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    It is indeed interesting that while civilizations, empires, nations and other social edifices continue to arise and fall, the Indian caste system seems to be resilient to ravages of history.  Outlived, decrepit and out of tune with the current era of globalisation,  it still haunts the socio-religious and political scenario of the Indian sub-continent.  While the nation gears up to enter the twenty-first century, caste factors are still strong enough to effect political upheavals and continue to be one of the major causes of violence.

      It is hardly surprising that neither social reforms nor a modern rational and scientific education have been able to usurp the caste system from the Indian psyche.  Inspite of its growing pragmatism, the Indian intelligentsia is peculiarly ambivalent in its attitude to caste factors. Such a deep-rooted and ingrained outlook can not be simplistically explained as a mere social phenomenon.  There must be, along with the social perspective, a psychological dimension that has contributed  to the acceptance and perpetuation of the caste system in the Indian psyche.  That does not however imply that social reform have to be supplemented by psychological maneuvers to help the Indian mind to transcend caste barriers. The predominant determinant of Indian culture arises from her spiritual repertoire.  All other knowledge---- psychological or sociological must be read in the background of a vast spiritual gestalt.  Any solution that aims to break the fetters of the rigid and obsolete caste system must be derived  from a spiritual perspective to be acceptable to the Indian mind.  It is difficult for the Indian temperament to throw away at a stroke an age-old practice.  Perhaps a better way would be preserve the basic principles of the Sanatana Dharma and revalidate them in the context of the changing times.

The caste systems as we find today is of course of a deviated and deformed version of the original Caturvarna system.  Sri Aurobindo examines the problem from three angles  :

(a) the socio-economic and political perspective which helps us to understand how the ethical principles enshrined in the Dharma-idea maintained the Caturvarna and how the political changes affecting the structure of the classical Indian community influenced transition of the ancient Caturvarna to the caste-system of later years ;

(b) the socio-cultural and psychological perspective which shows how the spiritual and religious values attached to the Caturvarna evolve into psychological and ethical paradigms and again into conventional prototypes; and

(c)  the spiritual and synthetic perspective which justifies and innovative effort to re-use the Vedic-ideas that gave birth to Caturvarna to effectuate another synthesis.  This new synthesis is entirely different from Caturvarna in its form yet to consonance with the spirit of the original seed-ideas form which the Caturvarna evolved and hence would be more acceptable to the Indian psyche.

II THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE :

                            One of the key issues of  human existence is  the relation between the individual and the collectivity.   The conflict between classes as envisaged by Marx is an important consideration but from the psychological standpoint, the conflict between the individual and the society is a more basic conflict to be resolved.  The Indian mind aimed at a balance between the free growth of communal life and the full flowering of the individual and for this purpose erected a framework characterized by a triple quartette: (1) 

(a)  The first quartette was a graded synthesis of the four-fold objects of life   : Vital Desire and Hedonistic Enjoyment (Kama), Personal and Communal Interest (Artha), Moral Right and Law (Dharma) and Spirituality (Moksha);

(b) The second quartette was the Chaturvarna or the Four – Fold order of the society;

(c) The third quartette was the Four – fold scale and succession of the hierarchical stages of life; student (Brahmacharya), house holder (Garhasthya), forest recluse (Vanaprastha) and free super-social man (Sannyasa).

The Caturvarna  


The Caturvarna system provided a matrix where the individual could optimally react with the society.  The ancient Indian idea was that according to man’s individual nature and temperament (Swabhava), he was suited for a particular law of action (Swadharma).   There were at least four types of functioning people with different laws of action :

(a) a priesthood  that generated scholars, legislators, thinkers, literatures, religious leaders and guides (Brahmins)  ;

(b)   a military and political aristocracy that provided kings, warriors, governors and administrators (Kshatriyas) ; 

(c)  a class of free agriculturists, traders, craftsmen, artistans and  and merchants (Vaishyas) ; and

(d) a proletariat of serfs and labourers (Sudras).

