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Introduction
The relationship between Hinduism and caste is historically important, but it cannot be reduced to the
claim that one unified religion created and continuously controlled one fixed social order. Hindu
traditions include diverse scriptures, philosophies, devotional movements, regional customs, temples,
reform traditions, and communities. Caste is similarly complex. The four-fold varna model found in
some Sanskrit texts is not identical to the thousands of localized birth groups known as jatis, whose
status, occupation, marriage practices, and political influence have varied across regions and time.
Religious ideas have sometimes helped justify hierarchy through concepts of duty, purity, pollution,
karma, and inherited status, yet caste has also been sustained through landholding, labor, endogamy,
local political power, colonial classification, and unequal access to education and resources. Hindu
thinkers and devotional movements have challenged caste authority, while Dalit leaders such as B. R.
Ambedkar rejected the idea that reform within Hinduism alone was sufficient. The most accurate
argument is therefore that selected Hindu traditions contributed to caste’s legitimacy, while social,
economic, and political institutions reproduced it in practice.

Varna, Jati, and the Translation of Religious
Hierarchy into Social Practice
The classical varna scheme divides society into Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras, with
groups historically excluded from the four-fold order subjected to practices later described through
the language of untouchability. This framework was influential, but it never provided a complete map
of lived caste relations. Jati referred to far more localized communities connected through birth,
marriage, occupation, region, and custom. A community’s relative status could vary across place and
time, and local hierarchies were enforced through concrete practices involving food, wells, temples,
land, work, residence, and marriage. Religious authority mattered because sacred and legal traditions
could present unequal duties as part of a wider moral order, but these ideas became socially effective
only when households, landlords, temples, village institutions, rulers, and markets enforced them.
Confusing varna with jati makes caste appear more uniform and textually determined than it actually
was. The historical system was flexible for some powerful groups while remaining coercive for people
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assigned stigmatized labor or excluded from shared spaces and institutions.

Untouchability, Material Power, and the
Reproduction of Inequality
Untouchability was not merely a symbolic belief about ritual status; it could organize everyday access
to water, worship, schooling, housing, roads, employment, and personal dignity. Communities
assigned degrading status were often restricted to stigmatized labor and exposed to violence when
customary boundaries were challenged. Such practices demonstrate why caste cannot be explained
through religion alone. A person who depended on a dominant landowner for wages, credit, housing,
or access to common resources faced material consequences for resisting discrimination. Endogamy
also reproduced caste across generations because marriage connected property, inheritance, kinship,
ritual identity, and social networks. Even where occupational restrictions weakened, marriage
patterns and informal social networks could preserve group boundaries. The modern term Dalit is
used widely by people and movements rejecting oppressive caste labels, although identities vary
among individuals and regions. A complete analysis must therefore connect religious legitimation with
economic dependency and political enforcement. Ideas about purity or duty gained power because
institutions translated them into advantages for some groups and restrictions for others, making caste
simultaneously cultural, material, and political.

Religious Critique, Bhakti Traditions, and
Ambedkar’s Challenge
Hinduism has never contained one unanimous position on caste. Bhakti poets and devotional
movements in different regions often emphasized direct devotion to the divine, criticized ritual pride,
and elevated spiritual worth above inherited status. These traditions could weaken claims that
religious value depended on caste rank, although devotional equality did not automatically dismantle
endogamy, land inequality, or political power. Modern reformers also challenged untouchability and
exclusion through education, temple-entry campaigns, reinterpretation of scripture, and social
organization. The debate between Mahatma Gandhi and B. R. Ambedkar illustrates the limits of
treating reform as a single movement. Gandhi condemned untouchability but retained a more
reformist relationship to Hindu social categories, while Ambedkar argued that caste was structurally
sustained through endogamy and religious authority and required a much more fundamental break.
Ambedkar later converted to Buddhism with many followers. His critique made clear that people
subjected to caste oppression could not be expected merely to wait for dominant groups to
reinterpret tradition. Anti-caste politics therefore developed through religious reform, legal struggle,
education, conversion, labor organization, and demands for representation.
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Colonial Classification and the Modern State
British colonialism did not invent caste, but it transformed the way caste was classified and
administered. Censuses, ethnographic surveys, legal codes, military recruitment policies, and
bureaucratic categories attempted to convert fluid regional identities into standardized administrative
lists. Scholars such as Nicholas Dirks argue that colonial governance made caste especially central to
official descriptions of Indian society by treating selected textual and social classifications as fixed
facts. This process gave state power to categories that had previously been more locally negotiated,
while colonial land systems and labor markets altered the material relationships among groups. The
point is not that precolonial hierarchy was imaginary; caste discrimination and inherited inequality
existed before British rule. Rather, colonial administration reorganized and sometimes hardened
social categories through modern bureaucracy. Postcolonial democratic politics transformed caste
again. Reservations, electoral mobilization, education, migration, urbanization, and social movements
allowed historically marginalized groups to claim representation and resources while also making
caste a modern political identity. Caste has therefore changed form repeatedly instead of simply
surviving unchanged from ancient religious texts to the present.

