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Abstract : The origin of human society is the result of a long process of development. Society consists of a group of human
beings living together with mutual co-operation and exchange; sharing same language and a way of life. Individual and social
contemplation has contributed a lot to all civilizations of the world since ancient period in order to regulate and control society.
The culture which was initiated by Vedic rishis in the ancient period has continued up to the present times even after a passage of
thousands years and this has been the salient feature of Indian history and philosophy. This paper explores varna system- a
significant aspect of ancient Indian social life as reflected in its Philosophical tradition with the help of Vedic literature. Ancient
thinkers divided the society into four varnas- Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra. The varna system- a form of social
organization of the Vedic period has its impact on Indian society of the present time. The form of varna system has transformed
with the passage of time on the basis of action birth, colour, system and social status. There came change in ages, thoughts,
civilizations still varna system has been there in Indian society in one or the other form. The paper also includes the views of
some important modern thinkers on the varna system and emphasizes the there is a need to provide right direction to the present
day caste system that is a distorted form of the ancient varna system.

Index Terms - Varna system, ancient Indian social life, Vedic literature, modern thinkers on the varna system, present day caste
system.

|. INTRODUCTION
The Varn-ashram system was the essential element of ancient Indian social life. Ancient thinkers divided the society into

four varnas- Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra. The varna system — a form of social organization of the Vedic period
has its impact on Indian society of the present time. The form of varna system has changed with the passage of time on the
basis of action (karma), birth, colour, system and social status. There came change in ages, thoughts, civilizations still varna
system has been there in Indian society in one or the other form. The varna system in ancient Indian philosophy is aptly known
through various literatures and the ideas of the thinkers.

Il. VARNA-SYSTEM IN VEDAS
The word varna is originated from the root varani or vari which means to choice therefore varna means vriti or to choose

a specific system. The word varna has been used in Rigveda which classifies the initial form of social organization of the early
Vedic period. The Purush Sukta is the verse where Chaturvarna is elaborated. This hypothesis is based on four organs of Adi
Purusha.

STEIVISE JEAIIGaTg, IoT: & |

SwAe Jg™I: UgRIT SRISAId | | ( TEeHE —10.9.12)

In this verse the whole human society is imagined as a Virata Purusha and it is said that the brahmin originated from the mouth
of that Virata Purusha and the kshatriya from his arms; vaishya is born from his abdomen and shudra from his feet. In this way,
through varna system various varnas or groups were divided on the basis of their main ‘guna’ and ‘karma’ and their actions
(karma) were prominently organized. The concept of ‘guna’ is considered to be originated with the varna system. Human beings
attain greatness by the virtue of their guna. There are three gunas -sattva, rajas and tamas that are found in nature.

The human being, who has dominance of sattva guna, wants to live his life with peace. The one with pre dominance of rajas guna
tends to be greedy and has lots of desires. The individual with pre dominance of tamas guna remains idle and careless. Some of
the guna are hereditary and some are derived from the environment. These gunas constitute nature of the individual. His actions

(karma) have been determined on the basis of his nature. Human being with sattva guna was considered to be the brahmins in
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ancient society. The one who had rajas guna became kshatriya and the one who had the combination of sattva and rajas became
the vaishya and one having tamas guna was considered to be shudra. This was the guna theory of the origination of the varna
system.

Al RS S ATETHARN |

JertmfReTaraTe=ra SIvd: | | ( §97 9Ty —12.24)

Sattva guna was characterized by study of Vedas, tapas, gyna, shauch (purity). Control of senses and meditation of soul were the
duties of the brahmins.

AT GEFATIRTAN B |

dairsufe ferad ek RAM 11 ( 3o Sgor —12.28)
The kshatriya had the prime duties of chivalry, adventure, administration and safety of the subjects. Tamas guna implies the
attachment and the form of its subject is clear.

;J R HEagaTHEdd AT |

JaffIed TRAGUERA | | (3o FTor —12.29)
Greed, sleep, habit of asking for things and arrogance are characteristics of tamas guna. The combination of both the rajas and
tamas gunas were reflected in the vaishyas and the shudras were characterized by the predominance of tamas guna.

FAOTAR AAT G O T BART: |

ST STeVgs & FaedryeNd: || ( e )

Hence, the brahmins were characterized as noble characteristics and virtuous; kshatriya as having middle level; vaishyas as
having middle-level and lower level characteristics.

I11. Varna system in the Puranas

Puranas have analyzed appropriately the foundation pillar (varna system) in order to give comprehensive account of social
organization of the ancient India.