Variants of these four types of people are still found in modern societies --- whether they are of the commercial type eulogising ‘CAPITAL’ or proletariate-oriented , upholding ‘LABOUR’.  Sri Aurobindo points out that even in such societies there would exist ‘thinkers moved to find the law and truth and guiding  rule of the whole matter, the captains and leaders of industry who would make all this productive activity an excuse for the satisfaction of their need of adventure and battle and leadership and dominance, the many typical purely productive and wealth-getting men, the average workers satisfied with a modicum of labour and reward of their labour.’ (2)
        The four types of functioning people constituted the four-fold order of the society in ancient India.  This was the original Caturvarna system.  The economic order of the society was also mapped and graded to suit this  four –fold classification.  However it is worthwhile to note that the intellectual, ethical and spiritual growth of the individual was given a higher status that the economical  need.  The economical man (The Vaishya) held an honorable but a lower position in the social hierarchy  :  he was placed third while the lead was in the hands of the intellectual and political classes.  In fact, at different points in the history of social evolution, different factors have been thrown up by the Zietgeist – the time-spirit, to dominate society.  In the past, non-economic factors were more important when the man of learning had a higher social status.  Today the position has changed.  With the decline of the Brahmin ( the aristocracy of letters and culture and the Kshatriya (the military aristrocracy), the commercial and industrial classes, Vaishya and Sudra, within “CAPITAL” AND “LABOUR” have come to the forefront and after casting out their rivals are themselves engaged in a fratricidal conflict. Sri Aurobindo(3) explains that the Vaishya still predominantes with his stamp of commercialism and utilitarianism which is even extended to the realms of science, art, poetry and philosophy. Sri Aurobindo also prophesises that this state will not continue and Labour will get its due dignity and a time might come when other non – economic factors will again come to the forefront and dominate the life of an elevated human race. To understand the socio-religious and socio–political frame work that originally upheld the Caturvarna in ancient India, it is necessary to appreciate two important factors :

a) The concept of Dharma and

b) The structural changes in the evolution of communities.

Dharma

Dharma  -----   the law of governance, determination and direction was a great impersonal authority that evolved when the spiritual urge of the Vedic and Upanishadic ages turned to effectuate itself at the social level.(4)

a) The spiritual urge blossomed not in the mass in the isolated individuals--- for the common people, an ethical discipline was necessary so that the individual could not find the optional social milieu to develop himself.  The Indian concept of Dharma is the right law of functioning of our life in all its modalities---- a concept that includes and transcends the Western idea of ethical and social rule.    Sri Aurobindo explains that the Dharma is a law of ideal perfection for the developing mind and soul of man.  However there are differences in individual personalities, capacities, reaction-patterns and there are socio-cultural variations.  Any social law must take cognizance of this variety formula for that would be in Sri Aurobindo’s words ‘a senseless geometric rigidity that would spoil the plastic truth of life.  ‘People who are suited for different professions and social roles must be provided with appropriate avenues for spontaneous growth.  There must be also be a restraining and guiding force so that human conduct is not led by desires but by reason.  This then was the Dharma  ---- suited both for the individual and the collective development.  It was special for the special person and universally effective. (5)  

The Caturvarna was one of the systems which the Dharma evolved and supported for the free growth of the individual while yet living in the society. The regulating and disciplining effect of the Dharma was evident from certain characteristics of the Caturvarna: (6)

(a) The social hierarchy was never a political hierarchy. Inspite of the importance given to Brahmins, they could not usurp political power in India and there never arose a theocracy as in Tibet. Due to the influence of the Dharma, the fight between the church and the state is absent from the political history of India. 

(b) There was no exclusive state religion and the monarch was not the religious head. The Buddhist and Brahmin emperors supported both the rival religions –such was the ethical mandate of the Dharma. Even Asoka who attempted to extend his royal powers to the spiritual domain had to compromise and his edicts had a recommendatory rather than an imperative character. 

(c) The king was a limited or constitutional monarch and guardian, executor and servant of the Dharma. His power was limited to the issue of administrative decrees that had to be in consonance with the religious, social, political and economical considerations of the community. There were also other powers to cross-check the authority of the king. Manu even advocated regicide for unjust and oppressive kings. The social life of the people was by and large free from autocratic interference.

(d) Neither the Brahmin nor the king could change the Dharma. Any new value to be acceptable could only be introduced by the Rishi – The spiritual seer who could hail from any social class. 

