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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to redefine the traditional Varṇa system, shifting its interpretation 
from a rigid social or historical classification to a psychological and spiritual map of human 
development. We argue that the four Varṇas describe four essential qualities every human must 
cultivate for a complete inner and outer life. This reinterpretation emphasizes that Varṇas are 
not categories of birth but dimensions of consciousness. The paper re-examines the term Śūdra 
as the sattvic impulse for purity and foundational service , aligns it with the auspicious function 
of Śiva , and integrates it with the functions of Vaiśya (responsible growth) , Kṣatriya (courage 
and protection) , and Brāhmaṇa (insight and wisdom). The synthesis of these four qualities, 
influenced by the Guṇas (Sattva, Rajas, Tamas) , forms one's Svadharma , which ultimately 
serves the purpose of Loka-Saṃgraha (world welfare). The analysis concludes by using Sri 
Krishna's life as the ultimate model for harmonizing all four Dharmas. 
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Introduction 

For centuries, the language of the varṇa system has been interpreted through social, 
historical, and political lenses. Yet, beneath the noise lies a simple, elegant spiritual insight: the 
four varṇas were never meant to classify four types of people; they describe four essential 
qualities every human being must cultivate to live a complete inner and outer life. They are 
not categories of birth but dimensions of consciousness, archetypal functions that operate 
within each of us. When understood this way, varṇa ceases to be a divisive idea and becomes 
a psychological and spiritual map of human development. 

1. Reframing Śūdra - The Sattvic Foundation of Life 

At the heart of this reinterpretation lies the misunderstood word: Śūdra. While commonly 
assumed to be an inferior category, the term is connected to the root "sud-," evoking ideas of 
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cleanliness, purity, innocence, and uncorrupted nature. In this light: 

• Śūdra represents the sattvic impulse to maintain inner and outer purity—the one 
who preserves auspiciousness. 

• It is not about servitude, but about sattvic service to truth, clarity, and purity. 

• This aligns with the deeper meaning of Śiva, which means "Auspicious, pure, 
benevolent, cleansing presence," who destroys only the impure (adharma, clutter, 
toxicity, and injustice) so that auspiciousness is preserved. 

• Śūdra thus becomes the earthly echo of Śiva’s cosmic function: the maintainer of 
purity, order, and cleanliness at all levels of life. 

2. The Other Three Qualities 

The other three Varṇas represent complementary inner qualities: 

• Vaiśya: The principle of Responsible Growth. This quality is the energy of 
nurturance and skill in managing resources (material as well as monitory/financial) 
wisely, generating prosperity, and creating sustainable systems. 

• Kṣatriya: Courage, Protection, and Righteous Action. This is the inner protector, 
providing courage under pressure, clarity in conflict, and the willingness to stand 
for dharma. It guards purity (Śūdra) and growth (Vaiśya). 

• Brāhmaṇa: Insight, Wisdom, and Inner Light. This represents the human capacity 
for reflection, spiritual inquiry, and the pursuit of truth. Where Śūdra cleanses, 
Vaiśya builds, and Kṣatriya protects, Brāhmaṇa illuminates. 

The True Human Mandala 

The four Varṇas, understood correctly, are four harmonizing energies within every person. 
The true human mandala is achieved when all four are cultivated consciously. 

• Without Śūdra → life becomes polluted, confused, impure. 

• Without Vaiśya → life becomes unstable and poorly managed. 

• Without Kṣatriya → life becomes vulnerable and directionless. 

• Without Brāhmaṇa → life becomes shallow and mechanical. 

