dishes se�ved, p�esents dist�ibuted 
and money  spent  fo�  pe�fo�ming  �ituals. The p�inciple of dāna (lit.The  p�inciple  of  dāna  (lit. 
‘gift’)  is  all-pe�vasive in Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibalall-pe�vasive in Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibal-pe�vasive in Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibalpe�vasive in Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibal  in Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibalin Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibal  Indian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibalIndian social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibal  social cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibalsocial cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibal  cultu�e. Egalita�ian t�ibalcultu�e.  Egalita�ian  t�ibal 
ideology  is  sc�upulously  maintained  in  a  g�oup  of  “untouchable” 
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castes also. Many of them exe�cised t�ansition f�om t�ibe to caste quite 
�ecently and continue thei� t�ibal ste�eotypes in a full �ange. Rega�ded 
�itually polluted these �alit jātis a�e socially disc�iminated, politically 
opp�essed and constitute the poo�est segment of population. 

Indian  caste  system  is  usually  �ega�ded  as  a method of  delibe-
�ately  �est�icted  inte�cultu�al  communication  fo�  the  Indo-A�yans 
su��ounded by anā�ya (“non-A�yan”) indigenous t�ibes. This method 
had o�iginated at the times of thei� fi�st contacts and was constituted 
and  �efined  in  the  dha�mašāst�a  pe�iod  as  a  p�inciple  of  social  life 
(“law”). Actually, Hindu social o�de� with its seg�egational �egulations 
and  taboos  seems  to  be  a  �ind  of  adaptational  st�ategy  to  the  con-
ditions of Indian envi�onment with its �ema��able ethnic and cultu�al 
va�iability, ove�population in  the a�eas good fo� ag�icultu�e, gene�al 
sho�tage  of  natu�al  �esou�ces  and  endless  challenges  coming  f�om 
outside the system. In the ha�shness of t�opical climate encapsulated 
natu�e of social g�oups was in some way advantageous. Ce�tain a�chaic 
ideas  �ega�ding  commensality,  ma��iage,  eating  and  d�in�ing  as 
magically  significant  activities  we�e  essential  in  the  fo�mation  of 
Va�ņa-Jāti o�ganization, as well as �elated concepts of taboo and mana 
(soul-stuff). The ve�y idea of pollution seems to be bo��owed f�om the 
cultu�e of p�e-A�yan abo�iginal t�ibes. It was inte�p�eted by p�iests as 
magic and hygienic necessity and was sanctified as �eligious �equi�e-
ment to �eep �itual pu�ity in the “defiling” contacts with the “aliens” 
(i.e., with those who a�e not included into his own jāti). Fo� this �eason 
social inte�action is minimized to the utmost. The�e exists a g�adation is minimized to the utmost. The�e exists a g�adationis minimized to the utmost. The�e exists a g�adation 
of  contacts  based  on  the  deg�ee  of  thei�  intimacy:  an  accidental 
encounte� on the �oad, staying togethe� in a cloiste�ed place, touching, 
sitting  close  to  one  anothe�,  ta�ing wate�  f�om  one’s  hands,  ta�ing 
food f�om one’s hands, smo�ing togethe�, eating togethe�, and finally 
conjugal �elations. The close� a�e contacts the na��owe� is the ci�cle of 
people ma�ing these contacts. 

