On The Scriptural
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A discussion of the scriptural notion of
varna is presented to show how its true
meaning has been distorted through the
decling phase of the Indian culture. Evi-
dence pointsto the rise of India and the
concomitant restoration of the correct
interpretation of varna.
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Isn' tit puzzlingthat theHindusoci ety whichgavebirth
to the most tolerant religions would have so many
problemsarisingout of castedistinctions. Itisauniver-
sal attributeof thedark s deof humanbeingsthat |eads
themto seek dominationover othersonthebasisof a
certainsenseof superiority for onereasonor another.
Thecatastrophic consequencesthat haveresultedin
thismillenniumwhensomeculturestook thesefedings
of superiority to the extreme on the basis of race or
religionaretoowell known. However, perhapsinno
other society aretheproblemsarising out of societal
structureassevereasthosearising of casteconsider-
aionsinindia Thereareliterdly hundredsof subcastes
withmany membersof eachclaimingauniqueplacein
thehierarchy. Thequestionnatural ly ariseswhether the
varnadistinctionsinthescripturesthat aresorevered
by Hindusingeneral aresomehow responsiblefor the
problemsarising out of casteconsiderations.

Theroot meaning of the Sanskritwordvarnaiscolor.
Whiledictionariesoften equatevarnawithwhat has
come to be known as the caste system, thisis a
degeneratedinterpretationaswehopeto show. The
earliestreferencetothenamescommonly associates
withthefour castesmay befoundinRigveda Thetwo
relevant hymnsfromBook 1are:

When they divided Purusha, into how many parts

did they arrange him?
What was his mouth?, his two arms?, What are
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his thighs and feet called?

The Brahman was his mouth, his two arms were
made the Rajanya (warrior), histwo thighs the
Vaishya, and from his feet, the Shudra was born.

Thevarnadistinctions, ontheother hand, arealluded
to in chapter 4 and clarified in Chapter 18 of the
Bhagvad Gita. Thecorrectinterpretationof thevarna
distinctions requires an understanding of the three
Gunas (statesof mind, character). Shri Krishnasays
“ That whichseemslikepoisonat first, but tasteslike
nectar intheend, isthejoy of Sattva, bornof amind
in peacewithitself. Pleasuresfrom the senses may
seemlikenectar at first, but arebitter aspoisonat the
end. Thisisthekind of happinessthat comesto the
Rajasic. Thosewhoare Tamasicdraw their pleasures
fromdleep, indolence, andintoxication. Bothinthe
beginning andintheend, thishappinessisadel usion.
Hegoesontosay “ Nocreature, whether bornhereon
earth, orintheheavens, or anywhereelseincreation,
isfreefromthesethreequalitiesborn of matter. Shri
Krishnathensays

The different distributions of the three
gunas and karma give rise
to the fourfold varna distinctions
created by me. Though I am
the author thereof, know Me
to be action-less and changeless.

(18.41)

A person (Jiva) inwhom Sattva Guna predominates
isclassifiedasaBrahman.

Control of the mind and of the senses,
sustaining hardship for the sake
of duty, tranquility, purity of heart,
patience, humility, learning, austerity,
wisdom, and faith, are the duties of the
Brahman, born of his nature.

IntheK shatriyaSattvaseasonedwith Rgjasprevalils.

(18.42)

Courage, strength, fortitude, dexterity,
generosity, leadership, and
resolve to never retreat from battle, (18.43)
are the qualities of Kshatriya, based on his
nature.

IntheVaishya, Rajaspredominateswith asparing
presence of Sattva and Tamas.

Cultivation, protection of cows, and

trade are the duties of the Vaishya. (18.44)

In the Shudra, Tamas regulated by Rajasisin the
forefront.

Service to the society isthe

duty of the shudra. (18.45)

Inthisclassficationthereisnohintthat theGunasmay
beacquiredhereditarily. Indeed, inanearly episodeof
Mahabharataitself aK shatriyaKingisdepicted as
selecting acommoner from among his subjectsto
succeed himtothethroneover hismany sonsreason-
ingthat thelatter didnot possessthecorrect combination
of the Gunas. In spite of these clear directions, the
castesystem hasarguably becomethemost stubborn
obstacletoprogress. SotroubledwasM ahatmaGandhi
aboutthenotionof varnadigtinctionsintheGita(which
herevered) that heonceobserved” Noscriptureisa
scriptureif itcannot withstandthescrutiny of logic”.

If the correct meaning and interpretation of varna
distinctionsareabundantly clear fromtheforegoing
discussionof therelevant versesintheGita, then, the
reader would bebaffled astowhat theroot causesof
problemsarising out of casteconsiderationsare. Shri
Krishnahimself offersthefollowingcluesinchapter 4.

Yada yada hi dharmasya

glanir-bhavati Bharata

Abhyutanam-adhar msya
tada-tmanam srjamy-aham.

(4.7)

(Whenever there is decline of dharma, and rise
of adharma, | embody myself, O’ Bharata .)

and
Paritranaya sadhunam, vinashaya
cha dushkratam
dharma samsthapanarthya,
smabhavami yuge yuge.