Constitutional Equality and Contemporary Legal
Protection
Modern Indian law explicitly rejects untouchability and caste-based atrocities. Article 17 of the
Constitution abolishes untouchability and forbids its practice in any form, establishing that
discriminatory customs cannot claim immunity simply because they have religious or social history.
The Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 was enacted to
prevent specified atrocities, create special courts, and provide rights, relief, and rehabilitation for
victims. These legal protections demonstrate a fundamental shift from caste hierarchy as socially
enforceable custom toward constitutional equality and dignity. Law, however, does not automatically
eliminate informal power. Effective protection depends on reporting, policing, prosecution, witness
safety, judicial capacity, social support, and access to education and employment. Reservations in
education, public employment, and legislatures are intended to address historical exclusion rather
than operate as privileges detached from context. The persistence of caste discrimination despite
constitutional prohibition shows that social order can outlast formal rules when family, marriage, land,
networks, and local institutions continue to reproduce unequal opportunity. Legal reform is therefore
necessary but not sufficient for substantive equality.

Why Hinduism Alone Cannot Explain Caste
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Persistence
The statement that Hinduism sustained caste contains an important historical truth because religious
narratives and institutions have at times provided moral and ritual legitimacy to inherited hierarchy. It
becomes misleading when it treats Hinduism as uniform, assumes all believers followed the same
texts, or ignores the economic and political institutions through which caste was enforced. Caste
survived because it was reproduced through marriage, landholding, labor, local authority, access to
education, social networks, colonial administration, and later political mobilization. At the same time,
Hindu devotional movements and reformers challenged caste from within religious traditions, while
Dalit movements, constitutional law, conversion, and secular politics challenged it from outside or
beyond those frameworks. The most useful analytical distinction is therefore between legitimation
and reproduction. Religious ideas could legitimate social ranking, but social institutions reproduced it
through everyday advantages and penalties. This distinction also explains why changing beliefs alone
does not necessarily remove caste inequality. Social transformation requires legal enforcement,
economic opportunity, educational access, protection from violence, and the ability of historically
excluded communities to shape political and religious institutions on equal terms.

Conclusion
Hindu traditions have played a major role in the history of caste, but caste cannot be treated as the
inevitable expression of one unified religion. The classical varna model differed from localized jati
systems, and religious concepts of duty, purity, karma, and inherited status interacted with marriage,
labor, property, political authority, and colonial administration. Some Hindu institutions helped
legitimize hierarchy, while Bhakti traditions, reformers, and anti-caste religious voices challenged it.
Dalit leaders such as B. R. Ambedkar demonstrated that emancipation also required legal rights,
political representation, education, and the power to reject social arrangements defended as tradition.
Modern India’s constitutional abolition of untouchability and the Prevention of Atrocities Act establish
equality and protection in law, although discrimination continues through informal institutions and
unequal resources. The strongest conclusion is therefore qualified: Hinduism has sometimes
sustained caste by giving hierarchy religious legitimacy, but caste persisted because that legitimacy
was embedded in material and political systems. Understanding the problem requires examining both
religious meaning and the institutions that convert social status into durable advantage or exclusion.
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