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The word, "caste" comes from Spanish and Portuguese. In Spanish, the word "caste" originated from "casta", meaning a lineage, race, or group that has certain quality or attributes. "Castus" means pure in Latin. However, its Indian application is a Portuguese invention, which had already been applied in the middle of the fifteenth century. There are fewer examples of this word before 1800 than the French word Caste, which first appears in the academies in 1740. The word has historically been spelled "cast." It was used in 1555 as a way of talking about a race or type of man. A mixed race described by the Spanish word „Casta* is one that consists of Europeans, Indians (Americans) and black people. In the Indian context, however, the word "caste" did not appear until the 17th century. Currently, India's use is the most widespread, and it has affected all other uses. As a group of hereditary endogamous individuals, castes can be described as having a common name, common traditional occupation, common culture, a relatively fixed mobility pattern, distinct status et cetera, and forming a homogenous group. The caste system has, however, adapted too many features to the changing circumstances, such as formal organizations, less rigidity, and a link with politics. Based on the listed above, we can make a list of the various features of caste system.

	Hereditary in nature - There are a number of reasons why caste system is said to be hereditary.  It is more about ascribed qualities rather than achieved ones.

	Segmental division of society - A segmented society is one in which social stratification is mainly based on caste. Different castes have their own well-developed lifestyles. People are classified into castes based on their birth. It is therefore a hereditary system. 

	Hierarchy - It is the manner in which different castes are ranked from the most elevated to the lowest, depending on how pure and impure their occupations are. Pure castes are positioned on top and impure castes at the bottom, like a ladder. The occupation of a Brahmin, for example, is to perform rituals and to teach. As it is regarded as the purest of occupations, it holds the highest ranking. Alternatively, the sweeper is at the bottom because of his or her impure occupation, which entails cleaning and scavenging.

	Restrictions on food, drinking, and smoking - The caste system restricts food, drink, and smoking. Usually, different castes do not exchange food and drink, and they do not share hukkahs. It is not allowed for Brahmins to eat from other castes. There are several steps involved. For example, among Kanyakubj Brahmins, there are many subdivisions in Uttar Pradesh. There is no food exchange among sub-divisions. There are two types of food like - a group of food known as pucca consists of foods prepared with ghee, such as puris, kachodis, and pulaos, and kuchcha is food boiled in water, such as rice, pulses, and vegetable curries. Only certain castes exchange pucca food with one another. A member of a high caste will never take anything from a member of a low caste. This principle also applies to smoking.

	Endogamy - The endogamy rule states that caste members can only marry within the same caste. Inter-caste marriages are forbidden. There has been a steady increase in inter-caste marriages recently in urban areas, particularly among educated people.

	Purity and pollution - A major feature of the caste system is purity and pollution. In addition to deeds, occupations, languages, dress patterns, and food habits, purity and pollution can also be measured. The consumption of liquor, eating non-vegetarian food, eating left-over food from the high castes, working in occupations such as leather craft, lifting dead animals, sweeping and carrying garbage are all considered impure. However, some high caste people are nowadays operating shoe shops, shoe factories, and even doing hair cutting in beauty Parlors.

	Occupational association - The caste-related occupation of each person cannot be changed. A Brahmin performs the priestly duties and teaches, while a Kayastha keeps revenue records and writes. Business is the main occupation of the Baniyas, while leatherwork is the primary occupation of the Chamars. People are shifting from their traditional occupations due to the growth of industrialization and urbanization. The traditional occupations, however, are still common in rural areas. There are also cases where barbers work in haircutting saloons during the day time and in the evenings work as peons in some offices.

	Social and religious disabilities and privileges of a few section - Certain sections of society have disabilities and privileges based on social and religious status: They are prohibited from entering temples, using literal language or using gold ornaments and umbrellas, etc. Although, these restrictions are no longer in use today; they used to be common in the past.

	Distinction in custom, dress, and speech - The customs, dress and speech of each caste are distinctive, i.e., they have their own style of life, which includes their customs, dress patterns and speech. Low castes use colloquial language, while the high caste favours pure language (often referring to words literally).

	Conflict resolving mechanism - Conflict-resolving mechanisms within the castes such as intervillage and village-level Caste Panchayats.







Jati and Varna: what's the difference?

