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The word, 'Caste' is of Spanish and Portuguese origin. Casta means lineage or race, it is derived from the latin word 'Castus', which means pure. The Spaniards were the first to use it, but its Indian application is from the Portuguese, who had applied it in the middle of the fifteenth century.
The caste is an important feature of social structure in India. It has been existing form the Vedic period. The caste system is now said to have outlived its utility. In the present discussion we shall deal with the definition, theories of origin of caste system, its features, differences between Varna and Jati, differences between caste and class, changes in caste system. 

Definition
The hierarchical order of the caste system is built like this: 'Brahman' , having higher rank, 'Kshatriya', the warriors having the next higher, the 'Vaishya', the merchants having the third higher rank and the 'Sudras', the workers at the bottom rank.  "' 'A caste was a group with a separate arrangement for meeting out justice to its members apart from that of the community as a whole, within which the caste was included as only one of the group. This means that, in this caste bound society the amount of community feeling must have been restricted and that the citizens owed moral allegiance to their caste first, rather than to the continuity as a whole.  According to Kroeber (1950) 'Castes are a special form of social classes, their customs and laws are rigid and separated from one another'. From this it is clear that, there was strict stratification on the basis of castes and every caste had its own rules imposed by the Caste System. In this stratification, 'Sudras' were kept at the lower with severe social, economic and political restrictions. This explains the rigidity of the ancient Caste System in India. 
According to Ketkar S. V. (1909) ‘A Caste is a social group having two characteristics: one, membership is confined to those who are born of members and includes all persons so born and two, the members are forbidden by an inexorable social law to marry outside the group.’ The author, instead of giving clear definition, prefers to give the characteristics of caste, because he thinks that, this can give clear identity to the caste. Further the author also has stated about the sub-caste as, " the word caste and sub-caste are not absolute but comparative in signification. The larger group will be called as 'Caste', while smaller group will be called as 'sub-caste". According to Kroeber AC. (1950) Castes are a special form of social classes, which in tendency at least are present in every society. Further he says that, Castes have emerged into social consciousness to the point that custom and law attempt their rigid and permanent separation from one another. Boungle (1958) explains that, the caste as hereditarily specialised and hierarchically arranged groups. The author has given three characteristics of the caste system: hierarchy, hereditary specialisation and repulsion. Morris Opler states that, " Caste is hereditary and endogamous. It regulates social intercourse, is graded in rank and has an assembly or a governing body which regulates its " internal affair". Ghurye (1961) also has stated in similar way. According to him, a caste refers to hereditary membership, caste councils, hierarchy and endogamy as the important features , besides that, the author also refers to the restrictions on feeding and social intercourse, lack of unrestricted choice of occupation and civil and religious disabilities. 
 From all the definitions presented above, the conclusion can be drawn as, defining 'the caste' is not a simple task. It cannot be defined in clear and in short, since it has got several supportive aspects. Therefore, all definitions differ from one another. Instead of defining 'the caste', many scholars have explained the structure of caste system or characteristics of caste system.
Origin of Caste System: Theories
The origin of the Caste System could be understood more clearly through the various theories propounded by different scholars. These theories differ from one another. There is no similarity between these. Besides this, no one theory properly explains the origin of the caste system. Risley(1915) says that, ' the origin ·of caste is due to racial differences' , whereas Nesfield(1885) says, 'due to the occupational factors', Abbe Dubois(1817) refers to the role played by Brahmins and Hutten (l961t5 : 184-185) refers to belief in Mana is its origin. The present study considers only the important theories. Ahuja Ram (1999 : 249-266) summerises some important theories of origin of caste system in the following way.
 Traditional Theory 
The traditional theory believes that, the Caste System has been established by divine ordinance or at least with divine approval. Nagendra  (1968) gives the best analysis of the traditional theory. The traditional theory has two versions : Mythical and Metaphysical. The Mythical version regards fours 'Varnas' as four Castes and believes that, these four" Varnas have emerged from the different parts of Brahma's body. "The 'Brahmin' was born from his mouth, the 'Kshatriya' from his arms, the 'Vaishyas' from his thighs and the 'Sudra' from his feet". It considers caste as a naturally determined organisation of social functions and explains the membership of an individual in particular caste in terms of 'Karma' and 'Dharma' doctrine. According to 'Karma Doctrine', a man is born in a particular caste because of his action performed in his previous incarnation. If he had performed better a ascriptive nature and entitled him the status in a caste. This is a hereditary membership of the Caste System. 'Swabhav' (nature) and 'Action' (occupation) cannot be separated from each other. This is nothing but fixed occupation of the concerned castes. There are two types of functions- Ordinary , and Extraordinary. Brahmins were engaged in cultural-religious functions, 'Kshatriya' in military-administration, 'Vaishyas' in commercial-economic function and the 'Sudras' were engaged in ordinary function. It was believed that, since the first three have undergone training in previous births, they were rightly called 'dwijas', where as the 'Sudras' were not. This was a clear-cut differentiation of hierarchical functions. 
