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Hindu “castes” are social class groupings associated with Hinduism and assigned at birth. There are 
five different levels of the system, w/ many, many subcategories: 
 

There are four varnas. These stem from ancient Hindu writings. These are thought by Hinduism to be 
unchangeable and to be naturally found everywhere (in India & S. Asia). These four varnas, along with 
untouchables, leads to five primary levels of the social system.  
 

It is important to note that there ARE castes found in SOME Muslim and Christian populations in 
India. Nevertheless, the caste system evolved from and is most closely associated with Hinduism. 
Many Hindus believe when following the caste system, they are correctly following Hinduism. 
 

Brahman – priest  
Kshatriya – ruler, warrior, landowner 
Vaishya – merchants 
Shudra – servants, laborers, artisans, agriculture 
Untouchables, a.k.a. Dalits (“the oppressed), or Harijans (God’s children) 

 

Within each of these varna are subcategories called jatis are the actual "castes."  
 

There is very little upward mobility from one varna to another, but there is upward mobility in the 
jatis. Moreover, a jati may be of higher or lower status in different places at the same time.  
 

When one is talking about caste today in India, one is talking about jati, not varna.2 
 

Affirmative Action in India3 
 

Forward castes  
 

Backward castes  
 

Affirmative action was established soon after independence (and in fact there were quotas during the 
British Raj)4. In the late 70s/early 80s a commission recommended changing from caste to social 
status for determining affirmative action. An elaborate ranking of social status took place... income, 
education, proximity to water, and etc. and established a list of forward castes and backward castes. 
The latter are also called “scheduled” castes.  Now, more than half of government jobs and 
educational slots, and many seats in most state legislatures, are reserved for members of about 2,000 
castes (and indigenous tribes). In the 1990s, a more stringent affirmative action plan led to massive 
protests by upper caste Indians, including some self-immolation.  
                                                 
1 Sources (unless otherwise specified) 

 Diane P. Mines, Caste in India, Association for Asian Studies, Inc.: 2009, 

 Jeffry Brodd , World Religions, a Voyage of Discovery. St. Mary’s Press &   

 Carol Heinz, CSU Chico Dept. of Anthropology. 
«http://www.csuchico.edu/~cheinz/syllabi/asst001/spring98/india.htm.  

 André Béteille, “Caste, Inequality and Affirmative Action in India,” ILO, 2002, 
«http://64.233.167.104/search?q=cache:1wJUfu9vAZwJ:www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/inst/download/and
re.pdf+India+affirmative+action&hl=en&ie=UTF-8». 

2 Béteille. 
3 From Alexander Volokh Los Angeles Daily Journal, November 5, 1996, 
«http://kuznets.fas.harvard.edu/~volokh/quotas.html  and Pueng Vongs Pacific News Service, July 11, 2003. 
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4 See Mines for more on this.  
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