
FOUR CHARACTER-TYPES OF ALL HUMAN MINDS -  
The Hindu varNa system 

 
Note: Shlokas 20 to 39 of Chapter 18 of the Gita were of course the basic 

material for this article. But the original inspiration comes from  
Shankara Bhashya of Shloka 41 of that Chapter. 

 
 
The ascent to a reasonable height in Spirituality is not easy . This has to be  an effort over 

a long period of years in one life. That it takes quite several lives before one reaches this stage is 
a standard refrain of Hindu scriptural advice. Each individual brings with him at birth a 
particular shade of imprint, known as  vAsanA, in his mind from his previous lives. The shade-
mix of the aggregate of vAsanAs must be conducive to the growth of Spirituality. Krishna 
mentions, in the 18th chapter of the Gita, six distinct entities as important to be watched, 
analyzed and monitored by self-effort. Knowledge (jnAnam); Action (karma); Doer (kartA); 
Intellect (buddhi); Will (dhRti) ; Happiness (sukham).   For each of these six entities, Krishna 
classifies human behavior into three categories. The tendencies that one  brings along from one’s  
own past, including all previous lives, in respect of these entitites, contribute to the  sva-bhAva 
or own-nature. 

 Each of the six entitites chosen by Krishna  for discussion  is dissected into what shade 
of behavioral response belongs to the satva  (divine or noble) mode, what belongs to the rajas  
dynamic and restless) mode, and what belongs to the tamas  (dark and dull) mode. Thus here 
are six entities and three modes of responses to each, altogether making 18 different 
response-modes. Krishna devotes one verse to each of these eighteen in the 18th chapter of the 
Gita. These  verses can be framed as  18 leading questions (using almost the same words of 
Krishna), to be asked by oneself of oneself. The honest answers to these questions will point out, 
in a broad way, one’s  cumulative character-type. Krishna's hypothesis is that we bring along 
these attitudes or tendencies from our previous lives. For those who have difficulty in 
accepting this fundamental hypothesis of Hinduism, it might  be a good exercise to do a 
self-analysis (of this life!) in search of one's own character-type by means of these questions 
For each of the six entities the three  questions are framed in such a way that the answer is either 
Yes or No. But the assumption however is that these three constitute, as it were, a multiple 
choice question and only one of these three can be answered affirmatively. In other words the 
three are mutually exclusive alternatives. For each entity one  therefore ends up with one of 
these alternatives, namely, either, satva, rajas or tamas mode of response. If, for instance, there 
is  

  
a satva response for KNOWLEDGE,  
a rajas response for  ACTION,  
a rajas response for DOER,  
a rajas response for INTELLECT,  
a tamas response for WILL, and  
a tamas response for HAPPINESS.  

 



the  cumulative type of the person concerned is this string of six responses. It  may be specified 
as  
 

one satva, three rajas, and two tamas.  
 

Note that we blur the issue of which one is satva, which three are rajas and which two are 
tamas.. Note also that each set of three questions is actually a set of three alternatives, the best fit 
of which is to be chosen. In each case the corresponding verse Nos. from Ch.18 of the gItA are 
given in parenthesis. 

 
KNOWLEDGE  

(Verse nos.20, 21, 22 ) 
 

Did the individual have a true knowledge of the One-ness of all things? 
Did he have only an imperfect knowledge which did not go beyond the plurality on the 

surface? 
Did he have a totally false knowledge that spared him no eye for the real nature of things?  

 
ACTION  

(Verse nos. 23, 24, 25)  
 

Did the individual have the right attitude to Action, without attachment, the action done as a 
duty, not for love, hate or gain? 

Did he have a vain attitude to action, which was always done to satisfy desires impelled by 
ego and stress? 

Did he have a dull attitude, in mechanical obedience to one's instincts heedless of the hurt or 
wrong done to others?  

 
DOER 

(Verse Nos.26,27,28)  
 

Was the individual as a doer, free from attachment, free from egoism, full of a fixed 
impersonal resolution and a calm rectitude of zeal, unelated by success, and undepressed  by 

failure? 
Was he eagerly attached to the work, passionately desirous of fruit, greedy, impure, often 
violent, cruel and brutal in the means used, full of joy in success and of grief in failure? 

Was he a doer with a mind mechanical, unthinking, stubborn and obstinate, cunning, 
insolenbt, lazy,  despondent and procrastinating? 

