
100 

 

CHAPTER - V 

UNTOUCHABILITY: INS AND OUTS 

 

 

 

 

 

Whenever we like to discuss about untouchability two issues must be dealt with: Varna 

system and Caste system. But the question comes: what is the root cause of untouchability? 

There are divergencs of opinions among the scholars. Some of them are opinions that 

Varnavyavastha is the root cause of untouchability. But on the contrary, some other argues 

that it the Caste system, not the Varna system which is the root cause of untouchability. 

Ambedkar belongs to the first groups. He observes that caste system is the immediate cause 

of Untouchability; it is not the root cause. The root cause of untouchability, according to him, 

is the Varna system. Varna system gives birth to caste system and the caste system, in turn, 

gives birth to untouchability. Ambedkar deals with the caste system in one of his famous 

books called Annihilation of Castes. But Gandhiji and Tilok do not agree with him on this 

point. They argue that Varna system has nothing to do with untouchability. Varna system 

advises us only to follow the profession of our four-fathers and nothing else. It never says 

that some of them are untouchables or inferior. It plainly classifies human beings into four 

categories, Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra on the basis of their worth, not on birth. 

It further says that all people belonging to the four Varnas are equal as human beings. They 

opine that untouchability, in fact, comes from the caste system. The Varna system has 

nothing to do with the caste system. The two matters are purely different. Varna is 

determined on the basis of worth but caste is determined on the basis of birth. Caste, 
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according to Gandhiji, is nothing but a custom though he frankly admits that he does not 

know about the source of that custom. Now let us see and examine which view is acceptable 

and why?  

It is well known to all of us that the Hindu religious Scriptures speak about four Varnas, 

namely- Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudhra. According to the Rig Veda these four 

Varnas came from the different parts of the body of Prajapati or Brahma. In Gita, here also 

Lord Krishna says, he creates this division according to the Guna and Karma of the 

individuals for generates the society in frequently. We think there is nothing wrong in this 

theory. Because if it is necessary to classify the people for running the society in frequently 

and where the classifications were made by the worth (guna and karma) of the individuals, 

then it must be supportable and logical among us. On the other hand, if everybody wants to 

perform same work for the society, then it is impossible to run a society in frequently. So, it 

is necessary to perform different works for the future betterment of our society. At the same 

time, it is also true that all types of works would be regarded as equal. Similarly, every 

worker must be regarded as equal for their equal role in society. But whenever we come to 

know that, someone has been humiliated in the name of this classification and the practice 

and then it would be very difficult to accept and support this theory as correct. On the other 

hand, it would remain unanswered from this theory that, who would make this classifications 

and why anyone would accept his or her decision as correct? If we think that God himself 

makes this classification of the individual, then everybody honor his decision as correct. But 

according to Hindu religion, God is not perceptible. God is omnipresent and unphysical. So, 

God cannot make this division physically. If God is unphysical then how he makes this 

division for physical man? It is necessary to classify the people in two different sections. It is 

also to be true that why the people will accept this classifications of the imperceptible God. 

So it is clear from the above discussion that the four fold divisions of Varna system cannot 
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made by the God.  On the other hand, if we think that a board will take the power for these 

classifications, then we cannot say that this decision will make as correct and everybody will 

not accept their decision as correct, because there must be a scope of guilty. So, the Rig Vedic 

concept of Varna system does not regard as correct and it is totally illogical theory.   

According to me, to overcome this situation and to overcome this problem Manusmriti has 

provided the theory of caste system. According to this theory, Varna of the individuals is not 

determined by worth, but it will be determined by birth. Birth will decide the social status of 

the individuals. It opines that, if a child will born in a Brahmin family, then he/she will be 

regarded as a Brahmin. Similarly, if a child will born in Sudhra family, then he/she will be 

regarded as a Shudra. This would equally be true in the case of other two Varnas. There is no 

necessity for accepting the existence of another authority or God for make the decision for 

identifies the social status of the individuals. Genetically peoples will divide in different 

groups. In this way we can easily be overcome the problem of Varna division of Rig Veda 

and Gita. If we will accept this theory as correct, then we will maintain both - the supremacy 

of God and the division of people without any help of the physical God or any board of 

people. We can say that, according to worth, God sent or gives birth of an individual in a 

particular family or Varna family. But this theory also is not without its defects. Because, we 

could see there were so many Brahmins, though they were born in Brahmin family, but their 

guna and karma is not like as Brahmins, however they were regarded as Brahmins in our 

society. Similarly there were so many Shudras, whose guna and karma like as Brahmins, but 