The Growth of Communities and its influence on castes:


It is also important to understand the communal structure that supported the Caturvarna. Sri Aurobindo points out that variants of the Caturvarna was also evident in other ancient and medieval countries at a certain stage of social evolution. With the progress of social evolution, the character of communal life changed accompanied by changes in the value-system which in turn devalued and diluted the essence of Caturvarna. An ideal Caturvarna could only be practiced in communities pursuing a free growth. In fact, one of the key facets of early Indian collective life was a complex system of self-determining and self-governing communal bodies capable of spontaneous and free growth along several lines. Such communities grew when the agricultural and pastoral life began to be supplemented by a rich superstructure of commerce and industry and arts and crafts and a smaller superstructure of specialized military and political and religious and scholastic occupations. ‘The village continued to remain the unit of the social body but groups of villages began to conglomerate by conquest or coalition into confederated republics or nations and these again constituted the outer rings of larger kingdoms. The central authority did not function as an absolute monarchy but instead tried to harmonise the functioning of the communal bodies which had their own established laws. Between the central authority and the self determining communal units at the grass root level, were free institutions like councils and assemblies where all the four orders of the Caturvarna were represented giving the impression of a mixed polity. (7),(8)


This classical social organization of ancient India marked by the free and spontaneous growth of communities in accordance with the Dharma idea and harmonized by a non-interfering central authority had one great deficiency—it could not serve for the national and political unification of India and failed finally to counter foreign invasion. Sri Aurobindo stresses that the political system of a society has to be assessed not only on the basis of prosperity and internal freedom of the people but also by the security it erects against disruptive forces.  It is here that the ancient social organization of India did not outwardly succeed (outwardly, for otherwise India continued to survive because of an underlying spiritual commonality). (9) As a result the Time-spirit forced the transition from the  free-growing Aryan communities through may transient formations to the complicated monarchical state and as the central autocratic tendency began to grow, the free growth of the communities suffered and the regional autonomies broke down at the cost of a better administration and a stronger military force. Later with the stabilizing of a Mahomedan rule, the evils of an artificial Unitarian regime became more pronounced.  The free institutions that stood between he royal government and the self determining communal life of the people tended to disappear.  This was contrary to the spirit of Indian policy which had always favoured a synthesis of communal autonomies (as is evident even today in the fag end of the twentieth century in the resurgence of interest in the Panchayat Raj).  Sri  Aurobindo describes that with the growth of a centralized autocracy, the free peoples of the ancient Indian world began to disappear, their broken materials serving afterwards to create the now existing Indian races.’  (10)  The Caturvarna underwent many subdivisions giving rise to the decadent institution of caste, Jati.  This is the caste system as we find today.  The Brahmins got subdivided into many castes while the Kshatriyas remained comparativively united through divided into Kulas.  The Vaishya and Sudra orders underwent many subdivisions under the necessity of a subdivision of economic function on the basis of the heredity principle.  The hereditary principle became all-pervasive and served as a basis of social organization. Sri Aurobindo also points to another interesting feature of this decadence. In the early Aryan Society, the bulk of the common people belonged to the Vaishya order and comprised besides merchants and traders, the craftsmen and artisans and agriculturists. In fact, the Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Sudras were later social growths and comparatively fewer in number. ‘It was only after the confusion created by the Buddhist upheaval and the Brahminic reconstitution of the society in the age of cultural decadence that the mass of the cultivators and artisans and small traders sank in the greater part of India to the condition of Surdras with a small Brahmin mass at the top and in between a slight sprinkling of Kshatriyas and of Vaishyas.’ (11) (Sri Aurobindo’s observation is validated by contemporary census reports where the upper classes constitute less than 20% of the Indian population.) The caste system became a caricature of the Caturvarna and passively obstructed any attempt at a social reconstruction of a free and actively united life.    

III THE SOCIO-CULTURAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE :


The socio-economic and political perspective, though very important does not suffice to explain the origin of Caturvarna. Sri Aurobindo also examines the problem in the context of social evolution. The Human Cycle moves through  successive psychological stage of social development – a Lamprechtian concept elaborated by Sri Aurobindo and utilized by Him to initiate His own views on the subject. Karl Lamprecht (1856 –1915), the distinguished German historian made a radical departure from the economic – materialistic view of history and social development by adopting a psychological and subjective stand-point. Lamprecht named the psychological stages of the social cycle as:

(a) symbolic 

(b) typal and conventional 

(c) individualistic and 

(d) subjective. 

