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Position of Caste in India 
AN instructive review of a situation difficult to 
n gauge with detachment was prepared by Sir 
Claude Hill for the Friday evening discourse on 
"Society and Caste in the India of To-day" which 
was to have been delivered at the Royal Institution 
on March 9. The discourse was never delivered, for 
Sir Claude was taken ill and died on April 20, but 
it is now available in the Proceedings of the Royal 
Institution, vol. 28, pt. 2, p. 251. It is generally 
admitted that the present reaction of Hinduism to 
the introduction of Western conditions and ideas and 
its effect on the future of the caste system is one of 
the most important, and at the same time obscure, 
factors in the Indian political situation. 

Sir Claude, in his preliminary account of the 
origin and characteristic features of caste, lays stress 
on the fact that this system, imposed for the preserva
tion of the racial purity of the invading Aryans
a function which he aptly compares with that of 
the restrictions laid by Moses on the Israelites
notwithstanding efforts at reform such as Buddhism, 
Brahmo Samaj and other movements which he 
mentions, has adhered rigidly to its main purpose 
in the demarcation of the grades of society and the 
regulation of their intercourse. H e refP-rs more 
particularly to two examples which show the strength 
of caste feeling as against considerations which in 
other circumstances might be expected to carry 
preponderant weight. Of these, one is the remarkable 
position of the Chltpavan Brahmins, who, although 
they are said to have originated from castaways on 
the west coast, a tradition supportec by their physical 
characters, have attained a dominant position in 
Brahminism on the strength of their claim to have 
sprung from the head of Brahma. The second instance 
is that of Mr. Gandhi, who, not being a Brahmin, 
but a Banya by caste, after attaining a position of 
pre-eminence in leadership such as has not been 
known for centuries, lost influence entirely when he 
took up the cause of the Untouchables, not as a 
political measure, but as an attack on the caste system. 

There is, Sir Claude goes on to point out, a curious 
paradox in modern India. Young India, the intelli
gentsia class, has imbibed the democratic ideas of 
John Stuart Mill and Marx, yet clings with an almost 
fantastic tenacity to the ancient garment of Hindu 
social philosophy. Superficially, the West has made 
its mark on the face of Indian society. Sir Claude, 
in common with other observers, noted the 
marriages into higher and lower castes or even 
outside the pale of caste, the ignoring of caste in 
travel on railways and other like unwelcome de
partures from 'the ordained path' ; but he holds 
that it would be a mistake to regard these incidents 
as portending any fundamental change of outlook 
on the part of the overwhelming ma&; of the people, 

Sir Ciaude very rightly points to the unchanged 
position of the village Brahmin, upon whom in the 
rural community, who form 90 per cent of the 
population, Hindus of every caste depend for the 
ceremonial observances which accompany every 
stage of their life from the cradle to the grave. The 
undoubted revolt against Brahminical dominance is, 
he maintains, entirely confined to the political arena, 
but in the social field the situation remains sub
stantially the same. 

On the other hand, while emphasising the extent 
to which the Indian political problem during the past 
four years has been complicated by the caste system, 
Sir Claude also stresse,; the fact that many highly 
cultured Brahmins in various parts of India. are 
making noble efforts for social reform by endeavour
ing to modernise traditional prejudices. Social 
reform is being advocated by all grades of Indian 
society, but the leaven is working slowly, especially 
when compared with the rate of political change. 
In summing up the position, Sir Claude was of 
opinion that contact with the outside worl<j. will in 
course of time produce a transformation, but that 
in so far as we of the Western world are concerned, 
our help will best be given by an attitude of sym
pathetic understanding. 

International Universities Conference at Oxford 

T HE Association of University Teachers took the 
initiative in convening an International Confer

ence of university representatives which took place at 
University College, Oxford, on June 29-July 2. The 
conference was called for the discussion of general 
problems of university organisation and development 
in the light of the experience of different countries 
and it was, so far as is known, the first definite effort 
to establish some measure of international association 
between universities for the· specific purpose of 
considering university affairs. 

Forty universities abroad and in the Dominions 
appointed delegates to attend the Conference, as 
well as certain university associations, while British 
universities were represented by the Council members 
of the Association of University Teachers and by 
delegates from Oxford, Scotland and the British 
Federation of University Women. It was gratifying 
to observe that among t,he foreign representatives 
were included the presidents of both the French and 
the German University Federations and the vice
president of the Association of American Professors. 

The proceedings began with a dinner in University 
College on June 29, at which the foreign delegates 

and those of Oxford, Sir Michael Sadler and Mr. 
George Smith with the Warden of All Souls College, 
were the guests of the Council of the Association 
of University Teachers. 

The first day of the Conference was devoted to a 
series of accounts of the origin, constitution and aims 
of the university associations which already exist, 
given by representatives of each association . These 
included associations in England, Scotland, France, 
Germany, the United States, Hungary, Switzerland 
and Mysore ; but the Swedish and Italian associations 
unfortunately could not be represented. 

It is evident that the principle of association 
between teachers in universities is of recent origin 
and has not yet spread far, but in each of the cases 
m entioned the existing associations are flourishing 
and useful institutions, keenly appreciated by their 
members. It is to be hoped that the publication of 
this series of reports may do something to encourage 
the foundation of similar associations elsewhere. 

On the second day the Conference divided into 
four commissions, dealing respectively with : ( 1) 
overcrowding in universities; (2) vocational training 
in universities; (3) co-ordination of the machinery 


	Position of Caste in India