According to Vishnu Purana, the brahmin who has predominance of sattva guna is born from the mouth of Vishnu; the kshtriya
having predominance of rajas guna is born from the arm of Vishnu, the vaishya exhibiting rajas and tamas gunas is born form
the thigh of Vishnu and the shudra with tamas guna is born from the feet of Vishnu:

S NINES] EGPH?O‘HO‘JII{\QTDI JETHSTT: |

N
qeTHT R axhRaT J SITRIVTISHA |

NOTHT dHYAT ﬁ’c{ H‘\:U{Eq’dl‘{*déll‘hdﬂ
USRI U1l &l ARTol (g ot |

TH: TR QaTsaIgavaig ad: | ( e¥ieT z7dg —1,/6 /4-5)

IHUETG, STVl qIET SFHOITI |

TR YERaId Ul e | | ( e =705 1,/ 12,/ 63—64)

AT FRRATIITA.......cco JUIETAISHCT = ( &Yl z7as —1/6/32)
IO FAHAg FETT IR J |
Igavd HETTT ATATTHTH | ( eeT =7s —1,/6/7)

According to Vishnu Purana, chatuvarna has been created with the objective of performance of yajna.

Mastya Purana also considers the origination of varnas from God.

EILCERSICREIESRCRIREIRE

ST geidTe] [Aeygrgmured! | | ( S7e7 &7de —4.28)
Vayu and Brahmand Puranas also reflect that the chartuvanas has originated from Brahma. In Vayu Purana, the kshatriyas are
considered to be born from abdomen rather than from the arm:

TR FTRION: TR Jgerd: &I qavmnT |
IRTERRIY Ul @ WET |d qull T W || (Vayu Purana-4.24)
Bhagavat Purana has also considered the origination of varnas in the context of imagination of God’s creation and unity of the

world.

eI I e AEwuTd |
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&Y [aS 99 I Jeeedd | | ( JIse 378 — 4.13)
This world is the body of the Virata Purusha. Human beings were intimated about the origination of chartuvanas by imagining all
four varnas as various parts of this body of this purusha. This creator was seen as having thousands heads, eyes and feet; he who
was both past and future and the creation originated from him. In this system every varna has its own importance. This system is

called divine because all varnas affiliated to it be under their own varna and not violate this law.

V. Varna system in the Bhagavad Gita
The Bhagavad Gita has described the origination of varna system in the form of divine theory.
Argavd AT G [OIBHAHRIRT: |

TR FaRafy At Rgasakaaay | |( d85# BT 4.13)

In Bhagavad Gita, Sri Krishna says that | have created four varnas on the basis of gunas and karmas. | am its creator and
destroyer. | should be known as God who is non-doer despite the fact | am doer (cause) of this creation. The reason is | am not
interested in the results of karmas and karmas do not affect me. In this way, the one who gets to know the reality of me, he is
never bound to karmas.

The Bhagavad Gita accepts basic characteristics as the origination of varna system. Nature of a human being reflects the guna.
Out of the three gunas (sattva, rajas and tamas) found in nature, the human beings with the predominance of sattva are the
brahmins; the ones having predominance of rajas are kshatriya; human beings with tamas are vaishya; and the ones having tamas
are called shudras. The Gita describes the fruits of karmas based on gunas that the noble fruits sattva of the doer are happiness,
knowledge and detachment etc, unhappiness is the fruit of rajas and ignorance is the fruit of tamas.

GHHI: R IATg: A FHe Her |
RISTAe] el U aad: B | | ( 83/ @9o7 —14.16)

The Gita has described various duties of all four varnas as follows:

Duties of the Brahmin-According to the Gita, brahmin is originated from the mouth. Therefore, on the basis of his superior
origin, the brahmins have the duties to control the conscience, senses, observe internal and external purity, forgiveness,
simplicity, self-study, reverence, teaching-learning and to attain knowledge of God. Purity, self-control, purity, being content,
forgiveness, simplicity, affection to God and truth are the natural qualities of the brahmins.

Duties of the Kshatriya- Kshatriyas were related to the ruling class. In the Bhagavad Gita, the natural karmas of the kshatriyas

were described as bravery, chivalry, strength, skillfulness, facing the war, charity and having affection with God.

9 dgfRied e arueay |
AR A &S B IqTasT | | ( JT8s# @To —18.43)
Duties of the Vaishya- Vaishyas adopted agriculture as their karma. Their prime duty was to strengthen the social structure

economically. According to the Gita, farming, cattle-rearing, sale-purchase and truthful behavior were the duties of the vaishyas.

B MR TG e | ( Ses7d BYF-17.44 )
Duties of the Shudras-The main duty of the shudras was to serve other varnas. Service was their main occupation and natural
karma.

IRETS TH NS WaeH” (| JI8e® BT —18, 44)

Therefore, according to the Gita, the basis of varna system has been the karma that was both based on duty and conduct.