Sri Aurobindo accepted this nomenclature and added a spiritual cycle though He concomitantly warned that it was an over – simplification to classify men and societies. Nevertheless, these terms suited Sri Aurobindo so as to describe the Human Cycle in His own way that differed entirely from Lamprecht. As an illustration, Sri Aurobindo demonstrated how Caturvarna progressed through  different psychological stages of the social cycle.(12)

The Caturvarna in the Symbolic Stage :


One of the greatest contributions of Indian psychology represented in the Yogic wisdom is the discovery that there are other ways of acquiring knowledge other than perception and ratiocination. The development of supra-rational faculties of which the foremost is ‘Intutions’ helped Indian Yogis to discover many truths whose secrets are now being understood by Science. A classical example is the description of three types of fire in the Vedic texts – the ordinary fire (Jada Agni), electric fire (Vaidutya Agni) and the solar fire (Saurya Agni). This proves that the Vedic seers knew through intuition the differences between fire, electricity and nuclear fission. 

The Vedic Age was essentially characterized by an intuitive knowledge. Later this faculty withdrew because it was necessary for the evolutionary consciousness to develop the rational basis of knowledge. Once this is sufficiently developed, the human mind can again venture for an integrative intuitive faculty and even higher faculties that surpass intuition. 


The Vedic seers had to face one practical difficulty. They had acquired the faculty of intuition but knowledge thus possessed could not be communicated to the ordinary people. Neither the repertoire of Reason, nor the higher supra-rational faculties were sufficiently developed in the general masses. Thus, there was no other alternative for the Vedic seers but to express and record their intuitive knowledge as symbols. That is why the first stage of the human cycle is described as a Symbolic stage. The symbol is of something that exceeds man and his life and yet influences his activities. All his religions and social organizations and all his phases of life are to man symbols of a vast gestalt (spiritual, philosophical and mystical) that shape and influence human destiny. 

Indian spirituality intuitively discovered that there is an omnipresent Reality that expresses itself equally in man and the cosmos. That is why the macrocosm can be represented in the microcosm. That is also why the individual can dare to venture to universalize oneself. Now this truth has to be lived at different levels of consciousness. It is much more difficult to live out this truth at the collective level than at the individual level. Therefore this truth had to be represented by a living symbol at the collective level. Thus ensued the celebrated hymn in the Purushasukta of the Rig Veda which presents the symbolic imagery of the Universal Spirit, virat – Purusha, who produces from his creative body, from his various limbs, four orders or types of men . The hymn runs:

‘His head was the Brahmana; of His arms Rajanya (Kshatriya) was made; then His thighs were the Vaishyas; of His feet was born the Sudra.’

Sastry(13) points out that all the four orders are organically connected with each other and born out of the limbs of the same Universal Spirit. The parts of the body carry distinctive symbols. The head indicates knowledge, arms imply strength, thighs symbolize production and support and the feet denote service. 

The Vedas repeatedly mention that by the sacrifice of the Purusha or the cosmic godhead, man is born and therefore the principles symbolized by the limbs of the Purusha are embodied as human prototypes. There were certain individuals who yearned for wisdom and were best suited to express the Divine as knowledge – they were the Brahmins. There were others for whom it was more spontaneous to express the Divine as power – they were the Kshatriyas. There were also certain people who were harmonious instruments to express the divine through production, enjoyment and mutuality—they were the Vaishyas and there were the Sudras who fulfilled the Divine through service, obedience and work. The natural corollary of the Vedic hymn was that the work which one can best execute at the collective level is determined by the equality and capacity of the individual prototype.  

The Caturvarna in The Typical Stage  :
  The symbol of the cosmic godhead had now to be effected in the life of the community.  This could be properly done if each personality type (Swabhava) was allowed to follow rightfully its spontaneous law of  action (Swadharma) and discover its suitable socio-economic function (Karma).  This ideal eventually resulted in the development of a social order based

a) Primarily on temperament and personality-type (guma) with a corresponding ethical discipline and 

b) secondarily on the social and economic function that suited the personality-types.

            Thus the symbolic stage passed into a typal stage of social cycle where the psychological and ethical elements predominated while the religious and spiritual ideas were relegated to the background.  This was necessary for otherwise the symbol would have remained utopian and elusive.  However, while the psychological and ethical factors became more and more important, the original symbol of the direct expression of the cosmic godhead in man receded to the background and finally disappeared from practice and even from the theory of life.  The chief utility of religion  became  more social than spiritual and instead of expressing the Universal Spirit, it merely came to serve as a reference for ethical disciplines enshrined in the Dharma-idea.

