
Meaning and definition of Caste 

 

The literal translation of the word “caste” in most of Indian languages is jati. The term caste is derived 

from the Spanish and Portuguese word casta which means race breed or lineage the Portuguese who 

first used the term caste in the context of Indian society, in 16th century.  

The complex nature of the term makes the definition of the term a difficult task. The writers and 

thinkers are not unanimous with regard to the definition and characteristics of caste. Therefore, the 

term has been defined differently by different writers. Some of the definitions on the term follow: 

a)C.H. Cooley defines caste as “when a class is somewhat strictly hereditary, we may call it a caste”. 

b)A.W. Green defines the term as: “caste is a system of stratification in which mobility up and down the 

status ladder, at least ideally may not occur”. 

c)According to D.N. Majumdar and T.N. Madan, caste is a ‘closed group’. 

From the above definitions we come to know that caste is a social system that stratifies the people living 

in a society into divisions and such divisions or ranks are generally on the basis of decent, marriage and 

occupation. Historically the caste system in India consisted of four basic categories- Brahmin, Kshatriya, 

Vaisya and Sudra. 

According to Ketkar, a caste is a group having two characteristics2 : 

(i) Membership is confined to those who are born of members and includes all persons so born 

(ii) The members are forbidden by an inexorable social law to marry outside the group. 

Let us now discuss some of the main traditional features of the caste system. These are discussed below: 

1. Hierarchical Division of Society  

One of the main features of the caste system is that it divides the members into different grades. For 

instances, in the Hindu caste system, the Brahmins enjoy the highest grade and hence they are placed at 

the top of caste hierarchy. Likewise, the so-called “untouchables” are placed on the lowest level of caste 

hierarchy. 

2. Restrictions on Food Habits. 

The caste system imposes certain restriction on food habits of the members. Basically the restrictions 

are on who should accept what kind of food and from whom. For instance, a Brahmin in North India, 

would accept on ‘pacca’ food i.e. food cooked in ghee only from some castes lower than his own. 

However, he would accept kachcha food i.e. food prepared with the use of water from Brahmins only. 

Since, Brahmins are placed at the top of caste hierarchy; any kind of food made by them is accepted by 

all castes. Moreover, there are restrictions on use of vegetables like onion, garlic, cabbage, carrot etc. 

this restriction is even today followed by many Brahmin families. 



 

3. Restrictions on Social Relations:  

In the traditional caste-ridden society, there is the idea of “pollution.” It means the touch of a lower 

caste man (particularly an ”untouchable”) would “pollute” a man of a higher caste. Even his shadow is 

considered to pollute a higher caste man. For instance, in Kerala, a Nayar could approach a Nambudari 

Brahmin but would not touch him. This practice continued for a long time. In Tamil Nadu , the Shanar 

toddy tapper had to keep a distance of 24 paces while approaching a Brahmin. All this resulted in the 

practice of “untouchability”.  

4. Restriction on Marriage:  

The caste system imposes certain restrictions on marriage. Being an endogamous group, it imposes the 

rule of endogamy. According to this rule of marriage an individual has to marry within his or her own 

group.  

5. Restrictions on Occupational Choice: A caste-ridden society is characterized by a gradation of 

occupations in the sense that each caste has its own specific occupation. While some occupations like 

learning, priesthood, teaching, etc were considered to be high-caste occupations which were mostly 

pursued by the Brahmins, weaving, shoe-making, sweeping, barbering, etc. were considered to be 

inferior or “impure” occupations. There is no occupational mobility and there are restrictions on the 

taking up of “low-caste occupations” by the high caste and vice-versa.  

Caste in Indian Politics 

The use of caste for gaining political benefits is not a new phenomenon. The British imperialists used 

religion as well as caste for political division of the nation. Unfortunately, even after independence India 

could not stop caste as a factor from influencing politics.  