1. The Puruṣa Sūkta Interpretation 

The famous twelfth mantra of the Puruṣa Sūkta declares that the four Varṇas arose from 
different limbs of the Virāṭ Puruṣa. This is interpreted as a mapping of the four inner qualities 
within every individual:  

“brāhmaṇo’sya mukham āsīd bāhū rājanyaḥ kṛtaḥ;  
ūrū tadasya yad vaiśyaḥ padbhyāṁ śūdro ajāyata.”  
This means: “From His mouth arose the Brāhmaṇa, from His arms the Kṣatriya; from His 



                                 Vedic Science, 27th Vol., Oct.-Dec. 2025                                      36 

thighs came the Vaiśya, and from His feet the Śūdra.” These four are not descriptions of separate 
human groups but a mapping of four inner qualities within every individual. The head 
symbolizes the Brāhmaṇa nature—insight, clarity, and wisdom. The shoulders and arms express 
the Kṣatriya function—courage, discipline, and protection. The thighs and waist represent the 
Vaiśya principle—resourcefulness, support, and generative abundance. And the feet signify the 
Śūdra principle—purity, grounding, stability, and the sacred act of cleansing that maintains 
auspiciousness. Just as Śiva destroys only the impure to restore harmony, the Śūdra represents 
the sattvic, purifying dimension of life that keeps both society and the individual aligned with 
auspiciousness. Thus, the four varṇas are four pillars of human wholeness, not four categories 
of people—qualities that must coexist harmoniously within every person to create a balanced, 
purposeful life. 

The Four Varṇas as Inner Qualities (Sūkta Interpretation) in table form: 

Varṇa Body Part Symbolic Quality (Function) Core Principle 

Brāhmaṇa Mouth/Head Insight, Clarity, Wisdom Intellect & Vision (The function 
of guidance and learning) 

Kṣatriya Arms Courage, Discipline, 
Protection 

Will & Action (The function of 
defense and governance) 

Vaiśya Thighs Resourcefulness, Support, 
Abundance 

Sustenance & Generativity (The 
function of production and 
economy) 

Śūdra Feet Purity, Grounding, Stability, 
Cleansing 

Foundation & Service (The 
function of support and 
maintenance) 

Key Takeaways from this Perspective 

Holistic View: The four Varṇas are "four pillars of human wholeness," which must "coexist 
harmoniously within every person." This moves the concept from a rigid social stratification to 
an inner model of balance and functionality. 

Symbolism of the Feet (Śūdra): The specific emphasis on the Śūdra principle as representing 
"purity, grounding, stability, and the sacred act of cleansing" is a profound philosophical 
interpretation. By linking the Śūdra function to the purifying dimension (sattvic quality) and 
the restorative act (like Śiva's destruction of the impure), elevates it as an essential, auspicious 
component of wholeness. 

Integrated Human: This framework defines the integrated human as one who successfully 
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expresses all four functions: the wisdom to guide (Brāhmaṇa), the courage to act (Kṣatriya), 
the ability to create and sustain (Vaiśya), and the humility and purity to serve and support the 
foundation (Śūdra). 

This understanding is well-respected in contemporary Indian/Sanatan philosophical 
discourse, which seeks to reclaim the original symbolic and psychological meaning of the 
Puruṣa Sūkta over later, rigid sociological interpretations. 

The Role of Guṇas and Svadharma 

The Guṇas (Sattva, Rajas, Tamas) describe the quality and motivation behind the execution 
of the Varṇa (functional quality). The blend of Varṇa and Guṇa explains why the same function 
can be performed with nobility (Sattva), ambition (Rajo), or cruelty (Tamas). 

1. The Psychological Basis of Duties (BG 18:40-44) 

In Chapter 18, Krishna connects the natural duties of the four Varṇas directly to the 
predominance of the Guṇas, emphasizing that these roles are rooted in one's innate nature 
(svabhāva-ja): 

Varṇa Predominant Guṇas Natural Duty (Karma) Key Qualities 

Brāhmaṇa Predominantly Sattva Wisdom, Teaching, 

 Spiritual Guidance 

Peacefulness, self-control, austerity, 
purity, tolerance, honesty, 
knowledge. 

Kṣatriya Rajas and Sattva Protection, Leadership, 
Administration 

Heroism, power, determination, 
dexterity, not fleeing from battle, 
generosity, leadership. 

Vaiśya Rajas and Tamas Commerce, Farming,  
Resource Generation 

Agriculture, cattle-rearing, trade. 

