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CASTE IN INDIA AND THE UNITED STATES!

GERALD D. BERREMAN

ABSTRACT

Caste is defined in such a way as to be useful cross-culturally. Comparison of race relations in the
southern United States and relations between the untouchables and other castes in India demonstrates
that the two systems are closely similar in operation despite differences of content. Low-caste status
in India, as in America, is actively resented. Research emphasis upon the realities of structure and proc-
ess as revealed by cross-cultural studies of caste interaction is more likely to lead to useful generaliza-
tions about this kind of social stratification and intergroup relations than is the more conventional

emphasis upon differences of cultural content.

Many writers who have contributed to
the vast literature on the caste system in
India have emphasized its unique aspects
and ignored or denied the qualities it shares
with rigid systems of social stratification
found in other societies. Others have claimed
to find caste systems or caste groups in
such widely scattered areas as Arabia, Poly-
nesia, Africa, Guatemala, and Japan.2 Some
observers refer to Negro-white relations in
the United States, and particularly in the
South, as being those of caste,® a usage which
others, including C. S. Johnson, Oliver C.
Cox, and, more recently, G. E. Simpson and
J. M. Yinger, have criticized. This paper
will compare the relationship between

* Delivered in abbreviated form before the Fifty-
eight Annual Meeting of the American Anthropo-
logical Association in Mexico City, December, 1959,
and based partly on research carried out in India
under a Ford Foundation Foreign Area Training
Fellowship during fifteen months of 1957-58 (re-
ported in full in my “Kin, Caste, and Community
in a Himalayan Hill Village” [unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, Cornell University, 1959]). I am in-
debted to Joel V. Berreman and Lloyd A. Fallers
for their helpful comments.

2E. D. Chapple and C. S. Coon, Principles of
Anthropology (New York: Henry Holt & Co.,
1942), p. 437; S. F. Nadel, “Caste and Govern-
ment in Primitive Society,” Journal of the An-
thropological Society of Bombay, New Series VIIT
(September, 1954), 9-22; M. M. Tumin, Caste in
a Peasant Society (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1952); J. D. Donoghue, “An Eta
Community in Japan: The Social Persistence of
Outcaste Groups,” American Anthropologist, LIX
(December, 1957), 1000-1017.

SE.g., Allison Davis, Kingsley Davis, John Dol-
lard, Buell Gallagher, Gunnar Myrdal, Kenneth
Stampp, Lloyd Warner.

“touchable,” especially twice-born, and “un-
touchable” castes in India with that between
Negroes and whites in the southern United
States.

Caste can be defined so that it is appli-
cable only to India, just as it is possible to
define narrowly almost any sociocultural
phenomenon. Indianists have traditionally
held to specific, usually enumerative, defi-
nitions. Indeed, the caste system in India has
several unique features, among which are its
religious aspects, its complexity, and the
degree to which the caste is a cohesive group
that regulates the behavior of its members.
Within India there is considerable variation
in the characteristics of, and the relations
among, the groups to which the term “caste”
is applied.

However, caste can be accurately defined
in broader terms. For many purposes similar
social facts may be usefully categorized to-
gether, despite differences which, while not
denied, are not crucial to the purposes at
hand. For purposes of cross-cultural com-
parison this is necessary: for the study of
social process, and with the aim of deriving
generalizations, caste is a concept which
might well be applied cross-culturally. For
these purposes a caste system may be de-
fined as a kierachy of endogamous divisions
in which membership is hereditary and per-
manent. Here hierarchy includes inequal-
ity both in status and in access to goods and
services. Interdependence of the subdivi-
sions, restricted contacts among them, oc-
cupational specialization, and/or a degree
of cultural distinctiveness might be added as
criteria, although they appear to be corre-
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lates rather than defining characteristics.
This definition is perhaps best viewed as
describing an ideal type at one end of a con-
tinuum along which systems of social strati-
fication might be ranged. There can be little
doubt that the systems in India and the
southern United States would fall far toward
the caste extreme of the continuum.* It now
becomes necessary to look at the differences
cited as crucial by those who object to use
of the term “caste” in both societies. The
objections raised by those interested in
structure, relationships, and interaction will
be discussed here; the objections of those
interested in specific content will be ignored
—not because the latter objections are less
cogent, but because they are less relevant
to the comparison of social systems.?
Johnson sees many similarities in the two
systems but objects to identifying both as
caste, since “a caste system is not only a
separated system, it is a stable system in
which changes are socially impossible; the
fact that change cannot occur is accepted by
all, or practically all, participants. . . . No
expenditure of psychological or physical
>nergy is necessary to maintain a caste sys-
tem.”¢ Simpson and Yinger agree with John-
son and further object that, in the United
States, “we lack a set of religious principles
justifying a rigid system of social stratifi-

