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Tradition and Transformation: Five Perspectives on Varna

1. Bhagavadgītā – Krishna on Varna by Guna and Karma

"The fourfold order was created by Me according to the divisions of guna and karma." (Bhagavadgītā 4.13)

	This verse has been at the heart of debates: while defenders saw it as divine sanction, reformers reinterpreted it as emphasizing qualities and actions rather than birth.


Reference:
Radhakrishnan, S. (Trans.). (1993). The Bhagavadgītā. New Delhi: HarperCollins.
2. Swami Vivekananda – On Varna as Social Flexibility

"The idea of caste is not a bad one. The meaning is not that Brahmins should go on forever, but that every man should become a Brahmin."

	Vivekananda reframed varna as an ideal of self-perfection, not hereditary privilege.


Reference:
Vivekananda, S. (1963). The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda (Vol. 3, pp. 293–302). Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama.
3. Dayananda Saraswati – Varna by Merit, Not Birth

"Varna depends on one’s qualities and actions, not on one’s birth. To treat birth as the sole criterion is ignorance."

	In Satyarth Prakash, Dayananda fiercely rejected rigid caste and called for restoration of varna based on moral and intellectual merit.


Reference:
Saraswati, D. (1975). Satyarth Prakash (The Light of Truth) (C. Bharadwaja, Trans.). Delhi: Sarvadeshik Arya Pratinidhi Sabha. (Original work published 1875).
4. B.R. Ambedkar – On the Tyranny of Caste

"Caste is not merely a division of labor. It is a division of laborers... a hierarchy in which the higher orders are privileged and the lower ones disinherited."

	Ambedkar’s critique in Annihilation of Caste exposed the contradiction between Hindu ideals and caste practice.


Reference:
Ambedkar, B. R. (2014). Annihilation of Caste (Annotated Critical Edition). New Delhi: Navayana. (Original work published 1936).
5. Mahatma Gandhi – Varna as Social Duty (but contested)

"Varna is a law of life universally governing human beings. It is not a human invention, but an immutable law of nature."

	Gandhi defended varna as a division of duties but rejected untouchability. His stance became the subject of intense debate with Ambedkar.


Reference:
Gandhi, M. K. (1957). The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (Vol. 29, pp. 62–65). Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India.
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Preface
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This book began as a question I could not set aside: Why does hierarchy endure, even in societies that proclaim equality? In India, this question cannot be asked without entering the long and complicated history of varna and caste.

I did not begin this project as an attempt to provide final answers. Rather, it was born out of conversations—with students who asked why the past still shapes their futures, with colleagues who debated the intersections of religion, law, and society, and with friends whose lived experiences carried truths deeper than any theory. These conversations reminded me that the story of varna is not abstract; it is intimate, lived, and present.

This book is written with three intentions:

	To understand varna not only as an ancient concept but as a lived social reality that has shaped law, politics, education, gender, and economy across centuries.

	To situate varna within broader human questions about inequality, power, and dignity, so that its study is not confined to India alone but speaks to global debates about hierarchy.

	To imagine possibilities beyond varna—by listening to voices of resistance, reinterpretation, and solidarity across generations.


My approach has been deliberately interdisciplinary: drawing on history, philosophy, anthropology, political science, and literature. But beyond the disciplines, this book is rooted in a simple conviction: that scholarship must serve life, not the other way around.

It is also, in some ways, a deeply personal journey. Like many in India, I grew up hearing stories of caste without fully grasping their weight. It was only through years of study and listening that I came to see how profoundly varna shapes not only institutions but the invisible fabric of daily life—friendships, opportunities, silences. Writing this book has been both a reckoning and a responsibility.

If these chapters succeed, it is not because they present a perfect account, but because they open space for reflection and dialogue. The questions of varna—about
















	Historical in tracing evolution.

	Anthropological in observing practices and social institutions.

	Philosophical in asking what varna means for concepts of justice and equality.

	Political in analyzing its role in governance, law, and mobilization.

	Narrative in drawing on stories and lived examples to bring the analysis to life.
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