Śūdra Predominantly 
Tamas 

Service, Supporting 
Others 

Labour/work/job  and service to 
others. 

2. Svadharma as the Unique Varṇa-Guṇa Blend 

Svadharma (Sva = Self/Own, Dharma = Righteousness/Essential Nature) is the bridge that 
connects the psychological potential of the Varṇas with the operational quality of the Guṇas. 
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Definition: Svadharma refers to the inborn, essential nature (the unique combination of the 
four Varṇa qualities and the three Guṇas) that makes an individual uniquely suited for a 
particular contribution. 

1. Nature: It is functional, not static, determined by one's nature (prakṛti) and disposition 
(svabhāva). 

2. Goal: One's Svadharma is defined as the unique path where their inner nature (Varṇa) 
can be expressed with the highest possible purity (Sattva Guṇa). This principle is 
emphatically supported by the Bhagavad Gītā: 

3. "Better is the path of one's own inherent nature (svadharma), even if pursued 
imperfectly, than the path of another, no matter how flawlessly executed. To 
remain true to one's own duty is preferable even unto death, for following the 
duty of another creates deep inner conflict and is fraught with profound 
psychological danger. This chronic misalignment leads to sustained stress, 
contributing directly to ill health, poor quality of life, and compromised overall 
well-being.)" (BG 3.35): - This chronic misalignment leads to sustained stress, 
contributing directly to ill health, poor quality of life, and compromised overall 
well-being. 

sˊreyaˉn svadharmo viguṇaḥ paradharmaˉt sv-anuṣṭhitaˉt |  
svadharme nidhanam˙ sˊreyaḥ paradharmo bhayaˉvahaḥ || 

● This verse can be constructively interpreted for the integrated human by 
mapping the concepts to personal aptitude: 

o Svadharma (Own Duty) ≈ Innate Talent/Nature: It represents the unique 
Varṇa-Guṇa blend determined by one's nature (prakṛti) and disposition 
(svabhāva). This is the inherent talent or quality that allows for the most 
authentic and Sattva-driven expression. 

o Paradharma (Another's Duty) ≈ Acquired Skill/Role: It represents a skill, role, 
or profession that one can learn but which is fundamentally misaligned with 
one's innate nature. 

4. This verse underscores the necessity of diving deep into one’s own innate talent and 
being. It warns that the pursuit of Paradharma (another's path) is considered dangerous 
(bhayāvahaḥ), not just morally, but psychologically and somatically. Trying to enact a 
role or skill misaligned with one's unique Varṇa-Guṇa blend leads to continuous inner 
conflict, which manifests as heightened anxiety, persistent stress, and the constant fear 
of failure. This sustained psychological strain directly compromises overall health and 
well-being, severely impacting quality of life, sleep patterns, and physical vitality. 
Embracing the self-expressed path (Svadharma) is thus the only viable route to 
competence, peace, and sustained holistic health, as it aligns the inner self (nature) with 
external action (duty). 
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Loka-Saṃgraha: The Welfare of the World 

Loka-Saṃgraha is the Sanskrit term for „holding the world together,“representing the 
maintenance of cosmic and social order, harmony, and welfare. 

1. Svadharma as the Engine of Harmony 

When every person aligns their actions with their Svadharma (their unique Varṇa-Guṇa 
blend): 

• Optimal Function: Society operates efficiently, with the wise providing clarity 
(Brāhmaṇa), the brave ensuring stability (Kṣatriya), the resourceful sustaining the 
economy (Vaiśya), and the dedicated providing foundational support (Śūdra). 

• Moral Authority: Leaders (in any Varṇa capacity) who act out of Sattva-driven 
Svadharma set a powerful example. Great leaders must act without attachment to 
the results of their labor, purely for the sake of Loka-Saṃgraha. 

This is a core teaching of Karma Yoga in the Bhagavad Gītā, primarily found in Chapter 3: 

1. Detached Action (BG 3.19, 2.47): One must perform duty (Svadharma) without 
attachment to fruits, for by doing so, one attains the Supreme. 