V. Varna system in the Manu Smrti

In the Manu Smrti, society has been divided into four classes on the basis of duty and action and these four classes have been
termed as varga. These four varnas of the Manu Smrti are- brahmins, kshatriyas, vaishyas, shudras. The position of the four
varnas was determined on the basis of their karmas.

Duties of the Brahmin- It is said in the Manu Smrti that “the brahmins are the best as they have the capacity to defend the
dharma”. (Chapter 9, 4.17)

Manu has placed the brahmin class at the highest place in the social order and expected them to behave as suited to their esteemed

place. Terming conduct prescribed in the Vedas as the dharma, Manu has instructed the brahmins to always adopt this sacred
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behavior prescribed by the Vedas. He has warned that the brahmin who deviates from this sacred behavior, he, in fact, does not
deserve to be known as the brahmin and does not attain the fruits as described in the Vedas. Brahmin’s duties as described in the
Manu Smrti are — to control over the senses, teaching-studying, sacrifice, to give and take charity.

Duties of the Kshatriya- To safeguard subject against the external invasion, to provide security during the internal turbulence,
care of the subject and to rule with a vision of progress, non acquisition, to face the battlefield and to follow their dharma are

considered main duties of the kshatriyas.

PNIEIRGINI QI"iIr'\-I\f%IIELI%I"in |
fawdreg vafadsy afae TR | | (S FTory —1.89)
Duties of the Vaishya- To purchase and buy necessary things by paying appropriate price, farming, to defend cattle are duties of
the Vaishyas .
YT ReTvl AT 4 |
gftrauel Gefid =@ I HHT T || ( §&7 FT0TT —1.90)

Duties of the Shudras- The responsibility of the shudra varna is to serve people of the rest of the three varnas.

TS J S Y HH A |

TSR qUITT SR 9T gEAT | | ( §§7 9oy —1.91)
According to Manu, the people of shudra varna are supposed to be in the service of other varna without paying attention to the
criticism or admiration of the others. Manu has placed the shudras at the lowest place and prohibited them to study the Vedas.
Therefore, the position of any of the varnas in the social order, according to Manu, depends on the comparative importance of the

duties performed by that varna.

VI. Kautilya’s views on the Varna system
Kautilya is the supporter of the varna system for the ideal social order. According to him, the main duty of the king is to maintain

the varnashram duties and not to let other living beings deviate from their dharma.

VIIL. Modern Thinkers’ views on the Varna system

Swami Dayananda Saraswati supported the varna system but he was of the view that the caste system of the present times is
totally different from the varna system on which the Vedic society was based. He protested the idea considering birth as the basis
of the caste and he opined that varna or caste of human being should be determined on the basis of his aptitude, characteristics
and actions. According to him, varna theory based on psychological and professional parameters can resolve the many social and
professional conflict.

Mahatma Gandhi’s views about the varna system were different from his contemporary thinkers. He was an advocate of the
varna system but according to him, its basis should be the birth not the karma. He opined that the varna system is a scientific
system and the law of inheritance is an eternal law. There will be anarchy if human beings desert their legacy In this way, Gandhi
supported the varna system on the basis of the birth yet he viewed that all works are of equal social importance and no work
should be considered inferior. The work of a sweeper could have the same importance as that of a scientist. Therefore, everyone
must have equal right in the public life.

Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar considered the varna system as the root cause of the present day caste system and untouchability which
was inhuman and an extreme form of the inequality. According to him, the varna system was totally unscientific, impractical,
unjust and without dignity. He considered it offending the skillfulness in the economic field and increasing orthodoxy, inertia and
disgust in society. He considered the inter-caste marriage not the all caste feast as a way to destroy the caste system. Mixing of
blood can bring a sense of belongingness.
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VIII. Conclusion

On the basis of the ideas contained in the above mentioned ancient literature and expressed by ancient and modern thinkers, it can
be concluded that the varna system has been prevalent right from the origin of society. With the passage of time, its basis kept on
changing. In reality, the varna system is a scientific system of society which is useful in maintaining the order of society. Each
varna of society should be given duties and rights to work in their own working fields by establishing their positions on the basis
of their gunas and karmas and no varna should interfere in other’s work field. There is a need to maintain such social order. Each
varna of society is as important for the existence of society as each organ of the body is important for the existence of life. In
Puranas, the origin of the varnas was considered from the mouth, arm, thigh and feet, it means that each varna created by God
was given its own place and there was no sense of inferior or superior varna and this was an attempt to make varnas active
towards performing their important duties. This was with intention that a society can attain a prosperous, developed and just form
when all its members discharge their duties according to their varna without any ill-will and being biased. The varna system of
Indian Philosophical tradition gives a reflection of the Justice theory of the Western thinker Plato and both of them could be

achieved only when each varna and each individual fulfill their duties in order to make a better society.
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