* The Tira of Africa, for example, would not fall
so far toward this extreme (cf. Nadel, 0p. cit., pp.
18 ff.).

5 As a matter of fact, ignorance of the details of
content in the patterns of relations between whites
and Negroes in the United States has prevented
many Indianists from seeing very striking simi-
larities. Two contrasting views of the cross-cul-
tural applicability of the concept of caste have
appeared since this paper was written: F. C. Bailey,
“For a Sociology of India?” Contributions to In-
dian Sociology, No. 3 (July, 1959), 88-101, esp.
97-98; and E. R. Leach, “Introduction: What
Should We Mean by Caste?” in Aspects of Caste
in South India, Ceylon and North-west Pakistan
(“Cambridge Papers in Social Anthropology,” No.
2 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959]),
pp. 1-10.

¢C. S. Johnson, Growing Up in the Black Belt
(Washington, D.C.: American Council on Educa-
tion, 1941), p. 326.
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cation and causing it to be willingly accepted
by those at all levels.”” Cox lists a number
of features of a caste system (i.e., caste in
India) which distinguish it from an inter-
racial situation (i.e., Negro-white relations
in America), important among which are its
“nonconflictive,” “nonpathological,” and
“static” nature, coupled with absence of
“aspiration and progressiveness.”®

Central to these distinctions is that caste
in India is passively accepted and indorsed
by all on the basis of religio-philosophical ex-
planations which are universally subscribed
to, while Negro-white relations in America
are characterized by dissent, resentment,
guilt, and conflict. But this contrast is in-
valid, resulting, as it does, from an idealized
and unrealistic view of Indian caste, con-
trasted with a more realistic, pragmatic view
of American race relations; Indian caste is
viewed as it is supposed to work rather than
as it does work; American race relations are
seen as they do work rather than as they are
supposed, by the privileged, to work. The
traditional white southerner, asked to de-
scribe relations between the races, will de-
scribe the Negro as happy in his place, which
he may quote science and Scripture to jus-
tify. This is similar to the explanations
offered for the Indian system by the ad-
vantaged.

The point here is that ideal intercaste be-
havior and attitudes in India are much like
those in America, while the actual interac-
tion and attitudes are also similar. Common-
ly, ideal behavior and attitudes in India have
been contrasted with real behavior and atti-
tudes in America—a fact which has led to a
false impression of difference. Similarly,
comparisons of race relations in the rapidly
changing urban or industrial South with
caste relations in slowly changing rural or
agrarian India lead to erroneous conclusions.

?G. E. Simpson and J. M. VYinger, Racial and
Cultural Minorities (New York: Harper & Bros.,
1953), p. 328.

80. C. Cox, “Race and Caste: A Distinction,”
American Journal of Sociology, L (March, 1945),
360 (see also his Caste, Class and Race [Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1948]).



122

Valid comparison can be made at either
level, but must be with comparable data. The
impact on intergroup relations of the social
and economic changes which accompany
urban life seems to be similar in both so-
cieties. Recent literature on village India and
on the changing caste functions and caste
relations in cities and industrial areas pre-
sents a realistic picture which goes far to-
ward counteracting traditional stereotypes
of Indian caste.?

