CASTE vs. CASTEISM: Origin and Evolution

Caste is derived from a Portuguese term ‘Casta’ which means race or family.
Caste is primarily a Hindu phenomenon which was commonly practiced in
almost all religions of India. Maclver rightly believed that feudal system
promotes caste and India is the glaring example of it. There are two schools of
thought regarding the nature of caste. One school strongly believes that caste is
based on functional specialization as was practised in early Vedic period. The
second school contends that caste is determined by birth based on kinship and
hereditary law. The varna system elaborated four orders: Bra/iman exhibiting
wisdom, kshatriya having spirit and energy. vaishya predominantly business-
oriented and shudras performing lower limb jobs. The untouchables. however,

were not included in the order, and were called atishudras. These varna ranks

were based on karma. But with the passage of time, Brahmans established their

hegemony and gradually started exploiting the weaker castes and converted the

karma principle into kinship. The British administration transformed the caste

system into class order by introducing capitalist form of production in India. In

colonial India two types of caste conflict were identified:

1. Backward caste peasants and upper caste zamindars: and
2. Conflict between dalits and upper caste Hindus. The caste—class
symmetry followed a similar pattern even in post independent India.

CASTE: Definition and Meaning

Andrian. C Meyers rightly said that caste means different things to different
people. Caste has assumed new role and function under the impact of modern
forces and demands.'¢

Norman D. Palmer truly assessed that caste is losing its importance as a
social factor and gaining importance as a political factor.

A L. Kroeber defines caste as “an endogamous and hereditary sub-
division of an ethnic unit occupying a position of superior or inferior rank or
social esteem in comparison with other such sub-division.”

A caste system can be said to exist when a society is composed of birth-
ascribed, hierarchically ordered and culturally distinct groups.

It has been observed that, “caste is a system of stratification in which
mobility, movement up and down the status ladder, at least ideally may not
occur.”

/ M.N. Srinivas as defines caste “as a hereditary endogamous. usually
localized group, having a traditional association with an occupation and particular
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r of castes. Relations between castes are governed, by
n and purity and generally maximum commensality occurs

du necessarily belongs to the caste of his parents, and in the
nevitably remains. No accumulation of wealth and no exercise of
an alter his caste status, and marriage outside his caste is prohibited
erely discouraged.”

a, easte is the central fact of social structure, It originally referred to the

tion between Arya and Dasa (slave). It is an endogamous kinship group

i as “Jari". linked by marriage and lineage, and for the most part locally

fiable. It has experienced many changes because of the changing socio-
mic forces in India.

- Caste is a social custom, which all our great preachers and reformers
have iried (0 abolish. The Brahmo Samaj, the Arya Samaj, the Ramakrishna
fission movement and the Theosophical movement, significantly contributed i

irds the end of caste division. Mahatma Gandhi was not only against the
removal of untouchability but also against the caste system itself. The British
Administration in India brought about a radical change by instituting a new
principle of justice. which emphasized that all men are equal before the eyes of
law. In the post-Independence period there have been many attempts to break
the hold of the caste system. There have been legislative measures to outlaw
untouchability and grant franchise to all regardless of caste considerations.

Baba B.R. Ambedkar took up the cause of weaker sections of the society.
Around 17.5% seats were reserved for dalits in Parliament and assemblies.
- The constitution of India incorporates protection and safeguards for SCs, STs
‘and other backward castes. The forces of urbanization and industrialization
‘have also contributed substantially to undermine the caste system by facilitating
closer contact and collaboration between different castes. ‘Sanskritization’,

vhich denotes that a status group aspiring to upward mobility in the system of
peial stratification. tends to emulate the lifestyle of higher castes, and seeks its
ceptance within the great tradition of Sanskritic norms and the varna system.'®
ncy among the backward castes, says Srinivas, is responsible for the
y of the traditional structure of caste. Another concept that Srinivas
of “dominant caste’. He-calls a caste dominant if it preponderates

ver other castes, and also when it wields preponderant economic
power." But Srinivas makes an important point when he says that
and powerful caste group can be ‘dominant’ only if its position
hierarchy is not too low. The ‘intermediate castes’ such as
Pradesh, Punjab and Haryana, and the Kurmies, Koeries and
r (who once formed a Triveni Sangh), aspire for a dominant
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of staiws i Indiam society, there has occurred “transformation from closed
Sizmms groups based om caste 10 more open ones which accommodate other
Compoacsss as well '@

According o a third perspective, caste has assumed new functions. such
numdmmmwmmmm
economic benefits for its members. But it is to be emphasized that caste functions
lﬁymnapﬁiﬂmhnas&:ﬂum&mﬂmﬂn
Mti'ptﬁizximofm‘mmmeaspedalsigniﬁcmin
qﬁ:ﬁmdmb—pnliimiﬂumﬁm.kmﬂphmdkudolph.forinsm
" point out that caste is a medium of political mobilization, and an instrument
of political edacation ™ The non-Brahmin movement led by Mahatma Jyotirao
PhkinM.lbyRmsmmyPuiwinTamﬂNadumglaring
examples of caste consciousness and its liberating impact. Caste played
asigli&urdein‘lommigns’inﬂihnmdUmerdesh.These
campaigns aimed at remitting rent in years of scarcity or drought as well as
reducing the cesses imposed the cultivators by the landlords or zamindars.
Cmnrbﬂitymminlylﬁnedforsdf—respeawhichformedm
ihnlpatofﬂnmpignlgﬁns:sndalmdmuﬁcexploimﬁon.n

