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1) INTRODUCTION

During ancient times varna is one of the most important criteria for differentiation or the
categorization among the people. In earlier times people were generally identified with the help of
their varna only. Varna's system divides society into various groups, sometimes related to each other.
The Varna system is often confused with the caste system but varna is the larger concept and caste
is part of the varna system. There have been various debates before and till now on whether the
varna system was true or not and whether it is still present or not. This age-old practice, rooted in
primeval times, continues to endure in society today. Legend has it that the Aryans arrived in India
and organized society based on occupations, laying the foundation for the Varna system. In this, each
varna has assigned work and duties. People believe that humans do not make varna but it has a
divine origin. Traces of the Varna system can be found in various forms throughout history. This article
delves into the concept of Varna, exploring its essence and the divisions within this ancient social
framework.

In ancient India, societal divisions were not
based on economic status but rather on the
concept of 'Varna, a framework that
categorized individuals according to their traits,
qualities, and roles within society. This
classification, considered paramount, was
deeply rooted in cultural and philosophical
traditions. According to historical texts and
literary sources, four primary Varnas emerged:
Brahmins, the scholars and priests; Kshatriyas,
the warriors and rulers; Vaishyas, the
merchants, and traders; and Shudras, the
labourers and service providers. Each Varna
was associated with specific duties (dharma)
essential for maintaining societal harmony and
balance. Over time, these divisions became
deeply ingrained, influencing social structures
and cultural practices across generations.

The Varna system is often regarded as having a
'divine origin, treated as a universal principle in
ancient Indian society. It was believed that a
person’s Varna was determined by the qualities
or traits they were born with, providing them
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with a distinct social identity. Early texts suggest
that criteria were established by ancient
communities to classify individuals into their
respective Varnas. While Varna was often
inherited, it was also seen as self-acquired, as
one might inherit qualities from parents and
relatives or develop them through actions and
choices.

The origins of the Varna system can be traced
to the Purusha Sukta of the Rig Veda, which
describes the four Varnas—Brahmins,
Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras—as
emerging from different parts of the cosmic
being, symbolizing their roles in society. The
Brahmins, associated with knowledge and
rituals, were considered the intellectual and
spiritual guides; the Kshatriyas, responsible for
protection and governance, were the warriors
and rulers; the Vaishyas managed commerce
and agriculture; and the Shudras performed
labor and service tasks.
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Occupation and  societal duties were
intrinsically tied to one’'s Varna, which was
viewed as the cornerstone of identity. Over time,
scholars proposed various theories to explain
the origins and categorization of Varnas,
emphasizing the influence of personal qualities,
societal needs, and divine will. Despite evolving
social structures, remnants of the Varna system
persist in modern society, reflected in subtle
forms of division and mindset.

This enduring framework shaped not only
ancient Indian society but also its cultural,
economic, and spiritual fabric, making it one of
the most significant aspects of historical
identity and hierarchy.

2) BRAHMINS

Brahmins hold the highest position in the Varna
system, ranking first among the four categories.
This Varna includes priests, sages, and scholars,
individuals revered for their wisdom and
spiritual knowledge. Brahmins are further
divided into various gotras (lineages), reflecting
their ancestral heritage. Even today, a
significant portion of the population identifies as
part of the Brahmin community.

In the existing caste system, Brahmins often
hold a privileged position, which has historically
contributed to discrimination against the other
three Varnas. According to ancient mythology,
the Varna system is believed to have been
derived from the body of a cosmic being, with
Brahmins originating from the mouth. This
symbolic origin emphasizes their role as the
priestly and intellectual class, responsible for
acquiring and spreading knowledge through
teaching and spiritual practices. Brahmins not
only served as priests and scholars but also
held significant positions in various other
occupations, such as advisors, teachers, and
administrators, in ancient Indian society. Their
intellect and knowledge earned them
widespread respect and influence, making
them a revered class. In addition to their
spiritual duties, Brahmins often acted as guides
to rulers and played crucial roles in shaping
societal and political frameworks. This elevated
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status further solidified their prominence in the
hierarchical structure of ancient India, where
they were seen as custodians of wisdom and
tradition.

3) KSHATRIYAS

Kshatriyas are ranked second in the Varna
system, following the Brahmins, and are
traditionally recognized as the warrior class.
Renowned for their strength and fighting skills,
they were regarded as protectors and
defenders of society. Many legendary warriors
and rulers emerged from this Varna, which was
associated with power and authority. Kshatriyas
held a stable and prominent position in society,
often considered part of the upper class. Their
primary duty was to safeguard the common
people and uphold justice. This association with
power and responsibility is symbolically linked
to their mythical origin from the shoulders of the
cosmic being, signifying strength and
leadership. Members of this Varna were
predominantly employed in military and
administrative  roles, serving as soldiers,
generals, and rulers who played pivotal roles in
shaping the political and social landscape of
ancient India.

4) VAISHYAS

Vaishyas occupy the third rank in the Varna
system, placed below the Kshatriyas.
Traditionally, they belong to the business and
trading community, playing a vital role in
commerce and economics. Although their
wealth and economic power were significant,
their social status was considered lower than
that of the Brahmins and Kshatriyas. It was
common for Vaishyas to offer gifts or presents
to the upper classes, particularly the Brahmins,
as a sign of respect and to maintain social
harmony. Despite their economic strength,
Vaishyas often faced social discrimination, with
their position in society not as elevated as that
of the higher Varnas. The primary occupation of
Vaishyas lies in the commercial sector, where
they play a significant role in driving the
economy and contribute extensively to the
public sector of society.
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5) SHUDRAS

Shudras, often referred to as the lower class,
occupy the lowest rank in the Varna system.
They faced the highest levels of discrimination
compared to the other three Varnas and were
primarily associated with the labor class. Due to
their lower status, their role was to serve the
higher Varnas, particularly the Brahmins and
Kshatriyas. Often labeled as ‘untouchables,
Shudras were subjected to severe social
exclusion, reflecting their marginalized position
in society.