Varnas are divided into four, as mentioned earlier. Rigveda mentions Varna for the first time around 1500 BC, i.e., in the Vedic era. Colour is Varna. It was not until later those untouchables were brought in. During the Vedic era (1500BC-1000BC), the Varna system was relatively flexible. A community known as Asat Shudra was mentioned about 1000BC, which was after the Vedic era. This implies that untouchability began sometime around 1000BC. Between the 2nd and 1st centuries AD, different occupational groups emerged, each known as a different Jati because of diversified occupations. Hence, Varna Vyasastha is the textual model or book view of Indian social system; in other words, it is a knowledge system found exclusively in texts today. The Jati, in contrast, is the contextual or field view of Indian social system in the current era, i.e. not the Varnas of the past. The number of Jatis is about 4000, while there are just four Varnas. About 200 Jatis are found in each district. A Pan-Indic hierarchy of Varna was in place. Brahmins occupied the top spot, Kshtriyas occupied the second spot, Vaishyas occupied the third spot, and Shudras occupied the bottom slot. Hierarchies were uniform across India, but not in Jati. There are some areas where Brahmins are dominant, and there are some areas where Thakurs (Rajput) are dominant. Increasingly, even Dalits are making their way up. Thus, Jati-based economic-political criteria can be found in the system. However, in Varna, the religious (vyavastha) criteria are found. The initially untouchable in Varna cannot be found. Varna vyavastha places untouchables outside the system, whereas Jati vyavastha includes them as part of the system. A person's status can be improved through Varna vyavastha through socioeconomic improvement. This means Varna and Jati do not have the same meaning. 

Castes and classes: Differences

Classes are not hereditary, as opposed to castes which are. Both exogamy and endogamy are permitted in a class system, and an individual may move up or down the class system based on his birth status. Thus, a class is primarily determined by socio-economic factors. Generally, we can differentiate between Upper, Middle, and Lower classes. The classes are divided into two subdivisions. The upper-uppers and lower-uppers are upper-middles and lower-middles, and the upper-lowers and lower-lowers. There is more mobility in the class system than in the caste system since classes are more open. The caste system does not allow mobility to that extent. Further, castes are based on ceremonial criteria, whereas classes are based on formal criteria. Secular means that there is no religious basis to the criteria, as opposed to rituals which are based on mythology. Changing circumstances, however, are enabling castes to adapt to secular criteria. Caste is not necessarily associated with consciousness, but it is associated with class. As urbanization spreads, castes are also transforming into classes, particularly in terms of economics.

Castes and their changes

A number of changes have been observed in the caste system in the last two centuries and in the last fifty years in particular. There have been a number of processes leading to changes in the caste system, including Sanskritization, westernization, modernization, industrialization, urbanization and democratic decentralization. These include:

	Sanskritization - In Sanskritization, a low caste falls into the high caste's lifestyle, culture, and behaviour patterns after adapting to their way of life and claiming membership in them. However, they must give up their unclean occupation and other impure habits, such as eating meat and drinking liquor. It was not permitted to sanskritize the status of the untouchables. Thus, only those from the middle caste could do so. For a caste to be sanskritized, it must meet three requirements: (a) it should have a touchable status, (b) it should have better economic circumstances, and (c) it should promote some myth or story that claimed membership in the high caste. Group decision-making is involved and not individual decision-making. The process takes time and takes more than one day. No structural changes are affected, only a change in position. Caste upgrades refer to low castes making the move to high castes in a particular place while the caste structure does not change. A few lower castes have gained status as higher castes by virtue of this process in various parts of the country.

	Westernization - It means adapting to the ways of living, the language, the dress style, or behavioural pattern of the West. India has been largely influenced by British culture. In Westernized nations, rational thinking (a scientific and goal-oriented outlook), interest in material progress (b) reliance on modern communication techniques and mass media (c) English-medium education (d) high social mobility, etc. are among its features. Westernization of the caste system was first carried out by the higher castes. In time, even the lower castes adopted these changes as well. The caste system in the urban areas has been significantly influenced by this, becoming more flexible and less rigid. 

	Modernisation - Scientific outlook and rational attitudes are essential components in a modern culture, as are high social mobility, mass mobilization, empathy, freedom. equality, and fraternity; a commitment to excellence; specialization and super specialization in work; and acceptance of complex organizations. As well as social, cultural, and personal changes at institutional, structural, attitudinal and organizational levels. The caste system has been impacted greatly by this by becoming more flexible. Increasingly, classes are replacing castes in urban areas. A growing middle class is emerging in India with rational outlooks and a goal-driven attitude. In other words, modernization encompasses more than westernization. It is not necessary for cultures to adopt western values to modernize themselves. Modernizing ourselves in this case does not mean abandoning the traditions altogether, but rather integrating both the rational aspects of traditions and the appropriate attributes of modernity. In our caste system, we are forming formal organizations and educating our members so that they are aware of their existence and the caste system is being adapted to modern practices.