 
INTELLECT 

(Verse nos. 30,31,32)  
 



Did the individual develop a good intellect which comprehends what must be done and what 
must not be done, what should be feared and what should not be feared, what binds and what 

elevates? 
Was his intellect confused without knowing how to decide between right and wrong? 

Was his intellect totally wrapped up in a cloud of misconceptions and looked upon right as 
wrong and vice versa?  

 
WILL-POWER 

(Verse Nos. 33.34, 35)  
 
Did the individual have a steadfast will-power, fixed in unshaken faith and piety? 

Did he have his will-power stained whereby one held to the ego for the sake of life and 
gains? 

Did he have the will wedded to sorrow, folly, despair, misery and a path of least resistance?  
 

HAPPINESS 
(Verse Nos. 37, 38, 39)  

Did the individual have that attitude to pleasure or happiness which did not care for the 
initial unhappiness knowing full well that it will lead to ultimate happiness? 

Did he have the attitude to happiness which wanted instantaneous pleasure that finally 
ended up with the disgust and disappointment of unhappiness? 

Was he simply satisfied with the dull inertial happiness of sleep, stupor,  
laziness, error and sin?  

 
 

Now let us go back to our  illustration namely, one satva, three rajas, and two tamas as 
one type of response to the six sets of three alternatives. How many such types are possible? To 
see this,  denote the above type as the sequence: 1,3,2.  -- the first digit in the sequence standing 
for the number of satva modes of response, the second digit standing for the number of rajas 
modes of response, and the third digit standing  for the number of tamas modes of response. It is 
therefore a question of finding in how many ways we can partition the number 6 into an ordered 
partition  (that is, a partition into parts  taking into account the order in which the parts appear) 
into three parts which may vary among  0,1,2,3,4,5,6. The answer is 28 by a mathematical 
calculation).  It can also be experimentally verified. These partitions are:  

6 0 0 ;  5 1 0 ;  5 0 1 ;  4 2 0 ;  4 1 1 ;  4 0 2 : 
3 3 0 ;  2 4 0 ;  3 2 1 ;  2 3 1 ;  3 1 2 ;  1 5 0; 
2 2 2 ;  1 4 1 ;  1 3 2 ;  0 6 0 ;  0 5 1 ;  0 4 2 ; 
3 0 3 ;  2 1 3 ;  2 0 4 ;  1 2 3 ;  1 0 5 ;  1 1 4 ;  0 3 3 ;  0 2 4 ;  0 1 5 ;  0 0 6. 
 
It is worthwhile to represent the illustrative example of the type,  one satva, three rajas 

and two tamas  (represented by the partition 1,3,2),  also by a symbolic color chart as follows: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here the blue line-segment represents satva; the red line-segment represents rajas; and 

the black line-segment represents tamas.  Now we shall give the criteria of classification. In this 
illustration above, the dominant mode is rajas, as can be easily seen by the three red lines 
outnumbering the other colors. Dominance is generally the  criterion.  The complete statement 
of classification into character-types goes as follows:  

 
If satva is the dominant mode that type is said to belong to the character-type B;  
If rajas is the dominant mode with  satva following , that type is said to belong to the 
character-type K;  
If rajas is the dominant mode with tamas following, that type is said to belong to  the 
character-type V;  
If tamas is the dominant mode that type is said to belong to the character-type S.  
 
Applying this criterion,  we see that the above illustration  (namely,  the partition: 1 3 2 ) 

belongs to the character-type V.  (Note that there are three rajas responses and two tamas 
responses). There is also another rider to  the criterion. Since there are six responses in a type, 
any string of responses like (1,3,2) or (4,2,0) will not create confusion as to what is dominant 
and what is next. But in certain cases as in the following table, it is not so clear. The general 
principle is that when tamas and/or rajas is present they get more weight, in that order, for 
purpose of this classification. This is the rider. It is based on the common fact of experience, 
that a lower spiritual quality, when present, asserts itself even in the presence of the higher 
spiritual quality, unless the latter is really strong. 
  satva rajas tamas  
K - 1 3 3 0 three rajas dominate the three satva 
K - 3 3 2 1 rajas and tamas dominate the satva 
K - 5 3 1 2 one rajas and two tamas dominate the three satva.But 

tamas is not the most dominant, so not in S-type 
V - 1 2 2 2 border-line 
V - 2 1 4 1 one tamas dominates one satva, so tamas is the 

second dominant 
V - 4 0 6 0 tamas is the second dominant 
S -1 3 0 3 three tamas dominate the three satva 
S- 7 0 3 3 three tamas dominate three rajas 

We are now ready to display the 28 types and the four character-types into which they 
classify themselves 