they were regarded as Shudras throughout his life. In this way we realized that by birth 

classification of Varna is not makes according to the Guna and Karma of the individuals. So, 

it is clear from the above that birth will not determine the Varna of an individual. That is why 

we can conclude that the theory of Varnavyavastha and caste system is not regarded a 

satisfactory theory of Hindu religion regarding Varna division of our society.  
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According to me, Ambedkar was the first Indian, who was very much aware about this 

illogical and unscientific division. It is true that if there is no logical or scientific explanation 

for this classification, then it must be criticized by others, especially by those who were 

victimized by this theory. Ambedkar was victimized by it. He was an educated untouchable 

and humiliated by this very unscientific theory. Ambedkar recognized that the Hindu 

religious scripture speaks about such type of system which is not possible to apply in 

practical life. He argues that the bad effects of this classification spreaded throughout India 

very fast. That is why, Ambedkar claimed that, Varnavyavastha is the root cause of 

untouchability and caste system is the final cause for spreading untouchability throughout our 

society.      

According to me, whenever we are going to discuss about the theory of Varnavyastha and 

caste system, a misinterpretation is generating in our mind. According to me, this is the outer 

meaning of this theory. But I think there is an inner meaning in it and there is nothing wrong 

in the interpretation of the Hindu religious scripture about the issue of Varnavyavastha and 

caste system. The concept of Varna is the soul of Hindu Dharma. Hindu religion is 

meaningless without division of Varna. If we deeply think and realize the theory of Gita and 

Manusmriti, then it will be clear. There is a relation between Varnavyavastha of Gita and 

caste system of Manusmriti. According to Gita, God himself has made this classification 

according to the guna and karma of an individual. That means God has determined this 

classification on the basis of the performance or action or worth of an individual. On the 

other hand, Manusmriti says that caste or Varna of an individual will determine according to 

the birth of an individual.  If we accept the theory of Gita and Manusmriti, then we can say 

that, if a child is born in Shudra family, then his or her action or performance must like as 

Shudras, because according to his or her guna and karma God send him or gave birth in 

Shudra family. Similarly to birth in a Brahmin family, a Brahmin child must perform as like 
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as Brahmins. According to their birth, they were compelled to perform this type of action. It 

is also true that the heredity and the environment basically help them to grow up in a mind 

which will reflect after by their action. So, there is a relation between personality and 

performance. An individual will perform his duty according to his or her personality. We 

know that personality of an individual will depend upon the heredity and the environment. 

So, the future performance of an individual depends upon in which family or environment he 

or she was brought out.  It means, genetically the Brahmin child will perform as like as 

Brahmins and the Shudra child will perform as like as Shudras. So, we say that guna and 

karma of an individual depends upon the birth of the individual. There is no opportunity to 

change their guna and karma. 

But the question is by which performance God will determine the Varna of an individual or 

gives birth of an individual in a particular Varna family? Is it according to the performance or 

guna and karma of present life? Or is it determined on the basis of the performance of 

previous life action? According to me, the interpretation of this theory is not said about 

present life action; it is depended upon our previous life actions or performance. We know 

that Hinduism accepts the theory of rebirth and the immortality of the soul. According to this 

theory, we can easily be saying that, this life is the effect of previous life action. On the basis 

of the performance or the guna and karma of previous life, God will decide the social status 

of the next life of an individual. So we can say that, the birth in a Brahmin family is the result 

of the performance of previous life’s action, which was like as a Brahmin. Similarly, to birth 

in a Shudra family is the result of the performance of previous life’s action, which was like as 

a Shudra. So, the guna-karma or the performance of an individual will determine in what 

family or caste he or she will born. I will try to discuss this matter as an example: suppose 

‘A’ is an individual, in his 50
th

 no. birth he born in a Brahmin family. It is not necessary that 

he was also a Brahmin in his 49
th

 no. birth. He has born in a Brahmin family on his 50
th

 no. 
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birth, because his guna-karma or performance was like as Brahmins on his 49
th

 no. birth. So, 

the theory of guna-karma of Gita and the theory of by birth determination of Manusmriti is to 

discuss in respect as a theory of Varnavyavastha and caste system.  

If we accept this theory as correct, then the question and legitimate one arises, how a Shudra 

will born in a Brahmin family, in his next life. According to Manusmriti, there is a possibility 

to born in an upper Varna family. If a person performed his duty rightly in his present life, 

then he will be born as an upper caste from his present status in the next life. So, there is a 

contradiction among the theory of Guna-Karma and the theory of rebirth. In this respect we 

can say that this theory is contradicted with the theory of Puranas. According to Purana, a 

man will born again as a human being after complete 86
th

 lakh steps of life. If it is true then 

we will say that a man will born in a Shudra family according to his or her previous life 

actions, where he or she was not lived as a human being. Naturally the question arise: why a 

man will accept his present life identity, which is determined according to his or her previous 

life, where he or she was not human being.  So, according to me it is a fake theory which has 

been realized by Ambedkar very easily. 