In a study of caste functioning in Sir-
kanda, a hill village of northern Uttar Pra-
desh, India, I was struck by the similarity
of relations between the twice-born and un-
touchable castes to race relations in the
southern United States.'® In both situations
there is a genuine caste division, according
to the definition above. In the two systems
there are rigid rules of avoidance between
castes, and certain types of contacts are
defined as contaminating, while others are
non-contaminating. The ideological justifi-
cation for the rules differs in the two cul-
tures, as do the definitions of the acts them-
selves; but these are cultural details. The
tabooed contacts are symbolically rather

® See, for example, the following community stu-
dies: F. G. Bailey, Caste and the Economic Fron-
tier (Manchester: University of Manchester Press,
1957) ; Berreman, 0p. cit.; S. C. Dube, Indian Vil-
lage (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
1955) ; Oscar Lewis, Village Life in Northern India
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1958) ; Mc-
Kim Marriott (ed.), Village India (American An-
thropological Association Memoir No. 83 [Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1955]) ; M. E. Opler
and R. D. Singh, “The Division of Labor in an
Indian Village,” in A Reader in General Anthro-
pology, ed. C. S. Coon (New York: Henry Holt
& Co., 1948), pp. 464-96; M. N. Srinivas et al.,
India’s Villages (Development Department, West
Bengal: West Bengal Government Press, 1955).
See also, for example, the following studies of caste
in the contemporary setting: Bailey, 0. cit.; N. K.
Bose, “Some Aspects of Caste in Bengal,” Ameri-
can Journal of Folklore, LXXI (July-September,
1958), 397-412; Leach, op. cit.; Arthur Niehoff,
Factory Workers in India (“Milwaukee Public
Museum Publications in Anthropology,” No. 5
[1959]) ; M. N. Srinivas, “Caste in Modern India,”
Journal of Asian Studies, XVI (August, 1957),
529-48; and the several articles comprising the
symposium on “Caste in India” contained in Man
in India, XXXIX (April-June, 1959), 92-162.
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than literally injurious as evidenced by the
many inconsistencies in application of the
rules.!! Enforced deference, for example, is
a prominent feature of both systems. Lack of
deference from low castes is not contami-
nating, but it is promptly punished, for it
implies equality. The essential similarity lies
in the fact that the function of the rules in
both cases is to maintain the caste system
with institutionalized inequality as its fun-
damental feature. In the United States, color
is a conspicuous mark of caste, while in
India there are complex religious features
which do not appear in America, but in both
cases dwelling area, occupation, place of
worship, and cultural behavior, and so on,

" are important symbols associated with caste

status. The crucial fact is that caste status
is determined, and therefore the systems are
perpetuated, by birth: membership in them
is ascribed and unalterable. Individuals in
low castes are considered inherently inferior
and are relegated to a disadvantaged posi-
tion, regardless of their behavior. From the
point of view of the social psychology of
intergroup relations, this is probably the
most important common and distinct fea-
ture of caste systems.

In both the United States and India, high
castes maintain their superior position by

19 The following discussion is based not exclu-
sively on the Sirkanda materials but on observa-
tions and literature in non-hill areas as well. The
hill area presents some distinct regional variations
in caste structure, important among which is the
absence of intermediate castes—all are either
twice-born or untouchable. This leads to a dichot-
omous situation, as in the United States, but one
which differs in that there are important caste divi-
sions on either side of the “pollution barrier” (cf.
Bailey, o0p. cit., p. 8; Berreman, op. cit., pp. 389 fi.).
Relations across this barrier do not differ greatly
from similar relations among plains castes, al-
though somewhat more informal contact is al-
lowed—pollution comes about less easily—in the
hills.

1 The symbolic acts—the “etiquette” of caste
relations—in India and in America are often re-
markably similar. The symbolism in America is, of
course, not primarily religious as much as it is in
India, although the sacred aspects in India are
often far from the minds of those engaging in the
acts and are not infrequently unknown to them.
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exercising powerful sanctions, and they ra-
tionalize their status with elaborate philo-
sophical, religious, psychological, or genetic
explanations. The latter are not sufficient in
themselves to maintain the systems, largely
because they are incompletely accepted
among those whose depressed position they
are thought to justify. In both places castes
are economically interdependent. In both
there are great differences in power and priv-
ilege among, as well as class differences
within, castes and elaborate barriers to free
social intercourse among them.

