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This book examines the interface between Buddhism and the caste system in In-
dia. It discusses how Buddhism in different stages, from its early period to con-
temporary forms—Theravada, Mahayana, Tantrayana and Navayana—dealt with
the question of caste. It also traces the intersections between the problem of caste
with those of class and gender. The volume reflects on the interaction between
Hinduism and Buddhism: it looks at critiques of caste in the classical Buddhist
tradition while simultaneously drawing attention to the radical challenge posed
by Dr B. R. Ambedkar’s Navayana Buddhism or neo-Buddhism. The essays in the
book further compare approaches to varna and caste developed by modern think-
ers such as M. K. Gandhi and S. Radhakrishnan with Ambedkar’s criticisms and
his departures from mainstream appraisals.

With its interdisciplinary methodology, combining insights from literature, phi-
losophy, political science and sociology, the volume explores contemporary cri-
tiques of caste from the perspective of Buddhism and its historical context. By
analyzing religion through the lens of caste and gender, it also forays into the com-
plex relationship between religion and politics, while offering a rigorous study of
the textual tradition of Buddhism in India. This book will be useful to scholars and
researchers of Indian philosophy, Buddhist studies, Indology, literature (especially
Sanskrit and Pali), exclusion and discrimination studies, history, political studies,
women studies, sociology, and South Asian studies.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Many terms and expressions in Sanskrit and Pali are used in the Introduction
and Chapters 1-5 and 8, as well as in Appendices I and II. Sanskrit and Pali
expressions are presented in Roman script with diacritical marks. The following
table can be used for reading Romanized Sanskrit or Pali expressions:

Aids to Reading Romanised Sanskrit or Pali

Roman letters (with diacritical marks) standing for Devanagart letters

Romanisation Devanagari Romanisation Devandgart Romanisation Devandgart

A,a S H, h : P, p q
A, a el I,i B Ph, ph ®
Ai, ai q 1,1 3 R,r 3
Au, au it L, S R,r ®
B, b - Jh, jh @ R, T =
Bh, bh 5 K, k = S, s 7
C,c T Kh, kh @ S, § By
Ch, ch ® L, a S, s ¥
D, d g 1 @ T, t a
Dh, dh g M, m " Th, th g
d g M, m ' t z
dh g N, n T th 3
E,e q N, n T U,u E
G, g w N, n o Ua K2
Gh, gh 9 N, i 37 V,v El
H, h g 0,0 a3 Y,y R

In other chapters, words such as the following are used without diacritical marks
and are spelt differently: varna, jati, brahmana, kshatriya, vaishya, shudra, at-
ishudra and chandala.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Sanskrit and Pali words and quotations are generally italicised except in
the following cases:

1 Proper names of persons (e.g., Sankara, Dharmakirti), religious cults
(e.g., Theravada, Mahayana) and philosophical systems (e.g., Sankhya,
Yogacara) are not italicised.

2 The following words are not italicised in this book because of their
frequent usage: varna, brahmana, kstriya, vaisya, $udra, atisudra and
candala
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FOREWORD

Caste in classical and contemporary Buddhism
Gail Omuvedt

Classical Buddhism

In classical Buddhism there is a fairly clear denial of caste. We can give
one example from the Sutta Nipata, in Sutta 9, on “What is a brahmin?”
It starts when two young brahmins, Vasettha and Bharadvaja, were having
a dispute over what makes a brahmin—was it purity of descent for seven
generations on both sides, as Bharadvaja contended, or virtue and moral
conduct, as Vasettha said?

The Buddha responds by saying that “diverse breeds” exist among grass,
tress, insects, various creatures and birds, but among “men alone” this is
not true.

They differ not in hair, head, ears, or eyes,
in mouth or nostrils, not in eyebrows, lips,
throat, shoulders, belly, buttocks, back, or chest,
nor in the parts of shame, female or male,
nor yet in hands or feet, in fingers, nails,
in calves or thighs; in hue, or sound of voice; —
naught shows men stamped by nature diverse breeds.
(606-10)

He then goes on to say that a person is what he/she does.

“The man that lives by keeping herds of cows —
know him as farmer, not as Brahmin true.
The man that lives by diverse handicrafts —
know him as tradesman, not as Brahmin true.
The man that lives by selling merchandise —
know him as merchant, not as Brahmin true.
(613-6)

And so on: the man living by arms is a soldier, the man living by sacrificial
rites is a priest, the man supported by realms is a monarch. “Not birth,
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nor parentage a Brahmin makes....True Brahmin call T him, who shackle-
free, by bonds and ties untroubled, lives his life” (621). Gotama goes on
to describe almost lyrically the nonviolence, calmness, gentleness, lack of
lustfulness of the brahmin, who is free from sorrow, has no longings left,
has “passed away” and will face no further rebirth: the brahmin is the
true Arahat. The Sutta ends with both Bharadvaja and Vasettha asking to
become disciples.

This text shows the classical Buddhist strategy towards Brahmanism—
redefine it. Accept the superiority of brahmins, but define them so that
whoever shows such traits is a “brahmin”; the criterion of birth is removed.
As a strategy, it was long lasting but in the end seems to have been ineffec-
tive. Brahmins kept their superiority and the “birth brahmin” remained the
archetype.

The other classical text of Buddhist anti-caste sentiment is the Vajrasiici
of Ashvaghosh. This also focused on the theme of “what is a brahmin?”
It was scornful about brahmins in many ways, and rejects the idea that
brahmin-hood comes through birth or knowledge. It denies the claim that
the only duty of shudras is to serve brahmins. Instead, avoidance of sin, pu-
rity of life is what makes a brahmin. Birth is not the cause of brahmin-hood;
people born of different castes like Vyasa and Vasishtha have become brah-
mins. There are no basic distinctions among human beings; there is only
one caste, not four (Brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya, shudra). “The caste is not
seen. It is good qualities that are the source of good. It is he whose life is for
the Law, whose life is for others, who practices tolerance day and night, is
recognized as brahmin by the gods.....Nonviolence, selflessness, abstinence
from actions that are not approved, and detachment from lust and hatred
are the characteristics of a brahmin” (45-7).

The Vajrasiici survived through the ages; there is a story that Tukaram,
the great Marathi saint-poet of the 17th century, asked his disciple Bahen-
abai to translate it into Marathi, which she did. Regarding Bahenabai’s
Vajrasuci, the following comments can be made (references are to Abbott
198S5):

Bahenabai’s Vajrasiici is also centred on the theme of “What makes a
brahmin?” However, it is prefaced by several stanzas on the superiority of
brahmin, which were not seen in the original. Then she asks, “But who in
reality is to be called a brahmin?” Birth does not determine brahmin-hood,
neither does bodily form, nor colour, nor caste. Mere learning does not
count, nor do “mere duties,” nor “religious duties” (413-20, p. 126-9).
Then she goes into the familiar themes that a brahmin is freed from illu-
sion, grief, hunger, thirst, decay and death. Here there is something very
Brahmanical in Bahenabai’s version. “One who knows Brahma is called a
Brahmana,” who has experienced “Brahma,” “made one the individual and
the universal soul” (435, p. 134). But this is contrary to Buddhism, which
holds to anatta, the denial of the “atman.” We should conclude that if the
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original Vajrasici survived, it was heavily contaminated by Brahmanical
ideas by the time of Bahenabai! This can be considered a paradigm for the
“survival” of Buddhism in India—co-opted by Brahmanism, transformed
and distorted.

Contemporary Buddhism

A new era of contemporary Buddhism begins with Dr. Babasaheb Ambed-
kar. “Classical” Buddhism of course still exists in most countries with
large Buddhist populations. But in India, where Buddhism had almost
completely disappeared, it was revived but in a new form with Ambedkar’s
“Navayana” Buddhism.

Navayana gave a new meaning to Buddhism. In his introduction to The
Buddha and His Dhamma, Ambedkar makes it clear that he rejects four
crucial elements of classical Buddhism. One is the idea of sabbam duk-
kham, “all is sorrow.” “If this is true there is no way out.” In fact, Bud-
dhism does not really say that “all is sorrow,” only that there is dukkba,
and it can be overcome. Second, he rejects the notion of karma and trans-
migration or rebirth; he prefers to reinterpret karma to have the meaning
of social causation and also perhaps genetical inheritance (in this he follows
the earlier re-interpreter and reviver of Buddhism, Pandit Iyothee Thass).
Third, he refutes the idea that Buddha renounced the world after seeing an
old man, a sick man and a dead man, instead arguing that he was trying to
avoid a conflict over water between the Koliya and Sakya clans. Finally, he
rejects the notion of the Sangha as a society of world renouncers; he would
prefer to have it as a kind of social service league.

This leads to the development of a rationalistic, even “materialistic,” form
of Buddhism. Contemporary Buddhism, Ambedkar’s Navayana Buddhism,
is resolutely anti-caste. His theme is the annihilation of caste; he does not
want simply to analyse it but to destroy it. Caste, according to Ambed-
kar, is the bane of Indian society: it erects barriers between human beings,
weakens solidarity and any ability to resist oppression; it is anti-national.
Destroying caste must be done, first of all, by attacking its foundations—
and these, Ambedkar believed, were found in Brahminic Hinduism. Thus
destruction and renunciation of the sacred scriptures was a crucial task.
Just as the Buddhist revolution and the revolution led by Guru Nanak had
made possible political revolutions, so too a new anti-caste revolution must
be found in the renunciation of Brahmanical Hinduism. Intermarriage was
a factor, but it would follow most naturally on this foundation of a pro-
found moral transformation.

He believed that Buddhism was, generally speaking, a materialistic phi-
losophy; he saw it as helpful to abolition of exploitation. Conflicts today are
because of caste and capitalist exploitation. In Revolution and Counter-
Revolution he stressed a profound ongoing conflict between Brahmanism
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and Buddhism. He did not deal with the philosophy developed by later
Buddhist scholars like Ashvaghosha. This is because contemporary neo-
Buddhists are oriented in diverse directions such as meditation and phi-
losophies for achieving nirvana. There are also differences among them
regarding what Buddhist ideology means in practice. Thus, there is no foun-
dation from what Babasaheb said; he did not have time to do this. Thus
there is a great confusion in contemporary Navayana Buddhists in regard to
the ideological aspects of Buddhism and practices to be followed. Babasaheb
did not give concrete alternatives for the life ceremonies of birth, marriage,
etc. Hence, for example, Buddhist marriages occurred on an ad hoc basis.

Annihilation of caste, then, was Babasaheb’s goal. This also implies its
possibility. The fact that caste can be overcome is founded in the histori-
cal reality that caste in India is not eternal nor even all that long lasting.
Through all the millennia that Buddhism was hegemonic, the caste system
was not a social reality in India. Instead, social organization was based on
gahapatis, gana sanghas, dasa-kammakaras and so forth. True, the Manus-
mriti and Arthashastra were written during this period. But these were
not descriptions of society; rather, they were prescriptions of what their
Brahmanical authors saw as an ideal society. Caste itself was only firmly
established at the social level after the defeat of Buddhism around the 6th
century. After that, gradually the jajmani system came into existence and
village-level social organization was solidified. But this makes caste, rela-
tively, a recent historical phenomenon. Its different forms during modern
times notwithstanding, it remains a strong factor.

Thus, the annihilation of caste is a real historical possibility, one that be-
comes more telling during our time. It requires, as Babasaheb emphasized
in his Annibilation of Caste, a rejection of the Brahmanic Hindu scriptures;
intermarriage taking place also helps weaken caste. Once we break the link
between caste and occupation, caste is further weakened.
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INTRODUCTION
Pradeep P. Gokhale'

It is generally admitted that Hindu society is “essentially” characterised by
the stratification of its members on the basis of caste identification. There
are hundreds of castes that are broadly grouped into five categories: the
four varnas, namely brahmana (priests), ksatriya (warriors), vaisya (farm-
ers and business-persons) and $tdra (manual workers and scavengers), and
atis$iidra (outcastes). The fifth class of atisidra was not given official status
in the system of varnas, and hence it was called the system of four varnas
(Caturvarnya). The division of Hindu society into the four varnas gives
a broad, rather simplistic formal framework, the contents of which were
filled by hundreds of castes in reality. All these varnas and castes played
their role in the working of Hindu society.?

The varna-caste system was a system of distributing occupations among
different strata of traditional society. It was a productive system because
each caste was associated with some occupation related to maintaining tra-
ditional society. But the system also carried with it certain elements that
rendered it an unjust, irrational and exploitative system. Some of these ele-
ments were as follows:

1 The varna-caste system divides society into groups of families. Such a
society does not experience solidarity.

2 The varna-caste system creates a hierarchical division in which brah-
manas are at the top, while the atistdras such as candalas are at the bot-
tom. Each intermediate varna/caste is inferior to some and superior to
others. This inequality is supposed to be inborn and inviolable. Hence
the principle of equality of humans qua humans is violated.>

3 The inequality among varnas/castes is associated with the particular
occupations assigned to them. There are prohibitions on leaving the
occupation assigned to one’s caste and adopting someone else’s oc-
cupation, particularly that of a higher caste. Occupations were also
ordered in terms of purity and impurity and respectability and oth-
erwise. Hence certain castes were permanently condemned as impure
and despicable, and certain castes were permanently honoured as pure
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and respectable. The extreme purity and impurity attached to some
castes led to the practice of untouchability, which is a great social evil.
Untouchability was observed at two levels. Brahmins were untouchable
to the “lower” castes for the former’s alleged extreme purity. Stidras
and atistidras were untouchable to the “higher” castes for their alleged
extreme impurity.

4  The varna-caste system puts restrictions on free association between
members of different castes. Persons from lower caste positions were
not even allowed to share seats in public places with those who occu-
pied higher caste status. There was no permission to socialise, in either
formal or informal ways, across caste hierarchy. Further, those from
the lower tiers were not allowed to speak Sanskrit, as it was the prerog-
ative of the higher castes. These restrictions were partly governed by
ideas of purity and impurity that were highly irrational.