         It is interesting to observe how psychological differentiation based on the Gunas  (the universal determinative forces to Indian philosophy known as Sattwa, Rajas and Tamas) helped to form the fourfold social order.  The Gunas  are  universal modes to energy which constitute human behaviour in dynamic interaction with the environment.  Sattwa is the  mode of balance, harmony and intelligence.  Rajas is the mode of action of and movement.  Tamas carries the seed of inertia and negation of intelligence. The three qualities are in present in every  individual in variable degrees but one or the other  predominates  at a particular phase of life.  Man meets the battle of life in the manner most consonant with the Guna dominant in his nature.  The purely Sattwic man seeks primarily for himself a principle of law, poise, harmony, peace and satisfaction with a sense of inner detachment from life.  If however, the sattwic man has an admixture of the Rajasic impulse, then the poise and harmony can be universalized to vindicate a victory for peace, love and harmony over the principle of war, discord and struggle.    The predominantly Rajasic man fights the battle of life for his own egoistic assertions : to slay, conquer, dominate and enjoy. However, with a certain admixture of the sattwic quality, he can make the struggle of life a means of increasing inner mastery, joy, power and possession. The Tamasic man on the other hand succumbs to the play of the world – forces. If he is supplemented by other qualities (Sattwa, Rajas), he can at best continue to survive somehow without making any progress. The ‘Gunas’ therefore determine the ‘Karma’ and the Caturvarna in the Typal stage is actually a Guna-KarmaVibhaga. The law of individual action (Swadharma) is in consonance with the dominant action of the Guna. Subbannachar (14) represents the relation between the Gunas and Varnas :

      Sattwic

      Sattwic – Rajasic                        Brahmin 

      Rajasic‑Sattwic
      Kshatriya

      Rajasic


Rajasic ‑ Rajasic


Tamasic, ‑Raj asic                       Vaishya


Tamasic ‑ Rajasic
      Sudra

      Tamasic

The status and role of the individual was determined by his personality 
(Swabbava‑adhikara), not by his birth. Hence if his occupation suited his 
characteristic law ‑of‑action (Swadharma) he had a two‑fold advantage. On one hand he could be successful in hiss social role and on the  other hand  he could progress spiritually, It is no wonder that the ethical ideals of the  Typal stage in consonance with the psychological   differentia  helped, to develop honor, education, function and utility.

The Chaturvarna in the Conventional stage:


Unfortunately, with the passage of time, the psychological and ethical ideas ceased to be the guiding principles and the typal life became fixed, conventional, hereditary and traditional ‑ the plasticity of the typal stage was replaced by, a fixed and formalized arrangement. Sri Aurobindo points out that the conventional stage is born when. the outward supports of the ideal become more important than the ideal itself. In the evolution of castes, the outward. supports. that hold the four‑fold order comprised primarily of'

(a) birth

(b) economic factors

(c) religious ritual and sacrament and

(e) family custom.

       Each of these factors began to exaggerate itself. Initially, Faculty and capacity were more important than birth but as the type fixed itself, its maintenance by education and tradition became necessary and these in turn fixed themselves in hereditary grooves.  The son of a Brahmin also became conventionally a Brahmin and the maintenance of a ethical and psychological types receded to the background. The four orders of the Caturvarna became fixed and rigid in a mechanical system of castes that became a matter of convention. Subbannachar (15)  adds that the inhibitions and prohibitions of inter-caste and inter-caste relations grew more and more exclusive and separative and all interchange and assimilations were in the form of socio-economic functions which were the prerogative of various castes.  Sri Aurobindo describes, ‘finally, even the economic basis began to disintegrate :    birth, family customs and remnants, deformations, new accretions of meaningless or fanciful religious sign and ritual, the very scarecrow and caricature of the old profound symbolism, became riveting links of the system of caste in the iron age of the old society.  In the full economic period of the caste the priest and pundit masquerade in the name of the Brahmin, the aristocrat and feudal baron under the name of Kshatriya, the trader and money-getter under the name of Vaishya, the half-fed labourer and economic serf under the name of the Shudra.  When the economic basis also breaks down, then the unclean and diseased decrepitude of the old system has begun ;  it has become a name, a shell, a sham and must either be dissolved in the crucible of an individualist period of society or else fatally affect with weakness and falsehood the system of life that clings to it.  That in visible fact is the last and present state of the caste system in India.(16)