Similarities in the two caste systems ex-
tend throughout the range of behavior and
attitudes expressed in relations among
groups. An important and conspicuous area
of similarity is associated with competition
for certain benefits or ‘“gains” which are
personally gratifying and/or socially valued
and which by their nature or under the cir-
cumstances cannot be enjoyed by all equal-
ly. Competitive striving is, of course, not
unique to caste organization; it is probably
found to some extent in all societies. It is
subject to a variety of social controls result-
ing in a variety of forms of social stratifica-
tion, one of which is a caste system as de-
fined here. However, the genesis of caste
systems is not here at issue.l?

The caste system in India and in the
United States has secured gains for the
groups established at the top of the hier-
archy. Their desire to retain their position
for themselves and their children accounts
for their efforts to perpetuate the system.
John Dollard, in his discussion of “Southern-
town,” identifies their gains as economic,
sexual, and in prestige.

In the economic field, low-caste depend-
ence is maintained in India as in America by
economic and physical sanctions. This as-
sures not only greater high-caste income but
a ready supply of free service and cheap
labor from the low castes. It also guarantees
the continuing availability of the other gains.
In India it is the most explicitly recognized
high-caste advantage.

The sexual gain for the southern white

*2 Cf. Nadel, 0p. cit.
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caste is defined by Dollard, quoting whom I
will substitute “high caste” and “low caste”
for “white”’ and “Negro,” respectively. In
this form his definition fits the Indian caste
system equally well.

In simplest terms, we mean by a “sexual
gain” the fact that [high-caste] men, by virtue
of their caste position, have access to two
classes of women, those of the [high] and
[low] castes. The same condition is somewhat
true of the [low-caste] women, except that
they are rather the objects of the gain than the
choosers, though it is a fact that they have some
degree of access to [high-caste] men as well as
men of their own caste. [Low-caste] men and
[high-caste] women, on the other hand, are
limited to their own castes in sexual choices.1®

This arrangement is maintained in the
Indian caste system, as it is in America, by
severe sanctions imposed upon any low-
caste man who might venture to defy the
code, by the toleration accorded high-caste
men who have relations with low-caste
women, and by the precautions which high-
caste men take to protect their women from
the low castes.

High-caste people gain, by virtue of their
caste status alone, deference from others,
constant reinforcement of a feeling of supe-
riority, and a permanent scapegoat in the
lower castes. Dollard has stated the implica-
tions of this gain in prestige, and, again
substituting a caste designation for a racial
one, his statement describes the Indian sys-
tem perfectly:

The gain here . . . consists in the fact that a
member of the [high] caste has an automatic
right to demand forms of behavior from [low-
caste people] which serve to increase his own
self-esteem.

It must always be remembered that in the
end this deference is demanded and not merely
independently given.14

3 John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern
Town (“Anchor Books” [Garden City, N.V.:
Doubleday & Co., 1957]), p. 135 (cf. Berreman,
op. cit., pp. 470 ff.).

* Dollard, op. cit., p. 174. Nadel speaking of
caste in general, has noted that “the lower caste
are despised, not only unhappily under-privileged ;
they bear a stigma apart from being unfortunate.
Conversely, the higher castes are not merely en-
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Ideally the high-caste person is paternalistic
and authoritarian, while the low-caste per-
son responds with deferential, submissive,
subservient behavior. Gallagher might have
been describing India rather than America
when he noted: “By the attitudes of mingled
fear, hostility, deprecation, discrimination,
amused patronage, friendly domination, and
rigid authoritarianism, the white caste gen-
erates opposite and complementary attitudes
in the Negro caste.”15

An additional high-caste gain in India is
the religious tradition which gives people of
high caste promise of greater rewards in the
next life than those of low caste. People can
increase their rewards in the next life by ful-
filling their traditional caste duty. For high
castes, this generally results in increasing
the economic advantages and prestige ac-
quired in this life, while it requires that the
low castes subordinate their own economic
gains and prestige in this life to the service
and honor of high castes. Thus, for high-
caste people, behavior leading to immediate
rewards is consistent with ultimate rewards,
while, for low-caste people, behavior re-
quired for the two rewards is contradictory.