5 A basic form of prohibition on inter-caste association was that of inter-
caste marriages. A general rule of marriage made by Dharmasastra was
that one should marry within one’s own varna and caste. Those who
married outside the caste could not enjoy a respectable status in their
own caste. Moreover, their children had to face serious social disadvan-
tages. A child born from an inter-caste marriage was deprived of the
caste status of both its father and mother. The situation was made more
complicated and severe due to patriarchy. If in an inter-caste marriage
the groom belonged to the higher caste, it was a lesser evil than if it
were the other way around. The former type of marriage was called
anuloma (along the stream) because it did not hamper the superiority
of man, while the latter type was called pratiloma (against the stream)
because it challenged the superiority of man. So the child born from
anuloma marriage enjoyed an intermediate caste status, but the child
born from pratiloma marriage was assigned a caste lower than that of
both mother and father.

6 The so-called higher varnas/castes were granted the possession of all
types of wealth and powers.* The so-called lower varnas/castes, par-
ticularly $tidras and atiS$idras, were supposedly born to serve other
varnas/castes and were deprived of possession of wealth and powers.’
This led to different types of exploitation of the lower varnas/castes
by the upper varnas/castes. This is how the system becomes essentially
exploitative.

In spite of being an unjust and exploitative system, the varna-caste system
was not felt to be so. This was for many reasons. One reason was that the
inequality involved in the varna-caste system was not inequality pure and
simple, but was what Ambedkar aptly described as “graded inequality.”®
Every caste fit somewhere in the scale of inequality such that even someone
in a “lower” caste was superior to someone else in some respects (except
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the supposed “lowest” caste, namely the Candala). Every caste has been as-
sociated with its distinctive customs, deities, forms of worship and lifestyle.
Hence members, instead of feeling humiliated and isolated, take pride in
their caste identities. Caste identity gives a certain status and stability to
the members of the respective caste, insofar as they do not violate the rules
imposed on the castes. Hence the traditional-minded members of Hindu so-
ciety are not ready to leave their caste identity even if it is graded as “low.”
They believe that the caste identity is an inalienable part of their own iden-
tity. The rigidity of this is captured in the Marathi proverb, “Jee jaat naahee
tee jaat,” translated as, “Caste is that which does not go.”

The Hindu mind is closely attached to the caste system also because the
latter has been justified in the religious faith of Hindus, particularly the
faith in God and karma. The Purusasiikta of Rgveda describes the four
varnas as originating from different limbs of the grand Purusa (the Lord).
The Manusmyti associated the higher and lower status of varnas with the
higher and lower limbs of the Lord from which the respective varnas origi-
nated and also with the order in which they were produced. Hence, in this
view, the Brahmana caste is the highest because it is born from the upper-
most part of the Lord’s body and because it was born first (MS 1.92-3).
The Sadra caste is regarded as the lowest because it originated from the
lowest part of the Lord’s body and at the very end.” The divine origination
of the unequal order of castes became a deep-rooted faith of the Hindus.
This faith, because of its irrational character, was the target of the critical
arguments made by rational- and egalitarian-minded Buddhists and other
reformers.

The Bhagavadgita too advocates the divine origin of the four varna sys-
tem. There, Lord Krishna says that he created the system of four varnas ac-
cording to the division of qualities and actions.® This means that he created
a system according to which a person born in a particular varna is naturally
endowed with certain qualities (guna) suitable for the actions assigned to
that specific varna. (It does not mean as is supposed sometimes, that hu-
mans are free to determine varnas of individuals according to qualities and
actions.) The term guna here could mean strands of Prakrti as the Safikhya
system understands it, and the term karma could mean the actions per-
formed in past lives. In this sense brahmanas are supposed to be born with
sattvaguna, ksatriyas and vai$yas with rajoguna and $udras with tamoguna
as a result of their past karma.’ Through this, Krishna in the Gita intro-
duces the notion of sabaja-karma (the action that gets assigned to one with
one’s birth) and says,

“Oh the son of Kunti, one should not leave an action assigned by birth,
even if it is defective. All activities are in fact surrounded by defects, like fire
surrounded by smoke.”1?

The action assigned by birth is also supposed to be determined by one’s
essential nature (svabbava-niyatam karma''). The idea that one’s nature
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that is suitable for varna-specific actions is determined by birth is neither
rationally nor historically acceptable. But this is a deep-rooted belief, often
given in support of the birth-based varna-caste system.

The other religious faith given in support of this system is the doctrine
of karma. The point may be made as follows: If God is the creator of
the system of the four varnas, then he can be blamed for being the crea-
tor of an unequal, unjust social order. This would imply that God is an
evil-doer. To get rid of this problematic suggestion, Indian theists claim
that caste-based inequalities are not caused by God, but by the actions
performed by individuals in their past lives.'? Hence, the unequal social
order, which is apparently unjust and exploitative, becomes regarded as
a just order because one’s birth in a particular caste—which determines
status in society— is regarded as the result of one’s own past action. The
doctrine of karma was in fact regarded as the stronger justification of
the varna-caste order as it was accepted by the theist as well as atheist
Brahmanical systems. Hierarchical social order is maintained through the
mechanism of karma according to an orthodox Hindu, whether or not he
or she believes in God. Birth in a particular varna was regarded as a “gati”
(the species-status in which one is born) and the hierarchical order of the
gatis was determined by using the parameters of the Sankhya categories,
sattva, rajas and tamas. Hence, we find the Manusmrti suggesting a scale
of nine categories, consisting of three major categories (Sattvika, Rajasa
and Tamasa), each of which are further divided in to three subcategories:
highest, middle and lowest.

If we designate the three major categories as S, R and T and the sub-
categories as 1, 2 and 3, then Manu’s categorisation of different “species”
including the varnas can be given in tabular form as shown in Table 1.!3

According to Manu’s categorisation, the species-status of brahmanas is
S3 (lowest in Sattvika category, but at par with ascetics, hermits, celestial
troops, constellations and daityas'#). The species status of $iidras on the
other hand is T2 (the middle of the Tamasa category, which is on par with
animals, beasts, despicable persons and milecchas). The status of ksatriyas
is R2 or the middle of the Rajasa category. Vaisyas are missing in this cat-
egorisation, which could be Manu’s oversight. But we can imagine that the
species status of the vai§yas must be T1 or R3. Each of these is a “gati,” or
a position determined by past karma.

One claimed defence of the Brahmanical view of caste is that the lat-
ter does not support the superiority of brahmanas purely on the basis
of birth: If a person born as a brahmana does not perform the ascribed
duties and maintain moral character, then he or she is only a “brahmana
by birth” and not a real brahmana. A twofold answer can be given to
this defence. One, there are statements available in Dharmasastra litera-
ture which say that a brahmana becomes superior to others by his birth
itself.!> Second, even if a person born brahmana is expected to perform
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Table 1 Species status determined by past karma

The species- Species born with the respective status
status (gati)

determined

by birth

S1 Brahma, Dharma of the creator, Mahat and Avyakta (Prakyti)

S2 Brahmanas who perform sacrifice, sages, gods, the Vedas, stars,
years, ancestors and sadhya-deities

S3 Ascetics, hermits, brahmanas, celestial troops, constellations and
daityas

R1 Semi-gods like Gandharva, gubyaka, yaksa, attendants of Gods
and the celestial damsels

R2 Kings, ksatriyas, royal priests and professional debaters

R3 Jhalla, Malla (mixed castes lower than ksatriya), actors, weapon-
sellers, gamblers and drunkards

T1 Wanderers (carana), eagles (suparna), hypocrites, demons (raksas)
and ghosts

T2 Elephants, horses, §iidras, mlecchhas, despicable persons, lions,
tigers and pigs

T3 Plants, germs, insects, fish, reptiles, tortoises, (other) animals and
beasts

Source: Manusmyti, 12.42-50.

the requisite duties (rendering his birth insufficient), birth still remains
generally regarded as a necessary (though not sufficient) condition for
being a true brahmana.'®

Hence Hindu society—rvariously called Vedic, orthodox, Brahmanical
and so on—advocated the hierarchical varna-caste system, supposedly
created by God, based on birth and regulated by the past karma of the
respective beings. Non-Vedic strands in Indian society were critical of
caste-based division of society from the beginning. Hence, we find critical
arguments against varna and caste among the three non-Vedic philosoph-
ical traditions: Lokayata, Jainism and Buddhism. Lokayata is opposed to
caste because it accepts neither God nor karma. It is strongly critical of
Brahmanical ritualism. But its criticism of caste is rather sketchy. The other
two non-Vedic traditions, Jainism and Buddhism, are opposed to caste dis-
crimination partly on similar grounds. Both are atheistic systems and hence
oppose the divine origin explanation of the varna-caste system. Both are
critical of birth-based discrimination and support the idea of superiority or
inferiority based on actions and moral character. Both reject Brahmanatva-
jati as an ontological entity.!” Such similarities aside, Buddhism is more
radical and elaborate than Jainism in its criticism of caste. For example,
Jainism seems to accept the caste differences through its formulation of
the doctrine of karma, as it acknowledges gotrakarma as a specific karma
that determines one’s birth in a particular caste. Though Buddhism too
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advocates the karma doctrine, it does not explain or justify caste differ-
ences in terms of it. Moreover, Jainism advocates non-violence in all realms
including intellectual realm; because of this it sometimes has a relationship
of compromising with Hinduism. On the other hand, because of its nega-
tion of soul and eternality, Buddhism stands in diametrical opposition to
Hinduism.

This is not to say that Hinduism advocated the varna-caste system un-
critically at all levels. Broadly speaking we can identify two distinct trends
in Hinduism as religion. Dharma-oriented and liberation-oriented. By
dharma, I mean the various socio-religious obligations prescribed in the
Dharmasastra texts. These texts prescribe obligations specific to varna,
caste, stage in life (@$rama), gender and so on. This gives us the structure
of “specific obligations” (visesa-dharmas). Apart from them, some com-
mon obligations (sadharana-dharmas), such as truthfulness, non-violence
and non-stealing, applicable to all human beings qua human beings, are
also prescribed. Though both these types of obligations are prescribed in
these texts, specific obligations set the framework in which common obliga-
tions are followed. This gives subordinate status to common obligations as
compared to specific obligations. And since the framework of specific obli-
gations essentially involves the hierarchy among castes, domination and ex-
ploitation of the “lower castes” by the “upper castes,” and also control over
women by men, the dharma-oriented trend in Hinduism becomes essen-
tially unjust and exploitative. In contrast, the liberation-oriented trend em-
phasises common obligations and at least temporarily releases the burden
of specific obligations. For example, in the context of jizanayoga (the path
of knowledge leading to liberation), it is held that since all atmmans are equal,
they are identical with Brahman, and hence there is no inequality. Or in the
context of bhaktiyoga (the path of devotion to God leading to liberation)
it is held that, like upper-caste men, even vaisyas, $tidras and women can
attain liberation through devotion.'® Hence, we have a tradition of saints
in Hinduism who emphasise moral conduct and an egalitarian approach to
all living beings, and who do not attach importance to inequalities related
to caste and gender. The saint tradition has points of overlap, interaction
and mutual influence with the Sramana tradition, which mainly consisted
of Buddhism and Jainism, whereas the ritualistic and non-egalitarian Brah-
manical tradition was their common object of criticism.

However, due to the simultaneous presence of these two trends, the es-
sence of the common Hindu psyche gets divided into the two influences:
one non-egalitarian and the other egalitarian. This gives rise to a paradox-
ical situation. The god who has created the non-egalitarian framework of
caste and gender is the same god who asks the Hindus to treat all living
beings as equal in order to attain liberation. The paradox is sometimes
resolved by accepting two levels of existence: ultimate or transcendental
level on the one hand and practical-empirical level on the other. Equality or



INTRODUCTION

unity is accepted at the ultimate level, but denied at an empirical-practical
level. Hence Sankara in his commentary on Brahmasiitra describes the ul-
timate reality Brabman as devoid of the distinctions like brahmana and
ksatriya, but at the level of vyavahara accepts Manu as authority and de-
nies $iidras the right to study the Vedas.! Similarly, devotees belonging to
a cult such as the Bhagavata may temporarily forget caste discriminations
in their devotional stance, but come back to their unequal status in their
daily, practical life. Some saints tried to transcend the inequality even in
practice. This led to the formation of new religious communities. The few
examples of the latter include Guru Nanak, Basaveshvar and Narayana-
guru. Their religious movements tended to create egalitarian alternatives to
Brahmanical Hinduism, but their relation with Hinduism remained ambig-
uous, because they shared a common metaphysical foundation in Saguna or
Nirguna Brahman with only a change in terminology.2°

As compared to the above trends, Buddhism differs from Brahman-
ical Hinduism in both its metaphysics and its social-practical approach.
Buddhism denies Brahman, God and a#man, which are core doctrines of
Brahmanical Hinduism. Like in Advaita-Vedanta, we find a distinction
between ultimate truth (paramartha) and practical/conventional truth
(samvrti-satya or vyavahara) in Buddhism also. But through this distinc-
tion Advaita-Vedanta tried to preserve the caste system at practical level.
Buddhism, on the other hand, was also critical about birth-based inequal-
ities of caste at practical/conventional level. This sharp contrast between
Hinduism and Buddhism was probably one of the reasons why Babasaheb
Ambedkar chose Buddhism when he was in search of an alternative to Hin-
duism within the Indian tradition—an alternative that could emancipate
his “untouchable” followers from the clutches of caste.

Development of the theme

This anthology addresses the problem of the caste system as it was dealt
with by Buddhism during its different stages, from Early Buddhism to
Neo-Buddhism. “Neo-Buddhism,” also termed “Navayana Buddhism,” re-
fers to the Buddhist way of life as it was interpreted and professed by Dr.
B. R. Ambedkar. The anthology focuses mainly on the stages and phases of
Buddhism in India, occasionally referring to the modern multinational phe-
nomenon called Engaged Buddhism in whose framework Neo-Buddhism
can be situated.

