Quest Journals

Journal of Research in Humanities and Social Science
Volume 9 ~ Issue 11 (2021) pp: 01-08
ISSN(Online):2321-9467

www.questjournals.org

Research Paper

The Outcaste: Varna-system redefined in Pali commentaries

Mukesh Mehta

Research Fellow
Department of Pali & Buddhist Studies
Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi — 221005

Abstract

Generally, only four categories (i.e., Brahmin, Ksatriya, Vaisya and Sidra) of the
Varna-system is discussed. Apart from these four categories, there was another category
which was excluded from this system and considered as Outcaste (Avanna). Generally, the
people from five groups or Kulas fall under this category — Candala-kula, Vena-kula,
Nesada-kula, Rathakara-kula, and Pukkusa-kula. People belonging to the Outcaste category
were responsible for the forbidden and inferior level of works or duties. Among all kulas of
the Outcaste-category, Candal-kula was mostly defamed. This study is an attempt to examine
the changing nature of Varna system with reference to the social condition of Qutcaste
people depicted in Pali commentarial literature.
Keywords: varna, outcaste, redefined, commentaries, etc.

Received 24 October, 2021; Revised: 05 November, 2021; Accepted 07 November, 2021 ©
The author(s) 2021. Published with open access at www.questjournals.org

I. INTRODUCTION

The Varna-system has been the mainstay of the Indian social structure since it came
into existence. This system has mainly four components— Brahmin (priest), Ksatriya
(aristocrat), Vaisya (merchant) and Siidra (worker). The Brahmin was placed on the top and
the Siidra at the bottom of the Varna-system. Position of the Ksatriyas and the Vaisyas in this
system is second and third respectively. This arrangement had been envisaged on the basis of
a hymn mentioned in 90" section of 10" chapter of the Rgveda (10.90.12)." The section is
classified as Purusa-sitkta. This hierarchy has also been endorsed in later-Vedic text
Manusmrti which is considered as Hindi-Dharmasastra (code of conduct for Vedic
tradition).?

The duties or responsibilities of these all four Varnas were determined according to
the hierarchy of the Varna-system. The work of Brahmin was teaching, studying, to perform
rituals, and to uphold priesthood. The KS$atriyas took care of state-affairs and public

' Brahmanasya mukhamasidbaht rajanyah krtah;

Urii tadasya yadvai$yah padbhyam $tdro ajayata.
{Rgvedah. Ram, T. (Ed. & Trans.). (2013). (Vol. 1, p. 875). Delhi: Vijaykumar Govindram
Hasanand.}

2> Manusmytih. Sastii, H. (Ed. & Trans.). (1953). (pp. 28-29). Banaras: Chaukhamba Samskrta
Series Office.
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protection. The main occupation of the VaiSyas was trade, business and agriculture. And the
task of the Stidras was to remain engaged in the service of its three upper Varnas.* This order
and structure of Varna-system remained intact till the later Vedic-period. Rather, the nature
of this system became even more distorted in the later Vedic-period.

Like Varna-system and caste-system, another discriminative system called Asrama-
system was also very popular and practiced widely in Vedic-culture.* It was believed that, by
following the Adrama-system happiness and prosperity can be achieved easily and it also
paves the way to salvation (Moksa). Just as the social life was divided into four Varnas, the
religious life of an individual or householder was also divided into four Asramas—
Brahmacharya-asrama, Grhastha-asrama, Vanaprastha-asrama and Sanyasa-asrama. This
Asrama-system was considered as an essential element for human’s terrestrial and celestial
life. But as the Varna-system, this system was also discriminative and based on the Varna-
system in fact. Only three upper Varnas i.e., Brahmins, Ks$atriyas and Vaisyas were allowed
to follow this Aérama-system. People of the fourth Varna (i.e., Stidras) and women of all
Varnas were not allowed to follow this system. Most of the ancient Vedic literatures
including many treatises (like Manusmyrti) shed extensive light on the A§rama-system.’