These advantages are significant and rec-
ognized reasons for maintenance of the sys-
tem by the privileged groups.!® They are
expressed in folklore, proverbs, and jokes;
for instance, a story tells that, as the funeral
procession of an old landlord passed two un-
touchable women going for water, one hand
of the corpse fell from under the shroud and
flopped about. One of the women turned to

titled to the possession of coveted privileges, but
are also in some way exalted and endowed with
a higher dignity” (Nadel, 0. cit., p. 16).

8 B, G. Gallagher, American Caste and the Negro
College (New York: Columbia University Press,
1938), p. 109.

16 Cf. Pauline M. Mahar, “Changing Caste Ideol-
ogy in a North Indian Village” Journal of Social
Issues, XIV (1958), 51-65, esp. pp. 55-56; Kailash
K. Singh, “Inter-caste Tensions in Two Villages in
North India” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Cor-
nell University, 1957), pp. 184-85; and M. N.
Srinivas, “The Dominant Caste in Rampura,”
American Anthropologist, LXI (1959), 1-16, esp.
p. 4.
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the other and remarked, “You see, Takur
Singh is dead, but he still beckons to us.”
Other stories recount the avariciousness of
Brahmins in their priestly role, the hard-
heartedness of landlords and the like.

The compensatory gains for low-caste peo-
ple are cited more often by high-caste advo-
cates of the system than by those alleged to
enjoy them. They are gains common to au-
thoritarian systems everywhere and are
usually subject to the will of the dominant
groups.

As noted above, India is frequently cited
as an example of a society in which people
of deprived and subject status are content
with their lot, primarily justifying it by re-
ligion and philosophy. This is the charac-
teristic of caste in India most often cited to
distinguish it from hereditary systems else-
where, notably in the southern United
States. On the basis of my research and the
literature, I maintain that this is not accu-
rate and therefore not a valid distinction. Its
prevalence is attributable in part, at least,
to the vested interests of the advantaged and
more articulate castes in the perpetuation of
the caste system and the maintenance of a
favorable view of it to outsiders. The same
arguments and the same biases are frequent-
ly presented by apologists for the caste sys-
tem of the southern United States.

In both systems there is a tendency to
look to the past as a period of halcyon
amity and to view conflict and resentment as
resulting from outside disturbances of the
earlier normal equilibrium. Alien ideas, or
large-scale economic disturbances, or both,
are often blamed for reform movements and
rebellion. Such explanations may account for
the national and regional reform movements
which find their advocates and followers
primarily among the educated and social
elites; they do not account for the recurrent
grass-roots attempts, long endemic in India,
to raise caste status; for the state of mind
which has often led to low-caste defections
from Hinduism when the opportunity to do
so without fear of major reprisals has pre-
sented itself; nor for the chronic resentment
and tension which characterizes intercaste



CASTE IN INDIA AND THE UNITED STATES

relations in even so remote a village as
Sirkanda, the one in which I worked.

Among the low or untouchable castes in
Sirkanda, there was a great deal of readily
expressed resentment regarding their caste
position. Specific complaints revolved
around economic, prestige, and sexual impo-
sitions by the high castes. Although resent-
ment was suppressed in the presence of
people of the dominant high castes, it was
readily expressed where there was no fear of
detection or reprisal.'” Low-caste people felt
compelled to express village loyalties in pub-
lic, but in private acts and attitudes caste
loyalties were consistently and intensely
dominant when the two conflicted.

Caste, as such, was not often seriously
questioned in the village. Objections were
characteristically directed not at “caste” but
at “my position in the caste hierarchy.”

In the multicaste system of India, aboli-
tion of the system evidently seems impossi-
ble from the point of view of any particular
caste, and a change in its rank within the
system is viewed by its members as the only
plausible means of improving the situation.
Moreover, abolition would destroy the caste
as a group which is superior to at least some
other groups, and, while it would give caste
members an opportunity to mingle as equals
with their superiors, it would also force them
to mingle as equals with their inferiors.
Abolition, even if it could be accomplished,
would thus create an ambivalent situation
for any particular caste in contrast to the
clear-cut advantages of an improvement in
rank.

