
© INNOVATIVE RESEARCH THOUGHTS   | Refereed  |  Peer Reviewed  | Indexed 

ISSN : 2454 – 308X   |   Volume :  04 , Issue : 05 |  May  2018 

 

 
159 

The Ancient Caste System in India 

Bhupinder, Email Id: bhupindermalik007@gmail.com 

Abstract: Classical studies on pre-modern Indian social structure have suggested apparent 

differences between the Indian caste system and social stratification as one can discern in 

other parts of the world. However, one needs to question such dogmatic assertions that such 

vast differences really existed. An endeavor is made in this research paper to reflect on the 

nature of caste hierarchy in pre-modern India. The caste system forms the significant basis of 

pre-modern Indian social structure. Early writers conceived the caste system of pre-modern 

India as something unique to India. An attempt is made to question this application of theory of uniqueness in the 

case of India. 
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Introduction: People in general belong to many social categories that could either be achieved, such as one’s 

profession, or inherited, such as one’s gender. The consequences of social categorizations are often not only 

seen in the dynamics of social interactions, but also in the way social status is represented. For the present 

research, the Indian/Hindu caste system is of interest, which is an integral feature of the Indian societal 

structure. The caste system provides a hierarchy of social roles that hold inherent characteristics and, more 

importantly, remain stable throughout life (Dirks, 1989). An implicit status is attached to one’s caste which 

historically changed from the social roles to hereditary roles. This, created status hierarchies on hereditary 

basis with limited social mobility. For instance, individuals born into the highest caste, that is, 

the Brahmin caste have usually been priests and scholars. Individuals born into the Kshatriya caste have been 

warriors and kings. Individuals born into the Vaishya caste have been merchants. Finally, individuals born 

into the Shudra caste have been laborers. Besides, there was an additional ‘out-casted’ group called 

the Dalits or the ‘untouchables’ who occupied the lowest step of the social ladder (see Ambedkar, 

1925/1989; Pick and Dayaram, 2006). In modern India, the Indian government introduced a categorization 

scheme in which the untouchable castes were categorized as scheduled castes (SC), the backward tribes were 

categorized as scheduled tribes (ST) and the disadvantaged castes as other backward castes (OBC). The 

Forward caste (FC) community generally constitute the high caste group. The SC, ST, and OBC comprising 

the historically disadvantaged groups, were provided job opportunities by the government through affirmative 

action (Sheth, 1987; Kumar, 2001; Gupta, 2005; Dreze and Khera, 2009). The FC has historically been and, 

continues to be, in a strong socioeconomic position with the highest status in society
1
. Thus, one of the main 

objectives of the present research was to examine how status is cognitively represented in the Indian society 

as a consequence of the way caste is perceived
2
. Even now, people in India continue to define their self-

identity by means of the caste they belong to and the social group that they find themselves in. Caste 

membership is thus ingrained in the society and there is considerable reason to claim that caste as a type of 

social identity would probably be one of the most salient identities in the Indian context. This aspect is 

addressed by Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986), to which we now turn. 

Social Identity as a Basis for Caste Identity: Social identity claims that people derive an important part of 

their identity from an affirmation of membership with the group they belong to. Tajfel and Turner 

(1986) suggested that any group (e.g., social class, family, football team etc.) can act as a source of pride and 

self-esteem, therefore, we tend to enhance our self-esteem by promoting and endorsing the status of the group 

we belong to, the so-called “in-group” (as opposed to “out-groups” being those groups that we do not belong 

to, see also Hogg and Turner, 1987). The Indian societal structure provides a fertile ground to examine the 

interactive roles of multiple identities like religious, national, regional (north vs. south), class and caste 
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