
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Caste

Authored by

mohammad looti

November 16, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). Caste. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=27351

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=27351
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=27351
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Caste 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Caste

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Sociology, Anthropology, History, Political Science, Religion

1. Core Definition

The term "caste" delineates a highly rigid and hereditary form of social stratification where an

individual's status, social interactions, and occupational potential are fundamentally determined by

their birth. This pervasive system categorizes people into distinct social groups, often known as

jatis, based on criteria such as ritual purity, ancestry, and traditional professions. Crucially,

membership in a caste is ascribed at birth and is generally immutable, leading to severely limited

social mobility throughout an individual's lifetime. While this framework is globally recognized for its

elaborate manifestations in India, similar systems of fixed social differentiation have historically

appeared in various societies worldwide.

At its operational core, a caste system dictates an individual's standing within the community,

profoundly influencing nearly every facet of their daily existence. The system rigidly controls marital

choices, typically enforcing strict endogamy (marriage only within the same caste group), and

substantially limits access to educational and occupational opportunities. The boundaries

established by caste are comprehensive, traditionally defining one's social circle, access to vital

resources, and even behavioral norms concerning commensality (sharing food) or physical

habitation. This extensive control over social, ritual, and economic life underscores caste as a

powerful and fundamental organizing principle of society, maintaining profound social distance

between groups.

Historically, the persistence and enforcement of caste divisions have been justified through a

variety of cultural, religious, and economic rationales. These justifications often claim divine

sanction or appeal to a predetermined natural order, reinforcing the idea that one's social position

is not merely a transient social construct but a fixed, predetermined state. Understanding the

contemporary relevance of caste requires acknowledging its intricate interplay with embedded

power structures, deep-seated cultural norms, and the economic realities that work together to

maintain and perpetuate these divisions across generations despite widespread legal prohibition.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The modern English term "caste" originates from the Portuguese word casta, meaning "race,"

"lineage," or "pure breed." Portuguese explorers and traders, upon encountering the complex, fixed

social divisions prevalent in India during the 16th century, adopted this term to describe the

hereditary social groups they observed. This European descriptor was subsequently formalized in

English and became the standard term applied globally to rigid social structures, irrespective of
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their specific cultural context. However, academic analysis necessitates distinguishing this Western

term from the indigenous Indian concepts that form the traditional basis of Hindu social

classification: the theoretical Varna system and the practical local unit of the Jati.

In India, the historical roots of the stratification system are ancient, evolving over millennia. The

theoretical Varna system, which dates back to the Vedic period (c. 1500-500 BCE), broadly

classifies society into four hierarchical, conceptual classes: the Brahmin (priests and scholars), the

Kshatriya (warriors and rulers), the Vaishya (merchants and farmers), and the Shudra (laborers

and service providers). Below these four Varnas were communities known historically as

"untouchables," who are now officially termed Dalits. These groups were considered ritually

impure, lying outside the Varna system, and were relegated to the most demeaning and polluting

tasks, forming the bottom rung of the hierarchy .

While the four Varnas provide an overarching, scriptural framework for hierarchy, the localized,

functional units of the Indian caste system are the Jatis. Jatis are thousands of endogamous,

hereditary groups associated with specific traditional occupations, which dictate the practical

realities of daily life. The Jatis determine social interactions, marital alliances, and occupational

roles within specific regions far more acutely than the Varna framework does. Historically, the

enforcement of caste has varied, seeing periods of extreme rigidity, adaptation under various

rulers, and profound challenges, particularly during the British colonial period and the post-

independence era, where legal reforms were initiated to address its discriminatory consequences.

3. Key Characteristics

Ascribed Status and Hereditary Membership: An individual's position in the caste system is

determined exclusively by birthright, inherited from their parents. Membership is fixed and

permanent, meaning status is ascribed rather than achieved, offering virtually no potential for an

individual to change their caste identity during their lifetime.

Strict Endogamy: Marriage is stringently restricted, typically only allowed between individuals

within the same caste or sub-caste (jati). This prohibition of inter-caste marriages is a primary

mechanism employed to maintain the ritual purity, lineage, and distinctiveness of each social

group.

Hierarchy Based on Purity and Pollution: Castes are arranged in a fixed, ritualistic hierarchy,

often based on notions of ritual purity and pollution. Higher castes are deemed ritually purer,

while lower castes, particularly those associated with traditionally "polluting" tasks (such as dealing

with death or sanitation), occupy the lowest rungs . This concept dictates specific social behaviors

and restrictions.

