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Role-Playing of the Caste System
Course: World History


Grade Level: 11th
    Time Required: 50 minutes period



Content Background: In this unit students will learn how Hindu ideas about karma and reincarnation strengthened the caste system.  If a person was born as an upper-caste male—a Brahmin, warrior, or merchant—his good fortune was said to come from good karma earned in a former life.  However, a person who was born as a female, a laborer, or an untouchable might be getting the results of bad deeds in a former life.  With some exceptions, only men of the top three varnas could hope to achieve moksha in their present life.


Together, the beliefs of Hinduism and its caste structure dominated every aspect of a person’s life.  These beliefs determined what one could eat and the way in which one ate it, personal cleanliness, the people one could associate with, how one dressed, and so on.  Today, even in the most ordinary activities of daily life, Hindus turn to their religion for guidance.


The caste system still resembles the system the Portuguese encountered in the 15th century.  The four basic castes of Brahmins (priest), Kshatriyas (rulers & warriors), Vaishyas (peasants & traders), and Shudras (labors) have grown more complex—with hundreds of subdivisions.  People are still born into their caste of life.  However, today, their caste membership determines the work they do, whom they can marry, and the people with whom they can eat with.  Cleanliness and purity have become all-important.  Those considered the most impure because of their (work (butchers, gravediggers, collectors of trash) lived outside the caste structure.  They are known as “untouchables,” since even their touch endangers the ritual purity of others.

Overview:  This lesson is a role-playing activity for students to experience the various levels of caste system.  In the each, they will understand the importance of each group and how they contribute the function of society.  The class will be broken into groups when they choose an armband as they enter the class.  They will not be allowed the change their position once they enter.  Each group must read the rules at their assigned station and mingle with only their own groups.  As the activity procedures, they must complete their task while observing the other groups.  The teachers’ role is to monitor the class: correct violations and encourage the students to remain on task.  At the same time, as the groups what they are observing and do a temper check for strong emotions.  After the activity is completed, debrief the students by asking about the different roles of the groups.


State and School General Learner Outcomes:  Students will be:
· Effective Communicators (the ability of communicate effectively)

· Community Contributors (the understanding that it is essential for human beings to work together)
Concept / Topic To Teach:

· Caste System, Indian culture and customs

Standards Addressed:
· STANDARD 3: World History: HISTORICAL CONTENT: 11.3.1.  Pre-Modern Times, Pre 1500 C.E.: Understand important historical events from classical civilization through the present.

General Goal(s):
· Students will understand that the ideas people profess affect their behavior. 

· Students will understand the connection between ideas and actions, ideology and policy, and policy and practice.
Specific Objective(s):  Students will be able to:
· Through role-play, the students will be introduced to the caste system and its varying roles in society.
Essential Question:
· What does it mean to be civilized?
Required Materials:

· Bracelets: 5 different color of construction paper

· Role Cards: Group Name & Directions

· Lei Materials: Sheets of flowers, yarn, straws, ribbon, beads in container, clear tape, pencils, scissors

· Newspaper to sit on

· Animal crackers w/ plates

· Homework for the top 2 groups to complete while the others work. 

Assessment(s): 

Formative:
    Participation in Activity & Debriefing Discussion Questions

Summative:  Handout—Caste Worksheet & Reflection Questions
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The Caste System and

the Stages of Life in Hinduism
Every civilization has a social structure.  But, did you know that in Ancient India, people were born into their social position in life? 

Reincarnation is at hand, which caste will you be borne into?

The Indian caste system has been in use for many years.  Still today the values of the caste system are held strongly.  It has kept a sense of order, and peace among the people.   There are five different levels of the system: Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Shudra, and Harijans. Within each of these categories are the actual "castes" or jatis within which people are born, marry, and die. They all have their own place among each other and accept that it is the way to keep society from disintegrating to chaos.  This system has worked well for Indian people and still has a major role in modern India.
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TEACHER CONTENT INFORMATION

The Hindu caste system is comparable to class structures in other countries, except that this Indian system has been rigidly enforced and has lasted for two or three thousand years. The caste system was enforced as law throughout the subcontinent until the adoption of the Indian constitution in 1949, which outlawed the caste system. However, it remains a deeply ingrained social structure, particularly in rural India.

There are four main castes into which everyone was categorized. At the very top were the Brahmins -- the priests, scholars, and philosophers. The second highest caste was the Kshatriyas. These were the warriors, rulers, and those concerned with the defense and administration of the village or state. Third came the Vaishyas, who were traders, merchants, and people involved in agricultural production. The lowest caste was the Shudras -- the laborers and servants for the other castes. Each caste included many hierarchical subcastes divided by occupation.

Below even the Shudras were the Untouchables. These people had no caste at all. They performed the most menial of jobs, such as dealing with dead bodies and cleaning toilets. Higher-caste people believed that if they touched one of the caste-less, they would be contaminated and would need to go through cleansing rituals.

Caste was determined by birth -- you fell into the same caste as your parents, and there was almost no way to change it. The caste system dictated your occupation, choice of spouse, and many other aspects of your life. If you did something outside your caste, you could be excommunicated from your caste. That would cut you off from doing any work to support yourself because you could only do the jobs allowed by your caste.

Many believe the caste system began as a form of subjugation of local populations by the Aryan peoples who invaded and settled India. The Aryans were in the higher castes, and they put the native peoples of the subcontinent into the lower castes. The system favored those at the top economically, so they were motivated to maintain the status quo. Both Buddhism and Jainism sought to reform the caste system, but were unsuccessful. Finally, the Industrial Revolution had an impact on centuries of history.

While the caste system is not explicitly religious, the Hindu religion has played a large part in maintaining its structure. Hinduism preaches a cycle of birth and reincarnation, in which a person's soul is reborn into a new form after death. Your actions in this life determine your fate when you are born again. If you are faithful and dutiful in this life, next time, you'll get a better lot. The caste system fits well with this belief. Lower-caste people believed that if they lived a good life, they could be reborn in a higher caste in the next.

Today, features of the caste system linger throughout Indian society. Laws prohibit discrimination based on caste, and the government runs affirmative action programs for lower castes, especially the Untouchables (now called Dalits). But caste continues to play a part in marriages, and some politicians actually campaign for caste-based votes. Maybe the system will change more dramatically in this new millennium.

Caste Determines Duty

In Hindu community, the basic duty of every individual is determined by his caste. 

The Brahman is the rightful possessor of the Veda and is the chief of the whole creation. He has the exclusive right to become a priest. It is through his benevolence that other mortals enjoy life.

The Khsatriya is described as the dispenser of justice, particularly as the one whose duty it is to punish law-breakers; he exercises the civil power and to his tender mercies the Brahmans could hand over law- breakers. He has to see that the various castes attend to their prescribed duties; but in doing this work he must abide by the decisions of the Brahmans.

The Vaishya comprises the merchant, the agriculturist, and the keeper of cattle. His chief work is keeping cattle.

The Shudra has been created to serve the other three castes (i.e., the fair-skinned Aryans). "He is spoken of as a slave, his property, as well as his person, being at the disposal of his master."

The Untouchable (Dalit) is to perform the most unpleasant tasks: cleaning lavatories, carrying night soil, skinning carcasses and making footwear.
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