Anth�opologocal  �esea�ch  p�oves  the  evidence  that  st�uctu�al 
composition  of  caste  society  is  the  �esult  of  juxtaposition  of  two 
sepa�ate  social  models  developed  by Vedic  and  p�e-A�yan  peoples 
�espectively. The Vedic A�yans exe�cised the division of labou� in the 
fo�m of estates-va�nas. Social diffe�entiation of p�e-A�yan population 
was clan-based and had led to the development of a segmented society 
with its mode of cont�olling economic �esou�ces. The�e al�eady existed 
p�ofessionally  specialised  lineages  of  p�iestly  elite,  qualified  ivo�y 
ca�ve�s, jewelle�s, ma�e�s of pa�asols, wine b�ewe�s, sil� weave�s and 
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othe�s.  T�ibal  communities  we�e  thus  t�ansfo�med  into  a  st�atified 
society,  and  �in-based  jātis  and  �ulas  became  “encapsulated”  ele-
menta�y units  of mo�e  complex  social  st�uctu�e with  its  constituent 
va�nas.  In  Va�ņa-Jāti society each jāti �emained encapsulated,Va�ņa-Jāti  society each jāti �emained encapsulated,society  each  jāti  �emained  encapsulated, 
unde�standing  its  sepa�ate  identity  even  as  it  was  involved  into 
inte�action and inte�dependent �elationships, and st�atification in the 
fo�m  of  va�na  divisions  was  imposed  onto  the  segmenta�y  system 
�esulting  in  the  fo�mation  of  va�na  status  system.  The�e  was  no 
desinteg�ation  of  �in-based  t�ibal  st�uctu�es  in  the  p�ocess —  they 
we�e  inco�po�ated  into  the  powe�  st�uctu�e  of  state  fo�mation. 
A  hie�a�chy  of  ethnic  g�oups  was  established  on  the  g�ounds  of 
economic specialization. Location of t�ibes in diffe�ent envi�onmental 
zones  and  thei�  ecologically  dete�mined  occupational  specialization 
was conside�ed fundamental. �iffe�ent jātis we�e p�acticing diffe�ent 
types of subsistence depending on the natu�e of thei� basic �esou�ces. 
Va�nas as estates had thei� own statuses based on p�inciple of division 
of labou�, so the �an�ing of occupations became of p�ima�y impo�tance. 
The p�iestly class of B�ahmans hold the uppe�most position in caste 
hie�a�chy. Nomads, especially those who lived by �eeping of ho�ses 
and those who lived by plunde� and cattle �aids come the next since 
they we�e g�anted the position of Kshat�iyas (as the A�yans themselves 
we�e). Those who p�acticed a sedenta�y ag�a�ian lifestyle, ag�icultu�e 
and  animal  husband�y,  and  especially  plough  cultivation  of  c�ops, 
we�e  pe�mitted  status  of  Sud�as  only.  Manual  occupations  we�e 
�ese�ved  fo�  Sud�as  since.  Vaishyas  too�  inte�mediate  position  in 
between  the  p�oduce�s  of  goods  and  consume�s  of  highest  va�nas; 
thei� p�ofessional activity is middlemen’s. Those t�ibes who subsist on 
hunting, fishing and gathe�ing �ep�esent the lowest level of mate�ial 
existence;  in  va�na  hie�a�chy  they  find  themselves  in  the  lowest 
catego�ies of Sud�as o� beget a status of the Untouchables out of fou� 
va�nas. The  economic  dimension  of  st�atification  is fu�the� empha-is  fu�the�  empha-
sized by a distinctive style of life and othe� cha�acte�istic aspects ofdistinctive style of life and othe� cha�acte�istic aspects ofcha�acte�istic aspects ofaspects of ofof 
cultu�e of ethnic g�oups ma�ing them fit fo� existence unde� the  of ethnic g�oups ma�ing them fit fo� existence unde� theof  ethnic  g�oups  ma�ing  them  fit  fo�  existence  unde�  the 
conditions of thei� envi�onments. Social status of a jāti depends on its 
typical way of  life,  its  “cultu�ed” o�  “non-cultu�ed” usages  and  the 
�itual status of  its occupation — supe�io� and sac�ed o�  infe�io� and 
deg�ading.  Status  evaluation  is  essential  fo�  caste-type  social 
inte�action. Clans  and  jātis  a��ange  themselves  in  status  ci�cles  and 
alignments fo�med on the g�ounds of hie�a�chy o� equivalence; this is 
a method of communication. 
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Hinduism upholds a Va�ņa-Jāti system of inequality by the idea of 
Unive�sal and individual �ha�ma and fo�mulates  the idea of human 
society  by  opposing  “cultu�e  (sams�ŗti)”  against  “natu�e  (p�a�ŗti)”. 
A cultu�e the Indian way is to conside� a B�ahmanic �itual as necessa�y 
accompaniment  fo�  any  �ind  of  activity,  whethe�  it  is  subsistence-
�elated  wo��  o�  physiological  activity.  Sans��itization  (lit.  ‘accul-
tu�ation’) o� extending of B�ahmans’ spi�itual powe� ove� the masses 
of  abo�iginal population of  the  Indian  subcontinent  is  a unique and 
a unive�sal way of socialization fo� any jāti in India — be it a Hindu 
jāti eage� to imp�ove its inhe�ited status o� a jāti just beginning its way 
of integ�ation into Hindu society. Sans��itization of t�ibes continues 
today; they a�e inco�po�ated into the Hindu society as lowe� “scheduled” 
castes. Successive waves of fo�eign invade�s and settle�s (li�e Sha�a 
Scythians  and  othe�s)  we�e  also  involved  into  the  Sans��itization 
p�ocess and now fo�m a pa�t of Indian population. The Sans��itization 
o� int�oduction of non-Hindu t�ibes into the pale of Indo-A�yan cultu�e 
and Hindu society had p�oduced many effects. It cont�ibuted to Indian 
ethnic and social multicultu�alism and even to cosmic sizes of Hindu 
pantheon. Hindu society developed  its cellula� st�uctu�e, and Hindu 
cultu�e acqui�ed its va�iability. Sans��itized ethnic elements a�e usually 
ac�nowledged as “castes of ethnic o�igin” o� as t�ibe-to-caste t�ansi-
tional units. Sans��itization was going without fo�cing the people to 
give up thei� own no�ms, beliefs, customs and p�actices,  they could 
�etain  thei�  p�e-A�yan  cultu�al  featu�es,  languages  and  social  insti-
tutions, that is, cultu�e which they wanted to p�ese�ve and t�ansmit to 
the  next  gene�ations.  T�ibe-to-caste  t�ansitional  units  with  thei� 
�espective mode of  subsistence a�e  �ecognizable  �eadily. E.g.,  some 
hunte�s and gathe�e�s ta�e a bas�et-weaving as thei� caste occupation, 
while  �eeping  thei�  t�ibal  o�ganization  (sometimes,  they  t�ace  thei� 
descent th�ough the mate�nal line), and t�ibal �eligions. This va�iability 
is maintained by B�ahmanic concept of svadha�ma, i.e. a sac�alization 
of the way of living of eve�y “�ind of people c�eated by gods”.