Apart from these four categories of the Varna-system, there was another category
which was excluded from this system and considered as Outcaste (avanna/vivanna). People
of this catagory often lived outside the cities or the villages, far away from the people of the
four Varnas lived. Their entry into main cities or villages was forbidden. Pali literature admits
the word Kula to denote different groups of this category. These groups were identified on
the basis of their works or livelihood. Generally, the people from five groups or Kulas fall
under this category— Candala-kula, Vena-kula, Nesada-kula, Rathakara-Kula, and Pukkusa-
kula.® Venas was bamboo-workers, Nesadas was hunters, Rathakaras was cart-makers and
Pukkusas was flower-scavengers. (Bodhi. 2017. 687). Overall people belonging to the
Outcaste-category were responsible to do the forbidden and inferior level of works such as,
removing or disposing dead cattle, burning corpses, cleaning of sewage, drains and streets,
involved in bamboo & wooden works and hunting.

Among all kulas of the Outcaste-category, Candal-Kula was most defamed. People
belonging to this Kula are often seen to be targeted in Pali commentarial (Atthakatha)
literature. This study is an attempt to examine the changing nature of Varna-system with
reference to the social condition of Outcaste people depicted in Pali commentarial literature.
The study deals with the following issues —

e Has the condition of Varna-system been portrayed same in Pali commentarial literature as
portrayed there in Pali canonical literature?

‘Brahmana brahmanassa sandhanam panfiapenti bhikkhacariyam; brahmana khattiyassa
sandhanam paffiapenti dhanukalapam; brahmana vessassa sandhanam pafifiapenti kasigorakkham;
brahmana suddassa sandhanam pafifiapenti asitabyabhangim. Idha bhavam gotamo kimaha™ti? {The
Majjhima Nikdya — Majjhima Panndasakam. Samkrtyayana, R. (Ed.). (1958). (pp. 443-44). Nalanda:
Nava Nalanda Mahavihara. }

* Manusmytih. Sastri, H. (Ed. & Trans.). (1953). (pp. 41-52). Banaras: Chaukhamba Samskrta
Series Office.

> Ibid. chap. 2, 3 & 4.

STaiihi kotisatasahassadhananampi sattabhiimikapasadavaratale vasantanampi
candalavenanesadarathakarapukkusadinam nicakulikanam omakapurisanam supinantepi
paribhogatthaya na nibbattati. {Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. The Suttanipata-atthakatha. Chaudhary, A.
(Ed.). (1975). (Vol. 2, p. 19). Nalanda: Nava Nalanda Mahavihara.}
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e Are there any differences seen in the condition of Outcaste people in Pali canonical and
commentarial literature?

Outcastes in Pali commentaries

Like the Pali-canons’, Brahmins and KS$atriyas are dominant Varnas in commentaries
too. It is mentioned in the Jataka-Nidanakatha that the Bodhisatta® thought before taking
birth as a man that in which clan or Varna it would be better to take birth. Thinking about the
merits and demerits of all the Varnas, he came to the conclusion that the K$atriyas clan is the
only surpassing Varna in which he should be born.’ In Cittasambhiita-jataka the Bodhisatta
Citta-Pandita states that the Candala caste is the lowest among the entire human-race. We
were born as Candalas in our past-life only because of our sinful deeds. But today we are
born as Ksatriyas and Brahmins due to good deeds."” Thus, by giving equal status to both
Brahmins and KS$atriyas here, an attempt has been made to prove them superior to other
Varnas and castes. But two things are worth noting here. The first is that, an attempt has been
made to end the conflict we often encounter in the Pali-canon between Brahmins and
Ksatriyas by bringing them at equal level. And second thing is that, in the Pali-canon,
Brahmins are often seen targeting the Siidras, but here the (Brahmin) Bodhisatta is trying to
create a feeling of hatred towards the Candala-caste (i.e., Outcaste people) in the (Ksatriya)
King’s mind.

Although in paccuppanna-vatthu of the Tittira-jataka, Buddha doesn’t allow caste-
superiority to dominate within the Sangha. Once he asks the monks, “who should first be
provided bed, water or food?” Monks give different answers. Some of them also suggest that
Brahmin or Ksatriya should be provided first." Then the Buddha says that only the person in
the Sangha will be entitled to get the bed, water, food, etc. firstly, who will be the senior most
(i.e., the one who ordinated priorly in Buddha-Dhamma)."