According to mythology, Shudras are said to
have originated from the feet of the cosmic
being, symbolizing their subservient role. Their
primary occupations included daily wage labor,
serving as servants, artisans, and manual
workers. Due to their low rank, Shudras were
restricted from many social activities, including
access to public spaces and participation in
religious or cultural practices, further reinforcing
their disadvantaged status.

6) SOME KEY ADVANTAGES OF VARNA
SYSTEM

1. "Organized Structure™ The most
prominent benefit of the Varna system is
the organized structure it provides to
society. This classification aimed to
create clear categories of people,
fostering social order. The belief was that
when individuals have defined roles,
society naturally becomes more
harmonious, with each group fulfilling its
duties effectively.

2. "Minimal Conflict. By grouping
individuals within their own Varna, the
system encouraged a deeper
understanding among people with
similar traits and roles. This homogeneity
reduced the likelihood of conflicts, as
people were more likely to share
common values, interests, and goals.

3. "Cooperation™ Living among those of
the same Varna nurtured a sense of
mutual cooperation. People within each
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group were more likely to help and
support each other, as they better
understood one another's challenges
and needs. This sense of shared purpose
and collaboration strengthened the
fabric of society, enabling them to work
together more efficiently.

In essence, the Varna system promoted an
orderly, cooperative society with reduced
tensions, where each group contributed to the
well-being of the whole.

7) SOME KEY DISADVANTAGES OF THE
VARNA SYSTEM

1. "Discrimination™ The most significant
and widely discussed drawback of the
Varna system is the discrimination it
perpetuates. Shudras, for instance, were
denied basic rights such as drawing
water from wells or holding
administrative positions. People with the
capability to perform various tasks were
often restricted from doing so simply
due to their assigned Varna. This created
a deeply unequal society, where
individuals were judged and limited by
their birth rather than their abilities.

2. "Conflict™ The sharp disparities between
the different Varnas often led to conflict.
People from different Varnas frequently
disagreed with one another, leading to
tension and division. This discord
weakened social harmony and created
an environment of strife, which was
detrimental to societal well-being.

3. "Inhuman Practices™ The Varna system
also gave rise to inhuman practices,
most notably untouchability. Members of

lower Varnas were deemed
"untouchable” and were excluded from
public gatherings and social

interactions. They faced humiliation and
were treated with severe disrespect
simply because of their social status,
which fostered inequality and cruelty in
society.
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In summary, while the Varna system aimed to
bring order, it inadvertently created deep-
seated social inequalities and injustices that still
affect society today.

8) DIFFERENCE BETWEEN VARNA AND CASTE

1. The term Varna literally means “color”
and is derived from the word "vi," which
relates to the work or occupation a
person performs. In contrast, Caste
comes from the term ‘jati,” which is
rooted in the concept of "Jana,” meaning
birth. Thus, Varna is primarily concerned
with occupation, while caste is linked to
one's birth.

2. The Varna system consists of four
distinct categories—Brahmin, Kshatriyq,
Vaishya, and Shudra—remaining largely
unchanged through time. On the other
hand, the caste system is not fixed in
number and includes numerous
subdivisions. Therefore, while the number
of Varnas is fixed, the number of castes
is vast and varied.

3. In the Varna system, individuals are
judged based on their talents, qualities,
and the occupation they pursue,
allowing for a degree of flexibility.
However, in the caste system, social
status is determined by birth, leading to
a more rigid and inescapable structure.

4. The Varna system does not take into
account an individual's economic or
social status, offering no restrictions
based on wealth or societal conditions.
In contrast, the caste system imposes
various social and economic restrictions,
further entrenching social inequality.

5. The Varna system was initially designed
to create a stable and organized society,
promoting social harmony through clear
roles and responsibilities. In contrast, the
caste system had a more detrimental
impact, deepening societal divisions.
While the Varna system focused on
organizing individuals based on their
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occupations, the caste system fostered
discrimination, creating rigid social
hierarchies that reinforced inequality
and marginalization far more than the
Varna system ever did.

In essence, the Varna system focuses on
individual traits and occupations, while the
caste system is a rigid structure defined by
birth, with profound social and economic
implications.

9) IS VARNA SYSTEM STILL PREVALENT?

The practice of classifying people based on
their Varna and occupation is an age-old
tradition, and when a custom has been followed
for such a long time, eradicating it becomes a
challenging task. From the very beginning, the
Varna system has been intertwined with
discrimination. Even today, it cannot be said
that the system is completely abolished. In
many communities, people are still judged
based on their Varna and caste. Those from
lower castes often face restrictions, such as
being excluded from certain ceremonies or
denied entry into specific properties. People
from lower Varnas are typically assigned tasks
like cleaning, sweeping, and serving the upper
classes. In some parts of southern India, people
from lower Varnas are still not allowed to enter
temples.

Though many cases have been filed in courts to
address  these  discriminatory  practices,
progress has indeed been made. With
increased education and awareness, more
people can distinguish right from wrong, and
over time, this discrimination has lessened. The
government and various authorities are actively
working to bridge this social divide, aiming to
improve living conditions and equality for all.

Thus, while the Varna system still persists in
some areas of society, its impact is significantly
reduced compared to earlier times. People now
recognize that the original goals of the Varna
system, which aimed to organize society, were
overshadowed by the discrimination it fostered.
As awareness grows, the hope is that this
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system will eventually be fully dismantled. In
conclusion, the Varna system remains a part of
society, but its influence is much diminished
today.
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