In the dual system of the southern United
States where the high caste is clearly domi-
nant, abolition of the caste division may be
seen by the subordinate group as the only
plausible remedy for their deprived position.
Furthermore, they have nothing to lose but
their inferior status, since there are no lower

" Elaborate precautions were often taken by
informants to insure against any possibility that
their expressions of feeling might become known
to their caste superiors, which is very similar to be-
havior I have observed among Negroes of Mont-
gomery, Alabama.
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castes. There are, of course, Negroes and
organized groups of Negroes, such as the
black supremacist “Muslims” recently in the
news in the United States, who want to in-
vert the caste hierarchy; conversely, there
are low-caste people in India who want to
abolish the entire system. But these seem to
be atypical viewpoints. The anticaste reli-
gions and reform movements which have
from time to time appealed with some suc-
cess to the lower castes in India, for exam-
ple, Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, Skhism,
have been unable, in practice, to remain
casteless. This seems to be a point of real
difference between Indian and American low-
caste attitudes, for in America objection is
more characteristically directed toward the
system as such.1®

In Sirkanda those low-caste people who
spoke most piously against high-caste abuses
were likely to be equally abusive to their
caste inferiors. However, no low caste was
encountered whose members did not serious-
ly question its place in the hierarchy. A siz-
able literature is accumulating concerning
castes which have sought to alter their sta-
tus.'? Such attempts were made in Sirkanda.
A more common reaction to deprived status
on the part of low-caste people was what
Dollard calls “passive accommodation”
coupled with occasional ingroup aggres-
sion.20

In both America and India there is a tend-
ency for the person of low caste to “laugh
it off” or to become resigned. In Sirkanda
low-caste people could not avoid frequent
contacts with their superiors, because of
their proximity and relative numbers. Con-
tacts were frequently informal, but status
differences and the dangers of ritual pollu-

*® Whether this difference in attitude is widely
correlated with multiple, as compared to dual, caste
systems, or is attributable to other differences in
the Indian and American situations, can be estab-
lished only by further comparative work.

®E.g., Opler and Singh, op. cit., p. 476; B. S.
Cohn, “The Changing Status of a Depressed Caste,”
in Marriott (ed.), op. cit., pp. 53—77; and Bailey,
op. cit., pp. 220-26.

* Dollard, 0p. cit., p. 253.
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tion were not forgotten. An untouchable in
this village who covered up his bitter resent-
ment by playing the buffoon received favors
denied to his more sullen caste fellows. The
irresponsible, simple-minded untouchable
is a widespread stereotype and one which
he, like the Negro, has found useful. Simi-
larly, sullen resignation, with the attendant
stereotype of lazy shiftlessness, is a common
response, typified in the southern Negro
axiom, “Do what the man says.” This, too,
helps him avoid trouble, although it does lit-
tle for the individual’s self-respect. Aggres-
sion against the economically and numerical-
ly dominant high castes in Sirkanda was too
dangerious to be a reasonable alternative. It
was discussed by low-caste people in private
but was rarely carried out. Even legitimate
complaints to outside authority were avoided
in view of the general belief that the high-
caste’s wealth would insure an outcome un-
favorable to the low castes—a belief well
grounded in experience.

Since they harbored indignation and re-
sentment, a number of rationalizations of
their status were employed by low-caste peo-
ple, apparently as mechanisms to lessen the
sting of reality. Thus, they often attributed
their caste status to relative wealth and num-
bers: “If we were wealthy and in the major-
ity, we would make the high castes untouch-
able.”

Three more explanations of their caste
status were consistently offered by low-caste
people. These had the effect of denying the
legitimacy of their low-caste position:

1. Members of the entire caste (or sub-
caste) group would deny that they deserved
the low status to which they had been as-
signed. One example:

Englishmen and Muslims are untouchables
because they have an alien religion and they
eat beef. This is as it should be. We are Hindus
and we do not eat beef, yet we, too are treated
as untouchables. This is not proper. We should
be accorded higher status.