" A detailed paper has been already published by me on nature and different aspects of the
Varna-system depicted in Pali canonical literature. The paper can be accessed through this link:
{https://drive.google.com/file/d/1 2vmlIt2ASwmO0aEpc82kS7fl. Rn6gK C4vk/view?usp=drivesdk}.

® A being destined to attain fullest enlightenment or Buddhaship. A Bodhisatta passes through
many existences & many stages of progress before the last birth in which he fulfils his great destiny.
The ‘“amhakarh Bodhisatto” or “our Bodhisatta” of the Buddhist Texts refers to Gotama, whose
previous existences are related in the Jataka collection. These tales illustrate the wisdom & goodness
of the future Buddha, whether as an animal, a god, or a human being. In his last existence before
attaining Buddhahood, he is a man. {Davids, R., & Stede, W. (Eds.). (1952). The Pali text society's
Pali-English dictionary. (Vol. 6, p. 114). London: Pali Text Society.}

° Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. Jataka-atthakatha. (Kausalydyana, B. Ananda. Trans.). Tripathi,
Sivasankara (Ed.). (2006). (Vol. 1, p. 81). Prayaga: Hindi Sahitya Sammelana.

10 “Candalahumha avantisu, miga nerafljaram pati;

Ukkusa nammadatire, tyajja brahmanakhattiya™ti.

{Ibid. 2011. Vol. 5, p. 73.}

" “Ko nu kho, bhikkhave, aggasanam aggodakam aggapindam arahati”ti? Ekacce
“khattiyakula pabbajito”ti ahamsu, ekacce “brahmanakula, gahapatikula pabbajito™ti {Ibid. 2006. Vol.
1, pp. 291-292.}

2 “Na, bhikkhave, mayham sasane aggasanadini patva khattiyakula pabbajito pamanam, na
brahmanakula pabbajito, na gahapatikula pabbajito, na vinayadharo, na suttantiko, na abhidhammiko,
na pathamajjhanadilabhino, na sotapannadayo pamanam, atha kho, bhikkhave, imasmim sasane
yathavuddham abhivadanam paccutthanam afjalikammam samicikammam katabbam, aggasanam
aggodakam aggapindo laddhabbo. {Ibid. p. 292.}
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The Vedas are often praised by the Brahmins in the Tipitaka (canon), while the
Buddha and his disciples are usually found condemning the Vedas. But there is confusion
regarding the Vedas in the Atthakatha (commentaries). There is a mixed reaction of the
Bodhisattas regarding the Vedas in the Jataka-atthakatha. Some Bodhisattas are found
condemning the Vedas and some praising it. In the Bhiridatta-jataka, when the Bodhisatta’s
brother Arittha praises Brahmin and the Vedas excessively”, Bodhisatta thinks that Ariftha is
praising the Vedas due to his miccha-ditthi."* Thereafter, he strongly criticizes the Vedas and
the Brahmins too through various verses for removing the miccha-ditthi of Arittha.”

Another new thing is seen in Pali commentaries. In various Jatakas, we see a Brahmin
doing all the abominable and neglectful things for which a person is labelled as lowly and
wicked. Setaketu Brahmin does all kinds of deception and lies to get the grace of the king.
Setaketu was living in the Royal Garden of Benarasa-king with his 500 ascetic companions.
When Setaketu came to know that the king will visit the garden today, he gathered all the
ascetics and said —

“Friends, the king is coming today. If the king is pleased, then we can live
happily throughout our life”. Then he instructed them to perform the
toughest penance-asceticism which the king would be pleased to see. After
that he set himself at the door of the hut on a chair with a head-rest, put a
book with a brilliant-coloured wrapping on a painted stand, and explained
texts as he was inquired about by four or five intelligent pupils.”*

Similarly, in Bhiridatta-jataka we see a hunter-Brahmin of Varanasi who used to
hunt wild animals like ‘deer and pig’"” with his son Somadatta for his family’s livelihood."
The word Nesadabrahmano (hunter-priest) has been used here for that hunter-Brahmin. He is
also seen cheating another Brahmin."” His son Somadatta says, ‘lest that Brahmin deceive
you’.” It seems that, at that time even Brahmins could feel free to cheat, trick and even kill
someone in the greed of money —

“Thus, he weakened the Bodhisatta, made a basket with vines, and put the
Satta in it. He (the Bodhisatta) did not fit inside the basket because his body
was big. Then he (the Alambayana® brahmin) hit from the heel, pushed into

" Ibid. 2017. Vol. 7, p. 53.