Schools of Buddhism on caste

The term “Buddhism” itself has diverse interpretations. Though literally it
refers to the way of life introduced and advocated by the Buddha, it is under-
stood here that the Buddha’s message and the way of life he advocated itself
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underwent different interpretations and formulations through the course of
history, leading to diverse sects in Buddhism as a religion and diverse schools
in Buddhism as a philosophy. In the ancient and medieval period, Buddhism
as religion—as long as it was alive and influential in India—took three broad
forms: Sravakayana, Bodhisattvayana and Tantrayana.”! Sravakayana, also
called Hinayana, includes Theravada (whose literature is in the Pali lan-
guage) and the philosophical schools Vaibhasika and Sautrantika. Bodhisat-
tvayana, called Mahayana, includes the philosophical schools Yogacara and
Madhyamaka. Tantrayana, while regarded as a part of Mahayana, differs
from mainstream Mahayana due to the former’s special ritualistic practices
and the method of transformation of passions into the Path. Though the
three sects differ in their metaphysical views and spiritual practices, they
share some common views. They believe in the impermanence and soulless-
ness of all phenomena and are critical of the Brahmanical tradition, which
supports sacrificial rituals and a hierarchical social structure based on the
four varnas and the caste system, governed by birth.

This anthology contains chapters pertaining to all the three forms of
classical Buddhism. Bimalendra Kumar in Chapter 1 discusses the Bud-
dha’s attitude towards the caste system as found in Pali texts. He brings out
the Buddha’s observation that the way there are different species among an-
imals and plants with different bodily features, different varnas and castes
among humans cannot be called different species of human beings. He re-
fers to the Buddha’s declaration that “it is merely the empty sound that the
brahmanas are superior, others are inferior; Brahamanas are of high caste,
others are low caste.” Actually speaking, “the people of all the four castes
are equal and I see no difference in them.” In fact the Buddha’s mission,
which results from his radical criticism of the caste system, was two-fold.
He was a reformer of the society governed by Brahmanical religion, as well
as the founder of a new religion in which caste had no place. Through
constant dialogues with brahmanas, he criticised the Vedic ritualism of
sacrifices, challenged the claim of Upanisadic thinkers about realisation
of ultimate reality (Brahman) and questioned the hierarchical social order
governed by varna/caste, determined by birth and given divine sanction.
Simultaneously he developed a theory and discipline of an alternative form
of religious life and formed the religious organisation called Sangha, which
provided for the moral-psychological and spiritual development of human
beings. The Sangha was framed in such a way that it was a society of mem-
bers free from caste identity. As Bimalendra Kumar refers to the Buddha’s
statement recorded in Cullavagga:

Just as the great rivers, such as, the Ganga, the Yamuna, the Acira-
vati, the Sarabhii and the Mahi, when they pour their waters into
the Great Ocean, lose their names and origins and become the
Great Ocean precisely so, you monks, do. These four castes—the
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Khattiya, the Brahmana, the Vessa and the Sudda—when they
pass, according to the doctrine and discipline of the Tathagata,
from home to homelessness, lose their names and origins.

The above passage indicates how the Buddha, through Sangha, tried to
establish an alternative culture of moral-seekers, based on egalitarian and
democratic values. (Mahesh A. Deokar in Chapter 5 explains how the Bud-
dha adopted certain safeguards and healthy practices to ensure that there
was no discrimination against any member of his Sangha, and the feeling
of solidarity and fraternity developed amongst them.)

After the Buddha, Buddhism underwent a schism and different stages of
philosophical development and diversification. But the anti-caste spirit was
maintained among the different sects and schools of Buddhism. Sometime
around the beginning of the common era, we come across the formation
of philosophical schools (darsana). Hence, the debate on caste is raised to
ontological and epistemological level. Vaisesikasiitra of Kanada accepted
jati or samanya (universal) as a padartha (ontological category). Nyaya-
Vai$esika philosophers accepted brahmanatva etc. as kinds of jatis, thereby
suggesting that the castes such as brahmana and ksatriya have a well-defined
and permanent ontological status. Kumarila-Bhatta, a Mimarnsa philoso-
pher, joins VaiSesikas in accepting brabhmanatva, etc. as eternal universals.
In opposition to the Vaisesika and Bhatta-Mimarhsa view, which gives a
permanent ontological status to universals (samanya or jati) in general and
the caste determining universals in particular, we have the Buddhist view
developed by Difinaga and Dharmakirti, according to which there are no
eternal ontological entities called samanya or jati. Prabal Kumar Sen dis-
cusses in Chapter 2, with many technical details, how different orthodox
schools explained and defended brahmana-hood and other varna-identities
by giving them the ontological status of universals (samanya or jati). It
also shows how Mahayana Buddhist philosophers like Dharmakirti and
Jaina philosophers like Prabhacandrasiiri questioned this status given to
caste-identities. Sen also refers to the egalitarian thoughts found in ortho-
dox texts that deny rigid varna-identities based on birth.

Dharmakirti’s philosophical position has two faces: Sautrantika and
Yogacara. Hence, he can be described as belonging to both the Sravakayana
and Mahayana Buddhist traditions. Ajay Verma in Chapter 3 regards Dhar-
makirti as a Mahayana philosopher. But Verma’s main point is not that
Dharmakirti was a Mahayanist, but that he was anti-essentialist. Hence
Verma focuses on the debate between Mahayana Buddhism and Nyaya as
that between essentialism and anti-essentialism. Nyaya adherence to jati
at ontological level and the caste system at social level was a mark of its
essentialism—which Mahayana Buddhism was fundamentally opposed to.

The third form of Buddhism that is important in the context of its criticism
of caste is Tantrayana. Shrikant Bahulkar in Chapter 4 discusses the anti-caste
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views expressed in Vimalaprabha, a commentary on Kalacakratantra. He
brings out how the Vimalaprabha ridicules the religious explanation of the
caste system and exposes its irrationality. He also refers to Vimalaprabha’s
criticism of the sacredness of the Sanskrit language.

In fact the justification of caste in the Brahmanical Hindu tradition does
not come alone, it comes as a part of a package: the Vedas (either as eternal
or as God’s creation), God, karma (as the determiner of caste), the Smrtis
and the purity of Sanskrit language, the superiority of brahmanas and the
caste determined by birth—all these doctrines are interconnected and Bud-
dhist thinkers criticise them all. This is true in both classical Buddhism and
Neo-Buddhism.

Neo-Buddbism: Ambedkar on caste, class and gender

The anti-caste egalitarian thought of B. R. Ambedkar had a complex lin-
eage: that of the thoughts of saints like Kabir, non-Brahmanical social re-
formers like Jotiba Phule and also the Buddha’s life and mission, which was
introduced to Ambedkar in his teenage years through a book gifted to him
by his teacher, Mr. Keluskar.

Ambedkar’s criticism of caste, however, was not just “religiously” ori-
ented, but more so scientifically and philosophically. Mahesh A. Deokar, in
Chapter 5, presents a comparative analysis of early-Buddhist and Ambed-
karian approaches to the issue of caste. He points out that the Pali sut-
tas mention peculiar characteristics of the caste system such as endogamy,
caste-based division of labour, graded inequality and the denial of the right
to education to “lower” castes, but none of them attempt a formal defi-
nition of caste nor discuss its genesis and mechanism. Deokar discusses
Ambedkar’s treatment of caste as it has evolved from his three works,
Castes in India, Annibilation of Caste and The Buddha and His Dhamma.
He finds a strong connection between the Buddha and Ambedkar on the
matter of refuting castes and on the remedy for overcoming it. He also
points out an important difference between the two—while the Buddha’s
safeguards against inequality were only operational within the limits of his
Sangha, Ambedkar extends them to all Indians by incorporating them into
the Indian constitution.

Like caste, class too has been used to explain the stratification and hier-
archical order in society. However, the two concepts are different. Though
Ambedkar defined caste in terms of class, he also distinguished between
them. As Gopal Guru clarifies in Chapter 6, India according to Ambedkar
had a two-fold challenge before her: capitalism and Brahmanism. Natu-
rally, the final goal was to create a classless and casteless society. Both
these elements were relevant to Buddhism, according to him. The Buddha
as depicted by Ambedkar was not only a critic of the caste system, but was
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also concerned with the problem of class conflict causing social suffering.
Gopal Guru points out that the alienation of the proletariat and of un-
touchables are categorically of different natures. Ambedkar articulated a
form of Buddhism that could combat both types of alienation. The Buddha
of Ambedkar had an answer to Karl Marx in this sense.

Caste and gender are also closely connected issues. The status of a woman
in Hindu society was regulated by her caste, and caste status of a child born
from an inter-caste marriage was regulated by the relative caste-status of
its mother in the family. Ambedkar in his writings brought out the relation-
ship between caste and gender. As Pratima Pardeshi explores in Chapter 7,
Ambedkar, through his anthropological study of caste, maintained that the
basis of the caste system is “endogamy,” which gives rise to the problems
of surplus man and surplus woman within an endogamous group. Practices
like sati, enforced widowhood, enforced celibacy and child marriage are
attempted remedies to perpetuate endogamy and the caste system. Ambed-
kar, in this way, maintained that women are the gateways to the caste sys-
tem. As Pardeshi argues, according to Ambedkar, though all women are
exploited due by the patriarchy, they are not all exploited to the same de-
gree. Dalit women are doubly exploited—both by the patriarchy as well
as by caste. Ambedkar held that the Buddha paved the way for granting
women status equivalent to that of men.

The impact of Buddhism on medieval India and
the role of the Vajrasiici

On the way from Classical Buddhism to Neo-Buddhism, we come across
an intermediate phenomenon, represented by the works like Vajrasiici and
Vajrasiici-upanisad, as well other signs of the influence of Buddhism on
Hinduism. Vajrasiici is an important text as it aims at refuting the caste
ideology by advancing logical as well as scripture-based arguments. The
author of the text is A§vaghosa, which is the popular name of the 1st cen-
tury author of poetic works such as Buddhacarita and Saundarananda.
Hence, Sujitkumar Mukhopadhyay (who edited the text in 1949) argued
that Vajrasiici must be from the same Asvaghosa who authored Buddha-
carita. This claim is debatable as, although the author of Vajrasiici starts
by saluting Mafjughosa (a mark of the influence of Mahayana Buddhism),
he starts his argument by accepting the authority of the Vedas and the
Smrtis, which is quite unlike a typical Buddhist author. So Sanghasen
Singh argues in Appendix I (entitled “Vajrasiici”) that the Asvaghosa who
authored Vajrasiici is not the same one who wrote Buddbacarita, but some
later author named Siddhacarya A$vaghosa, who probably lived in the 8th
or 9th century. This A§vaghosa must have been a spiritual master but not a
thorough scholar of the Vedas, the Smrtis and the Mahabharata, which he
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regards as authorities. He must have had affinity for Buddhism, but must
not have been a staunch Buddhist.

Whether Vajrasiici can be regarded as a purely Buddhist text or not, it
can be said to reflect the overlap between the egalitarian trend in Hin-
duism, represented by saints and spiritual masters on one hand and the
Buddhist tradition on the other. Even a Buddhist can appreciate the text,
although it apparently accepts the Vedas and the Smrtis as authority.
He or she could say that the text in fact brings out the inconsistency in
the Hindu tradition by showing that “authoritative scriptures” like the
Vedas and the Smrtis, which are supposed to strongly support the caste
system, in fact contain many counter evidences. Morally and spiritually
oriented members of Hinduism would also appreciate the text like this,
as it supports an egalitarian approach within the framework of the
Vedas and the Smrtis. Hence, we find that an abridged and “edited”
version of Vajrasiici acquired the status of an Upanisad and continued
to inspire some Hindu saints and reformers in the medieval and modern
periods. We get a picture of the impact of Vajrasiici on saints like Bahen-
abai and reformer-thinkers like Raja Rammohan Rai, Tukaram Tatya
Padwal and V. D. Savarkar in Appendix II of this anthology, which is
based on the study conducted by the late Marathi Indologist Ramchan-
dra Chintaman Dhere.

Chapter 8 by Shrikant Bahulkar too records the influence of Buddhism
on Hindu society. Hindu society considered the Buddha the ninth incar-
nation of Visnu. The chapter indicates that in the Bhakti literature of me-
dieval Maharashtra, this notion is reflected in two ways: first, the saint
poets considered their God, Vitthal or Vithoba, the Buddha—the ninth
incarnation of Visnu; and second, their teachings bear close similarity
to the teachings of the Buddha and are said to have been influenced by
Buddhist philosophy. The chapter observes that like the Bhakti movement
in other parts of India, the Bhakti movement in Maharashtra was also
anti-caste and anti-orthodox and opposed the authority of the Vedas, the
sacrificial religion advocated by the Vedas and the ancient system of the
Varnasramadbharma.

After 12th century, India saw a decline in Buddhism. In this period that
lasted about seven centuries, the egalitarian approach transcending caste
discriminations in the spiritual realm was advocated by saints of different
cults, in whose literature the indirect influence of Buddhism can be traced,
through occasional references to Buddhist ideas and to the Buddha. Of
course Buddhism must have formed a very small part of the source of egali-
tarian ideas available to Hindu saints in medieval India. Many Hindu saints
came in contact with Islam and must have seen the possibility of religious
life without a caste system, as available in Islamic culture. This gave rise to
an equality between Hinduism and Islam at a spiritual level, reflected in the
literature of the saints like Ekanath, Nanak and Kabir.
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On the conflict between Brabmanism and Buddbism

Ambedkar situated his critique of caste as a part of the cultural history of
India. As Umesh Bagade explains in Chapter 9, Ambedkar presented Indian
history as that of cultural conflict between two forces: Brahmanical and
Buddhist. According to Ambedkar, Brahmanism represented the coercive
and hegemonic force of varna, caste and gender subordination, whereas
Buddhism represented egalitarian spirit of liberty, equality and fraternity,
incessantly acting as an ideological powerhouse of anti-caste rebellions.
Revolution and counter-revolution are important categories in Ambedkar’s
articulation of Indian history. In his view, the condition of Brahmanism
before the Buddha was that of utmost moral degradation. Against this,
the Buddha’s teaching proved to be a religious revolution, which posed a
challenge to the infallibility of the Vedas, the Creator God and the eternal
soul and the revision of regnant conceptions of kamma. It was also a social
and political revolution exemplified by equal opportunity for low-caste in-
dividuals and women, as well as equal access to education. As a reaction to
the Buddha’s revolution, there was a counter-revolution launched by Brah-
manism, marked by social processes turning varna into caste; indiscrimi-
nate coercion against Buddhism under the reign of Pusyamitra Sunga; the
channelization of rituals, beliefs and laws elevating the status of brahmins
and prohibiting inter-dining and inter-caste marriages and the construction
of an ideology that subordinated women.