	Dominant caste - There has been an increase in dominant castes over the last century. This means some castes have a dominant economic and political position and effectively rule the region. Castes can become dominant when they possess certain characteristics such as: - Land ownership (economic well being), political party dominance (vote bank), a large population (heightened ritual rank), English-medium education, agriculture tradition (not tillers but landowners) and a tradition of violence (for dominance muscle power is crucial). In the modern day, it has not only reached high castes, but has also reached lower castes.

	Industrialization and urbanisation - Developing countries have experienced industrialization and urbanization, which have impacted the caste system. Increasing industrialization has contributed to an increase in migration to industrial areas. Following strict caste rules is not possible in these areas. Inter-dining and sharing places are essential in places like public parks, restaurants, canteens, hotels, offices and public transportation systems like buses and trains. Flexible solutions were therefore adopted.

	Democratic decentralisation - Through "democratic decentralization" in the form of the Panchayati Raj system, local self-governance in villages is now possible. Reservations have been made for lower castes in the Panchayat system. They have now been given the opportunity to become more empowered.

	Caste and politics - Throughout history, there has been a connection between caste and politics, since politics has always been a part of life. At the time of the Varna Vyavastha, brahmanical supremacy had been a form of politics. Today, it is said that castes have a close relationship with politics because castes have become vote banks, castes are more politically aware, castes are identified with political parties, and each caste has its own political party. Due to the intersection between caste and politics, the lower castes are becoming more empowered. However, they were not given any opportunity to participate in political processes. Nowadays they express themselves by voting and lobbying. There is a case in Dalit politics, where the Dalits have succeeded in capturing power in different States by asserting their identities. There is also a negative aspect to this link, i.e., the upper castes want to keep their status quo no matter what. As the lower castes gain ascendancy, they cannot accept the change. Numerous regions of the country have faced conflicts between high and low castes as a result. These conflicts are only a transitional phase. We can work towards a progressive society by improving the education system, broadening the awareness campaign, and improving employment opportunities. 

	Caste and economy - Caste and economy: Traditionally, it has been said that the caste system served the society well, particularly economically. Caste and economy are the same. For lower castes, particularly those who serve, it is a traditional occupation. The Kamin clan is a service caste and they used to serve the Jajmans, which was a higher caste. In return for providing specialized skills and services to the Jajamans, the Kamins received rewards in kind (food grains). As a result of Jajamans and Kamins being associated with one another, it was a hereditary and permanent relationship, such that after the death of a Jajamn, his son became a Jajman. Same principle applied to Kamins. In village India, they were a functional relationship. Although, the Jajamani system has been gradually eroded due to introduction of the market economy and land reforms.


As a result of the above processes, caste system has drastically changed and has been adapted to new socio-economic conditions. In urban areas, people are no longer bound by caste expectations. There is only one aspect where caste is involved, namely the fact that they remain endogamous even after marriage. While inter-caste marriages and inter-religious marriages are becoming more common, some people still prefer to marry within their religion or caste.

The caste system has always played an important role in India as well as many other countries in South Asia including Nepal and Sri Lanka. It still plays a role, but to a lesser extent. The caste system in most South Asian countries is either outlawed or being moved away from, whether in an official or unofficial manner. Caste is a system for grouping people into different social classes, beginning with Brahmins (priests, teachers) and Dharmas (warriors, rulers), and ending with Vaisyas (farmers, merchants, and artisans). The untouchables, or Dalits or Harijans as they are also known, exist outside the caste system entirely. One Hindu sacred text, the Bhagvat Gita, clarifies these as the original caste groupings. At first, the system was designed to "promote society's harmonious workings", but eventually, it has become a discriminatory and prejudice-filled system largely because of corruption (Kar, 2007). The system of castes in the modern day has been profoundly affected by this corruption that began with Colonialism. The Indian society is thought to have been segmented into many social groups which served as centres of social identity. They first suggested caste identities in order to understand these groupings. In both India and Nepal as well as to a lesser extent in Sri Lanka, the caste system appears to have been a major factor in creating poverty.