On the other hand, if we accept this theory as correct then the question arises: if there is only 

four Varnas, then how does Manusmriti define the other Varnas? It is true that, there were 

thousand types of Varna that has been mentioned by Manusmriti. Manusmriti entitled this 

Varna’s as Castes or Sub-castes on the basis of the matrimonial status of the parent. 

According to Manusmriti, those who are coming from those parents, who were not belonging 

to same Varnas, were regarded as Castes. If the parents are coming from different Varna-

family and they gives birth a child, then their child has regarded as different Castes. His or 

her (children) identity has determined as a caste Hindu. So the definition of castes is different 

in Manusmriti. It is true that the opposite marriage (Anuloma and Pratiloma Marriege) were 

strictly hated by Manusmriti. According to Manusmriti, the child can’t identify himself with 
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the identification of their father and mother’s identity. Generally they were called as mongrel 

(Samkar Varna). These types of Childs were neglected and humiliated by the rules and 

custom of Manusmriti.  

Again the question arises, if these out-castes were regarded as mongrel, then how they will be 

able to birth another child? There is no example in species throughout the universe where 

mongrel animals are able to birth a child. For example: Khachhar (Mixed product of dickey 

or horse), Hasjharu (mixed product of duck and hedgehog) were not able to birth any 

children. There were no such instances where Khachhar birth a Khachhar, or Hasjharu birth 

a Hasjharu. Their life is the last life for their heredity. So the question is, if men are also 

regarded as mongrel in respect of their parent’s matrimonial status, then how they birth their 

child? If they really like as a mongrel, then how a Chandala gives birth a Chandala child? 

But according to Manusmriti, the son of Chandala has regarded as Chandala. So, it is clear 

from it that the theory of Varnavyavastha of Manusmriti is self-contradictory. It has no 

scientific value.  

It is also important to mention here that though theoretically Gita argues that Varna division 

will make on the basis of Guna and Karma of the individual. However, in Mahabharata we 

noticed several instances which were totally different from this theory. It is well known to all 

of us that, in Adiparba of Mahabharata created by Byasdeb; emperor Drupada has arranged 

a program of choosing of bridge groom one self from amongst a number of invited suitors for 

his daughter Drupadi. We can see that, emperor Drupada mainly emphasized on heroism for 

Drupadi’s marriage not on the racial inequality. In the venue we can see that, though Karna, 

the ‘suta-putra’ of Kunti shows heroism but Drupadi denied him to marry by questioning his 

racial identity because Karna entitled as a sutaputra. Refusing his father’s proposal Drupadi 

married Arjuna and later she got five husbands.  



107 

 

On the basis of the above discussion, it can be said that if this theory has been regarded as 

false, then the theory of by birth determination of Varna (Manusmriti) will take the place of 

guilty. At the same time, if this theory has regarded as guilty, then the karma-vada theory of 

Gita will be regarded as false. Finally, we can say that Hinduism was not out of guilty 

regarding the theory of Varna division or caste system.    

Again it is still put in question that what is the basis of generating untouchability? Generally 

Hinduism has practiced untouchability from ancient time throughout our society. Can we say 

that only Varna system is responsible for this practice? Or is it coming from the bad effect of 

the caste system? Or both Varna system and caste system would be responsible for 

generating untouchability throughout India? One thing is important to note here is that: the 

definition of Veda, Gita, and Manusmriti etc. regarding Varna system or Caste system, 

mainly holds two different meanings. One is outer meaning and another is inner meaning. 

According to Veda, four different Varnas have been created from the different parts of body 

of Prajapati or Brahma and they all are equal in respect of serving their performance in 

society. Every part of the human organs is important to live an individual without any 

challenge. So, there is no inequality in the inner sense of Varna system. But the outer 

reflection of this theory was totally different. The outer meaning is, for coming from the 

mouth of the primeval man or Brahma, the Brahmins took the higher rank in the society, 

Kshatriyas took the second and Vaishyas third. Naturally Shudras were regarded the last 

section of the society, because they were coming from the feet from the primeval man. In this 

regard they were hated, discriminated, humiliated by the upper three Varnas. They have been 

compelled to do odd job. As a result, their scavenging works made them impure and finally 

this impurity reach them in the identification of Untouchables.  