Ambedkar’s act of reviving Buddhism in India through mass conversion
and his reinterpretation of the life and teachings of the Buddha can be
deemed his attempt to revive the Buddha’s revolution under modern con-
ditions. Buddhism as adopted by Ambedkar does not remain Hinayana
or Mahayana as understood by tradition, but becomes a part of “modern
Buddhism.” In order to distinguish the form of Buddhism he adopted from
traditional Buddhism, Ambedkar agreed to the nomenclature “Navayana,”
which is popularly translated as “Neo-Buddhism.”

Critique of caste by saints, reformers and by Ambedkar

In the 19th and 20th centuries, India saw a period of revival, reformation
and enlightenment influenced by the Enlightenment in Europe. In this spirit,
there were attempts to interrogate and critique the caste system. Broadly
speaking, we come across two types of reformist thinkers at this stage: Ve-
dic and non-Vedic. Vedic reformer thinkers tried to trace anti-caste thinking
in sources like the Vedas, Upanisads, the Gita, Vedantic philosophies and
the literature of saints. However, critiques of caste based on Vedic tradition
could not radically challenge the caste system, either because, by making
a slippery distinction between varna and caste, it allowed caste to prevail
through the back door; or because by restricting the scope of equality to the
spiritual realm, it permitted inequalities to prevail in the social realm.
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Some non-Brahmin reformer thinkers questioned the authority of the Ve-
das and the Smrtis and traced egalitarian thoughts to non-Vedic sources. P.
Kesav Kumar in Chapter 12 refers to non-Brahmin thinkers such as Jothibha
Phule and Periyar, and also to Iyothee Thassar and Lakhmi Narasu of
Madras presidency. Phule took inspiration for his anti-caste thinking from
the views of Brhaspati (Carvaka), the Buddha and also deism (as presented
by Thomas Paine). He proposed the religion of Universal Truth (sarvajanik
satya dharma). Periyar attacked Hinduism from an atheistic point by argu-
ing the distinctiveness of Dravidian culture from the Brahmanical Aryan
religion. Iyothee Thassar and Lakhmi Narasu invoked Buddhism against
Hinduism.

A modern world view and modern values have posed a challenge for all
religions. Naturally Buddhism, too, has to face this. Buddhist thinkers seem
to have found this challenge comparatively easy because many core features
of the religion were already modern in character. And though it did have
some other-worldly and dogmatic features, they could be got rid of, or at
least bracketed. The Buddha’s own statements in Kalamasutta reveal his
insistence of not accepting anything on the basis of the so-called authority
of a text or a person, but accepting or rejecting a view only on the basis
of one’s own experience and reason. Hence, we have secular forms of the
Buddhist way of life advocated by some contemporary Buddhist thinkers
and spiritual masters.??

However, it was not equally possible for reformers of other religions to
secularise their religions. Here, however we are mainly concerned with the
reformation of Hinduism vis-a-vis caste. We find that though 19th- and
20th-century Hindu thinkers and reformers do not advocate the traditional
caste system in its rigid form, they did try to defend it in some way or the
other. Some of them were radically critical of caste, but they were not in-
fluential enough to generate an anti-caste turn in Hinduism. A few models
can be considered in this context:

A Vedantic/spiritual/saintly model

According to this model, all living beings are of atman-Brahman-nature
and are, therefore, equal. Hence there were Hindu saints who were egalitar-
ian at a spiritual level, though at a material and social level they generally
compromised with caste. It is accepted under this model that one’s spiritual
point of view can have an impact on one’s material life also. Hence, we have
radical examples like Basaveshvar and Nanak whose egalitarian spiritual
movements resulted in the formation of sects on the border of Hinduism
or outside it. Narayanaguru was another example of someone opposed to
caste in a spiritual as well as social, practical realm. Another example is
Swami Vivekananda, who is known for his Practical Vedanta. Vivekananda
was against untouchability but he was not opposed to the caste system as
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such. He believed that caste had a historical role to play and a historical
purpose to serve: to transform all into brahmanas.?? Gandhi’s critique of
caste falls, to some extent, in the category advanced by saintly thinkers.
Like them, Gandhi believed in the equality of all beings; so even if he ac-
cepted the varna system, he denied the hierarchy among varnas. This brings
him close to Ambedkar in terms of regarding equality a basic human value.
Valerian Rodrigues, while giving a comparative account of the views of
Gandhi and Ambedkar on caste in Chapter 10, refers to this similarity in
terms of “equality as a value,” while immediately pointing out the differ-
ence between the two figures in terms of “freedom as a value.” Gandhi
believed that the profession of a Hindu person may be determined by his
varna, that is, by his birth, whereas Ambedkar believed that this takes
away the freedom of a Hindu to choose their own profession. Rodrigues
makes a significant observation:

. what Gandhi considered as the degeneration of Hinduism is
seen by Ambedkar as its essential characteristics. For Ambedkar
there cannot be an impulse for equality from within the central
tenets and institutions of Hinduism. It can come only from a radi-
cal reorganisation of Hinduism or from outside it. To the contrary,
Gandhi argued that the central tenets of Hinduism and its insti-
tutions uphold equality. Reforms are required to shed the dross,
rather than reinvent Hinduism.

Rodrigues gives his comparative account impartially. He seems to leave the
reader to make his or her own judgement.

B The model of distinguishing between varna and caste

Some Hindu reformer thinkers based their critiques of the caste system on
the distinction between varna and caste. They held that the caste system,
which originally had the nature of varna, was fine and just. It degenerated
as caste system with untouchability as its extreme form, in later centuries.
So Dayananda, the founder of Aryasamaj, held that, as the Vedas are the
authority, varnas are assigned according to qualities and actions, not birth.
So he denied the caste system as it was practiced and tried to reduce it to a
system of four varnas. He accepted the hierarchy among varnas but denied
its birth-based character. As Deokar in chapter 5 points out, Ambedkar, in
Anmnibilation of Caste, argues that organising a caste-ridden society into
four varnas is impractical.

Dayananda’s approach can be compared with that of Gandhi, which are
prima facie similar but fundamentally different. According to Gandhi, as
Rodrigues points out, the law of varna means that everyone shall follow as a
matter of dharma—duty—the hereditary calling of their forefathers insofar
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as it is consistent with fundamental ethics. Accordingly, a person earns his
livelihood by following that calling. Hence, one’s varna is determined by
birth. But Gandhi did not accept hierarchy among varnas as Dayananda
did. Gandhi thought that the varna system itself does not contain the sense
of “high” and “low,” the caste system does.

It is important to note in this context that both Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s
approaches to the caste system underwent changes and development. Ini-
tially, Ambedkar tried to run the anti-caste movement as a Hindu reformer.
He led movements like drinking water at Chavdar Lake and temple entry.
When he realised futility of these, he argued that the caste system should be
combatted with stronger remedies, like propagating inter-caste marriages
and, more importantly, the rejection of Dharmasastra texts. Finally, since
Hinduism was unable to implement such radical means to annihilate caste,
Ambedkar left Hinduism and embraced Buddhism, which was essentially
a casteless religion.

Gandhi was supporter of Hinduism (as he interpreted it), though he would
treat it and other religions as equal. He was vehemently opposed to un-
touchability in all stages of his social career, though not equally opposed to
caste. As Rodrigues records, Gandhi initially—that is, in 1922—defended
the caste system. However, by the second half of that decade he had come
to criticise caste. His initial acceptance of caste was based on his view that
Hindu society was sustained by caste. His subsequent criticism of caste was
based on his view that caste fundamentally involves the idea of “higher”
and “lower.” At the latter stage he accepted varna instead of caste. The
four varnas according to him were not hierarchical, but implied a division
of labour determined by ancestral calling, that is, by birth. Varna in this
sense carried at least one character of caste. Since the birth-based character
of varna implied that marriages should take place within the same varna/
caste, Gandhi regarded restricting marital relation to one’s own caste to be
naturally consistent with varpasrama.”* His views on inter-caste marriage
seem to have undergone a drastic change by 1946, when he appealed to all
boys and girls seeking to get married and who belonged to the Congress
party, not to get married in Sevagram Ashram unless one of the parties was
a Harijan. He added, “I am convinced that there is no real difficulty in this.
All that is needed is a change of outlook” (Bose 1972, 268). What change
of outlook was Gandhi talking about? Does this imply that Gandhi’s own
outlook had changed? Had he left the position that marrying in one’s own
caste is naturally consistent with varpasrama?

Gandhi’s new outlook seemed to bring him closer to Ambedkar’s posi-
tion in Annihilation of Caste. Ambedkar in this text proposed two means
to annihilate caste: intermarriages and criticising religious texts. Gandhi at
this late stage seems to have agreed to the first means, but seems to have
remained as dogmatic as before with respect to the authority of religious
texts. Of course, Gandhi was not of the view that religious scriptures should
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be followed blindly. He believed that the core teaching of all religious texts
is truth and non-violence. And if there are statements inconsistent with this
core then they should be treated as interpolations.

It is doubtful whether this hermeneutical approach of Gandhi is defensi-
ble. The authors of religious texts are, after all, human beings susceptible
to error; it is not necessary to believe that they must be fully consistent in
their views. To believe that religious texts/scriptures are fully consistent
and authentic is a dogma—the dogma of authenticity (pramanya). Gandhi
first projects the doctrines of truth and non-violence as the core of given
religious texts and then treats the statements in them inconsistent with
the core as interpolations. This is just a case of the dogma of authenticity.
Secondly, even if a given religious text contains principles like truth and
non-violence, it is doubtful whether this is sufficient to regard the text as
authentic. The question is about what place is given to the principles in the
total scheme of the text. For example, in Manusmrti these principles are
included in the list of abridged obligations (samasika-dbarma).>’ But, as
I have stated before, they are given subordinate status in the framework
of the hierarchical system of specific obligations (visesadharma) of varna,
caste and gender. If one were to follow Gandhi’s policy of interpretation,
a major part of Manusmrti would have to be discarded as interpolation in
order to retain the authoritative character of the text. Instead, Ambedkar’s
policy was to dethrone such a text from its authentic status. This policy
seems to be more reasonable.

Hence Ambedkar, in Annihilation of Caste, appealed to Hindus to make
a radical decision to get rid of their anti-egalitarian Dharmasastra and
adopt those texts that propagate values such as liberty, equality and frater-
nity. He also suggested that perhaps the Upanisads could be such a text.?

C Religion as personal and caste as social: the model of S. Radhakrishnan

S. Radhakrishnan was an important scholar of Indian philosophy, and a
spokesman for Hinduism and Vedanta. His approach to caste was influ-
enced by both the above models. As Mahadevan points out in Chapter 11,
Radhakrishnan rejected the notion of caste determined by birth, and justi-
fied it as varna forming the basis of a graded social order united through a
harmonious performance of diverse functions. This view is similar to that
of Dayananda, who accepts hierarchy as natural diversity. On the other
hand, Radhakrisnan upheld religion as an individual’s inclination towards
the spiritual, which is realized through human perfection. He seems to
reconcile spirituality with caste through the Advaitic notion of “a common
clay of human nature” that is nevertheless differentiated as “wise” and
“foolish” or “high” and “low”. Radhakrishnan’s approach to religion and
caste can be contrasted with that of Ambedkar. Ambedkar distinguished
between religion and Dhamma (TBHD, IV.I.2), which was virtually the
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distinction between theistic religion and Dhamma (religion based on
morality). In theistic religion, one’s relationship with God is central and
morality is secondary. In Dhamma, on the other hand, the egalitarian
moral relationship of humans with other humans is essential. Religion as
understood by Radhakrishnan was based on the God-human relation or
jiva-Brahman relation, which can accommodate caste and inequality at a
practical-social level.

D Rational critique of caste in the service of Hindu nationalism: V. D.
Savarkar’s model

V. D. Savarkar, a freedom fighter whose freedom movement aimed at a free
Hindu Nation, believed that Hindus cannot be one nation unless they are
free from caste division. In 1924, he was confined by the British govern-
ment in Ratnagiri and, prohibited from performing political activities, he
focused on social activities aimed at consolidating Hindu society by eradi-
cating caste divisions among them. He was in Ratnagiri until 1937. During
this period Savarkar wrote a number of essays he called “Jatyucchedaka
Nibandha” (Caste-eradicating Essays).”” In these, he criticised different
prohibitive rules (Bandi) that banned the study of the Vedas by lower castes,
touching other castes, accepting professions of other castes, co-dining and
intermarriages. Interestingly, in one of his articles, he endorsed the posi-
tion of Aévaghosa’s Vajrasiici by including his Marathi translation of the
text in it (Savarkar 1964, 532-42).2% At practical level he focused on ar-
ranging co-dining programs where all castes were involved. His approach
was more rational as compared to the saintly/spiritualist approach of the
first model and the traditionalist approach of the second model. Hence,
we find Savarkar criticising traditionalism symbolised by the expression
“Srutismrtipuranokta” (the authority of the Vedas, Smrtis and Puranas)
and propagating modernism symbolised by the expression “adya-yavat”
(up-to-date).?’ However, the limitation of Savarkar’s anti-caste approach
and modernism was that it was subservient to his main mission of mak-
ing India an independent Hindu nation. It consisted of uniting Hindus by
undermining their internal differences. His definition of Hindu neither im-
plied freedom from the caste system nor an emphasis on rationality.3°
Ambedkar’s critique of caste stands out in comparison to all the above
models. Unlike the first model, he was not criticising caste from a theist or
idealistic point of view, but from a humanist perspective. Caste, according
to him, was opposed to human integrity and dignity. Unlike the second
model, he did not want to replace the caste system with a varna system,
which too carried evil elements in his estimation. Unlike the third model,
he did not regard religion as a personal affair, which would imply com-
promise with caste distinctions. And unlike the fourth model, his rational
critique of caste was not aimed at the narrow goal of organising Hindus,
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but at reconstructing society on a foundation of universal values. The latter
comprises liberty, equality, fraternity and justice.