2. Setting Example (BG 3.20, 3.21): Kings like Janaka performed duties for perfection. 
Therefore, just for the sake of educating the people (Loka-Saṃgraha), one should 
perform their work. Whatever action a great man performs, common men follow. 

Understanding of the Varṇas as the Four Qualities of an Integrated Human directly links to 
Loka-Saṃgraha: 

Inner Integration (Svadharma) External Result (Loka-Saṃgraha) 

Individual Balance: All four qualities 
(Insight, Courage, Resourcefulness, Purity) 
are balanced within the person 

Social Balance: The society is stable, 
prosperous, protected, and guided ethically. 

Sattva-Dominance: Actions are performed 
with selflessness and clarity. 

Moral Cohesion: The community retains its 
Dharma, resisting the pull of Tamas and 
excessive Rajas. 

Right Action: Duties are performed 
perfectly, without attachment to personal 
gain. 

Maintenance of Order: The world is “held 
together,” preventing decay and chaos. 
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Conclusion: Integrated Karma Yoga 

The pursuit of Svadharma is the most selfless act, as it ensures that your unique contribution 
is offered in its purest form, thereby guaranteeing the welfare and harmonious continuity of 
the entire world (Loka-Saṃgraha). 

Sri Krishna's life serves as the ultimate model, embodying the synthesis of all four Dharmas: 

● Kṣatriya Dharma: Destruction of the wicked to establish Dharma. 

● Vaiśya Dharma: Growing up as a cowherd, embodying love, simplicity, and sustenance 
(foundation of Bhakti Yoga). 

● Brāhmaṇa Dharma: Giving the supreme teaching through the Bhagavad Gītā 
(foundation of Jñāna Yoga). 

● Śūdra Dharma: Performing all actions/skills selflessly, without desire for the fruit 
(phalaapeksha), for the welfare of the world (Loka Kalyāṇa), which is the essence of 
Karma Yoga. 

The following table summarizes how Krishna's life embodied the four Dharmas (Nature of 
duty/work/job): 

Dharma Element in Krishna's Life Spiritual Implication/Benefit 

Kshatriya (Rule) Destruction of the wicked for the 
establishment of Dharma 

Leadership, Courage, Protection, and 
establishing justice. 

Vaishya (Sustain) Growing up as a cowherd (Bhakti 
Yoga) 

Love for all beings, simplicity, and 
sustenance of the community. This is 
the source of Bhakti Yoga 

Brahmana 
(Teach) 

Giving the supreme teaching 
through the Bhagavad Gita (Jnana 
Yoga) 

Imparting the highest spiritual 
knowledge (Atmaˉ-Jn˜aˉna, paths of 
Karma, Bhakti, and Jn˜aˉna). He 
assumes the role of Jagadguru (World 
Teacher) 

Shudra (Work) Performing Karma Yoga Performing all actions/skills selflessly, 
without desire for the fruit 
(phalaapeksha), for the welfare of the 
world (Loka Kalyaˉṇa). This is the 
essence of Karma Yoga. 
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The Karma Yoga taught by Krishna is a synthesis of all four Dharmas: action performed on 
the foundation of Jñāna(Brāhmaṇa Dharma) and Bhakti (Vaiśya Dharma), while carrying out 
one's duty (Kṣatriya Dharma) as a selfless service (Śūdra Dharma). This integration ensures the 
restoration of Dharma and fulfills the promise: 

Yadaˉ yadaˉ hi dharmasya glaˉnirbhavati Bhaˉrata |  
Abhyutthaˉnamadharmasya tadaˉtmaˉnam˙ sṛjaˉmyaham 
 
Paritraˉṇaˉya saˉdhuˉnaˉm˙ vinaˉsˊaˉya ca duṣkṛtaˉm |  
Dharma sansthaˉpanaˉrthaˉya sambhavaˉmi yuge yuge || 

              (Bhagavad Gītā, Chapter 4, Verses 7-8)  

Sri Krishna’s Avatāra is the ultimate model for how we should harmonize the four Dharmas 
within ourselves. 
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