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Caste in the Rig Vedic Society :

-N.K. Chaudhary :

There is difference of opinion among the scholars with regard *:
to the existence or non-existence of the caste system in Rig 2
Vedic society. The tenth Mandala of the Rig Veda refers to four ;
castes. But it it pointed out that the tenth Mandala is a later
addition and does not belong to the period when most of the iX:
RigVeda was written. 5%
The Sanskrit word Varna is often confused with caste. X
Varna stands for class and not Jati or caste: ;EE
Ther term Varna in RigVeda refers to the Brahmin, Kshatriya, §
and the Vaishya. In one of the hymns in RigVeda. It is stated, "l
am a poet, my father is a doctor and mother is a grinder of i
corn." It shows that there was freedom so far as choice of §*E§
occupation was concerned. Heredity played no part in choice &
of occupation.
There are many examples of inter marriages among the dif- &
ferent Varnas. These confirm that the Varna system practiced %
during the Rig Vedic era was based upon one's aptitude and i
natural capabilities and not on a hereditary caste structure. %
Vyas is referred to as a Brahmin sage even though he was i
born to a fisher woman. Sage Parasara had fallen in love with :
Satyavati who was a fisher women. Vlyas was born to Satyawati
but his deep knowledge of the Vedas raised him to the status if:
of a Brahman sage. 5
Valmiki was a hunter but his previous occupation was no bar ¥
to his later status being that of a Brahmin sage.
Kaurava and Pandavas were known as Kshatriyas even though i
they were the descendents of Satyavati.
Sage Vidure was bom to awoman who was a servantinthe palace. ¥
Agastya Rishi married Lopamudra, the daughter of the king of :¥
Vidharbha. Devyani the daughter of Usanas-Shukra rishi was X!
married to king Yayati. These examples illustrate that the rigid- %
ity in caste system which developed later on did not exist in i
Rigvedic times. ki
Yudhishthira defined Brahmin as one who is truthful, forgiving £
and kind. One does not become a Brahmin just because of
having being born ina Brahmin family. i
Manusmriti, Dashmoadhyaya, verse 335 specifically states, i
"Even a Shudra attains the status of a Brahmin if he is pure of heart, ix:
excels in his assigned duties, is soft spoken and devoid of personal ego.” E*;
Elsewhere Manu confirms that a person attains the status of a i:
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Brahmin by noble actions. S|m|larly a Brahmin becomes a Shudra
(by ignoble actions). The same applies of Kshatriyas, and Vaishyas.
Manu made a clear distinction between Varna and Jati. He
mentioned that there were only four VVarnas where as the num-
ber of castes could be about fifty.
The story of Satyakam and sage Gautama from Chhandogya
Upanishad is yet another confirmation that in Vedic Society
the Vernas were determined not by heredity but competence
of the individual. Staykam's mother was a servant in her young
age. She was in no position to exactly specify who is his father
was since she moved from house to house when Satyakam
was conceived. Sage Gautam accepted Satydkam fo initia-
tion as he had spoken the truth about his parentage. "No one
like a true Brahmin would speak the truth as you have."
The statement establishes that the practice of Varna system
was based on conduct and character and not birth.
Parashuram was a Brahmin by birth but a Kshatriya by profession.
In the RigVedic society the group of people who busied them-
selves in intellectual pursuits and priestly duties were classed
as Brahmins. Those who took to fighting were the Kshatriyas
and those who were busy in agriculture and industrial occupa-
tions were grouped as Vaishyas.
Vedic philosophy accepts that the same atman dwells in the
hearts of all beings. In the face of this doctrine, there can be no
absolute distinction between individuals. The concept of differ-
ent castes among men can therefore have no Vedic sanction.
When and how did the Verna system degenerate into a hered-
ity based caste system?
Caste is a Portuguese word meaning purity of race.
The rigidity in the system of social divisions is believed to the a
product of the interaction between the Vedic society and the
Dravidian society. Among the Dravidians, there existed a sys-
tem of vocational castes and this influenced the Verna classi-
fication of the Vedic society.
As civilization moved up to the handicraft stage, a system of
professional guilds came into existence. This new system was
exploited by socio-economic elements within the society and
abetted by some priests for their personal ends. The decisive
factor in the growth of the caste system was professional spe-
cialization. Castes were grafted on to ancient Varnas of the
Vedic era in the later Vedic period of history.
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¥ T Hi-shaged: US=AISHHEsd Il (TS 36/10)

HH:-qege YA, SFAT-aANdlG, |- [aUsSTEd
7t gee A= udi! Fuam 'R feu gEeE,
grfug, sidel 9 9aq 91 Waifed | gd ot &
FEeEs S UeE R I A" (dEe) W gEne
TSt Id EY EHRI §NI-§HY W ITgandl gie
F{H BH AU ¥ WY HL | T WK 39S Hul
% UN g9 HMd g 3R R W STHT HT

Oh Almightly God, Controller of all beings, by Your grace, may cool-
ing, refreshing and perfume laden breeze blow gently for us in this
world. May the sun also shine so as to make us happy through out
our lives. May your rainclouds also thunder their pleasant roars
from time to time, before pouring their happy showers of rain for
our benefit always. In this way, may we, worthy of your grace, be
ever happy in this world.
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