The Individualist Age and The Caste System  : 

When the gap between Truth and Convention becomes intolerable, individuals wake up to question and to reject by reason the symbol, type and convention so as to seek the truth of things.  Thus the Age of individualism  (17)   burst forth in Europe through the Renaissance and Reformation and challenged the dogmatism of the church and the ‘Sanctified tyrannies’ of the politicians.  This revolt culminated in the eulogisation of science and in the triumph of Reason.  In the collective life, this impulse translated itself in the attempt to establish social justice through universal fundamental rights.

         The age of individualism rose primarily in Europe – The East awakened to it only through contact and influence of the West.  However, there were important differences.  Whereas in Europe, religious freedom  was divorced from social and political freedom, in the East such movements found spiritual leaders who advocated a new set of values to rejuvenate the spirit of India.  Despite such attempts the conventional stage has not come to an end in India and obsolete institutions like the caste system continue to exist.

       It would be judicious to examine why the caste system could not be broken by the Western impact of the Age of Individualism, even in this era of globalisation.  Some possible reasons would be --  

(a) Sri Aurobindo points out  that. any new constructive force must be aided. by a destructive critical reasoning.(18) There have been recurrent attempts in India to break conventions following the Buddhist upheaval but could not succeed because they were conducted by a wide and tolerant reason that was insufficiently militant -- a typical Indian attitude that contributes to the persistence of  decadent institution.

(b) It is a psychological fact that the root powers of human life have their non-rational sources too. Despite accepting Reason as a Governor of life, man continues to be subject to the tyranny of needs, desires, prejudices , cultural taboos, dogmatic ideas‑- a condition described by Sri Aurobindo as the irrationality of  human existence. (19) Thus it is a psychological fact that this tendency of conventions to return back again and again persists and cultures which have existed for a long time are more prone to such attacks. An analogous movement in the Western world is the recent renewal of 'academic' interest in witch‑craft.

Even if a rational age of Individualism could firmly establish itself in India, it is doubtful if it could solve the problem of caste because:

(i) Science had to discover universal laws to establish verifiable truths. This was all right in the domain of physical sciences but when this view was extended to the realm of behavioral sciences, certain complications set in. The universal laws by which science sought to explain human life were heavily biased towards the individual. As a result science could only replace existing social systems by newer variants. Sri Aurobindo describes that even in caste system could be recast in an age of science (20) The Brahmin law enforcer could be replaced by the scientific, economic ad administrative expert. The autocratic king could be replaced by an equally powerful collectivist state. An initial equality of   education and opportunity would be latter supplemented by a delineation of function by vocational experts. The Vanaprastha and Sannyasa Ashramas of the elderly would be replaced by enjoyment of leisure. Such a novel variant of the ancient caste system would be more rigid and dehumanising.

(ii) Our life‑nature yearns for diversity and variation. To tackle this impulse, Reason favours standardisation, organisation and uniformity. The Age of Individualism tends to use Reason to justify the socialisation of individuals so as to construct an organised uniformity. It is psychologically more important to adopt reason to the psychic needs of the individual. (21 ) This necessitates the human cycle to move from an individualist to a subjective phase.

(iii) The progress of the social cycle has to be pari passu accompanied by an individual effort to be self‑conscious instead of being only self-critical. The individual has the capacity to continually exceed himself. To do so, he has to integrate his personality around a centre that on one hand surpasses the ego and on the other hand denotes a higher level of consciousness than the ordinary mentality. Such an integrated personality can then ascend the hierarchies of consciousness. Only then can man succeed in freeing himself from the burden of his atavistic conventions.

IV THE SPIRITUAL AND SYNTHETIC PERSPECTIVE:

Neither the Brahmins nor the Kshatriyas were the originators or modifiers of the Dharma ‑‑ the former were its recorders or interpreters and the latter were Its executors. It was the Rishi (22) who was the prime mover behind the social processes in ancient India. The Rishis were men of higher spiritual experience and knowledge. In the fluid stage of social evolution during the Vedic times, the Rishis evolved new ideas to shape and influence the socio‑religious paradigms and customs of the people. They were consulted by the kings and revered by all and sundry. It is important to note that the Rishi could hail from any social class and was not bound by the Caturvarna.