  Brahmanical Theory 
 According to Abbe Dubois(1857) , the caste system originated and developed in India because of 'Brahmins'. 'Brahmins' imposed sever social restrictions on 'non-Brahmins' , especially on the 'Sudras', to preserve their purity. They gave themselves a higher status in the "Brahmanas' and in other books and declared all others as inferior to them. Sudras were classified as most inferior to anyone else. Ghurye (1961) supports 'Brahmanical Theory'. He believes that, the role of Brahmin was vital in the origin of Caste System in India. Further the author says that, "The Brahman literature classified as 'dwijas' and 'ekjati' (the Sudra). The restrictions on marriage, acceptance of food etc., contemplated only four classes in the society, came to be the characteristics of each and every well marked group".Finally the author says that, 'the Caste in India is a 'Brahmanic' child of the Indo-Aryan Culture' . Thus according to this theory, the Caste System was created by the Brahmins to maintain their superiority in the society.
Racial Theory
 According to Herbert Risley (1915) in 'Racial Theory', "the clash of cultures and contact of races crystallised the Castes in India". The migrant 'Aryans' had their own. ideas of ceremonial purity. They considered the original inhabitants as inferior to them. The 'Aryans' were essentially 'Patrilineal' in nature, while local population, whom they conquered was matrilineal. Therefore, they 'married with the daughters of the aboriginals but refused to give their daughters to them. The children of such marriages had to be assigned the lowest position in the society and were called as 'Chandals'. Thus the origin of 'half-breeds' group', as well as the feeling of racial superiority ultimately became responsible for the origin of the Caste System in India. Risley has referred to six processes in the formation of Castes. They are, Change in traditional occupation, Change III Customs, Migration, Preservations of old tradition, Enrolling orieself into the rank of Hinduism and , Role of Religious enthusiasts.  These all ultimately, according to the author, have developed the Caste System in India. 
Occupation Theory 
Nesfield (1885) believes that, 'the origin of Caste has nothing to do with the racial affinity, but it mainly due to functions or occupations. The skill of occupation was passed on hereditarily from generation to generation and because of practicing the same occupation over a long period of time, "Occupational Guilds" came into existence, which later on came to be known as Castes.' The author: explains how the Brahmins were classified as highest status, that, the 'Brahmins' were specialised in the occupation of 'sacrifice and hymns and rituals'. Since sacrifices were very important in the social life of the people, 'Brahmins' became the most important and respected people in the Society. Thus every occupation became hereditary and through which the Caste System into existence. 
 Ketkar's Theory
 Ketkar S. V. (1909) believes that, 'the origin of Caste was from early tribes and the psychological prejudicial tendencies of human beings.' According to the author, there were numerous tribes living in different parts of India. Many of these tribes ~ere in struggle with each other on the issues like, boundaries, kidnapping a girl from other tribe etc. Because of such conflicts, people avoided other tribes in marriage and social relations and confined social interaction in all respects to members of their own tribe. Thus the author's view is that, the castes originated from the tribes. Further he explains that, the phrase 'origin of caste' has no meaning, though endogamy has its origin, hereditary occupation and social restrictions have their origin, association of purity and impurity to various objects also has its origin. Ketkar (1909) further explains about psychological prejudicial tendencies. He says that, the psychology of endogamy came to be practiced because of three factors: one, due to the feelings of sympathy and affection for  the members of one's own group, two, to maintain blood purity and, three, the social adjustment. According to'" the author, the superiority and inferiority are the cause or the result of endogamy. Such feeling brought the social restrictions and clear-cut differentiation of the people into different groups or different castes.  
Senart's Theory 
Senart (1930) gives historically parallel explanation to support the origin of caste. Senart finds certain similarities in the three systems: 'Indian, Greek and Romans'. All of the three the Aryans and their civilisations are oldest one. There are many similarities in the social relations, social practices and customs among these three systems, just as in India, there is a custom that, after marriage, a woman transfers from her gotra to that of her husband's, the same custom existed in Rome. Also, just like caste panchayats in India, there existed similar councils in Rome and Greece. On the basis of these comparisons, Senart says that, the Caste is the normal development of ancient Aryan Institutions.