Though Ambedkar did not rule out the theoretical possibility of Hindu
society being reorganised on the basis of these universal values and be-
coming free from caste divisions, such a reorganisation involved drastic
steps including abandoning the traditional rule-bound Dharmasastra. Such
a step was empirically impossible for Hindu society in near future. Hence,
abandoning their Hindu religious identity was inevitable for the downtrod-
den masses according to him. A study of religions informed Ambedkar’s
view that the Buddha’s Dhamma was the best choice as it had universal
morality and rationality at its core. It was the best religion not only for
downtrodden Hindus but for humanity.

As mentioned before, Ambedkar’s approach to the caste system under-
went stages of change and development. He started as a Hindu reformer,
but after realising the futility of the reform movement, declared that he
would not remain a Hindu and finally embraced Buddhism, which he him-
self reinterpreted into a modern form. But in these phases of change there
is also continuity. Even after he decided to abandon his Hindu identity, he
did not cease to be a reformer of Hinduism. This is visible in his creation
of the Hindu Code Bill, aimed at a progressive transformation of Hindu
society. Ambedkar in this way played a dual role. As a reformer, he tried
to free Hindu society from evils like the subordination of depressed castes
and women; and, as the leader of Navayana Buddhism, he tried to create an
alternative to the caste-ridden Hinduism.

This duality resonates with the dual role played by the Buddha. A ques-
tion is often asked about the Buddha as to whether he was a founder of a
new religion or just a reformer of the existing Brahmanical religion. T have
tried to argue elsewhere that the Buddha played a dual role. On one hand,
he raised conflict with Brahmanical religion and suggested ways to reform
it. On the other hand, he presented a picture of an alternative form of reli-
gious life that, according to him, was the ideal form.3! Ambedkar, in this
way, followed the legacy of the Buddha.

Neo-Buddhbism as a form of modern Buddhism

As Kanchana Mahadevan highlights in Chapter 11, a modern advocate of
religion and Vedantic spirituality such as S. Radhakrishnan emphasises the
need for religion and spirituality in the modern world against rival forces
such as naturalistic atheism, agnosticism, scepticism, humanism, pragma-
tism and modernism. Radhakrishnan’s conception of Hinduism was based
on this model. Ambedkar’s concept of ideal religion was based on his un-
derstanding of Buddhism, which in his view was consistent with moder-
nity. As Mahadevan remarks (p. X), “Unlike Hinduism, Buddhism had the
potential to be social and foreground the principles of liberty, equality and
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democracy, which were central to modernity.” In this context, she brings
out Ambedkar’s resonance with Kant, who reconciled religious faith with
reason and morality.

P. Kesava Kumar in Chapter 12 talks about multiple modernities. He
distinguishes Dalit modernity from colonial modernity and Brahmanical
modernity. Colonial modernity is an immediate reference point for other
modernities. Exponents of Brahmanical modernity professed equality in
the spiritual realm but did not extend it to the material realm. Dalit mo-
dernity professes equality based on human dignity and self-respect. Kesava
Kumar argues that Ambedkar, like Dewey, looked for reasoned religion
and in this way overcame the tradition-modernity dichotomy. For Ambed-
kar, Buddhism is not a religion of rituals but rather is rationalistic. Its
morality is not derived from a supernatural source; it is “this-worldly.” This
is how Ambedkar constructs modern or Navayana Buddhism.

Orthodox Buddhist critics of Ambedkar sometimes regard his reinter-
pretation of Buddhism—as a religion characterised by scientific rationality,
secular morality, democracy, socialism and gender equality—as inauthentic
or non-Buddhist. I have argued in Chapter 13 that Buddhism already had
these progressive elements and Ambedkar was not the only one to notice
this. T have tried to show that many Buddhist thinkers and spiritual leaders
of the 19th and 20th centuries have underlined the above elements in Bud-
dhism and Ambedkar continues this prevailing trend. Where Ambedkar
becomes distinct from other modern, engaged Buddhists is in his emphasis
of the anti-caste approach of Buddhism. In Ambedkar’s image, the Buddha
was essentially a critic of Brahmanism in general and of the caste system in
particular.

Chapter scheme: a sketch

This work is a multidisciplinary anthology on Buddhism and caste. The
contributors belong to different disciplines: literature (Sanskrit, Pali),
philosophy, Indology, Buddhist studies, history, political science, women
studies and sociology. They throw light on different aspects of the central
theme by relating it to their own discipline. The chapters are arranged in a
sequence broadly taking into account the logical development of the theme.
Chapters were divided into four parts followed by appendices for the con-
venience of readers and keeping each chapter’s dominant sub-themes in
mind. Of course, there cannot be a strict logical order among the chapters
and sections, as the treatment of many sub-themes overlaps or criss-crosses
on a multidisciplinary platform.

The first part entitled “Classical Buddhism and Caste” contains four
chapters that deal with the Buddhist approach to caste in the classical con-
text. To recount this briefly, in the first chapter Bimalendra Kumar discusses
the approach to the caste system found in Pali Buddhism. In the second
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chapter Prabal Kumar Sen discusses how the caste system was dealt with in
different schools of Classical Indian philosophy. In the third chapter, Shri-
kant Bahulkar discusses the Buddhist criticism of caste found in a Buddhist
Tantra text called Vimalaprabha, a commentary on Kalacakratantra. In
the fourth chapter, Ajay Verma discusses the Mahayana Buddhist criticism
of essentialism inherent in the Nyaya justification of jati.

The second part, entitled “Neo-Buddhism: Ambedkar on Caste, Class
and Gender,” contains three chapters dealing with the important concepts
of caste, class and gender expounded by Ambedkar in his formulation of
Neo-Buddhism. In the fifth chapter, Mahesh A. Deokar shows how Ambed-
kar’s analysis of caste contains many elements already present in classical
Buddhist literature and, at the same time, differs due to his use of history, so-
ciology and anthropology in understanding caste and his application of Bud-
dhist insights to reforming Indian society at large. In Chapter 6, Gopal Guru
brings out the relevance of Ambedkar’s perspective to Marx and Marxism,
and shows that Ambedkar, in his formulation of Buddhism, was concerned
with the exploitation and alienation caused by both class and caste. In the
seventh chapter, Pratima Pardeshi brings out Ambedkar’s anti-patriarchal
perspective, which is inseparable from his anti-caste approach.

The third part, entitled “Hinduism and Buddhism: Interaction, Conflict
and Beyond,” contains three chapters that deal with the interface between
Buddhism and Hinduism in India. In the eighth chapter Shrikant Bahulkar
deals with the impact of Buddhism on Hinduism, particularly in medieval
Maharashtra with reference to the appropriation of the Buddha in the form
of Vitthala and the Bhakti movement, which undermined caste discrimina-
tion. In the ninth chapter, Umesh Bagade discusses Ambedkar’s interpre-
tation of Indian history as that of the conflict between Brahmanism and
Buddhism. In tenth chapter, Valerian Rodrigues juxtaposes Ambedkar’s
approach to varna, caste and untouchability with that of Gandhi.

The fourth part—“Religion, Modernity and Navayana Buddhism”—
contains three chapters throwing light on Ambedkar’s approach to reli-
gion in general and Buddhism in particular. In eleventh chapter, Kanchana
Mahadevan argues that Ambedkar’s conception of religion is compatible
with rationality and science, and that he goes beyond Radhakrishnan’s un-
derstanding of the modern. P. Kesava Kumar argues in the twelfth chapter
that Ambedkar’s reconstruction of Buddhism transcends the dichotomy of
religion and modernity. In the thirteenth chapter, I have discussed how
Ambedkar’s interpretation of Buddhism was continuous with many mod-
ern Buddhist thinkers in different parts of the world, but becomes different
because of his emphasis on the Buddha’s role as a critic of caste.

The two appendices deal with the nature and historical role of Va-
jrasiici, the anti-caste text attributed to A§vaghosa. In Appendix I, Sang-
hasen Singh presents the contents of the text and examines the identity of
its author. In Appendix II, R. C. Dhere expounds the impact of Vajrasiici
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and Vajrasiicikopanisat on saint cults such as Mahanubhava, Varakari
and Natha and also on some of the social reformers of the 19th and 20th
centuries.

This is a rough outline of the chapters in the anthology; the authors pres-
ent many more arguments that cannot be spelt out in this short introduc-
tion. In fact, I learnt many things from these authors and also that there
awaits even further learning from their work. I am sure that the volume will
help readers in enriching their understanding of the social role of classical
Buddhism and Neo-Buddhism.

I close with a customary disclaimer. I do not necessarily agree with the
contributors in all respects. While editing the volume I found myself in
tune with all the authors in a broad way but not necessarily in all details.
Similarly, I do not expect that they agree with what I have said here. I can
claim, however, that the chapters have made me think more seriously about
the problems and their possible solutions, and I suppose that the reader will
have the same experience when he or she goes through the anthology.

Notes

1 T am grateful to Prabal Kumar Sen for his valuable suggestions on the earlier
draft of the Introduction.

2 Here we are using the word “Hindu,” for the sake of convenience, to refer to
the society of the Indian subcontinent that accepted texts such as the Vedas, the
Smrtis and the Gita as authoritative, along with the varna-caste identity of its
members.

3 Sometimes it is claimed that there is a basic difference between varna and caste.
Castes are determined by birth, but varnas are determined by “qualities and
actions” (gunakarmavibhagasah). This claim does not seem to be warranted.
The main difference between the two is that varna refers to a broad classifica-
tion, whereas caste (jati) refers to further diversification. It will be argued that
according to the Hindu $astra texts like Manusmrti and the Gita, both are
supposed to be determined by birth.

4 “sarvam svam brabmanasyedam vyat kinicij jagatigatam| Sraisthyenabhi-
janenenedam sarvam vai brabmano’rhatill” MS 1.100 [All the wealth, what-
ever exists in the world, belongs to Brahmins. A Brahmin deserves everything
because of his superiority and his lineage.] Here and elsewhere I have referred
to Manusmrti as the representative of the Dharmasastra of Brahmanical re-
ligion. Similar references can be found in other Dharmasastra texts such as
Yajniavalkyasmrti and Naradasmyti. For an exposition of the views in different
Dharmaastra texts on the varna-caste inequality, see Chapter 3: “The Duties,
Disabilities and Privileges of the Varnas,” Kane (1997, 105-64)

5 “visrabdham brahmanah $udrad dravyopadanam acaretl na hi tasyasti kificit
svam bhartrharyadhano he sahll” MS 8.417 [A Brahmin may take possession
of money from a $udra unhesitatingly. For, no wealth belongs to the latter, as
his money is worth being taken away by his master.]

6 “Caste system has two aspects. In one of its aspects it divides men into separate
communities. In its second aspect, it places these communities in a graded or-
der one above the other in social status.” Ambedkar (2010, 72).

7 ‘At the end’ means temporally after other varnas were created.
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“caturvarnyam maya srstam gunakarmavibhagasah”, BG 4.13ab [I have cre-
ated the system of four varnas according to qualities (or strands of Prakrti) and
actions.|

It will be seen that Manusmyti also classifies varnas in terms of the gunas of
Prakrti.

“sabajam karma kaunteya sadosam api na tyajet| sarvarambha hi dosena
dhiamendagnir iwvavrtahll”, BG 18.48 [One should not shun the action assigned
to one by birth, even if the action is defective. For all activities are covered by
defects like the fire covered by smoke.]

“sreyan svadharmo vigunah paradharmat svanusthitatl svabhavaniyatam
karma, kurvan napnoti kilbisaml||”, BG 18.47 [It is better to perform one’s own
duty even if it is defective, rather than performing someone else’s duty well. One
who performs an action determined by one’s own nature, does not acquire sin.]

In this context Prabal Kumar Sen drew my attention to the statements from
Chandogya Upanisad 5.10.7 and Kausitaki-Brahmana-Upanisad 1.2 where it
is claimed that the birth of a person in a particular caste is determined by past
karma.

“sthavarah krmikitas ca matsyah sarpah sakacchapahl pasava$ ca mrgas caiva
jaghanya tamasT gatihll hastina$ ca turangas ca $iidra mlecchas ca garhitahl
sihha vyaghra varaha$ ca madhyama tamasi gatihll caranas ca suparnas ca
purusa$ caiva dambhikahl raksarmsi ca pi$acas ca tamasisittama gatihll jhalla
malla nata$ caiva purusah Sastravrttayahl dyttapanaprasaktas ca jaghanya ra-
jasigatihll rajanah kstriya$ caiva rajiam caiva purohitah | vadayuddhapradhanas
ca madhyama rajasi gatihll gandharva guhyaka yaksa vibudhanucaras ca yel
tathaivapsarasah sarva rajasisittama gatihll tapasa yatayo vipra ye ca vaimanika
gandhl naksatrani ca daitya$ ca prathama sattviki gatihll yajvanah rsayo deva
veda jyotimsi vatsarahl pitara$ caiva sadhyas ca dvitiya sattviki gatih || brahma
vigvasrjo dharmo mahan avyaktam eva cal uttamar sattvikim etarh gatim ahur
manisinahll” MS 12.42-50.

Though daityas are generally counted as demons, in Manu’s categorization
there is a distinction between daitya and raksas. Daityas are far superior to
raksas. The former are Sattvika whereas the latter are Tamasa.

“brabmanah sambhavenaiva devanamapi daivatam| pramanam caiva lokasya
brahmatraiva hi karanam||”MS 11.84 (A brahmana becomes a god of gods by
his very birth. He becomes an authority of the world. Here his spiritual power
is the only reason.). Also see MS 1.98-9; 2.135, 8.20.

