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Caste: 

The caste system in India is the paradigmatic ethnographic 

example of caste. It has origins in ancient India, and was 

transformed by various ruling elites in medieval, early-modern, 

and modern India, especially the Mughal Empire and the British 

Raj. It is today the basis of educational and job reservations in 

India. The caste system consists of two different concepts, varna 

and jati, which may be regarded as different levels of analysis of 

this system. 

Caste has undergone significant change since 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 interde-pendence with 

other groups, involving occupational specialization, and is linked in complex ways 

with networks that stretch across regions and throughout the nation. 

The caste system as it exists today, is thought to be the 

result of developments during the collapse of the Mughal era 

and the rise of the British colonial regime in India. The collapse of 

the Mughal era saw the rise of powerful men who associated 

themselves with kings, priests and ascetics, affirming the regal 

and martial form of the caste ideal, and it also reshaped many 

apparently casteless social groups into differentiated caste 

communities. The British Raj furthered this development, making  



 

rigid caste organisation a central mechanism of 

administration. Between 1860 and 1920, the British segregated 

Indians by caste, granting administrative jobs and senior 

appointments only to Christians and people belonging to certain 

castes. Social unrest during the 1920s led to a change in this 

policy. From then on, the colonial administration began a policy 

of divisive as well as positive discrimination by reserving a 

certain percentage of government jobs for the lower castes. In 

1948, negative discrimination on the basis of caste was banned 

by law and further enshrined in the Indian constitution, however 

the system continues to be practiced in India with devastating 

social effects. 

 

Caste-based differences have also been practised in other 

regions and religions in the Indian subcontinent like Nepalese 

Buddhism,[10] Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism. It has 

been challenged by many reformist Hindu movements, Islam, 

Sikhism, Christianity, and also by present-day Indian Buddhism. 

New developments took place after India achieved 

independence, when the policy of caste-based reservation of 

jobs was formalised with lists of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 

Tribes. Since 1950, the country has enacted many laws and social 

initiatives to protect and improve the socioeconomic conditions 

of its lower caste population. 

Classes: 

In village India, where nearly 74 percent of the population 

resides, caste and class affiliations overlap. According to 

anthropologist Miriam Sharma, "Large landholders who employ 

hired labour are overwhelmingly from the upper castes, while  



 

the agricultural workers themselves come from the ranks of 

the lowest--predominantly Untouchable--castes." She also points 

out that household-labor-using proprietors come from the ranks 

of the middle agricultural castes. Distribution of other resources 

and access to political control follow the same pattern of caste-

cum-class distinctions. Although this congruence is strong, there 

is a tendency for class formation to occur despite the importance 

of caste, especially in the cities, but also in rural areas. 

 

In an analysis of class formation in India, anthropologist 

Harold A. Gould points out that a three-level system of 

stratification is taking shape across rural India. He calls the three 

levels Forward Classes (higher castes), Backward Classes (middle 

and lower castes), and Harijans (very low castes). Members of 

these groups share common concerns because they stand in 

approximately the same relationship to land and production--

that is, they are large-scale farmers, small-scale farmers, and 

landless laborers. Some of these groups are drawing together 

within regions across caste lines in order to work for political 

power and access to desirable resources. For example, since the 

late 1960s, some of the middle-ranking cultivating castes of 

northern India have increasingly cooperated in the political arena 

in order to advance their common agrarian and market-oriented 

interests. Their efforts have been spurred by competition with 

higher-caste landed elites. 

 

In cities other groups have vested interests that crosscut 

caste boundaries, suggesting the possibility of forming classes in 

the future. These groups include prosperous industrialists and 

entrepreneurs, who have made successful efforts to push the  



 

central government toward a probusiness stance; 

bureaucrats, who depend upon higher education rather than 

land to preserve their positions as civil servants; political 

officeholders, who enjoy good salaries and perquisites of all 

kinds; and the military, who constitute one of the most powerful 

armed forces in the developing world . 

Economically far below such groups are members of the 

menial underclass, which is taking shape in both villages and 

urban areas. As the privileged elites move ahead, low-ranking 

menial workers remain economically insecure. Were they to join 

together to mobilize politically across lines of class and religion in 

recognition of their common interests, Gould observes, they 

might find power in their sheer numbers. 

India's rapidly expanding economy has provided the basis 

for a fundamental change--the emergence of what eminent 

journalist Suman Dubey calls a "new vanguard" increasingly 

dictating India's political and economic direction. This group is 

India's new middle class--mobile, driven, consumer-oriented, 

and, to some extent, forward-looking. Hard to define precisely, it 

is not a single stratum of society, but straddles town and 

countryside, making its voice heard everywhere. It encompasses 

prosperous farmers, white-collar workers, business people, 

military personnel, and myriad others, all actively working 

toward a prosperous life. Ownership of cars, televisions, and 

other consumer goods, reasonable earnings, substantial savings, 

and educated children (often fluent in English) typify this diverse 

group. Many have ties to kinsmen living abroad who have done 

very well. 