 Hutton's Theory of 'Mana' 
According to Hutton (1961), 'mana' is a mysterious impersonal power attached to individuals, objects and places. Wherever the belief in 'mana' prevails, a corresponding belief in the value of taboo as protective measures is also to be found. Taboos were, therefore, imposed on commensality, intermarriage, social interaction etc., to save the members of one's tribe from the  mana of the other tribe. The restrictions on sharing food with others and having contact with them are based on the belief that, these food and contacts may be infected with the dangerous soul matters of strangers. Thus Senart says that, people believes in 'mana', which ultimately created the Caste System in India. 
B.R. Ambedkar’s View
Ambedkar argues that, the 'Shudras' were originally king and in the later period they became slaves. The author writes that, "The kings  belongs to the 'Shudra' group. The Shudras were one of the 'Aryan' communities of solar race. The 'Shudras' ranked as the 'Kshatriya Varna' in the 'Indo-Aryan' society. There was a time when the 'Aryan' society recognized only three 'Varnas', namely, 'Brahmin'" 'Kshatriya' and 'Vaishyas'. The 'Shudras' were not a separate 'Varna', but a part of the 'Kshatriya Varna' There was a continuous feud between the 'Shudra' kings and the 'Brahmins', in which tire BrahminS were subjected to many tyrannies I and indignities. As a result of the hatred towards the 'Shudras' due to their tyrannies and oppression, the 'Brahmins' refused to invest the 'Shudras' with the sacred thread. Owing to the loss of the sacred thread, the 'Shudras' became socially degraded, fell below the rank of the Vaishyas and came to from the fourth'Varna".
Features of Caste System
The features of caste system are given below in brief.
1. Hereditary in nature: It implies that caste system is based on heredity. It is based on ascribed values rather than achieved qualities. 
2. Segmental division of society: It means Indian social stratification is largely based on caste. There are various castes having a well-developed life style of their own. The membership of a caste is determined by birth. Thus caste is hereditary in nature. 
3. Hierarchy: It indicates various castes according to their purity and impurity of occupations are ranked from higher to lower positions. It is like a ladder where pure caste is ranked on the top and impure is ranked at the bottom. For example the occupation of Brahmin is that of performing rituals and teaching. It is considered to be the purest occupation; hence they are placed at the top of the hierarchy. On the other hand sweeper, whose occupation is cleaning and scavenging, is placed at the bottom the bottom of the hierarchy because of impure occupation. 
4. Restrictions on food, drink and smoking: Usually different castes do not exchange food and drink, and do not share smoking of hukka among them. For instance, Brahmins do not take food from any other caste. It is a complicated process. For example in Uttar Pradesh, among Kanyakubj Brahmins, there are many sub-divisions. Each sub-division does not take food from other subdivision. There are two types of food: “pucca” (food prepared in ghee like puri, kachodi and pulao) and kuchcha (food prepared in water like rice, pulses and vegetable curries). Some castes exchange only pucca food among themselves. Invariably, the high caste does not take anything from the low caste. The same principle is applied to smoking. 
5. Endogamy: It indicates members of the caste have to marry within their own caste only. Inter-castes marriages are prohibited. However, among educated people, particularly in the urban areas, inter-castes marriages are gradually increasing. 
6. Purity and pollution: It is one of the important features of the caste system. Purity and pollution are judged in terms of deeds, occupation, language, dress patterns, as well as food habits. For example liquor consumption, consuming nonvegetarian food, eating left-over food of the high castes, working in occupations like leather craft, lifting dead animals, sweeping and carrying garbage etc. are supposed to be impure. However, in recent times some high caste people are today doing all the above jobs, like working in a shoe-shop, shoe-factory, cutting hair in a beauty parlour etc. 
7. Occupational association: Each caste has a specific occupation and cannot change the occupation. For instance, Brahmins do priesthood and teaching, Kayasthas maintain revenue records and writing. Baniyas are engaged in business and Chamars are engaged in leatherwork, etc. With new job opportunities available due to industrialization and urbanization some people have shifted from their traditional occupation. However, in rural areas traditional occupations are still followed. Such cases are also found in urban areas like a barber has a haircutting saloon where he cuts hair in the morning and evening simultaneously works as peon in some office. 8. Social and religious disabilities and privileges of a few sections: The lower caste are debarred from doing many things like they are not permitted to enter the temple, do not use literally language and cannot use gold ornaments or umbrella etc. However, thing have changed considerably, these restrictions are hardly found today.