A radical view that it is not even a necessary condition, expressed exceptionally
in some texts and expressed by some saints and reformers, has been considered
separately.

For Buddhist criticism of jati in general and the Jaina arguments against
brahmanatva-jati, see Chapter 2.

“mam hi partha vyapasritya ye’pi syuh papayonayahl striyo vaisyas tatha
sidras te’pi yanti param gatimll”, BG 9.32 [ Oh the son of Prtha! Whosoever
are born from sin, women, vai$yas as well as $§iidras, they too attain the highest
position by taking refuge in me.]

Apasidradbikaranam, BSSB 1.3.34-8, In this context Prabal Kumar Sen
drew my attention to the fact that there is also an Apasudradhbikarana in the
Mimamsasitra (6.1.25-38), where the ineligibility of $adras for studying the
Vedas and participating in Vedic sacrifices has been sought to be established.
However, this would not amount to the paradoxical relation between empirical
and transcendental which it does in Advaita-Vedanta, as the Mimamsa system
is not known for accepting equality at metaphysical level.
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PRADEEP P. GOKHALE

The God of Guru Nanak is called Akala (The Timeless One), Basaveshvar ac-
cepted Siva as God and Narayanaguru upheld the Advaita Brabman.
Technically, one should also include pratyekabuddhayana, that is, the path
of an individual Buddha. I have not included it as a sect of Buddhism because
it cannot be called an organised form of Buddhism, whereas the other three
forms are organised forms.

For my discussion of the possibility of secular Buddhism, see Gokhale (2017,
2018).

“I do not propose any levelling of castes. Caste is a very good thing. Caste is
the plan we want to follow......In India from caste we reach the point where
there is no caste. Caste is based throughout on that principle. The plan in India
is to make everybody a Brahmin, the Brahmin being the ideal of humanity”
(Vivekananda 1989, 214).

This is derived from Harijan, 16-11-35 as quoted in Bose (1972, 774). Gandhi
held that “self-imposed restriction against inter-marriage and interdining is es-
sential for rapid evolution of soul.” See Harijan 29-4-33, quoted in Bose (1972,
267 fn.)

“abimsa satyam asteyam Saucam indriyanigrabahl etam samasikam dharmam
caturvarnye’bravin manuhll” MS 10.63 [Non-violence, truth, non-stealing,
purity and control over senses: Manu has stated this consolidated obligation
applicable to all the four varnas.] However, Manu’s non-egalitarian framework
does not allow equal pursuit of these values by all the varnas. Manu allows
compulsory servitude imposed on $udras, which is systemic violence commit-
ted on lower castes by upper castes. Equal pursuit of truth by all presupposes
equal access to the knowledge of truth for all. But Manu deprived $adras of the
right to study the Vedas. Purity could not be practiced equally by all because
Manu assigned impure professions to $iidras and pure professions to Brahmins.
In this way caste rules which Manu made mandatory for all made the equal
pursuit of the “consolidated obligations” impossible.

“Whether you do that or you do not, you must give a new doctrinal basis to
your religion—a basis that will be in consonance with Liberty, Equality and
fraternity, in short, with Democracy......... But I am told that .....you could
draw for such principles on the Upanishads” (Ambedkar 2010, 77-8).

See for example Savarkar (1964, 433-90).

Also see Appendix IT in this volume.

“Dona $abdamta dona samskrti” (Two Cultures in Two Words), in Savarkar
(1964, 354-63).

“asindbhu-sindhu-paryanta yasya bharatabhiamikal pitrbhih punyabhis caiva
sa vai hindur iti smytahll” [He is known as a Hindu who regards the land of
Bharata, from Sindhu river to the ocean, as the ancestral land as well as the
pious land.] (Savarkar 1964, 1).

For my discussion of this theme see Gokhale (2014).
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1

BUDDHA’S ATTITUDE
TOWARDS THE CASTE SYSTEM
AS AVAILABLE IN PALI TEXTS

Bimalendra Kumar

The Pali texts of the Tipitaka of Theravada Buddhists do not agree with
the Brahmanic order of the varnas,! i.e., Brahmana, Ksatriya, Vaisya and
Sidra. Instead they change the order to the effect—Ksatriya, Brahmana,
Vai$ya and Sadra (Khattiya, Brahmana, Vessa and Sudda). Buddhism con-
siders the view that one caste is superior to another false and evil—“papa-
kam dittbigatam.”z All the four so-called castes, it says, are exactly the
same, equally pure and none of them is superior to the others.> But the
Buddha’s attitude towards the division of society on the basis of caste was
antagonistic all along. He denounced the idea that Brahmanas are supe-
rior on the grounds of birth. During his lifetime, society developed into a
new structure of social order, generally known as “Four-Fold Assembly”
or “Catu-parisa.” It is the assembly of monks (Bhikkhu-parisa), assembly
of nuns (Bhikkini-parisa), assembly of lay devotees (Upasaka-parisa) and
assembly of lay female devotees (Upasika-parisa). The Buddha often talks
about many things common to all of them. In the Mahaparinibbanasutta,
the Buddha says to the Mara, who asked him to attain parinibbana, that
he will not do so until all members of all four groups become well versed in
his teaching. There are also occasional references to another four-fold clas-
sification as the assembly of Khattiyas (Khattiya-parisa), assembly of Brah-
manas (Brabhmana-parisa), assembly of Gahapatis (Gahapati-parisa) and
the assembly of recluses (Samana-parisa)* but the former is seen as more
inclusive and popular than the latter. It is interesting to note that there is a
reference to eight assemblies (astha parisa) in the Dighanikaya.’ The Vasala
Sutta and Vasettha Sutta of the Suttanipata, Madbura Sutta, Assalayana
Sutta and Canki Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya, the Ambattha Sutta of
the Digha Nikaya, etc., prove the worthlessness of the castes. In fact, the
Buddha did away with all sorts of social distinctions between man and thus
pleaded for social justice. He is reported to have said in the Cullavagga:

Just as the great rivers, such as, the Ganga, the Yamuna, the Acira-
vati, the Sarabht and the Mahi, when they pour their waters into
the Great Ocean, lose their names and origins and become the
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Great Ocean precisely so, you monks, do These four castes—the
Khattiya, the Brahmana, the Vessa and the Sudda—when they
pass, according to the doctrine and discipline of the Tathagata,
from home to homelessness, lose their names and origins.®

Buddha’s attitude towards the caste system

The Buddha thus stood for the equality of man and the negation of the caste
system. He maintained that it was kamma (deed, action) that determined
the high and low state of a being. By birth one does not become an outcaste,
by birth one does not become a Brahmana.” Every living being has kamma
as its master, its kinsman, its refuge.® According to Pali texts, there was no
distinction of caste in the Buddha’s order of monks and nuns. The Buddha’s
chief disciples even belonged to the so-called lower castes, such as barbers,
sweepers and Candalas. Upali, the most prominent Vinaya teacher after the
Buddha, was from a barber family. He occupied a very high position in the
Buddhist fraternity (Sangha).

There is no discrimination at all in terms of being low or high, well-born
or ill-born, big or small etc. The discriminating order (Brahmana, Ksatriya,
Vaisya and Studra existing immediately before the advent of the Buddha and
the slightly changed order of Khattiya, Brahmana, Vessa and Sudda at his
time’) had no valid ground for existence so far as the nature of human be-
ings is concerned. “It is merely the empty sound, says the Buddha, that the
Brahmanas are superior, others are inferior; Brahamanas are of high caste,
others are low caste,”'” which can be translated to mean: “The people of
all the four castes are equal and I see no difference in them.”!! Distinctions,
however, may be seen in various species because of their observable distin-
guishing marks:

“You know the worms, and the moths, and the different sorts of
ants, the marks that constitute species are for them and their spe-
cies are manifold.” “Know you also the birds that are born along
on wings and move through the air, the marks that constitute are
for them, and their species are manifold.” “But as in these species,
the marks constitute species are abundant, so in men the marks
that constitute species are not abundant.” “There is no difference
as regards head, ears, eyes, mouth, nose, tongue, etc., difference
there may be, if any, of their bodies, and that is also nominal.”

This can be seen among humans as professional names—“One, who lives
by different mechanical arts, is an artisan, and so also whoever amongst
men lives by serving, is a servant. One is named so because he lives on ar-
chery; one is merchant because lives by trade etc.”'? According to this, one
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is named because of one’s deeds. The reality is that — “not by birth does one
become an outcaste, by deeds one becomes a Brahmana.”

“A Brahmana, born in a preceptor family, friend of the hymns of
the Vedas, when continually indulge in sinful deeds, is blamed in
this world, and goes to the hell after death; his birth neither save
him from birth in hell nor from the blame in the world.” On the
other hand, Sopaka, born in a low caste family, did virtuous deeds
and attained the status of a sage Matanga by name, reached the
highest fame, such as was very difficult to obtain, as well as many
Khattiyas and Brahmanas went to serve him. Further, being free
from the dust, having abandoned sensual pleasures went to the
Brahma-world after expiry of his life. His birth neither prevented
him in getting highest fame nor in entering into the Brahma-divine
world after death.!3

In the Vasettha sutta of the Sutta Nipata, the Buddha proves scientifically
that there are no distinguishing marks in men, whether they are black or
yellow, as are found in different species of animals and plants. Beetles, ants,
moths and termites are different because each species is distinguished by
different marks. Quadrupeds both small and large, snakes, fish and birds
are different from one another because of different marks found in them. So
is the case with different kinds of plants. But where are such distinguishing
marks in men?

Not by hair, nor head, nor ears, nor eyes, nor nose, nor mouth, nor
lips, nor eyebrows, nor neck, nor shoulder, nor belly, nor back, nor
buttock, nor chest... nor fingers, nor nails, nor calves, nor thighs,
nor colour, nor voice is there a distinguishing mark arising from
their species as in other species.'*

All Homo sapiens constitute one species. According to the Buddha, jati
is primarily a biological term that means “species.” The biological test of
distinction between two species is that a male of one and female of the
other are unable to mate for the purpose of procreation. It is to this sense
the Buddha asserted, “Aniamariiia hi jatiyo.” The social division among
men cannot be treated as jatis in the above sense. These divisions are occu-
pational and congenital. The Buddha’s view of caste is different. According
to him, a man is high or low by virtue of his action.!> Kamma is to be
understood in its widest possible sense as occupation of all kinds, including
traditional culture.

Thus, becoming low or high socially depends on immoral and moral
deeds. One can be a Vasala because of immoral deeds and a Brahmana
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because of moral ones.'® Expressions like Mahasammata, Khattiya, Brah-
mana, Jhayaka, Ajjhayaka, Vessa, Sudda, etc. came to be accidently by way
of conventional communications and not based on some basic principle of
inheritance of a lineage or birth in a particular family. There is no solid
ground of truth conveying the sense of superiority or inferiority in them.
“Dhamma or righteousness alone is the Superior here in this world and
hereafter.”'” What is Dhamma? It is the Vijja and Carana. One, who is
endowed with them is superior to men and gods alike—*“Vijja-carana-
sampanno, so seftho devamanuseti” '8

In the Assalayanasutta of the Majjhimanikaya,"® the Buddha discusses
Brahmanas’ claims of being superior and the best varna, of being as white
in colour, as pure, and the real sons of Brahma, born from his mouth.
The Buddha challenges the claim that they are birthed from the mouth
of Brahma by pointing out that they are born from the wombs of Brah-
mana women who conceive them, deliver them and feed them in the natural
course of things. The Buddha also exploded the claims by Brahmins of in-
herent superiority with reference to several points. Brahmins were believers
in the law of kamma. The Buddha pointed out to them that, like others,
they have to suffer the consequences of their misdeeds. If there is any in-
herent superiority in Brahmins neither would they commit such deeds nor
would they suffer for them. But Brahmins do commit them and suffer the
consequences thereof.

With reference to this point, Mahakaccana, one of the chief disciples of
the Buddha, says to Avantiputta, King of Madhura, “If a noble kills, robs,
fornicates, lies, slanders, a bitter of tongue, tattles, covets, harbours ill-will,
and has a wrong outlook, will he, after death at the body’s dissolution, pass
to a state of misery and woe?”

“Such a noble will pass to a state of misery and woe, this is my view, and
this is what T have heard from sages.”

“Would the like doom await a Brahmin, or a middleclass man, or a
working class man of like disposition?”

“Yes, it would.”

“If this be so, do you think all classes are on precisely the same footing
herein or not?”

“Undoubtedly, if this be so, all four classes are on precisely the same
footing, and I see no difference between them.”?’

The same holds good with reference to their righteous conduct. This very
argument has been used by the Buddha to convince Assalayana and other
Brahmins of the emptiness of their pretensions. Equality before moral law
belies the claim by the Brahmins of inherent superiority.

In addition, the penal code of the country made no distinction with re-
gard to different castes. For the same offence, members of different castes
underwent the same punishment. This is again evident from the discussion
between Mahakaccana and Avantiputta. The former says to the king, “If
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a noble is a burglar; thief, house breaker, footpad or adulterer, and if your
people catch him and haul the malefactor before you for sentence, what
would you do to him?”

“I should put him to death or confiscate his goods or banish him or
otherwise deal with him as circumstances required, for the noble is now a
malefactor.”

“Would the same apply to the malefactor from any of the other three
classes?”

“Yes, it would.”

“If this be so, are all four classes on precisely the same footing herein
or not?”

“Undoubtedly, all four classes are on precisely the same footing, and I see
no difference between them.”?!

So this point also disproves the superiority of Brahmins.

Mahakaccana, after advancing many points in refutation of the suprem-
acy of the Brahmins, points out to the king that a wealthy man of one caste
could employ the service of a man of any other caste. Thus he says, “If a
noble grows rich and wealthy, can he have as his servant another noble, or
a Brahmin or a middle-class man, or a working-class man to get up early, to
go late to bed, to serve him diligently and to carry out his orders?”