The new middle class is booming, at least partially in 

response to a doubling of the salaries of some 4 million central  



 

government employees in 1986, followed by similar 

increases for state and district officers. Unprecedented 

liberalization and opening up of the economy in the 1980s and 

1990s have been part of the picture. 

There is no single set of criteria defining the middle class, 

and estimates of its numbers vary widely. The mid-range of 

figures presented in a 1992 survey article by analyst Suman 

Dubey is approximately 150 to 175 million--some 20 percent of 

the population--although other observers suggest alternative 

figures. The middle class appears to be increasing rapidly. Once 

primarily urban and largely Hindu, the phenomenon of the 

consuming middle class is burgeoning among Muslims and 

prosperous villagers as well. According to V.A. Pai Panandikar, 

director of the Centre for Policy Research, New Delhi, cited by 

Dubey, by the end of the twentieth century 30 percent--some 

300 million--of India's population will be middle class. 

 

The middle class is bracketed on either side by the upper 

and lower echelons. Members of the upper class--around 1 

percent of the population--are owners of large properties, 

members of exclusive clubs, and vacationers in foreign lands, 

and include industrialists, former maharajas, and top executives. 

Below the middle class is perhaps a third of the population--

ordinary farmers, tradespeople, artisans, and workers. At the 

bottom of the economic scale are the poor--estimated at 320 

million, some 45 percent of the population in 1988--who live in 

inadequate homes without adequate food, work for pittances, 

have undereducated and often sickly children, and are the 

victims of numerous social inequities. 

 



 

Patriarchy in India: 

The construction of Indian masculinity begins in the ancient 

times and three texts if not traditions stand out in the way they 

deal with maleness. These are Kamasutra, Manusmrti, and 

Mrchakattika. The obvious connection between the three lies in 

placing their male subjects at the fulcrum of societal progress 

both materially and physically. While all literature is political, 

Kalidas in his treatment of the masculine in Shakuntala and 

Kumarsambhava cannot be exonerated from having to share 

credit in constructing Indian masculinity so to speak. The 

invasions over India made an indelible impact over how 

masculinity was to be perceived in future. Coming from the 

Judeo-Christian backgrounds, the Mughals and other invaders 

found it inappropriate that Indians ‘roamed around’ bare-backed 

or topless men and women despite the warm climate India was 

home to. In order to conform to the new regimes ’fancy of 

appropriateness, Indians now started “covering up”. This 

covering up was not just of the body though. It entailed 

forgetting all those traditions which were now regarded as 

unholy or medieval. These included the Devdasi system, nude 

sculpturing schools of art etc, The British brought with them a 

colonial rational of masculinity in India. In fact not being manly 

enough was used as an argument of colonial rule. The early 

Indian nationalists’ effeminate Bengali intellectuals simply 

inverted this argument by giving evidence of Indian masculinity 

and also reforming some social institutions such as Sati etc, The 

likes of Raja Ram Mohun Roy were chief among them. Another 

associated response to the British onslaught on Indian 

masculinity came from Swami Vivekananda whose photographic 

pose was to assert Indian maleness over everything else. 

However, to say that Vivekananda was the leader of a  



 

masculinity will be a little cobwebbed and childish like 

many foreign authors such as Perry Anderson and Indians like 

Sanjay Srivastav have done. Post-independent Indian masculinity 

survives and thrives both in traditional as well as modern spaces. 

Hence celebrating manhood through Karva Chauth is as 

problematic as Shah Rukh Khan promoting Fair and Handsome. 

In her essay ‘Women and Politics’ Neerja Chowdhary, sees the 

role of most women in the nationalist movement more as a duty 

and less as an exercise of a choice to enter the public arena.. 

However, despite the nature of this struggle, which brought 

together men and women from different backgrounds, the 

achievement of independence did not lead to a marked 

improvement in the political participation and social situation of 

ordinary women across the country. Chowdhary holds that 

though Gandhi was all for women’s political participation, he was 

not comfortable with the idea of them entering the power game. 

He saw women’s role as cleansing politics rather than starting 

their own movements. The primacy of the family over the 

individual meant that women’s potential and abilities honed in 

the political arena during the nationalist movement were not put 

to effective use in immediate post independence India. Due to a 

separation of political power from social reform most women 

who joined politics were rehabilitated in communitarian roles of 

social reform. This kept the higher echelons of politics out of 

reach for ordinary woman politicians. 
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