 9. Distinction in custom, dress and speech: Each caste has distinct style of life, i.e. having its customs, dress patterns and speech. The high caste use pure language (sometimes use literally words), whereas, the low caste use colloquial language. 
10. Conflict resolving mechanisms: The castes have their own conflict resolving mechanisms such as Caste Panchayats at the village and inter-village levels.
Difference between Varna and Jati 
As mentioned earlier there are four Varnas. The first mention of Varna is found in RigVeda, i.e. in the vedic era around 1500 BC. Varna means colour. Initially there were no untouchables. The Varna system was relatively not rigid during the Vedic era (1500BC1000BC). During the later Vedic era, i.e. around 1000BC there has been a mention of “Asat Shudra” (untouchable community). Thus untouchability started around 1000BC. Around 2nd century BC to 1st century AD, because of diversified occupations, several occupational groups emergerd and came to be known by different Jatis. Thus Varna Vyasastha is the textual model or book view of Indian social system, i.e. it is found today only in texts. Whereas, Jati is the contextual view or field view of Indian social system, i.e. we find Jatis in reality today and not Varnas. There are only four Varnas whereas, there are about 4000 Jatis. In each region about 200 jatis are found. The Varna had a PanIndic hierarchy, i.e. Brahmins are on the top, Kshtriyas are at the second position, Vaishyas are at the third position and Shudras are found in the bottom of the hierarchy. The hierarchy was uniform throughout India but in Jati a uniform hierarchy throughout India is not found. In the changing situation, in some areas Brahmins are on the top, in some other areas Thakurs (Rajput) are at the top. Today even the Dalits are found on the top in some areas. Thus secular criteria (economic and political) are found in the Jati system. On the other hand in Varna vyavastha ritual criteria (religious) is found. In Varna vyavastha initially untouchable are not found. They are placed outside the Varna vyavastha, whereas, in the Jati vyavastha untouchables are an integral part of the system. In Varna vyavastha one can change one‟s status with improved socio-economic condition. Thus, one should not take Varna and Jati synonymously. 
Differences between Caste and Class 
While a caste is hereditary, a class is non-hereditary in nature. A class system allows both exogamy and endogamy, permits mobility either up or down the system, and allows an individual to remain in the status to which he was born. Thus a class is primarily based on socio-economic criteria. There are three major classes found: Upper, Middle, and Lower. Each class is divided into two sub-divisions. They are upper-upper and lower-upper; upper-middle and lower-middle; and upper-lower and lower-lower. A class is more open than the caste in the sense that mobility is allowed in the class system. It is not allowed that openly in the caste system. Further, caste system is based on ritual criterion whereas; class is based on secular criterion. Rituals criterion means it is based on religious myths, secular means non-religious criterion like economic, political and social criterion. However, in changing circumstances caste is also adapting to secular criteria. Consciousness is found in the class but not necessarily in the caste. However, today castes are also changing into classes in urban areas particularly in terms of economic criterion.
Changes in the Caste System 
Changes in the caste system have been found in the last two centuries in general and in past 50 years in particular. Several processes like sanskritisation, westernization, modernization, dominant caste, industrialization, urbanization and democratic decentrialisation have made consequent changes in the caste system. They are as follows: 
1. Sanskritisation: It is a process by which any low caste could adapt to the behavior pattern, style of life, and culture of high caste and claim membership in that high caste. But they have to leave their unclean occupation and other impure habits like meat eating and taking liquor, etc. The untouchables were not allowed to sanskritize their status. Thus only middle castes could sanskritize themselves. For sanskritization, a caste must have three conditions: (a) it should have a touchable status, (b) it should have better economic condition, (c)it should make a claim to membership into a high caste, by propagating some story or myth. It is a group process and not an individual process. It is a lengthy process and not an overnight process. It does not lead to any structural change, only leads to positionl change. It means a particular low caste changes its position into a high caste in a particular area whereas the caste structure does not change. Through this process a few lower castes in different parts of country have changed their status into higher castes. 