“Yes, he could.”

“And if it were a Brahmin who had thriven, could he likewise have as his
servant a Brahmin, a middle-class man, a working-class man, or a noble?”

“Yes, he could.”

“And if it were either a middle-class man or a working-class man who
had thriven, could he likewise have his servant someone of the three other
classes?”

“Of course, he could.”

“If this be so, do you think all four classes are on precisely the same
footing?”

“Undoubtedly, if this be so, all four classes are precisely on the same
footing, and I see no difference at all between them.”??

So a poor Brahmin could wait upon a rich Shudra to earn his bread.
This point too proved false the claim of inborn superiority on the part of
Brahmins. Winternitz calls the Assalayana sutta “excellent” because of this
reasoning and further remarks that “such dialogues about that problem of
caste as the between the young Brahmin Assalayana and Gotama Buddha
must frequently have occurred in real life.”%3

The Buddha points out that in Yona, Kamboja and other frontier coun-
tries there are only two varnas — arya and dasa, and a person can change
from one to the other. He brings out the similarity in the four varnas by
pointing out that all can progress morally and that a Brahmana who has
good conduct and does good to all is respected. Buddhism recognized that
the caste system arose historically due to racial prejudice and socioeconomic
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conditions. It was indeed a revolution in social thought when the Buddha
proclaimed that caste and class prejudices are obstacles to higher morality
and knowledge and, therefore, to salvation.?*

Some discrepancies and later degenerations

The Buddha is very much explicit in stating that in the Buddhist order all
castes lose their distinctions and become one. With regard to lay people,
there was no preaching against caste or observance of caste regulations.
In fact, in the Mahapadana sutta, it is said that the Buddha could be born
only in the two higher castes, Brahmins and Kshatriya.>> The commenta-
tor of the Suttanipata says that a Buddha is born either in a Kshatriya or
Brahmin family and a Paccekabuddha can be born even in the Gahapati
family in addition to the two mentioned above.?® This view of caste where
even spiritual hierarchy based on caste is inbuilt makes the caste system
look fundamental and eternal, and regards it a basic factor to make a dis-
tinction between the high and the low. In the Apadana text, it is stated that
Bhagwan Kassapa and other Buddhas are shown to have been always born
in Brahmin families. The intention here is to perpetuate the caste system
and say that it is not a structure made by man to smoothly and efficiently
organize society, as claimed by people who are not conservative. There is
definitely some kind of vested interest from which such theories are pro-
pounded.27 In some dialogues like Ambattha sutta, the Buddha even takes
pride in being a Kshatriya. This does not appear consistent with his alleged
“no caste” teaching. According to the Jataka commentary, the Bodhisatta
is said to have surveyed the world prior to conception, considering a few
factors including the caste recognised as the highest at the time. This is
significant. It is also important that, according to the Buddhist tradition,
Buddhas are born as Brahmins when that caste is considered the highest,
and as Khattiyas when they are the highest. It was in keeping with this tra-
ditional law that Gotama Buddha selected the Khattiya caste.?®

There was also no distinction of caste in the Buddha’s orders of monks
and nuns. The Buddha’s chief disciples belonged to even the so-called lower
castes, such as barbers, sweepers and Candalas, who attained arbathood
and became the teachers of people at large.?’ But in the later Pali com-
mentarial texts, Candalas were treated in a different manner. In one of the
Jatakas, a Candala is mentioned as a mongoose-trainer (konda-damaka)>°
and in another, Candalas learn candalavamsadbopana.' One Jataka calls
a person an “odious Candala” (mahacandala).>* Originally, the Candalas
seem to have been an aboriginal tribe. This is clear from the use of their
own argot.>> Gradually, they came to be looked upon as “untouchables.”
One Jataka describes the Candalas as the vilest people on the earth.’* In
one Jataka story, when a Candala enters a town, people pound him with
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blows and render him unconscious.?® The extent to which the Candalas
were abhorred could be deduced from the various mentions of them in some
of the Jatakas.?® Contact with air that touched a Candala’s body was re-
garded as contamination. Even the sight of the Candalas from a distance
was enough for high caste people, especially women, to wash their eyes
with scented water (gandhodaka) to remove the contamination, as nar-
rated in the Citta-Sambbhiita Jataka.’” Same sort of incident is related in the
Matanga Jataka®® when the daughter of a Setthi of Varanasi upon seeing a
Candala washed her eyes with perfumed water, as she had been contami-
nated by a mere glance at that despised person.

Upali, who was the most prominent teacher of Vinaya, belonged to a bar-
ber family and occupied a very high position in the Buddhist Sangha. But
Dharmananda Koshambi, quoting from the Majjhima-Nikaya, has tried to
prove that caste discrimination occurred in the Sangha.3® The scholastics
among the monks, who formed a very powerful group in the order under
the leadership of Brahmin converts to Buddhism (of them only a fraction
was genuine) during the life time of the Buddha, had acquired prominent
positions by the dint of their proximity to the Buddha. After the passing
of the Buddha, that same group became more powerful. They made the
exegetical study of the teachings of the Buddha and formulated the Abhid-
dhammic terms and consequent details.*°

Concluding remarks

These discrepancies and degenerate views were inconsistent with the Bud-
dha’s original message. His attitude towards the caste system was concerned
with the welfare of all human beings without any discrimination. Many
Indian and western scholars have discussed the social aspects of Buddhism.
Swami Vivekananda was the first Indian to recognize the “social element”
of Buddhism as its “unique element.”—*“The Buddha was the first to preach
universal brotherhood of man”; he was “the only great Indian philosopher
who would not recognize caste;” he was “the great preacher of the equal-
ity of man.”*! The second Indian to recognize this aspect of the Buddha’s
teachings was P. L. Narasu, whose writings had an impact on B. R. Ambed-
kar. Narasu (1912, 7) says that the “spirit of Buddhism is essentially social-
istic.” Anagarika Dharmapala, one of the great revivalists of Buddhism in
India, was one of the first to speak about “the social gospel of the Buddha.”
In a lecture at Shanghai in 1913, Dharmapala declared: “A progressive
evolution with a definite ideal, its realization here and now, making life
cheerful, energetic, serene, worth living for the sake of doing good for the
welfare of others, this the Tathagata proclaimed.”> Modern scholar Rich-
ard F. Gombrich (1988, 81) says that the Buddha was not concerned with
politics, but Trevor Ling (1973, 418) assesses that the Buddha may justly be
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described as a social and political theorist. The Buddha’s approach follows
from his concentration on the problem of suffering at an individual level.
His concern was neither political nor social, but purely salvific.*? Several
studies have contributed to social aspects of Buddhism, especially those of
R. S. Sharma (1958), G. C. Pande (1984, 4-8), Uma Chakravarty (1987),
Vijay Kumar Thakur (2001) and K. T. S. Sarao (2002), who do discuss
some Buddhist arguments concerned with the social and historical data
found in Pali literature.

W N

10
11
12
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Notes

The two terms jati and varna must be distinguished, even if the Sanskrit term
Jati is used in both cases. It should be noted the Tibetans used the word rigs
to render alternatively jati and varna, but also kula (which can in fact have the
same meaning as varna), or even gotra (also often translated by the Tib. Rus).
When the Sanskrit is lacking, the Tibetan term rigs remains ambiguous. Cf.
Eltschinger (2012, xvii—xviii).
Majjhima Nikaya 11, pp. 155-6.
‘Ime cattaro vanna samasama bonti. Samano Gotamo catuvannim suddhim
panniapeti”- ibid., p. 89.
“Svayam evam bhavandasampanno ...... -yadi khattiyaparisam yadi brabmana-
parisam yadi gabapatiparisam yadi samanaparisam —visarado upasankamati
amankubhiito”-Patisambhidamagga, p. 511. “It has been argued that the four
varna scheme, consisting of Khattiyas, Brahmanas, Vaisyas are theoretical, and
that the Buddha talks about it only during his conversations with the Brahamans
and the kings. However, when he talks with the laity, the expressions such as
Khattiya, Brahmana and Gahapati are used”- See Chakravarti (1987, 104-5).
Attha parisa-kbattiyaparisa, brabmanaparisa, gabhapatiparisa, samanaparisa,
catumaharajikaparisa, tavatimsaparisa, maraparisa, brabmanaparisa”-
Dighanikaya, Vol. I1, (Nalanda) p. 86. Vol. I1I, p. 200.
Cf. “Seyyathapi, Bhikkhave, ya kaci mahanadiyo seyyathidam-, Ganga, Yamuna,
Aciravati, Sarabhii, Maht, ta Mahasamuddam patta jabanti purima namagot-
tani, Mahasamuddo tvaveva Sankham gacchanti. Evameva kho, Bhikkhave,
Cattaro me vanpa — Kbhattiya, Brabmana, Vessa, Sudda. Te Tathagatappave-
dite dbammavinaye agarasma anagariyam pabbajitva jabanti purimamani...”
- Cullavagga, p. 356.
Cf. Vasala Sutta, Suttanipata, in Khuddaka Nikaya 1, p. 290.

“Na jacca vasalo hoti, na jacca hoti brabmano

Kammund vasalo hoti, kammund hoti brahmano.”
Kammassaka, Kammadayado, Kammayoni, Kammabandbu, Kammapatisarano.
Majjhima Nikaya 11, 310-16.
Ibid., p. 110.
Digha Nikaya 1, p. 80.
“kassako kammuna hoti, sippiko hoti pi kammuna/

vanijjo kammuna hoti, pessiko hoti kammuna”//

na jacca brabmano hoti, na jacca hoti abrahmano/

kammuna brabmano hoti, kammuna hoti abrabmano” - Khuddaka Nikaya
I, p. 368.
“Tadamina pi janatha, yathamedam nidassanam/

candalaputto sopako, matango iti vissuto//
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so yasam paramam patto, matango yam sudullabham/

agacchum tassupatthanam, khattiya brabmana bahu//

devayananm abbiriyha, virajam so mahapathar/

kamaragam virdjetva, brahmalokiipago abum/

na nam jati nivaresi, brabmalokipapattiya” - ibid, pp. 289-90.
Ibid., pp. 364-55.
“na jacca bhabmano hoti, na jacca hoti abrabmano/

kammuna brabmano hoti abrabmanol/” ibid., pp. 289-90.
“na jacca vasalo hoti, na jacca hoti brahmano/

kammuna vasalo hoti, kammuna hoti brabmano” // ibid., p. 290.
Digha Nikaya 111, pp. 72-75.
Digha Nikaya 1, pp. 86-91.
Majjhima Nikaya 11, p. 88.
Majjhima Nikaya 11, p. 44.
Ibid., p. 45.
Ibid., p. 44.
Winternitz (1933, 50).
“Ye hi keci jativadavinibaddba va gottavadavinibaddha va...araka te anuttaraya
vijjacaranasampadaya. Pahaya kho, jativadavinibaddha ca gottavadavinibad-
dha ca...anuttaaya, vijjacaranasampadaya sacchikiriya hoti ti”-Dighanikaya,
I, p. 87.
“Vipassi, Bhikkhave, Bhagava arabam sammasambuddho kbattiyo jatiya
ahosi, khattiykule udapadi. Sikhi, Bhikkhave, Bhagava araham sammasam-
buddho khattiyo jatiya abosi, kbattiyakule udapadi.... Kassapo, bhikkhave,
Bhagava araham sammasambuddho brabmano jatiya abhosi, brabamanakule
udapadi. Abam, bhikkbave, etarabi arabam sammasambuddho kbattiyo jatiya
ahosi, khattiykule uppanno.” - Dighanikaya, Vol. 11, pp. 3-4.
“Evam imaya patthanaya imina ca abbinibarena yathavuttappabbedam kalam
paramiya puretva Buddha loke uppajjanta khattiyakile va brabmanakiile va
uppajjanti, paccekabudba kbattiyabrahmanagahapati- kilanam annataras-
mim, aggasavaka pana khattiyabrabmanakulesseva Buddha iva vivattamane
kappe uppajjanti”- Sutta Nipata Atthakatha, Vol. 1, p. 64.
Chaudhary (2009, 117).
Jataka (with commentary), (1962), p. 46.
For reference to the outcastes admitted into the Buddhist order, See Dham-
maratana, (1969, 20-30).
Jataka, (1877-1897) Vol. IV, p. 389.
Ibid., p. 390.
Ibid., p. 200.
Ibid., p. 391f.
Ibid., p. 397.
Ibid., pp. 376, 391.
“Staying to the Windward and Washing Eyes with Perfumed Water: An Exam-
ination of the Brahmanical Attitude Towards Candalas and Other Outcastes as
Reflected in the Pali Literature” - (Sarao 2009, 24).
Jataka, (1877-1897) Vol. IV, pp. 390—-401.
Ibid., pp. 375-90.
Cf. Koshambi (2009, 166-81).
Cf. Singh (1984, 110).
Cf. Vivekananda (1963, Vol. V, p. 309; Vol. 11, p. 486; Vol. VIII, p. 98).
Quoted in Murty (1984, viii); Cf. Thakur (2008, 107).
Mudagamuwe (2005, 29-30).
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2

CASTE IN CLASSICAL INDIAN
PHILOSOPHY

Some ontological problems
Prabal Kumar Sen'

The system of Caturvarnya, according to which Indian society was divided
and arranged hierarchically into four groups (viz. brahmana, ksatriya,
vai$ya and $tudra), has been one of the most obnoxious and baneful fea-
tures of the latter. Despite the rule of foreigners who did not observe the
system, and the emergence of some indigenous reformist religions like Bud-
dhism and Jainism that flourished in the pre-Christian era and later social
phenomena like Sikhism and the Arya Samaj and Brahmo Samaj move-
ment that challenged this system; the grip of this oppressive system—in
which some people known as nirvasita sidras in Indian society were once
considered to be untouchable (asprsya) and even more impure than some
sub-human creatures—is still intact. The accounts of the emergence of this
classification as given in the Purusasitkta of Rgveda (10/90/12), Taittirtya
Aranyaka (3/12/13), Taittiriya Sambita (7/1/1) or Bhagavadgita (4/3) are
too well known to be recounted here. Among the Brahminical schools,
Nyaya, Vaisesika and Bhatta Mimamsa maintain the view that properties
like brahminhood, ksatriyahood, etc. are natural and mutually incompat-
ible characteristics like “cow-ness,” “horse-ness,” etc., and hence, one has
to accept this four-fold classification of human beings as given fact and
not subject to any change that may be brought about by human effort. A
similar view is found also in some grammatical works like the commentar-
ies and sub-commentaries on the Astadbyayi of Panini. Just as one cannot
obliterate or deny the ‘property’ of “cow-ness” that all cows possess and
that also distinguishes cows from other animals like horses, buffalos, dogs,
cats, etc., one has also to admit brahminhood as the natural “property”
that exists in all brahmins, whether present, past or future, and that is also
absent in all non-brahmins. Similar is the case with properties like ksatri-
yahood, etc. Each such property is one, eternal and located in a number of
individuals (vyaktis) that exemplify it. Such natural properties that help us
classify objects are admitted as “universals” (samanyaljati) in many phil-
osophical systems. In this chapter we will briefly survey accounts of the
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concept of universal (samanyaljati) and universal properties like brahmin-
hood, etc. in the philosophical systems such as Grammar, Piirvamimamsa,
Nyaya-Vaisesika, Buddhism and Jainism.