It is well documented that India's caste system and poverty are intertwined. This relationship is often described in the literature. Additionally, many sources in India focus exclusively on poverty and exclusively on caste without linking the two. Literature on how the caste system affects the South Asian subcontinent as a whole is lacking, however. In addition, the caste system has affected other countries in South Asia than India, but the information is scarce. There are a few sources that describe the effects of caste systems in Nepal and Sri Lanka, though the empirical data they provide is scarce. In a five-volume set edited by Chaudhary (2005), there is a discussion on the Human Rights and Poverty in India, covering an array of theoretical and empirical issues. Within these five books there are 94 papers dealing with poverty and human rights, particularly in India. This book addresses a wide range of issues relating to the rights of people in every state on the subject of poverty and human rights conceptually, theoretically, and philosophically. This book contains various contributions that present information regarding India's history of poverty as well as its consequences. In the contributions, we look at how poverty accelerated in India as well as the difficulties in trying to tackle it. It is concluded from all five volumes that the case system contributes to poverty as well as complicates efforts to alleviate poverty in India. Among the topics studied by Silva and Hettihewage in 2001 are poverty, social exclusion, and the impact of legal measures selected to combat caste discrimination. It examines how the untouchables are viewed by their position in society and discusses the problems associated with the reservation system in order to help them escape poverty. According to some analysis, castes primarily define a value system applicable to rituals and social relations, but they also determine the relative dignity of individual human beings, affecting their livelihood security, freedom, and ability to adapt to modern market economies. In his study of India's economic development, Rose (1967) discusses the forces of different sociological factors such as family structure, caste system, and religious values. In addition, he offers suggestions on how to increase economic efficiency in India. Kar (2007) reported for the New York Times on the origins of India's caste system in an article about religion and castes. Throughout the lecture, he discussed what Hindu scriptures said about caste as well as what the caste system ended up being like. A Hindu scripture, the Gita, says that one's caste does not depend on their birth, but on what they do. The caste system today is influenced by outside forces, as people's castes are determined at birth. The literature on the relationship between caste and poverty is very weak in Nepal and Sri Lanka. In Shrestha (2002), the author provides some insights into how Dalits are discriminated against in Nepal. In Heitzman (1990) he discusses the development of the caste system in Sri Lanka over time, as well as how the Portuguese and the British contributed to shaping what it has become now. The impacts of caste on low caste citizens in Sri Lanka are described by Heitzman, as well.

India's Untouchables: Economic Status

Hundreds of thousands of people belonging to the lower castes of India were impoverished because of the caste system. According to Ninian (2008), there are approximately 180 million to 220 million people classified as being of the lowest caste in India. Thekaekara, 2005) declares that these lower castes or "Dalits" are all essentially shunned by society. Thekaekara (2005) discusses how they "experience absolute exclusion from cradle to grave," not that they earned it. Those classified as untouchables or people with basically no rights are generally prohibited from holding jobs. The Dalits in India number 180-220 million, but it is estimated that 40 million of them are doing slave labour to pay back debts owed to their ancestors (Ninian, 2008). In Bengal, these people are taught that they will not receive any rewards in life beyond toiling in the sun all day and hoping that someone will purchase their labour or produce, something that is actually quite rare since higher caste members often refuse to touch anything touched by an untouchable. Originally, this practice arose due to people's fear that a glance at an untouchable would harm one's standing in a higher caste position, aiding in a lower caste position in the next life (Standing, 2007). Consequently, people of lower castes can struggle financially because of these discrimination and work bonds. 

You are not allowed to marry outside your caste within the caste system. This rule has also contributed to maintaining India's poverty levels. Even though the caste system in India has been officially abolished, there are still social pressures that force people to follow this marriage rule unofficially (Banerjee et al., 2009). A man born and raised in south India, 24 years old, who is currently a graduate student, provides first-hand evidence for this. In the caste system, he belonged to an ethnic group called the Kamma, a subcaste of Brahmins. In an interview with him, it was revealed that the primary factor when choosing a mate is still the caste. Asked why people still seek out same-caste partners even if the caste system is eroding, he responded that that is just how it's done and that is how people have been doing it since the beginning. The society structure itself is geared towards perpetuating this tradition, he said. 

On tests in Indian schools, he stated, there is a place for marking your caste, just as in American schools. In such forms, mixed castes are not an option. So, moving away from the norm is almost a hassle since confusion will arise such as which caste should be marked on official forms






	Identifying former untouchables and tribes with the designations of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (SC/ST) is an official term used in government documents. The National Commission for Scheduled Castes, noticing that the word Dalit was used interchangeably with the official term Scheduled Castes in 2008, asked state governments to stop using the term Dalit in official documents and substitute Scheduled Caste instead.

	It is believed that caste systems date back to the ancient world. An alternative view claims that the caste system is divided into upper and lower castes based on their origins, while another suggests that castes are derived from varnas, which classify them according to their functions. In the aftermath, it has emerged that a section of people with a commanding position and a voice in the community has been taking undue advantages, leading to discrimination and exploitation of the community's weaker sections.

	Known as untouchables, people from Scheduled Castes and Tribes form one sixth of India's population - 160 million people. These groups are discriminated against and segregated.
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