CHARACTER-TYPE  B 
(comprising of six types) 

 
Legend:   satva  (Divine) 
  rajas  (Dynamic) 
  tamas (Dull) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Type B-3 
0.8 % 

Type B-6
2.1 %

Type B-5
4.2%

Type B-2 
0.8 % 

Type B-4
2.1%

Total of Character-type B: 
Around 10% 

4,  1,  1

4,  0,  2

4,  2,  0

5,  0,  1 

5,  1,  0 

6,  0,  0 

Type B-1 
0.1% 



CHARACTER-TYPE  K 
(comprising of six types) 

 
 
Legend:   satva  (Divine) 
  rajas  (Dynamic) 
  tamas (Dull) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Type K-3 
8.2% 

Type K-6
0.8%

Type K-4 
8.2%

Type K-5 
8.2%

3,  1,  2

1,  5,  0

2,  3,  1

3,  2,  1 

2,  4,  0 

3,  3,  0 

Type K-1 
2.7% 

Type K-2 
2.1% 

Total of Character-type K: 
Around 30% 



CHARACTER-TYPE  V 
(comprising of six types) 

 
 
Legend:   satva  (Divine) 
     
  rajas  (Dynamic) 
    
  tamas (Dull) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Type V-3 
8.2% 

Type V-6
2.1%

Type V-4 
0.1%

Type V-5 
0.8%

0,  5,  1

0,  4, 2

0,  6,  0

1,  3,  2 

1,  4,  1 

2,  2,  2 

Type V-1 
12.4% 

Type V-2 
4.2% 

Total of Character-type V: 
Around 28% 



CHARACTER-TYPE  S 
(comprising of ten types) 

 
Legend:   satva  (Divine) 
    rajas  (Dynamic) 
  tamas (Dull) 
   
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Type S-3 
2.1 % 

Type S-9 
0.8 %

Type S-10
0.1 %

Type S-4 
8.2 % 

Type S-5 
0.8 % 

Type S-8
2.1 %

Type  S-6 
4.2 %

Type S-7 
2.7 %
0,  3,  3

0,  2,  4

0,  1,  5

1,  1,  4

2,  0,  4 

1,  2,  3 

0, 0, 61,  0,  5 

Type S-1 
2.7 % 

2,  1,  3 

3,  0  3 

Type S-2 
8.2 % 

Total of Character-type S: 
Around 32% 



The four character-types arising out of the 28 only possible types are mentioned in the 
Hindu scriptures as the four varNas There are only four, neither more nor less. By the very 
definition, there is a hierarchy among them in terms of spiritual evolution. The spiritually most 
evolved is the B-type just because of the dominance of the satva in that type. The hierarchy for 
the purpose of spirituality goes down as: the B-type; the K-type; the V-type; and the S-type. The 
hierarchy is only for the purpose of spiritual evolution and for no other purpose. For all 
other purposes they are like the four walls of the society. The entire humanity is subject to 
this classification of the sva-bhAva (one's-own-nature) of the mind for spiritual objectives. One's 
varNa at birth, is dependent, according to the scriptures, on the cumulative effect of responses in 
the previous life or lives to the six factors of past experience: the color of  the Knowledge, the 
kind of Action, the quality of the Doer, the texture of the Intellect, the temper of the Fortitude 
and the brilliance of the Happiness  There could certainly be other entities or factors which are 
relevant but Krishna mentions only these in the Gita and  we stick to these six entities as if they 
are everything. These are the genetic roots of the individual's later manifestations. The soul in 
seeking a rebirth, seeks that kind of genetic environment which matches with its own vAsanAs.  

These four character-types were known as the brAhmaNas,  the kshatriyas, the vaiSyas 
and the SUdras in the Hindu tradition. The qualities and the duties of each are mentioned by the 
Lord of the Gita very specifically in the 18th chapter after He talks about the three-fold division 
of the six entities. It is this triple division of the vAsanAs carried into a new life at birth that 
decides what are inborn for him in that life. The qualities that a brAhmaNa brings with him at 
birth are listed. Krishna says (Ch.18-42):  

Serenity, self-restraint, austerity, purity, forgiveness, uprightness, the urge to 
learn and know the truth of things, and belief in God are the duties of brAhmaNa 
born of one’s  own nature.  
 

The words 'born of their own nature' (sva-bhAvajam) are important. These qualities 
must be inherent in him; then only he is a brAhmaNa. If they are not his natural qualities, 
then he is not a brAhmaNa even though a parent of his may be a brAhmaNa. The verse 
should be taken as a definition of a brAhmaNa thus: those who have these qualities as their own 
sva-bhAva (= one's own nature) are brAhmaNas. .  