Every thesis has its antithesis. There were rebels too who defied the Caturvarna. The individual rebels were the Sannyasis who renounced the social life for a free spiritual life. Sri Aurobindo (23) also points out that there were groups who had the liberty to rebel against the caste system and form sub-​societies with new values like the Sikhs and Vaishnavas, It is important to note that the individuals and groups who outgrew the Caturvarna had one common denominator ‑‑ they all evolved from the same spiritual background. To the Indian psyche, the spiritualist is more dynamic than the mere social reformer. Even in the nineteenth century, Rammohan's and Vidyasagar's attempt at social reformation were acceptable to the masses because both of them upheld spiritual values.

If we have thus to transform the Indian mind's attitude to the caste system, we must begin not from a mere social or humanitarian angle but from a spiritual perspective. And to do so we have to separate the from the 'spirit' and go back to the seed‑ideas in the Purushasukta of the Vedas from which the Caturvarna was born, to see if we can combine the elements to form a novel and innovative synthesis.

The four orders of the Caturvarna figuratively sprang from the limbs of the creative deity ‑‑ the cosmic godhead, from his head, arms, thighs and feet. Ordinarily this is construed to indicate that Brahmins were pure men of knowledge, Kshatriyas were men of power, Vaishyas were the producers and support of the society and the Sudras were its servants. But this is a too superficial reading of the imagery which actually tried to depict how the Divine expresses itself in man and his myriad activities ‑‑ the Divine as knowledge in man, the Divine as Power, the Divine as production, enjoyment and mutuality and the Divine as service, obedience and work. These divisions correspond to the four cosmic principles whose efflorescence need the help of the four great powers of the Divine Shakti ‑

(a) Wisdom that conceives the order and principle of things and manifested by Maheswari, Goddess of supreme knowledge;

(b) The Power that sanctions, upholds and enforces it, aided by Mahakali, Goddess of the supreme strength;

(c) The Harmony that creates the arrangements of its parts with the help of Mahalakshmi, the Goddess of love and beauty; and

(d) The Work that carries out what the rest directs with the sanction of Mahasaraswati, Goddess of skill and perfection. *

These four principles justified the four‑fold order of the society. They can also be used to justify and build up an ideal four‑fold personality as the same Reality expresses itself equally in man and the collectivity. Sri Aurobindo describes that the very nature of our life is such that it is at every moment subject to the influence of these four principles at work ‑'Our life itself is at once an Inquiry after truth and knowledge, a struggle and battle of our will with ourselves and surrounding forces, a constant production, adaptation, application of skill to the material of life and a sacrifice and service.' (25)
Sri Aurobindo explains that the crude external idea that a man is born

_______________________________________________________________________________________

* These four principles effected by the four Powers of the Divine Shakti fulfill the mission of the four kings of the Vedic pantheon‑Varuna, Mitra, Aryaman and Bhaga ‑ they represent the purity and vastness of The Truth‑Consciousness, its law of light, love and harmony, its power and aspiration, its pure and happy enjoyment of things. (24)

into a particular caste is not a psychological truth of our being. 'The psychological fact is that there are these four active powers and tendencies of the Spirit and its executive Shakti within us and the predominance of one or the other in the more well‑formed part of our personality gives us our main tendencies, dominant qualities and capacities, effective turn in action and life. But they are more or less present in all men, here manifest, there latent, here developed, there subdued and depressed or subordinate, and in the perfect man will be raised up to a fullness and harmony…………………the most outward psychological form of these things is the mould or trend of the nature towards certain dominant tendencies, capacities, characteristics, form of active power, quality of the mind and inner life, cultural personality or type.' (26) The turn is often towards the predominance of the intellectual development. According to the grade of development arises the inquisitive mind, the intellectual, and lastly, the thinker, sage and prophet. In others, the turn of their nature is to the predominance of will‑force and capacities which make for strength, leadership and victory. According to the grade of power, we have the man of action, the man of self‑imposing active will and personality and finally the conqueror, creator, founder in what ever field of active formation of

life. A third turn of human nature is towards the practical arranging intelligence and instinct of life to produce, exchange, possess, enjoy, contrive, put things in order and balance and this power outwardly

expresses itself as the legal, professional, commercial, industrial, eco​nomical, practical and scientific, mechanical, technical and utilitarian mind. The fourth turn of human nature is towards work and service. A

mechanical discharge of duty without any enlightenment and gratifying only primal wants of life places one automatically at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Only if his work is uplifted by knowledge, mutuality and

strength, the true dignity of labour can be established. 