(4.8)

(For the protection of the good, destruction of
the wicked, and for the establishment
of dharma, | am born age after age.)
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Theimplications of these two verses are profound
indeed, especially consideringthat they werearticu-
lated over threethousand yearsago. They imply that
theriseanddeclineof culturesareanatura part of our
evolutionary heritage. They alsoaludetothecyclica
natureof theriseanddeclineof cultures. SattvaGuna
induces dharma while Rajas and Tamas promote
adharma. Sattva dominatesin a period leading to
sustained risebut whentheculturerisestotheultimate
level of enlightenment, declinemust necessarily follow.
During the period of decline, Rajasand Tamasbe-
comedominant until acertainlow pointisreached at
which point Sattva takes hold again, and so on.
I nterestingly, thescientificana og of theseobservations
isthesuggestionthat genesundergotransformation
fromoneyugatothenextleadingtotherepeatedrise
anddeclineof cultures.

Itisinterestingtoothat theseideasapply toal cultures,
notjusttheoneinIndia. For example, theevidenceof
theriseand declineof GreeceisshowninFigure 1.
Figureldepictsthepersonsof Greek originlistedinthe
EncyclopaediaBritannicaplotted asafunctionof the
century inwhichthey flourished.
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Figurel. Riseand Declineof Greece

Itisassumedthat anindicationof howwell aculturehas
done may be obtained by examining the number of
personsfromthat culturelistedinthereputedrefer-
ence. Note the unmistakable peak at 400 B.C. The
culturethat laid thefoundation of westerndemocracy
and culture and the one that produced the likes of
Arigtotle, Archimedes, Socrates, Plato,andHomer,in
ashort spanof afew hundredyears, istoday consid-

ered by many to betheweakest link inthe European
Community. Similar plotsfor Germany and Gresat
Britainshow evidenceof risesanddeclineaswell.

Thereappearstobeaninteresting connectionbetween
the rise and decline of cultures and the concept of
karma. During the period of rise, sattva dominates
and each successive generation doesbetter insome
sensethanthepreviousone, leadingtothehypothesis
that thebenefitsof good karmaarebeingaccrued. In
theperiod of decline, Rajasand Tamasdominateand
each success vegenerationdoesworsethantheprevi-
ousone, leadingtothebelief that the penaltiesof bad
karmaarebeingrealized. Theevidenceabout therise
and declinesuggeststhat theeffectsof karmawill be
feltby thesociety atlarge; itsapplicationtoindividuas
will oftenleadtoresultsthat cannot beeasily explained.

WhiletheEncyclopaediaBritannicaisanexcellent
sourceof informationonwesterncultures, it doesnot
containsufficientinformati onabout thecontri butionsof
eastern cultures. An attempt has been made hereto
construct theevidenceof riseanddeclineof thelndian
culture. Figure2 showstheevidencepertainingtothe
lastcycle. Afterrisngtotoweringheightsduringwhich
immortal works such as the Vedas, Upanishads,
Ramayana, and Mahabharata, werewritten, Indian
culturedeclined. Thevarnaconcept passed through
the hands of Manu and degenerated into the caste
systemwhereheredity (thecasteat birth), rather than
theindividual'scapabilitiesandattributes, becamethe
determiningfactor. Theperiod of declinehasseenthe
dominance of Rajasand Tamas, and aconcomitant
misinterpretation of thenotionof varnadi stinctionsof
the Bhagvad Gita.

Thereisyetanother point requiringexplanation. Even
theManusmruti (lawsof Manu) speaksof only four
castes. Why then are hundreds of subcastes com-
poundingthedifficulties?Theanswer maywell lieinour
heritage. A famousversefromBook 1 of Rigvedasays.

God is one, the wise call him by many names.

A cultureindecline, misinterpretingthenctionof varna,
isalsolikely tomisinterpret themeaning of thishymn.
Thereaderisawareof theliterally thousandsof deities
worshipedinindiawhichbyitselfisnotinconsi stent
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Figure 2. Riseand Decline of India - Last Cycle
(Thereisconsiderable uncertainty about the dates)
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Figure 3. Imminent Rise of India - Next Cycle
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withthehymn. However, theconflictsthey havegiven
risetohasnorational basis. Similar reasoning could
haveresultedinafurther subdivisionof thefour castes
intotheform that hasbeen prevalentin morerecent
times.

Theriseof Japaninthelast twenty or soyearsandthe
recent historical devel opmentssuggest that eastern
cultureswhichhaddeclinedalongtimeagoareonthe
riseagain. Thereiswideagreementininternational
circlesthat Japan, China, and Indiawill bethreeof the
four dominant global economiesinthefirstquarter of
thenext Century. Figure3 showstheevidenceof the
imminentriseof India. Itisexpected that duringthe
ascent, Sattvawill onceagainbecomedominantand
thetrueinterpretationof varnadistinctionswill become
apparent. Glimpsesof enlightenment havebecome
visiblein recent years. For example, effortsby the
society toupliftthemembersof thelowest castes, the
presence of the membersof al castesinall field of
endeavor, risinglevel sof inter-castemarriages, etc.
Thereistill alongway togobut thereislittledoubt that
soul searching about the true interpretation of the
notionof varnahasbegun.
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