The Marxian interpretation is very different from other anthropologists.
He talks of two castes—haves and have-nots. He blends caste and class
ﬁnnmcﬁm.lfwemiderﬁnmhdmximanglcthenwe find that caste
wmgeinH]xLKmNninmeddiGondamdLakshmanpurbathc
cmbetunndnchssviolcnceasit&pictsmechshbetween landless and
Imdeeepusmdypovsﬂmitisabauleofdepﬁvaﬁnnmdunfair
distribution of resources. ‘
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COMMUNALISM IN INDIAN POLITICS

“the concept of communalism is based on the belief that religious distincton is
the most important and fundamental distinction, and this distinchion overmidss
all other distinctions. Since Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs are different religions
entities: their social. economic, cultural and political interests are also dissimilar
and divergent. As such, the loss of one religious group is the gain of another
Broup and vice-versa. If a particular community seeks to better its social and
€conomic situation. it is doing at the expense of other.”™™®

Itis an established fact that communal seeds in India were sown. nurtursd
and promoted by the British imperialism as a deliberate design 1o foster divide
am.j rule policy. The type of politics approved, tolerated and encouraged by the
British imperialism was only ‘communal politics’ as opposed 1o secular and
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national politics. Sir Syed Ahmad Khan wanted and also demanded to have
a p_ard]lcl socio religious reforms movement for Muslims along with Hindus.
“‘hlc_:h_ Was spear headed by Raja Ram Mohan Roy. This can be viewed as
thc.lmtial mode of communal politics. The year 1857 witnessed the first war
O_f mdep_cndeuce which organized communal frenzy when rumour spread
greased with the fat of cows and pigs.

Communal basis in 1905. He got‘a
least succeeded in Creating cleavag
a challenge to Indian national con
Though Jinnah was not in favour
in it. Morley-Minto Reforms Act
which widened the gap between
Mahatma Gandhi arrived in Ind;
proved to be transitory. The inte
and finally in 1940, Two Nat

setback by the Hindu-Muslim unity, but at
e. In 1906, Muslim league was formed as
gress, which was dubbed as a Hindu body.
of its formation, but later played pivotal role
of 1909 created separate communal franchise,
the two. Sitation grew from bad to worse till
a. He tried to rejuvenate the relationship, but it
rmittent events strengthened separatist tendency,

: ion theory emerged. The appeasement policy
of political leaders created a sharp divide. Mountbatten plan finally created

Pakistan on 14 August 1947, thereby piercing a sword of communalism into the
soul of secularism of Akhand Bharat (One India-United India). It was followed
by a civil war and annihilation. It was considered to be the end of communal
conflicts, but later proved to be wrong. The hypothesis was tested and was
disapproved. In post-independent India, makers of the Indian Constitution were
quite apprehensive of religious tensions. Hence, they incorporaied religious
freedom in the third chapter of Indian Constitution dealing with fundamental
rights, running from Articles 25-28. India was declared a secular state where
religion was made an individual affair and the state had no official religion
of its own. This seemed not fairly good enough to bring communal harmony.
Rising trend was witnessed in riots between the two, taking the form of a clash
between Majority (Hindus) and Macro minority (Muslims). Mrs. Indira Gandhi,
the then Prime Minister made a controversial 42nd constitutional amendment
in the year 1976, by adding the term ‘Secular’ in the Preamble of the Indian
Constitution. The pertinent question is whether such formulations can change
the mindset of people or it is just a political gimmick? Unfortunately, the alien
rule taught our leaders to exploit caste and community for their own vested
interests.

Communalism in post-partition India struck stronger roots in medium-
sized towns like Jabalpur, Jamshedpur, Aligarh, Moradabad, Ahmedabad,
Godhra, Bhivandi, Bhagalpur, Kota, Muzaffarnagar and similar other places.
Factors playing vital role are the following;

Muslim Marginalization

During the British rule in India, Muslims were economically and educationally
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more backward as compared with the Hindus. It was hoped that after independence
when equal opportunities had been provided to all, the Mushims in India will
also take fullest advantage of that. But even now the percentage of Muslims
going to educational, technical, medical and other professional institutions
is much less than their population. The result is that they are educationally
as well as economically backward. This economic disparity between the two
communities is creating wide gap and many misunderstanding: one community
feeling that it is being constantly exploited by the other or that the richness
of one is onlv at the cost of other.™! Today Muslims constitute second largest
religious community in India and second largest Muslim minority in the world.
Thus they are called as ‘macro minority” Still a sense of insecurity prevails
which aggravates the antagonism between the two communities. A feeling of
economic backwardness and a discontent that the benefits of modernization in
terms of government’s jobs, business and education opportunities, etc., have
not been enjoved by the Muslims promote separatist tendencies among them.*
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