Sri Aurobindo points out that each of these four types of personality patterns cannot be complete if it does not bring into it something from the other types. (27) Thus 

(a) the man of knowledge cannot serve truth unless he has will‑force (otherwise he will be impotent and ritualistic) and unless he has adaptive skill to work out his knowledge in the practical field (otherwise his ideas will remain utopian) and his knowledge cannot be consecrated unless he has a spirit of service to humanity (otherwise he will be too egoistic). That is why Sri Aurobindo postulates that 'it was the Kshatriya bringing his courage, audacity, spirit of conquest into the fields of intuitive knowledge and spiritual experience who first discovered the great truths of Vedanta. ‘(28);
(b) the man of power must supplement his force by knowledge and reason (otherwise he becomes a Titan and an Asura), must have skill to administer and regulate his own strength and make it creative, adaptive and fruitful (otherwise his force is more destructive than constructive) and must be capable of obedience (or else he becomes a tyrant and brute dominator),

(c) the man of productive mind and work must have an open and enquiring mentality (or else he has no expansive growth), must have courage and enterprise along with a spirit of service (or else he will only amass and enjoy without consciously aiding social growth);

(d) the man of labour and service must bring knowledge, honour and aspiration and skill into work since only then the true dignity of labour can be established. Sri Aurobindo proceeds further to emphasise that if work and service can be truly developed in the spirit of love, obedience and selflessness, we can be capable of  'atma‑samarpana'‑complete self-surrender, a necessary prerequisite for spiritual development.

The greater perfection of man comes when he enlarges his repertoire to include all the four qualities even though one of them may lead the others. These four qualities correspond to the head and limbs that spring from the body of the creative deity in the original Vedic imagery. The head and the limbs are dependent on the body but the body exceeds its parts as the latter can remain either quiescent or active. Similarly, the four-fold powers of man must have a base (analogous to the body of the creative deity) to which they relate but which in turn is not exhausted by them. This is the Soul‑Force presiding over and filling the powers of its nature. It is something "Impersonal in the personal form, independent and self‑sufficient even in the use of the instrumentation, indeterminable though determining both itself and things, something that acts with a much greater power upon the world and uses particular power only as one means of communication and impact on man and circumstance." (29) The four‑fold powers have to be harmonised and integrated around this soul force * which surpasses the ego.

The four‑fold personality perfected around an integrating soul‑force is the synthesis perceived by Sri Aurobindo. This task requires not only a human effort but a response from the Divine. This new synthesis is built from the same seed‑ ideas that gave birth to the Caturvarna. The Caturvarna was an expression of the Universal spirit as a four‑fold social hierarchy. With the passage of time the form lost its significance and became a burden‑ something that occurred when the Caturvarna became a diseased

_______________________________________________________________________________________

* This soul‑force in the Aurobindonian glossary arises not from an ethical base but is inherent in the power of the Psychic Being which is the frontal evolutionary principle of the Atman of the Indian tradition,

caste system. But the spirit of the original seed‑ideas born from an intuitive seer‑vision outlives the forms and can always be used for a new synthesis. The four‑fold personality featuring Wisdom, Strength, Harmony and Service integrated around the Soul‑force is such a new synthesis made from the same seed ideas that produced the Caturvarna. This would be more acceptable to the Indian psyche to whom the Vedas, Upanishads and Gita continue to be living spirit.

Such a new synthetic vision of personality has another dimension. The reaction to conventionalism in the West took the form of materialism, secularism and mechanical organisation in the age of Individualism. Sri Aurobindo had opined that the Indian reaction might differ from that of the West and take the form of subjectivism and practical spirituality.30 An acceptance of Sri Aurobindo's synthesis of a perfected personality type constructed from the seed-ideas that evolved the Caturvarna while rejecting the worn‑out caste system would itself be a classical Indian reaction to the age of conventionalism. As such an attempt will have to integrate Wisdom, Strength, Harmony and Service around a Beyond‑Ego principle, it will be mandatory for the Time‑Spirit to press the Human Cycle to move towards a spiritual age en route an era of subjectivism.
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