'* Wrong-views; one who holds wrong views. {Davids, R., & Stede, W. (Eds.). (1952). The
Pali text society's Pali-English dictionary. (Vol. 6, p. 156). London: Pali Text Society.}

5 Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. Jataka-atthakatha. (Kausalydyana, B. Ananda. Trans.). Tripathi,
Sivasankara (Ed.). (1995). (Vol. 7, pp. 54-66). Prayaga: Hindi Sahitya Sammelana.

' Rajano ca nama sakim aradhetva yavatayukam sukham jivitum sakka, ajja ekacce
vaggulivatam caratha, ekacce kantakaseyyam kappetha, ekacce paficatapam tappetha, ekacce
ukkutikappadhanamanuyuijatha, ekacce udakorohanakammam karotha, ekacce mante sajjhayatha”ti
vicaretva sayam pakkasaladvare apassayapithake nisiditva paficavannarangasamujjalavasanam ekam
potthakam vicitravanne adharake thapetva susikkhitehi catithi paficahi manavehi pucchite pucchite
painhe kathesi. {Ibid. 2007. Vol. 3, p. 470.}

"7 Imasmim thane migam vijjhimha, imasmim stikaranti. {Ibid. 2017. Vol. 7, p. 22.}

" Tada eko baranasidvaragamavasi brahmano somadattena nama puttena saddhim arafinam
gantva siilayantapasavaguradihi oddetva mige vadhitva mamsam kajenaharitva vikkinanto jivikam
kappesi. {Ibid. p. 14.}

' Imam brahmanam vaficetva ganhametam maniratana’nti. {Ibid. p. 25.}

% ]dani panesa brahmano taffieva vaficessati. {Ibid.}

2 Alambayana — Originally the name of a spell taught to an ascetic by a Garuda king who had
unwittingly torn up by its roots a banyan tree which grew at the end of the ascetic’s walk. The ascetic
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the basket, took the basket and reached a village and made a loud noise in
the middle of the village that those who want to see the snake-dance should
come.””

The caste-struggle or fight of social-supremacy depicted in Pali canons, can also be
seen in Pali commentarial literature. But here the nature of that fight is seen somehow
different. Before understanding this fight, it would be appropriate to consider the erstwhile
social status of the Outcaste-people mentioned in the Jataka-atthakathd. In ancient times,
when King Brahmadatta tuled in Varanasi, the Bodhisatta was a famous Acarya and
imparted education to five hundred disciples. Setaketu, the principal disciple of the
Bodhisatta, was very proud of being a Brahmin. Once while going out of the town, Setaketu
seen a Candala accidentally, he asked the Candala that who he is. The Candala replied —

“I am a Candala.” He (Setaketu) feared the wind after striking the Candala’s
body might touch his own body, so he cried, “Curse you, you ill-omened
Candala, get to leeward,” and he went quickly to windward...”

From this example, the then social status of the Outcaste-people can be easily
inferred. The word like candaladasiputto™ suggests that either a maid’s son must have been
called a Candala or a Candala women would have been always referred to as a maid.
Outcastes were hated to the extent that they were asked to stay away from the population.”
Thus, settlements of the Outcaste-people used to be outside the cities or villages® so that the
people of the four Varna would not see them. If any of them had just a look on them, then
s’/he had to wash her/his eyes immediately. In Matanga-jataka and Cittasambhiita-jataka we
see, when the merchant-daughter of Varanasi looks a Candala accidentally, she abuses him,
immediately returns home and rinses her eyes with fragrant water.”’

