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ROY T JAMES



PREFACE
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This book is an attempt to present caste in its entirety, especially with reference to India, in a common relationship with life as is its starting point. For the reason that caste is an integral part of life. And, if you dissect life to examine it, what you end up examining is not life.

This book is also an attempt to offer a primer, providing essential information about caste from as many viewpoints as possible. For the reason that most of the books see caste as a collection of impositions having no regard to its life and, others see it as an abstraction summarizing one’s persona, disregarding the pinpricks and hazards of its exterior. These two endeavors are not clearly delineated, as caste in reality exists everywhere as an inseparable union of both, in varying ratios and combinations. A peep inside shall then give the true picture, enhancing the pleasure of seeing one's interest in a richness of colors.

My motivation for writing this book came from three quarters.

I happened to get admitted to a military hospital for more than a year at a stretch with books as the only companions, the hospital being located far from the nearest urban dwelling. From the few books readily available for reading, I found ‘Mahatma Gandhi-The Complete Works’ deeply enjoyable and captivating. I also could discover in the author a very intelligent, discerning and practical individual, quite contrary to the image I had been maintaining all the while. It dawned on me that Mahatma Gandhi is being constantly hijacked by all, followers, opponents and congressmen alike, presenting him as someone deeply lovable or impractical or both, to keep his real self away from the public. I found in him, the only voice during the freedom struggle which advised those of lower caste to surpass the ones of upper caste by freely competing with them. He was also vehemently opposed to reservations of any kind, as it effectively nullified such a contest.  

‘The Complete Works’ changed my very idea of caste, rooted in the exhortations, writings and discussions, I was constantly made to witness as part of the much celebrated ‘Indian democracy’. These new findings further encouraged me to conduct my own research. And thanks to the little foray I made into the story of transition of Indian society, I now feel empowered to present a radically different view.

My efforts in reading ‘The Complete Works’ also brought to fore another occurrence of my younger days, an event connected with my school life, the unease caused by which has been lying dormant with me all these years. While in school, I witnessed the funeral of one of my teachers who happened to meet with an untimely death. And the deceased being from a highly influential and wealthy family of that locality, the observance of the ceremonies and events of his last rites was drawing quite a large crowd. When the body was about to be carried to the pyre, out from the crowd came a weak voice “Wait, I didn’t get my share”. The body was abruptly kept down by all those who have been positioned around for the ritual; the chanting of mantras came to an immediate stop along with all other accompaniments as though on a command. The ceremonies did resume only after paying that lowly servant his due. (According to his caste status, that consisted of a small towel and a tiny packet of rice!) I was stunned by the huge power, the weak voice could wield.

These memories brought with them still earlier days of my primary classes, when I, with a couple of my classmates used to walk to school every day, most of the times taking the path through an orchard. As we enter the orchard, one boy of our group (the smartest of us, I used to think!) would pluck a few fruits by stealth, which used to be shared by all of us making our school journey really interesting. One day when that boy was ill, I attempted to pluck some of them myself and was readily caught by the owner, though I had unfailingly followed my friend’s evading tactics and style. He admonished me severely, however, offered a real handful of good fruits and advised: “If you want, you must ask, do not try to imitate what your friends do every day because they are of such and such caste, it is their rightful job”. I could not fathom the rationale, that forced one to look elsewhere permitting one boy to steal some fruits and required the same one to stop looking elsewhere to prevent another boy from stealing any fruits.
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Chapter 1

CASTE – A Look-over
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As Shri Bhimrao Ambedkar says through his well-known essay “Caste in India, Genesis, Mechanism, and Development” (Indian Antiquary May 1917), "Subtler minds and abler pens than mine have been brought to the task of unraveling the mysteries of caste; but unfortunately it still remains in the domain of the ‘unexplained' not to say of the ‘ununderstood'" Never has this observation been more appropriate than now, when no aspect of social and political life of India is free of its influence. And this influence seems to be on the rise, notwithstanding the best efforts to the contrary by every right-thinking entity as well as the state. To unravel some of the mysteries this institution holds within, let us take a journey through its origin and development.  

The definition of caste which has the approval of most sociologists is that caste is merely a rigid social class into which members are born and from which they can escape or withdraw with extreme difficulty. In other words, it is a type of stratification system, which is most rigid in matters of mobility and distinction of status. Caste, being the distinctive essence of India that attracted the visitors the most, has been studied at length and much has been written about its nature, especially the various rules, conventions and patterns that are meant for influencing and controlling its members. Surprisingly, a lot needs to be explained about the genesis of this social edifice, as its origins do not seem to have received enough attention. Some of the theories proposed are,


Racial theory - that caste system is a gift of Aryans,

Political theory - that caste system is an invention of Brahmins,

Occupational theory - that caste system is the functional differentiation of occupational differences,

Traditional theory - that caste system is of divine origin aimed to maintain social harmony,

Guild theory - that caste system is a natural product of interaction between guilds, tribes, and religion,  

Religious theory - that caste system is nothing but the institutionalization of prevailing customs, each caste being the followers of certain deity, and,

Evolution theory - that caste system is a spin-off from the evolution of human society moderated by various factors, like prejudices, lack of control mechanisms, geographic isolation of Indian peninsula as well as conquerors' policies, especially that of the British, to name a few.
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Chapter 2

THEORIES OF CASTE – A PEEP
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2.1 Racial Theory: The fact that caste names Brahmana, Kshatriya, and Visya are frequently mentioned in the Rigveda along with words like ‘dasa', ‘varna’, and many other words used these days in connection with caste, gives credence to the theory that caste is an invention of Indo-Aryans. In ‘cultural history of India' AL Basham mentions that caste system evolved to accommodate a large variety of tribes into Aryan society during expansion of Vedic (ancient days) Aryan territories.

However, such delineation fails to notice the importance generally was ascribed to ‘the moral worth' of a man rather than his ‘birth’ which, we can see at many places in ancient Indian literature.

The life of ‘Eklavya’ mentioned in ‘Mahabharata’ is one example. Eklavya was accepted by his teacher notwithstanding his low caste background, thanks to his sincerity and devotion. This clearly was against the norms that permitted only those of high caste to learn archery and fighting.

Also, such literature does not show much evidence indicating the practice of caste differentiation in daily life and demarcation of people on that basis.  

In Al Baroonis India, he describes human, according to Indian thought, as consisting of twenty-five elements, soul (sattva, tamas, rajas), matter, nature, will etc, and one learning all these “will achieve salvation whatever religion one may follow”.  

Similar is the opinion of Sir Vincent Smith, who in ‘Asoka-his History’ says “Though each caste has its own dharma, the conduct is less rigid than it has been since Moslem invasions”.

In short, almost
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