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System of social stratification in Hindu societies.
One of the many ways in which Hindus self-identify.

It is only in the second half of the nineteenth century that caste becomes fixed as a way for
characterizing Indian society

Related to occupation, residence, diet, worship and rituals, and marriage patterns

BRAHMANIC THEORY OF THE CASTE SYSTEM

+  Division of Indian society into: Brahmans (at the highest rung of society; spiritual leaders and
religious scholars; The Brahmans hold spiritual and intellectual values and are in charge of
teaching scripture, the Vedic Sanskrit), Kshatriya (warriors), Vaishya (traders, merchants and
businessmen), and shudras (laborers who perform menial chores); and untouchables
(Dalits)

CRITIQUES

«  The focus on the caste system has less to do with actual and real lived experience of people in
India and more with the needs of the modern bureaucratic state. There is no single principle
for ordering and integrating society. The conception of India as a caste and a village society
had to do with bureaucracies of the modern state that needed clear divisions and lack of
flexibility
“Dominant caste”

*  Regional variations in the caste system

*  Legal system

BRAHMIN WIDOWS
3 options available to women following the death of a husband
1. Sati: an ancient Indian tradition of the immolation of a widow on her husband's funeral pyre;
practiced among upper caste women.
2. Marriage to brother-in-law.

3. Widows Ashram: Sent to “Widows homes” to live out life of austerity.

“One less mouth to feed, four less saris, and a free corner in the house. Disquised as religion, it's just
about money.” Character of Narayan in Water

The unspoken subtext of “Water” is that an ancient religious law has been put to the service of family

BA® o8 e 6 ¢ @ 2 0 e ol B

11/21/2016 119




image2.png
£3 CSUF Portal x ([l Fall 2016 ANTH305-02 © x )/ [ Waterand Caste System X (M Inbox (102) - ahmedahu: x BUAD Group Project - I X - X

C O | ® filey///C:/Users/ahmad/Downloads/Water%20and%20Caste%20System%20in%20India.pdf e

£ Apps .l PDF Joiner - Merge F New folder & newest submissions Gateway - Apartment [ GM Part Number Sea: |y 14-17 Chevy Silverad: @ Sunlite Series Il Chair DT Moto

“One less mouth to feed, four less saris, and a free corner in the house. Disguised as religion, it's just
about money.” Character of Narayan in Water

The unspoken subtext of “Water” is that an ancient religious law has been put to the service of family
economy, greed and a general feeling that women can be thrown away. The widows in this film are
treated as if they have no useful lives apart from their husbands. They are given life sentences.

REVIEW OF WATER (2006, Dir. Deepa Mehta)
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/water-2006

Her father asks Chuyia: "Do you remember getting married?" She does not. He tells her that her
husband has died, and she is a widow. She is 8 years old. Under traditional Hindu law, she will be
a widow for the rest of her life. There are two alternatives: Marry her husband's brother, or throw
herself on his funeral pyre.

Deepa Mehta’s “Water” is set in 1938. Even then, laws existed in India that gave widows the
freedom to marry, but as one character observes, “We do not always follow the law when it is
inconvenient.” Torn from her father’s grasp, crying out for her mother, Chuyia (Sarala) disappears
into an ashram controlled by the lifelong widows who live there. Her hair is cut off. She wears a
white garment that marks her. The woman in charge is Madhumati (Manorama), fat, indolent and
domineering, who is frightening to the little girl.

Then she makes a friend. This is the beautiful Kalyani (Lisa Ray), who alone among the widows
has been allowed to wear her hair long, but for a sad reason. Madhumati has an arrangement with
a transgender pimp Gulabi (Raghuvir Yadav) to supply Kalyani to wealthy clients, as a source of
income for the ashram. Kalyani has a puppy, which they hide and love together. Another friend in
the ashram is Shakuntala (Seema Biswas), a wise, thoughtful woman who questions the
foundations of the theory of widowhood. It is Narayan (John Abraham), a follower of Gandhi, who
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domineering, who is frightening to the little girl.

Then she makes a friend. This is the beautiful Kalyani (Lisa Ray), who alone among the widows
has been allowed to wear her hair long, but for a sad reason. Madhumati has an arrangement with
a transgender pimp Gulabi (Raghuvir Yadav) to supply Kalyani to wealthy clients, as a source of
income for the ashram. Kalyani has a puppy, which they hide and love together. Another friend in
the ashram is Shakuntala (Seema Biswas), a wise, thoughtful woman who questions the
foundations of the theory of widowhood. It is Narayan (John Abraham), a follower of Gandhi, who
supplies the most pragmatic explanation for the ancient practice: “One less mouth to feed, four
less saris, and a free corner in the house. Disguised as religion, it's just about money.”

“Water” is the third film in a trilogy about India by Deepa Mehta, whose “Earth” (1998) dealt with
the partition of India and Pakistan, and whose “Fire” (1996) dealt with lesbianism among
traditional Indian women. She is not popular with Indian religious conservatives, and indeed after
the sets for “Water” were destroyed and her life threatened, she had to move the entire
production to Sri Lanka. That she is a woman and deals with political and religious controversy
makes her a marked woman.

The best elements of “Water” involve the young girl and the experiences seen through her eyes. I
would have been content if the entire film had been her story. But Chuyia meets Narayan, a tall,
handsome, foreign-educated follower of Gandhi, and when she brings him together with Kalyani,
they fall in love. This does not lead to a happily ever after, but it does set up an ending as
melodramatic as it is (sort of) victorious. We're less interested in Kalyani's romantic prospects,
however, than with Shakuntala’s logical questioning of the underpinnings of her society.

The film is lovely in the way Satyajit Ray’s films are lovely. It sees poverty and deprivation as a
condition of life, not an exception to it, and finds beauty in the souls of its characters.

The unspoken subtext of “Water” is that an ancient religious law has been put to the service of
family economy, greed and a general feeling that women can be thrown away. The widows in this
film are treated as if they have no useful lives apart from their husbands. They are given life
sentences. They are not so very different from the Irish girls who, having offended someone’s
ideas of proper behavior, were locked up in the church-run “Magdalen laundries” for the rest of
their lives. That a film like “Water” still has the power to offend in the year 2006 inspires the
question: Who is still offended, and why, and what have they to gain, and what do they fear?
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