Occupational Specialization: There is a strong, traditional association between specific castes
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and defined occupations or professions. This division of labor is often hereditary, requiring children

to follow their parents' trade. This system ensures that prestigious or clean occupations are

reserved for higher castes, while lower castes are confined to manual, menial, or ritually impure

work.

Social and Ritual Restrictions: Extensive rules, often termed "pollution avoidance," govern

interactions between members of different castes. These restrictions particularly concern

commensality (sharing food) and physical contact, designed to prevent the ritual "pollution" of

higher castes by lower castes and thereby reinforce social distance. Historically, these restrictions

resulted in segregated access to public spaces like temples and water sources.

Limited Social Mobility: The caste system's hereditary nature and rigid rules offer minimal

opportunities for individual social advancement or descent based on personal merit or effort. While

individual mobility is negligible, collective upward mobility of an entire caste group has occasionally

been observed over long periods through a process known as Sanskritization, wherein a lower

caste adopts the customs, rituals, and lifestyle of a higher caste.

4. Significance and Impact

The caste system holds profound significance globally, fundamentally shaping the social,

economic, and political landscapes of the societies in which it operates. Its enduring impact lies in

its capacity to regulate nearly all aspects of human life, creating deeply entrenched and self-

perpetuating patterns of inequality and privilege. Economically, caste has historically led to the

formation of occupational monopolies and severely restricted access to essential resources, land

ownership, and capital for lower-caste groups. This structure perpetuates cycles of poverty and

economic disadvantage, ensuring that higher castes historically retain dominant control over

productive assets and wealth. The systemic association of occupations with birth also limits

individual choice and professional innovation, potentially constraining broader national economic

development.

Socially, the consequences of caste are most visible in the creation of highly circumscribed

individual lives. An individual's marriage prospects, social networks, and overall status are heavily

influenced, if not dictated, by their birth caste, leading to deep social fragmentation. Different caste

groups traditionally inhabit distinct social worlds with minimal intermingling. Central to this social

impact is the concept of purity and pollution, which has historically resulted in some of the most

severe forms of discrimination, including untouchability. This practice treated millions as ritually

untouchable, meaning even their shadow could be deemed polluting to a higher-caste individual,

illuminating the systematic dehumanization and marginalization endured by these communities.

Politically, caste has historically been a powerful determinant of power distribution. Traditionally,

higher castes dominated governance, administration, and religious institutions. Even within
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modern, democratic polities, caste remains a crucial factor, influencing electoral politics as parties

often organize their outreach and platforms around specific caste-based vote banks. While many

nations, most notably India, have implemented extensive progressive legislation to outlaw caste

discrimination and institute affirmative action policies (reservations), the persistence of deeply

ingrained social attitudes and historical disparities continues to pose monumental challenges to

achieving genuine social justice, making the legacy of caste a central issue in contemporary

human rights discourse.

5. Debates and Criticisms

The caste system has been subject to continuous, severe moral criticism and extensive academic

debate due to its inherent inequality and systemic discriminatory practices. A core criticism focuses

on its fundamental violation of universal human rights, particularly the principles of equality and

non-discrimination. Critics maintain that any system that assigns social worth, dignity, and life

opportunities based solely on the accident of birth is inherently unjust and contravenes the

universal right to equal treatment and opportunity . The historical practice of untouchability, in

particular, is internationally condemned as a severe violation of human dignity, systematically

denying affected individuals access to basic civil rights and public life.

Furthermore, the system is widely criticized for its detrimental effects on social mobility and

economic efficiency. By severely restricting individuals to specific traditional occupations and

limiting their access to quality education, resources, and credit, caste stratification stifles individual

human potential and impedes broader societal progress. Economic analyses repeatedly

demonstrate that caste-based discrimination leads to significant inefficiencies in labor markets and

entrenches intergenerational poverty. Sociologically, this rigid stratification inhibits the free flow of

ideas, prevents social integration, and often results in fragmented societies characterized by

underlying tension and conflict.

Contemporary debates predominantly center on the enduring persistence of caste discrimination

despite comprehensive legal prohibitions and institutionalized affirmative action measures. For

instance, the Indian Constitution abolished untouchability in 1950 and introduced reservations for

Scheduled Castes and Tribes in public employment and education to address historical injustices.

However, debates persist regarding the effectiveness and unintended consequences of these

policies; some critics argue that reservations inadvertently reinforce caste identities, while

proponents contend they remain essential tools for rectifying centuries of systemic exclusion and

providing equitable access. International organizations, including the United Nations, have formally

recognized caste-based discrimination as a critical human rights issue requiring global intervention

and sustained efforts to promote inclusion for affected communities worldwide.
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