 Some others, because of their vAsanAs are born in an environment which makes them 
leaders and executives of society, men who can organize, govern and fight for a cause and even 
give their lives on the field for it. These are the kshatriyas of the society. Krishna describes 
them: (Gita, Ch.18-43):  

Bravery, vigour, constancy, resourcefulness, promptitude, courage in the face of 
the enemy, generosity and nobility as well as a quality of leadership and lordship 
- these are the duties of a kshatriya, born of his own nature.  
 

Again these have to be taken as the qualities defining a kshatriya. A third category of 
people is the group of technical personnel who have a skill, trade or profession and each one is a 
specialist in his own way. These are the vaiSyas; they are the hands and limbs of society. 
Without them the society cannot survive. When the Gita says (Ch.18-44):  

Agriculture, cattle-rearing and trade are the duties of the vaiSyas, born of their 
nature;  

it proceeds on the maxim that the mental temperament of a man determines what class he 
belongs to and each class has his own duties for which he is temperamentally tuned. None 
belonging to the 'higher' varNas is justified in looking down upon the other varNas on the 'lower' 
rung of the ladder. In fact 'higher' and 'lower' are misnomers in the context of society and 



everyday life. The high-and-low concept originated in the levels of spiritual evolution at which 
the accumulated tendencies of an individual peg him. This idea of 'level' has been wrongly 
imported into the context of society by several centuries of degenerate application by the 
people involved. Each of these varNas has a function for which the inborn tendencies fit the 
individual  well. That is why the Lord says: Better you follow the dharma that befits your nature 
and not something that is foreign to your nature. The rigors and standards of behavior expected 
of a brAhmaNa are far stricter than those expected of, say, a vaiSya or a SUdra. The 'lower' one  
is  in the ladder of spiritual evolution the more liberal are the norms of behavior prescribed.  

If the nature of responses to the six deciding factors in the previous births cumulate into 
one of dominant tamas type, the individual is born of the fourth varNa, the S-type, whose nature 
will be to serve. Again where the Gita verse (Ch.18-44, 2nd line) says:  

the inborn nature of a SUdra is servitude,  
this has to be  correctly interpreted.. Those whose inborn nature is one of servitude, they 

are the SUdras. Looked at this way, the verse loses all its 'sting' attributed to it by successive 
social reformers. Properly understood it means that all the clerks of the world, all the 'employees' 
who cannot do anything else except 'obey orders' -- maybe because they have been put in those 
circumstances, but more often because they cannot do anything better -- belong to the fourth 
varNa. The so-called brahmin who quill-drives all his life-time, not knowing anything else to do, 
and not having anything else to do, - he must be performing his ‘gAyatrI’ for the good of the 
world -  is a Sudra  by this definition. The 'brahmin' who has defaulted on the gAyatrI, the 
Queen of all mantras, must be considered lower in spiritual evolution than the fourth varNa 
who just chanted the names of God. The scriptures prescribe only four varNas and no more. 
'varNa' should not be translated into 'caste' The caste system is man-made. But the varNa system 
is universally applicable for all mankind. The multiplicity of castes in India is a fault of the 
sociological milieu of the nation and a massive misuse of the natural theory of varNa.  

Finally we present  a mathematical calculation  to answer the following two questions: 
1: Why are there only 28 types of responses to the 18 questions?  
2: What are the possible percentages of population for the various types?  
There will be as many types as there are possible partitions of the number '6' into three 

ordered parts, each part being any integer from 0 to 6. The number of such partitions is, the 
coefficient of   t6    in the expansion of  

 
(1 + t + t2 + t3 + t4 + t5 + t6 )3 . 

 
This,  by a mathematical calculation, gives the answer 28.  
For each such combination of one satva, three rajas and two tamas, there are several 

responses which belong to the same type; because the satva response could come from any of the 
six entities, and the three rajas responses could come from any of the remaining five entities. 
This can happen in 6 × 10 × 1 = 60 ways. In a similar manner each type of response gives rise to 
several actual responses. The total number of different possible responses for the 6 entities is 3 × 
3 × 3 × 3 × 3 × 3 = 729. So the probability of the above type is 60 / 729 which is, 8.2 per cent. 
approximately. For each type, this approximate percentage has been calculated and is given  
against the colored chart representing the type in the charts of the different type. 

V. Krishnamurthy 