On the other hand, the inner meaning of Gita is clear. According to Gita, the distinction will 

make on the basis of Guna and Karma of an individual. We know Samkhya Philosophy 
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discuss about three Gunas, i.e. Satta, Raja and Tama. All the Gunas are present in every 

human body and we know the nature of a human being according to the priority of a 

particular Guna. According to Gita, those who possess Satta Guna will be regarded as 

Brahmins, those who possess Raja Guna will be regarded as Kshatriyas, those who possess 

both Raja and Tama Gunas will be regarded as Vaishyas and those who possess Tama Guna 

will be regarded as Shudras. On the other hand, Karma means action or performance of the 

individuals. Accroding to Gita: 

“Brahamankshatriyavishan Shudranan Cha Parantapa. 

Karmani Prabibhaktani Svavabapravabaiguna.”
62

 

That means the karma or duty has distributed according to the nature of the particular Guna 

or worth. Serenity, calmness, forbearance, forgiveness, and patient etc. are the natural duty of 

the Brahmin. They must have spiritual knowledge and wishdom – knowledge of God-

realisation, which was obtained through devout study and wishdom of knowledge. They must 

have purity of heart, mind and body. They did not allow perversity or corruption to creep in. 

The primary purpose of the Brahmin is to help transform society’s exemplary human beings 

into godly beings. On the other hand, the primary objective of the Kshatriyas is to help 

transform ordinary human beings into exemplary human beings. The Kshatriyas are expected 

to guard the welfare and prosperity of society by serving the people. They are charged with 

bringing moral stamina and adherence to duty through courage, fearleesness, resourcefulness 

and ingenuity in the face of changing conditions. They must be examples of law, justice and 

generosity. They must lead by inspiring the populace through good example. Lastly, Vaishyas 

are regarded as the society providers and servers. The workers are regarded as Shudras. The 

combined responsibilities and expectations of these two grouping is to prepare, supply and 

                                                
62

 Gita, 18
th

 section, 41
st

 slock.  
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equip society with the goods and services is needs. Vaishyas are charged with the activities of 

economics and commerce such as growing food, rearing cows for milk and dairy products, 

the honest manufacture and exchange of merchandise and trading. Shudras are the 

foundation. They provide the strength and sinew of society by working with, for and in the 

service of all segments of society.  

We know that Lord Krishna has made the classification of Varna on the basis of Guna and 

Karma of an individual. But being an unphysical, Krishna himself cannot do this distinction 

in front of the peoples of the society. To overcome this situation the outer meaning takes the 

important role. Manu, the law giver of Hindu Dharma, transformed this classification in 

respect of birth. Birth will determine the different four Varnas. But here the question of Guna 

and Karma is not fulfilling. So, this theory has takes the position of guilty.  

Again Manusmriti has produced the castes, sub-castes and out-castes. But the scriptures 

Manusmriti has faced in question, that how it relates different castes altogether? We could 

see that whenever Manusmriti has given the definition of their relation, every time Manu has 

produced a new caste. In this way unknowingly there were thousands of castes increasing in 

our society which is totally unscientific. Though the castes, Hindu were felicitated by 

Manusmriti but the out caste was not accepted by him. After that this out caste Hindus were 

regarded as Untouchables.  

There is no question of doubt that humans are the superior agents in the globe by virtue of 

possessing humanity and rationality. Humans have the ability to judge what is good or bad, 

what is right or wrong and what one ought to do and not ought to do. That is why in 

traditional ethics humans are considered to be the only legitimate moral agents. Humans are 

autonomous and their autonomy is guided by their rationality. Since humans are rational, self 

realization is the key of humans. But when we come to know that there underlies some 
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discrepancies or inequalities in the society, having no rational and scientific basis, then surely 

human’s rational position puts under scrutiny.  

Untouchability was prevailing in barbaric fashion during eighteenth century onwards and it is 

prevailing till today in our society in many defferent ways.  The intellectual class of the 

present Indian society actually plays dual roles. In public places they very after are used to 

state that the concept of untouchability has no rational basis and it should be eradicated in its 

all forms from the society. However, they play different role in their practical life. Thus, 

untouchability is not something manifested in outer gesture, it is something lies within.  They 

feel that untouchability is a social evil and no one can support it. There is no scientific or 

rational basis of untouchability. Untouchability has no constitutional basis. The so-called 

untouchability that we witness in India is a social issue based on prejudices. In fact, everyone 

has its own choice and there is nothing wrong in it. But why is individual choice voiced not 

in terms of individual’s quality but in terms of individual’s caste and religion? There is no 

question of doubt that no community or society or country can develop without mutual 

understanding and interpersonal communication. In this regard, relations hold the key, an 

important key of uplifting the society. If everything is determined in terms of the Varna 

systems irrespective of the quality of individuals then it would be the greatest blunder of the 

present society. It would really be a disgrace to the Indian society when we come to know 

even today that a section of people is being deprived from their basic needs simply because 

they are belonging to a particular caste. 

