Modern Hindu Society

The identity of society is determined by its basic features. In the case of the Hindu society these features
have been the belief in the theory of Karman and that of rebirth, Punarjanman, a corollary to the former
which means reaping the reward of actions, good or bad of previous birth/births. The cycle of birth
and rebirth continues till the true knowledge in the form of the identity of the individual soul, the
Jivatman, with the supreme one, the Paramatman dawns. Except the Materialists known as Carvakas or
Lokayatikas, every school and every sect of Hindu society has belief in Karman and rebirth. Not only
the Hindus, even as of the other religions as had their origin in India as reform movements, the religions
like Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, and so on have absolute faith in them. At the social plane, the caste
system and the system of the stages of life, the Varnasramadharma, have been the essential characteristics
of Hindu society which was divided into four groups of Brahmanas, Ksatriyas, Vai$yas and Studras in
the descending order. The Brahmanas formed the intellectuals, the Ksatriyas the warriors, the Vaisyas
the merchants and traders and the Stidras the various other professions. In course of time this division
primarily conceived on the basis of type of work and activity to be performed by each came to be
determined by birth, the real control vesting with the first three upper groups, the last group having
been assigned the lowest position and being totally neglected and looked down upon. Among the three
groups the Brahmin with his knowledge of scriptures and lores occupied the dominant position. A
challenge was thrown to this by a long line of reformers down the ages, with their own set of ideas
which were accepted by their followers as new religions and named after them, Buddhism, for example,
after the Buddha and Jainism after Jina Mahavira. The reformers in their own way continued trying to
demolish the caste barriers, the barriers of high and low with only limited success which not unoften
resulted in their followers forming break away groups, leaving the core of the Hindu society continue
with the system wherein a large segment of it for no reason except its birth in a particular group was
considered untouchable and unfit for anything decent in life and was condemned to a living deprived
of facilities available to the members of the other three groups.

The special prerogative of the Brahmins, the ritual, too held society in its firm grip and assured for
its performers a special position. The protest movements aimed at loosening its grip but without much
spectacular success.

Women who were equal partners in society and shared the same altar with their husbands even in
the performances of the sacrifice in the Vedic period and who joined in the highly philosophical
discussions in the period of the Upanisads came to occupy much lower position in the society later.!
They were denied the study of the scriptures: striSudrau nadhiyatam, the women and the Stdra, must
not read them, and till the beginning of the present century even the formal education. From the ancient
to the medieval and from the medieval to the early modern period the position of women is a saga of
progressive deterioration. There was and in some cases still is, the practice of the Sati, the burning of
the widows on the funeral pyre of their husbands and the lack of education. Though there is nothing of
this type in older texts, the children at a very tender age came to be united in wedlock in the late medieval
and the early modern period, with all the attendant social evils. If perchance the husband died, the
child wife would have to carry on with her widowhood all her life, a life of all misery and privation.
The widowhood for the women was the greatest curse. They could not remarry and were condemned
to a life severe and rigorous. They had to shave their heads, sleep on floor, eat frugal meals and wear






















