taught it to a poor brahmin of Banarasa who had gone into the forest to escape his creditors and who
ministered to the ascetic. The Brahmin became known as Alambayana after he learnt the spell. Having
learnt it he left the forest and was walking along the banks of the Yamuna, when he came across a
host of Nagas, sitting, after their sports, round the Naga-gem which grants all desires. The Nagas,
hearing the man repeat the charm, fled in terror, believing him to be the Garuda, and he took
possession of their jewel. Soon after, Alambayana met an outcaste Brahmin with his son, Somadatta,
and on their agreeing to show him the Naga King, Bhiiridatta, he gave them the jewel. With the help
of his spell Alambayana tamed Bhiiridatta and went about giving exhibitions of the Naga's skill.
Bhuridatta was finally rescued by his brother Sudassana and his sister Accimukhi.
{Malalasekera, G. P. (1937). Dictionary of Pali proper names. (Vol. 1, p. 289). London: John
Murray. }

2 Jti so mahasattam dubbalam katva vallthi pelam sajjetva mahasattam tattha pakkhipi,
sarTrassa mahantataya tattha na pavisati. Atha nam panhiya kottento pavesetva pelam adaya ekam
gamam gantva gamamajjhe otaretva ‘“nagassa naccam datthukama agacchanti”ti saddamakasi.
{Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. Jataka-atthakatha. (Kausalydyana, B. Ananda. Trans.). Tripathi,
Sivasankara (Ed.). (2017). (Vol. 7, p. 31). Prayaga: HindT Sahitya Sammelana.}

»  “Candalohamasmi’ti vutte tassa sariram paharitva agatavatassa attano sarire
phusanabhayena “nassa, candala, kalakanni, adhovatam yah1’ti. {Ibid. 2007. Vol. 3, p. 467.}

* The Candala who is son of a maid. {Ibid. p. 468.}

» “Ayam tumhakam jatiya doso, gacchatha katthaci deseva pabbajitva jivathati. {Ibid. 2011.
Vol. 5, p. 68.}

*Tada mahasatto bahinagare candalayoniyam nibbatti. {Ibid.pp.51.};
Tada ujjeniya bahi candalagamako ahosi. {Ibid.pp.66.}

77 “Aditthapubbayuttakam vata passami”’ti gandhodakena akkhti dhovitva. {Ibid. pp. 51-52.};
“Candalaputta”ti sutva ‘“‘apassitabbayuttakam vata passimha”ti gandhodakena akkhini dhovitva
nivattimsu. {Ibid. p. 66.}

*Corresponding Author: Mukesh Mehta 5| Page
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If any person from the Brahmin-varna used to eat their pickings, he was expelled from
his caste.® The word duttha (wicked) was used for Outcaste people.”” The language of the
Outcastes also used to be different. They were also discriminated on the basis of language.*
And as far as their livelihood is concerned, they depended on the food given by others.”
Although there is also evidence of well-educated and savant Candala (candaladasiputto
pandito)” in the Jatakas, but they either acquired education by self-study or by concealing
their identity.” Because Veddadhyayana* was not allowed for them. Here we find that people
of all four Varnas were disgusted with Outcastes. And the priests (Brahmins) were also
provoking the Kings (Ks$atriyas) against them from time to time.*

Before arriving at any conclusion, we need to consider some more facts. In the
Vidiidabhavatthii of Dhammapada-atthakatha, we see that the K$atriyas who were proud of
the purity of their blood are clashed with each other so fiercely on the issue of the purity of
the blood that the Sakyan-dynasty came to an end.” Here we can observe an interesting fact
that being a part of the Varna-system and living with all the three Varnas, the Stidras seem
calm amidst all this boasting and turmoil. They were probably doing their duty silently which
was given to them (i.e., the service of three of its upper Varnas). However, we also come to
know from the Pali commentaries that the Saidras did not respect even the Sadras or lower
caste people. Mahanama Sakya’s maid speaks profanity to Vidiidabha because he was a
maid-son.”* As we usually see that even women themselves do not respect women, it is
something like that.