Independent India saw the introduction of universal adult franchise. This brought in a new socio-political 

transformation; in this new environment, caste got a new dimension in the politics of India. 

Positive role of caste in Indian Politics 

Prior to the introduction of the universal adult franchise in India, it was mostly the individuals from the 

higher caste who were politically active. However, the franchise system in India brought in the 

importance of numbers in India. Those who were placed in the lower ladder of social hierarchy got an 

opportunity to assert themselves by using their numerical strength. In many parts of India, caste 

associations have emerged with the aim of pursuing not only social status and economic interest but 

political power as well. As a result of this, most of the political parties have had to consider the welfare 

and development of lower castes. 

Negative role of caste in Indian Politics 

Like religion some politicians use the issue of caste to divide voters. Many political parties take 



advantage of the caste sentiments and fracture the society in such a manner that they gain from such 

divisions. Caste leaders appeal to the sentiments of the voters of their respective caste groups and try to 

mobilise votes on that basis so as to capture and retain political power. Not only this, politicians have 

also managed to divert the attention of its voters from issues relating to development etc. by engaging 

them in caste related issues. 

It is therefore, clear that the relation between caste and politics has both positive as well as negative 

sides; however, over the years the negative role of caste has found prominence in Indian politics. And 

this is an unhealthy trend. 

Meaning of Communalism 

Simply speaking, communalism implies a strong sense of belonging to a particular religious community 

to the exclusion of others. The concept of communalism holds that religious distinction is the most 

fundamental and overriding distinction that separates a particular community from others. 

Communalism as evident from the rise of politics based on religious identity has been an important 

factor In the Indian political system. 

Communalism and Indian Politics 

The relationship between communalism and Indian politics was institutionalized way back in 1909 by 

the Morley-Minto Reforms and subsequently through the Montford Reforms of 1919 which led to 

separate electorates. Though the system was abolished in 1947 the germs of communalism remained in 

independent India as well. 

The introduction of universal adult franchise in independent India was one of the historic events of the 

nation. This gave the people of this country an opportunity to elect their representatives, a right which 

was denied to them for long. However, political parties soon began to look for ‘easy ways’ of mobilizing 

votes. Besides using caste they also used religion to woo voters. Interestingly, the law of the land does 

not debar the formation of political parties on the basis of caste or religion. Even the Supreme Court in a 

judgment delivered on 17th July, 1995, ruled that political parties which identify with a particular caste, 

community, religion or language can seek votes to promote their cause without harming or creating 

hatred for other caste, community, religion or language. Unfortunately, many political parties today 

cross their limits and this has created a number of communal violence in recent years.  

Moreover, communal issues are often brought up during the time of elections; this is mostly done to 

divert attention from real issues of basic development. A section of politicians have been manipulating 

communal issues for their selfish ends. This section of individuals and groups are more prone to use 

divisive ideologies like communalism to ensure their political power. Communalization of politics has 

today become a threat to secular character of the nation. 

Ways to deal with Communalism 

Though the problem of communalism is grave but the following suggestions can be helpful in dealing 

with it.Noted Indian historian, Bipan Chandra suggests that secular, democratic and non-communal 



forces should jointly start an ideological struggle to eradicate the evil influence of communalism from 

the social as well as political scenario of the nation. 

The economically and politically unequal communities tend to harbour a sense of alienation from the 

majority. This feeling is often used by politicians who do not hesitate to give communal colour to this 

inequality. Unless sustained efforts are made to bring various communities at par with the majority, 

vested interests will continue to use these loop holes for their political gains 

A section of people feel that only with the abolition of religion that communalism can be ended. 

However, this suggestion lacks practicability. Besides economic and political backwardness, illiteracy 

among a large section of Indians has also helped communal forces to gain benefit. Therefore it is 

necessary to take proper steps to educate the citizens about the secular spirit of the nation, so that they 

do not fall prey to communal campaigns of political parties. 

 

 

 

 