Does it make sense to say that state is responsible for this? In fact one should not blame the 

state. The concept of untouchability is not a legal concept nor even be a concept that can be 

solved legally. It is rather a social and religious concept that cannot be solved politically. On 

the contrary, the concept of caste system has been politicized. Thus, instead of solving this 

problem the political system of India actually lingers it. This was so happened in the past and 
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it continues at present as well. Who can ignore the tussle between Ambedkar and Gandhi 

regarding the perception of untouchability? Ambedkar approaches a scientific analysis of 

religion and criticizes the spiritualistic form of religion. In this regard, he rejected Hinduism. 

For Ambedkar so long Hinduism as a religion stands, untouchability will prevail in the 

society. Contrary to Ambedkar, Gandhi favours Hinduism and also the caste system of 

Hinduism. Accordingly, Gandhi did not agree with Ambedkar as far as the concept of 

untouchability is concerned.  

Although the issue of untouchability is unanimously condemned by all, it is still prevailing in 

the society not in the same sense as Ambedkar himself had been suffered, but in an invisible 

way one can easily realize if he or she is conscious of it. How can we overcome the concept 

of untouchability? Fortunately, we have already overcome the dark age of untouchability. In 

the past untouchables were identified by physical appearance because at that time some 

physical bars were imposed on untouchables in terms of their dress, food, cloths etc. Equally, 

the upper caste was so vocal in favour of untouchability. However, over the course of time, 

there we notice a drastic change as far as untouchability is concerned. The same has 

happened in other parts of the world. This is the blessing of civilization. Thus, untouchability 

in most Indian states is not visible in barbaric fashion. An untouchable does not find any 

difficulty when he travels by bus or train. He may not find any problem to take food with 

others belonging to higher castes. These are good signs. But at the same time when we come 

to know that there are some societies where untouchability is a cause of concern, then we feel 

disgrace ourselves as the most intellectual representative of the globe. 

Untouchability is not something prevailing only in India. Historically, untouchability was 

prevailing elsewhere in the globe. Untouchability is there in South Africa, Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh and most of the countries where religion is the key of determining the social 

status of the individuals. However, the fate of untouchables in India was miserable than other 
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parts of the world.  In fact,   India was the badly affected country as far as untouchability is 

concerned. In India untouchability is understood in terms of behavior based on the concept of 

pollution and it has religious and secular sanctions. It is conceived that untouchables would 

remain untouchables by virtue of their deeds in the previous birth. Ironically, both Hindus as 

well as the untouchables are socialized in this belief.  Where such belief comes from? Is it 

something present in Hinduism? Or is it something that has been injected by the so-called 

dominant class? According to Ambedkar, Hindu religion in which he belongs to is the culprit 

of promulgating inequality among humans. We examine the Manusmriti’s standpoint in due 

course.  There are plenty of remarks which would actually create a great amount of distrust 

and inequality among castes. The social position of untouchables was miserable, they were 

basically right less. An untouchable has to perform many duties without enjoying any rights. 

Untouchability, in fact, even goes beyond colonialism. During colonialism a movement was 

created in order to overcome it, but there was no movement against untouchability before the 

appearance of B. R. Ambedkar. It was Ambedkar, who, in fact, protested and revolted against 

untouchability. The number of untouchability is not small, millions of people were 

considered to be untouchable. The question is: why were they not protested? They did not 

protest simply because due to some social and religious constraints they had been somehow 

or other convinced that they were untouchable. Colonial form of exploitation was revolted in 

terms of national freedom and there were no social and religious constraints. But the so-

called untouchables were economically brittle, educationally illiterate, and culturally 

backward. They had no right to say anything; they had been compelled to believe that they 

were untouchables. Thus, the concept of untouchability is not something that can be 

eradicated by passing a bill in the parliament. As a social and religious issue, such problem 

can only be overcame be implementing a revolutionary change in Hinduism. Ambedkar 

throughout his life had tried his level best but failed to do so. Even Gandhi did not agree with 
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Ambedkar to change the caste system of Hinduism. Only time will tell whether 

untouchability can be removed from the Hindu society or not.                                           

 

 

                                             ………………………………………… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