2. Westernisation: It indicates adapting to western style of living, language, dress pattern, and behavioural pattern. In India largely the British influence has been found. The features of westernization are: (a) rational outlook (scientific and goal oriented outlook), (b) interest in material progress, (c) reliance on modern communication process and mass media, (d) English medium education, (e) high social mobility, etc. The higher castes were first to westernization themselves. Later on, the lower castes also adapted to this process. It has largely influenced the rigidity of caste system and changed it into a flexible system, particularly in the urban areas. 
3. Modernisation: It is a process which primarily relies on scientific outlook; rational attitudes, high social mobility, mass mobilization, empathy, belief in liberty, equality and fraternity; high level of motivation to do everything with perfection; specialization and super-specialisation in work; active participation; and dealing with complex organizations. It also requires changes in institutional, structural, attitudinal, and organizational aspects at then social, cultural and personal level. This has affected greatly the caste system in the sense that it has become more flexible. In urban areas castes are gradually becoming classes. In India we find an emerging middle class with a rational outlook and goal orientation. Modernisation is a broader concept than westernization. Any culture can modenise itself without adapting to western values. In our case we can modernize ourselves not by abandoning the tradition totally but by integrating the rational aspects of the tradition and suitable aspects of modernity. Our caste NPTEL – Humanities and Social Sciences – Introduction to Sociology Joint initiative of IITs and IISc – Funded by MHRD Page 5 of 7 system has adapted suitably to the modern practices, i.e. educating people, forming formal organizations and making people conscious about their existence. 
4. Dominant Caste: In the 20th century, the phenomena of dominant caste have emerged. It means some caste becomes economically and politically dominant virtually rules over other castes in the region. A caste can become dominant by having the features like: (a) large land holding in the area (good economic position), (b) politically dominant (becoming a vote bank), (c) having a large population, (d) high ritual status, (e) English medium education, (f) having a tradition in agriculture (not tillers but landlords), and (g) having a tradition of violence (for dominance muscle power is essential). However today it is not limited to the high caste only but has been found among the lower castes also. 
5. Industrialisation and urbanization: Both these processes have affected the caste system. With the growth of industrial towns and cities, migration to these areas has gone up. In these areas following strict caste rules are not possible. There are public places like parks, restaurants, canteens, hotels, offices and communication systems like buses and trains etc. where inter-dinning and sharing places are essential. Hence, a flexible approach has been adapted. 
6. Democratic decentralization: Through the introduction of Panchayati Raj, local self-governments have been created in the villages. In the Panchayat reservation has been made for the lower castes. This has given an opportunity for the lower castes to empower themselves. 
7. Caste and politics: It is not a new phenomenon since politics is a part of life always. During the Varna vyavastha, Brahmanical supremacy was an example of politics. Today it is said that castes have a close link with politics because castes have become vote banks, castes have become politically aware, there have been identification of castes with political parties and every caste has its own association. In fact, the link between caste and politics has led to an empowerment among the lower castes. These castes never had any opportunities to express themselves. Today they ventilate their feelings through elections and power lobby. Dalit politics is one such example, where the Dalits are trying to assert their identities and have become successful in capturing power in various States. However, the negative aspects of this link have been found in functionalism, i.e. the high castes always want to maintain their status quo. They are not able to accept the changing dominant position of the lower castes. This has led to frequent conflicts between high castes and low castes in several regions of the country. However, this is only a transitional phase. Better education, mass awareness campaign and good employment opportunities would ensure smooth passage towards a progressive society. 
8. Caste and economy: Traditionally, it was said that caste system has been functional for the society particularly in the economic sense. It is nothing but the jajmani system. It is a system of traditional occupation for the lower castes, NPTEL – Humanities and Social Sciences – Introduction to Sociology Joint initiative of IITs and IISc – Funded by MHRD Page 6 of 7 particularly the service caste. The service caste is known as Kamin and they used to provide service to the higher castes known as Jajmans. The Kamins provided specialized skills and services to the Jajamans and in return they used to get rewards in kind (food grains). The relationship between Jajamans and Kamins used to be a permanent and hereditary relationship i.e. after the death of the Jajamn, his son used to be a Jajman and the same principal applied to the Kamins. Thus, it was a functional relationship in village India. However, due to introduction of market economy and land reforms the Jajamani system gradually is being eroded. In this manner, caste system has undergone many changes due to the above processes and it has adapted to the new socio-economic condition. In urban areas, today people do not adhere to caste norms. The only aspect where caste comes is that during marriage they still become endogamous. However, as mentioned earlier, some people have adopted to inter-caste marriage and inter-religious marriages. 
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