Sans��it wo�ds va�ņa and jāti define social catego�ies inhe�ited by 
bi�th, and diffe�entiated by status of bi�th. The concept of jāti cannot 
be sepa�ated f�om such basic concepts of Hinduism as dha�ma, �a�ma 
and samsā�a. Fo� a Hindu the bi�th in a given jāti is p�edete�mined by 
his �a�ma accumulated in p�evious lives also spent in diffe�ent jātis, 
often not in a human appea�ance. The p�esent life conditions the futu�e 
one and p�edestines a pa�ticula� jāti in which a pe�son will be bo�n. 
The B�ahmans assume that the�e exist a g�eat many human jātis and 
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not the only biological species Homo sapiens. �iffe�ent jātis possess 
diffe�ent �aison d’êt�e. The p�incipal aspect of this �aison d’êt�e is the 
inbo�n p�edestination o� occupational specialization, i.e. jāti-dha�ma. 
�iffe�ence  between  people  belonging  to  diffe�ent  jātis:  B�ahmans, 
wate�-ca��ie�s,  potte�s,  blac�smiths  and  othe�s  is  �ega�ded  as  being 
basically the same as diffe�ence existing in the Natu�e between plants, 
animals and othe� animated c�eatu�es. Human society is thus �ega�ded 
as a natu�al component of the cosmic o�de�. The existence of a g�eat 
va�iety of jātis each possessing a p�edestination is a necessa�y condition 
of the Unive�sal ha�mony. Coope�ation between diffe�ent human jātis 
can  gua�antee  a  ha�monized  social  life  which  cont�ibutes  to  the 
maintenance of Unive�sal �ha�ma. This way the B�ahmanic ideology 
of  jāti-dha�ma  a��anges  diffe�ent  jātis  in  o�de�  to  maintain  social 
stability and to pe�fo�m �ituals in a p�ope� way. Thus the division of 
labou� is unde�stood and �igidly cont�olled in Hindu society. 

 Jāti-dha�ma, o� law of existence fo� a jāti, is dete�mined by the 
“inbo�n”  p�ofession  (occupation)  which  is  �ega�ded  as  the  only 
app�op�iate to that ve�y jāti way of ea�ning its living and as its social 
duty  as  well.  The  wo��ing  activity  p�esc�ibed  by  jāti-dha�ma,  i.e. 
ac�nowledged by the society, is �ega�ded as a life-long act of �eligious 
piety, as a dha�ma-fulfilling deed. It is a fulfillment of one’s jāti-dha�ma 
which ma�es a pe�son a p�acticing Hindu. If he is not a B�ahman he is 
not �equi�ed to concent�ate on pe�fo�ming �ituals by the alta�; �athe�, 
his �itual p�actice consists in qualified pe�fo�ming of his own “inbo�n” 
labou� obligations to the benefit of caste society. Especially the a�tisan 
jātis have minutely a�ticulated outline of technical and �itual p�ocedu�e 
(šīlpašāst�a) fo� thei� long-life �itual of p�oducing a�tifacts. A�tisan’s 
wo��ing is competitive to C�eation, and has a special magic aspects in 
it.  The  institute  of  jāti  and  ideology  of  jāti-dha�ma  is  evidently  an 
inst�ument  of  social  inequality.  Neve�theless,  it  gua�anteed  social 
secu�ity by division of labou�, and played a c�ucial �ole in p�eventing 
pandemics in ove�-populated India and secu�ed peaceful coexistence 
of diffe�ent ethnic g�oups.