No group would admit to being lowest in the

caste hierarchy.
2. People might grant that the caste of
their clan, lineage, or family was of low sta-
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tus but deny that their particular group real-
ly belonged to it. I have not encountered a
low-caste group which did not claim high-
caste ancestry or origin. Thus a typical com-
ment is:

Yes, we are drummers by occupation, but our
ancestor was a Brahmin who married a drum-
mer woman. By rights, therefore, we should
be Brahmins, but in such cases the high castes
here go against the usual custom and assign
the child the caste of his low-caste parent rather
than of his father, from whom a person inherits
everything else.

3. A person might grant that his own
caste and even his lineage or family were of
low status, but his explanation would excuse
him from responsibility for it. Such explana-
tions were supplied by Brahmins who, as the
most privileged caste and the recipients of
religiously motivated charity from all castes,
have a vested interest in maintenance of the
system and its acceptance by those at all
levels. An individual’s horoscope would de-
scribe him as having been of high caste and
exemplary behavior in a previous life and
therefore destined for even greater things in
the present life. However, in performing
some religiously meritorious act in his previ-
ous existence, he inadventently sinned (e.g.,
he was a raja, tricked by dishonest servants
who did not give to the Brahmin the charity
he intended for them). As a result he had to
be punished in this life with a low rebirth.

Thus, no one said, in effect, “I am of low
status and so are my family members and
my caste-fellows, and justly so, because of
our misdeeds in previous lives.” To do so
would lead to a psychologically untenable
position, though one advocated by high-caste
people and by orthodox Hinduism. Rational-
izations or beliefs such as these form a
consistent pattern—they are not isolated in-
stances. Neither are they unique to the vil-
lage or culture reported here: the literature
reveals similar beliefs elsewhere in North
India.?! They evidently indicate something

2 Cf. E. T. Atkinson, The Himalayan Districts
of the North-Western Provinces of India (Allaha-
bad: North-Western Provinces and Oudh Press,
1886), III, 446; B. S. Cohn, “The Camars of Sena-
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less than enthusiastic acceptance of caste
position and, meanwhile, they perhaps al-
leviate or divert resentment.

That people remain in an inferior posi-
tion, therefore, does not mean that they do
so willingly, or that they believe it is justi-
fied, or that they would do anything in their
power to change it, given the opportunity.
Rationalizations of caste status which are
consistent and convincing to those who are
unaffected or who benefit from them seem
much less so to those whose deprivation they
are expected to justify or explain. Adherence
to a religious principle may not significantly
affect the attitudes and behavior to which
logic would seem, or to which dogma at-
tempts, to tie it. A comparison of the realities
of caste attitudes and interaction in India
and the United States suggests that no group
of people is content to be low in a caste
hierarchy—to live a life of inherited depriva-
tion and subjection—regardless of the ra-

pur: A Study of the Changing Status of a De-
pressed Caste” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,
Cornell University, 1954), pp. 112 ff.; and D. N.
Majumdar, The Fortunes of Primitive Tribes
(Lucknow: Universal Publishers Ltd., 1944), p.
193.
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tionalizations offered them by their supe-
riors or constructed by themselves. This is
one of many points on which further cross-
cultural comparision, and only cross-cul-
tural comparison of caste behavior might be
conclusive.

It should be evident that the range of
similarities between caste in India and race
relations in America, when viewed as rela-
tions among people, is wide and that the
details are remarkably similar in view of
the differences in cultural context. Without
denying or belittling the differences, I would
hold that the term “caste system” is ap-
plicable at the present time in the southern
United States, if it is applicable anywhere
outside of Hindu India, and that it can be
usefully applied to societies with systems
of hierarchical, endogamous subdivisions
whose membership is hereditary and perma-
nent, wherever they occur. By comparing
caste situations, so defined, it should be pos-
sible to derive further insight, not only into
caste in India, but into a widespread type
of relations between groups—insight which
is obscured if we insist upon treating Indian
caste as entirely unique.
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