#Atha ne brahmana “Imehi candalucchitthakam pita”’nti abrahmane karimsu. Te lajjita
baranasito nikkhamitva majjharattham gantva majjharaiio santike vasimsu. {Ibid. p. 63.}

» Duttha-Candala. {Ibid. p. 52.}

0 “Candalabhasa™ti {Ibid. p. 67.}

3! Janasi mam tvam paradattipajivim. {Ibid. p. 55.}

2 Ibid. 2007. Vol. 3, p. 467.

3 Jatim paticchadetva brahmanamanavavannena takkasilam gantva sippam ugganhissama’ti.
{Ibid. 2011. Vol. 5, p. 67.}

* Vedadhyayana literally means ‘learning and studying the Vedas’. A detailed description of
who and howto read Vedas is given in the Manusmrti — {Manusmrtih. Sastri, H. (Ed. & Trans.).
(1953). (pp. 53-56). Banaras: Chaukhamba Samskrta Series Office.}

3 “Jati naranam adhama janinda, candalayoni dvipadakanittha;

Sakehi kammehi supapakehi, candalagabbhe avasimha pubbe.

{Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. Jataka-atthakatha. (Kausalyayana, B. Ananda. Trans.). Tripathi,
Sivasankara (Ed.). (2011). (Vol. 5, p. 73). Prayaga: Hindi Sahitya Sammelana.}

* Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. Dhammapada-atthakatha. (Dwarikadasasastr, Swami. Trans.).
Singh, Paramananda (Ed.). (2000). (Vol. 1, p. 494). Varanasi: Bauddha Akara Granthamala.

7 Son of King Pasenadi and Vasabhakhattiya (Vasabhakhattiya). When the boy was quite
young, Pasenadi conferred on him the rank of Senapati. When Vidiidabha was seven years old, he
wished to visit his maternal grandparents (in Kapilavatthu), but Vasabhakhattiya persuaded him
against this. When he reached the age of sixteen, accompanied by a large retinue, he set out for
Kapilavatthu. The Sakyans sent all the younger princes away, there being thus none to pay obeisance
to him in answer to his salute. On the day of his departure, one of his retinues overheard a
contemptuous remark passed by a slave woman who was washing, with milk and water, the seat on
which Vidudabha had sat. This was reported to him, and, having discovered the deceit which had been
practised on his father, he vowed vengeance on the Sakyans. {Malalasekera, G. P. (1937). Dictionary
of Pali proper names. (Vol. 2, p. 876). London: John Murray.}

*Buddhaghoso, Acariyo. Dhammapada-atthakatha. (Dwarikadasasastri, Swami. Trans.).
Singh, Paramananda (Ed.). (2000). (Vol. 1, p. 482). Varanasi: Bauddha Akara Granthamala.
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Through the table given below, we can comparatively consider the Varna-system described in
the Pali canons and its commentaries —

Pali canons Pali commentaries
Brahmana-Ksatriya fight Brahmana-Outcaste fight
Kéatriya & Vaisya fight with brahmins Ksatriya & Vaisya fight with Outcastes
Ksatriya fights K$atriya itself
Stidras— fluently mentioned/targeted Stidras— occasionally mentioned/targeted
Outcaste— occasionally mentioned/targeted Outcaste— fluently mentioned/targeted
Brahmana & KS$atriya are prominent Brahmana & KSdatriya are prominent here too

low-

II. CONCLUSION
In the Pali commentarial literature, we find that the Brahmins were also doing all the
labelled works, but here the above three Varnas were fighting together with the

Outcastes. On the one hand, the Brahmin-Bodhisatta is seen inciting the K$atriya-king against
the Outcastes, while the Vaisya-society starts hating them so much that if they look at any
Outcaste-person by mistake, they have to wash their eyes. Siidras seem to perform their duty
silently during this period and sometimes Stidras can also be seen targeting the lower caste or
Outcaste people. This is the subject to further study that what was the reason behind these
changes taking place in the ancient social structure.

[1].
2].
[31.
[4].
[51.
[61.
[71.
[81.
[91.

[10].

[11].
[12].
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