Inne� st�uctu�e of the jātis is based exclusively on �inship netwo��. 
Thus the ethnicity of  jāti  is exposed. Exogamous clan �ula also has 
a dha�ma of its own. Kula-dha�ma is �elated to that �ange of �eligious 
beliefs and  �ituals which a�e accomplished within a  family, and a�e 
defined by schola�s as “�eligious p�actice of Hinduism”. It is because 
of �ula-dha�ma  that  in Hinduism  the�e equally exist many diffe�ent 
models of piety. They a�e �ega�ded as clan t�aditions which have to be 
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maintained to show �espect fo� ancesto�s and the mothe�-goddess of 
the clan. The Hinduism itself acqui�ed its eclectic fo�m in the cou�se 
of Sans��itization of diffe�ent �ulas by “collecting” va�ious Vedic and 
non-Vedic cults and �eligious p�actices (�ula-dha�mas) into a howeve� 
shapeless but a unified body (G�eat and Little T�aditions of Hinduism). 
Ch�istianity  is  �ega�ded  as  a  new  �ula-dha�ma  fo�  a  baptized  caste 
whe�eby  it  o�ganizes  its  contacts  with  bi�ādā�īs.  The�e  a�e  many 
spi�itual o�de�s in the bha�ti t�adition which st�uctu�e themselves as 
�ulas and jātis. New membe�s may ente� the o�de� not by thei� bi�th 
�ight as in a common jāti but, as in B�ahmanic got�a, th�ough the �ite 
of initiation. 

Mo�phological st�uctu�e of any histo�ical modification of Indian 
t�aditional society definitely follows Va�ņa-Jāti o�ganisation. Multiple 
identities of  Indian  social units  a�e �in-  and  jāti-based. The  idea of 
bi�āda�ī is inst�umental at the sup�a-jāti levels as well. Ve�satility of 
jāti  is  �ema��able,  and  nume�ous  jāti-cluste�s  come  into  existence 
�egula�ly.  Jāti-cluste�s  may  be  o�ganized  conside�ing  one  of  many 
possible pa�amete�s, o� some so�t of equality. Jāti-cluste�s appea� in 
the cases when seve�al jātis find it advantageous to notice one anothe�, 
to �ega�d each othe� as being equal and to act togethe�. They do it to 
facilitate political tas�s o� to meet some othe� impo�tant p�actical ends 
of mode�n  situation. A  Jajmānī  community  is  a  �ind  of  jāti-cluste� 
also. 

A  p�oblem  of  caste  identity  is  especially  significant.  In  ou� 
app�oach  to  the  p�oblem,  the  caste  can  be  defined  as  a  jāti-cluste�, 
volunta�ily composed of a numbe� of endogamous jātis (“sub-castes”) 
possessing equal statuses. Caste system is a classification system fo� 
innume�able  jātis.  Caste,  being  a  catego�y  of  ideology  and  status, 
became a counte�pa�t to va�na. It is obvious that the�e is no t�aditional 
necessity fo� jātis to unite into a caste because they neve� inte�ma��y 
and  do  not  communicate  in  the  �itual  sphe�e.  This  means  that  not 
ma�ital, but social, p�ofessional and ideological facto�s, some of them 
quite  accidental,  b�ing  a  caste  to  life. Neve�theless,  a  caste  identity 
tu�ned to be useful in mode�n highly politicized situation fo� pu�poses 
othe�  than me�e �ep�oducing of Hundu social o�de�.  It  loo�s  li�e an 
inst�ument of mode�n pa�ty-life and dis�ibution of powe�. Eve�y Indian 
t�aditionally identifies himself and any othe� pe�son in a jāti, but today 
sometimes  he  founds  a  caste  identity  useful.  The  p�ocess  of  caste 
fo�mation was g�eatly influenced by the fact that castes we�e included 
into special lists when Censuses of B�itish India we�e unde�ta�en, and 
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we�e mentioned  in anothe� official documents. Even  today  they a�e 
scheduled.  In  cou�se  of  this  p�ocess  the  jāti  names,  de�ived  f�om 
ma��e�s of thei� statuses became caste nominations. Caste name often 
coincides with occupational designation, especially  in  the case with 
a�tisans. Fo� this �eason ca�pente�s, potte�s, jewelle�s and othe� castes 
of a�tisans always consist of abno�mally g�eat numbe�s of  jātis and 
individuals. 

Caste  as  a  complex  of  “cha�acte�istic  featu�es”  enume�ated  in 
much detail in schola�ly lite�atu�e, ente�ed Indian life f�om the pages 
of boo�s and documents w�itten by fo�eigne�s. As a �esult, today many 
Indians identify themselves and �ep�esent thei� society using misleading 
loanwo�ds  bo��owed  f�om  fo�eign  studies.  �esc�iptions  of  Indian 
villages  using  caste  te�minology,  mentioning  sub-castes,  etc.  a�e 
abundant.  Gene�ally  spea�ing,  social  anth�opology  of  India  should 
focus on a wide va�iety of  the Va�ņa-Jāti unive�sum with  its ethnic, 
social, p�ofessional, �eligious, t�ibal, etc. components, �athe� than on 
such an a�tificial const�uction as the caste. 
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