Discussion of Brahminhood in grammar texts

The Astadhyayt aphorism “nan”

Our discussion of the grammatical texts begins with the Astadhyayi Aph-
orism “nan” (2/2/6), which expresses similarity, negation, difference, etc.
and, along with another word, can form nominal compounds (samasas)
known as “nan-tatpurusa” (i.e., a determinative compound with a nega-
tive component). In tatpurusa samasa, usually the meaning of the second
term becomes predominant. When #a#i occurs as the first component of
such a compound, the question arises—which of these two terms would
have the dominant meaning? Patafjali has chosen the word “abrabmana,”
which has been formed with the first component nan and the second
component “brahmana,” which means a brahmin. The compound word
“abrabmana” means someone who is not a brahmin but resembles one,
e.g., a ksatriya; who, like the brahmin, studies the Vedas, wears the sa-
cred thread and performs sacrifices; but unlike a brahmin, cannot act as
a priest or a teacher of the scriptures. In this case, the word “brahmana”
is employed as praise, which indicates the presence of some good qualities
or virtues in that person. While discussing such issues, the meaning of the
term “brahmana” has come up and one response is that it stands for “uni-
versal brahminhood” (brabmanatva/brabmanya). Then the issue arises—is
brahminhood dependent on birth alone, or also on some other factors such
as good conduct, knowledge of scriptures, etc.? Physical attributes like
having fair complexion, tawny eyes and reddish brown hair, along with
pure conduct, are also sometimes considered to be factors that identify a
person as a brahmin. Patafjali has said also here that a person who is as
dark-complexioned as a heap of black beans and who is sitting in a shop is
not ascertained by any one as a Brahmin. Patafjali has also quoted a verse
that says the brahminhood of a person depends on (i) practice of austeri-
ties, (ii) learning and (iii) birth from a brahmin couple. One who lacks the
first two factors is said to be a brahmin by birth alone (jatibrabmana, i.e.,
one who is born of brahmin parents).? Patafjali has said that sometimes,
when the usage of a term depends on a member of certain conditions, one
observes the term being used even when it satisfies only some of those con-
ditions. For example, one says, “oil has been consumed,” “clarified butter
has been consumed,” even though what has been consumed is only a por-
tion and not the whole quantity. Likewise, the term “brahmana” is used
even when the person is a brahmin by birth alone. But there are also cases
where in the absence of conduct, etc., or in the absence of being born of
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brahmin parents, a person is said to be an “abrabmana” (which may mean
either someone who resembles a brahmin or one who is different from a
brahmin). Thus, a brahmin whose conduct is not pure (i.e., in accordance
with the rules laid down in scriptures), e.g., a brahmin who urinates or
eats while standing, is castigated as “abrahmana,” i.e., one who is not a
brahmin proper (and hence, does not deserve the respect that is shown
to a brahmin), since his conduct is contrary to scriptural injunctions. But
in some cases, due to resemblances in terms of physical characteristics or
conduct, one may mistake a non-brahmin for a brahmin. Likewise, due
to wrong instructions, e.g., “a brahmin resides in such and such place, go
and bring him,” one may bring a resident of that place who is actually not
a brahmin. In both these cases, one comes to know subsequently that the
person concerned is abrabmana, since he is not born of parents who are
both brahmins. Once brahminhood is thus primarily decided on the basis
of birth, it is but natural to think that it is a universal like “cow-ness,”
“horse-ness,” etc., the presence of which in some individual is determined
solely by birth. No wonder, that Kaiyata considered the possibility of treat-
ing brahmana as a jatisabda, i.e., a word that has some universal as its
referent, and that Nages$a also supported this view.

The Astadhyayi aphorism “alpactaram”

We now consider Panini’s aphorism “alpactaram” (2/2/34). Apho-
rism 2/2/32 is “dvandve ghi,” and as per the rule of anuvrtti, the word
“dvandve” has to be understood to be repeated in this aphorism as well.
The meaning of aphorism 2/2/34 has to be that while forming nominal
compounds (samdasas) known as dvandva samasas (i.e., copulative com-
pounds) by joining together two or more words, the word that contains the
lesser number of vowels must occur as the first member of the compound.
This phenomenon is known as “parvanipata.” For example, if a dvandva
compound is formed by joining the words, “plaksa” (the Sanskrit name of
the Indian holy fig tree) and “nyagrodha” (the Sanskrit name of the Indian
fig tree), then the resultant form would be “plaksa-nyagrodhau;” which is
in dual number since it is formed out of two words—the word “plaksa” oc-
curs first as it has fewer vowels than the word “nyagrodha.” Similarly, the
dvandva compound formed by combining the words “dhava,” “kbadira”
and “palasa” (all three being names of different trees) would be “dhava-
khadira-palasah,” which is in plural number since it contains more than
two components—the word “dhava” occurs first, since it has fewer vowels
than the other two words. However, the seventh supplementary rule (vart-
tika) of Katyayana (viz. “varpnanam anupiirvyena pirvanipatah) points
out that an exception has to be made in the case of a dvandva compound
formed by putting together the names of the four castes, viz. “brahmana,”
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“ksatriya’,” “vi$§” and “$udra,” because in the resultant form, these names
have to be arranged in accordance with the superiority and inferiority of
these castes as indicated by the places of their origin.? It has been stated in
the Vedas that Prajapati created brahmana from his mouth, ksatriya from
his arms, vaisya from his thighs and $tidra from his feet. Accordingly, the
copulative compound formed by these four names would be “brahmana-
ksatriya-vit-Sidrah,” even though the number of vowels present in “brah-
mana” and “ksatriya” is greater than the number of vowels present in “vi§”
and “$udra.” Since the supposed place of origin determines the hierarchy
of the four-fold classification of men according to their castes, the names
of these castes are likely to be treated as examples of jatisabda, i.e., a word
that has some universal as its referent.

The Astadbyayt aphorism “pumyogad akbyayam”

The aphorism of Astadhyayi to be discussed next is “pumyogad akhyayam”
(4/1/48) along with the varttika no. 10 (avadatayam nipprasangah) on it.
The aphorism no. 4/1/48 states that the suffix “7izs” has to be added to
words for males in order to form the words that denote their wives. Thus,
by adding the suffix 7iis to the word “ganaka” (meaning an astrologer), we
derive the word “ganaki” (meaning the wife of an astrologer). Varttika
no. 10 (avadatayam nipprasarngah) points out that the expression “avadata
brabmant” is grammatically correct. The problem here is that as per the
aphorism “varpadanudattattopadbatto nah” (4/1/39), which states that
each of the words like “eta,” “Sveta,” etc. that (i) are the names of colours,
(ii) have an unaccented letter at the end, and (iii) have “t” as their penulti-
mate letter, can have two alternative forms in their corresponding feminine
gender, i.e., it can be (i) “eta” or “eni,” (ii) “Sveta” or “sveni” and so on.
Since the word “avadata,” meaning the colour white, also satisfies the two
other conditions mentioned above, along with ‘avadara’, we should also
have the alternative form “avadant” that would be the adjective of the sub-
stantive “brahmani,” which is in the feminine gender and means “the wife
of a brahmin.” In defence of the usage of “avadata brabmani,” Pataijali
has said here that here the word “avadata” means “pure” and not “white.”
In support of this claim, Patafijali quoted a verse that said a brahmin whose
learning, birth and conduct are pure can be treated as a respectable brah-
min.* In this verse, the word “avadata” has been used to mean “pure.” In
Pradipa and Uddyota, it was said that the word “avadata brabmani” is
correct, irrespective of whether the brahmin woman concerned has a fair
or dark complexion, provided her birth and conduct are pure, i.e., free from
any blemish. Here it is also said that purity of birth is an essential condition
for being a brahmin, which in turn suggests that for the authors, brahmin-
hood is a universal.
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The Astadhyayt aphorism “jaterastrivisayad ayopadhbat”

Finally, while commenting on the aphorism “jaterastrivisayad ayopadhat”
(4/1/63), Patanjali gave a definition of “jati,” i.e., universal. This aphorism
means that if a word (i) expresses some universal, (ii) is not invariably in
the feminine gender, and (iii) does not have “y” as its penultimate letter,
then by adding the suffix “7iis” to it, we can derive the corresponding word
in feminine gender. Thus, from the word “sikara” (hog) one can derive
the word “sitkari” (sow), and likewise, from the words “kukkuta” (cock),
“mayiira” (peacock), “brahmana” (brahmin), “vrsala” ($udra), etc., we can
derive corresponding words in the feminine gender like “kukkuti” (hen),
“mayuri” (peahen), “brahmani” (a woman who is brahmin by caste),
“vrsalt” (a woman who is $idra by caste), and so on. These illustrations
have been taken from Kasika; while the examples given in Mahabhasya
of such words in the feminine gender are “kaki” (a female crow), “piki” (a
female cuckoo), “suki” (a female parrot), “ulitki” (a female owl) and so on.
With the inclusion of words like ‘brahmant’ and ‘vrsali’ in this list, it be-
comes clear that for these grammarians, words like “brahmana,” “$tdra,”
etc. are jatisabdas, i.e., words that have universals as their referents. Words
like “ksatriya” and “vai$ya” are counter-examples in explanations of this
aphorism, not because they are not jatisabdas, but because they have ‘y’ as
the penultimate letter.

Patafijali has also provided here a definition of jati (i.e., universal) in
a versified form. This verse has four parts, viz. (i) “akrtigrabana jatih,”
(i) “lingananca na sarvabhak,” (iii) “sakrdakhyatanirgrabya” and (iv)
“gotraiica caranaih saha.” The first quarter of this verse states that jati is
something that can be known through akr#i (i.e., some specific configura-
tion or arrangement of component parts). While this definition is applicable
to universals like “cow-ness,” “horse-ness,” etc. that are instantiated by in-
dividuals having specific configuration, it is not applicable to universals like
brahminhood, since it is not grasped through the presence of any specific
configuration. That is why the second quarter of this verse provides another
criterion for identifying jatisabda. It has been said here that such words
cannot be associated with all three genders (viz. masculine, feminine and
neuter). The words “brabmanah” and “brabmani” are respectively in the
masculine gender and feminine gender and they mean a male brahmin per-
son and a female brahmin person respectively. But the word “brahmana”
cannot be associated with the neuter gender (klivalinga). Accordingly, brah-
minhood, which cannot also be associated with all three genders, satisfies
the second definition provided in this verse. The same is true for properties
like ksatriyahood, vaiSyahood and $tidrahood. This conclusively shows that
for these grammarians, properties like brahminhood are genuine universals
and not complex properties (sakhanda dharma) that are constituted of a
number of simpler properties.
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The views of Kumarila Bhatta on universals
and brahminhood

Let us now note the view of Kumarila Bhatta on the issue under considera-
tion as expressed in his two main works, Slokavarttika and Tantravarttika.
In the Pratyaksasiitra section of Slokavarttika, Kumarila Bhatta admitted
the perceptibility of universals like “cow-ness,” while commenting on some
sentences of Sabarasvamin’s Bhasya on Mimamsasitra 1/1/5, which states
(i) the nature of perception and (ii) the reasons for not treating percep-
tion as a source of knowledge through which dharma and adharma can
be known. While discussing the nature of perception, this aphorism stated
that perception occurs due to a specific connection (samprayoga) between a
sense-organ (indriya) with some existent object (sat) that can be grasped by
that sense-organ. Not all entities can, however, be perceived by us; hence,
a proper account of perception should also state the types of the entities
that may be perceived and also the relations obtained in such cases between
the sense-organ and the objects perceivable through them. In the Prat-
yaksasitra section, Kumarila Bhatta clearly stated that in a determinate
perception, which occurs after an inderterminate perception, the perceived
object can be cognized as characterized by features like universals, etc.® In
this connection, Kumarila Bhatta also stated in the section Vanavada of
Slokavarttika, that universals like brahminhood can be perceived by us,
since otherwise we would not be able to explain why, after seeing a person,
we sometimes have a doubt of the form, “Is this person a brahmin or not?””
In the context of this doubt, brahminhood and its absence are the two mu-
tually incompatible alternatives that are presented to us, just as in the case
of, “Is that a man or a tree trunk?” which sometimes occurs after seeing a
distant object, the alternatives (called kofi), are (i) the property of being a
man and (ii) the property of being a tree-trunk. Now, one who has never
perceived these two last mentioned properties cannot have a doubt in the
form, “Is this a man or a tree trunk?” Likewise, unless one has previously
perceived brahminhood and its absence, one cannot also have a perceptual
doubt such as, “Is this man a brahmin or not?”

Here, one may legitimately raise the question that supposing brahminhood
is a universal, like the property of being a man or “cow-ness” or “horse-
ness,” why does not one immediately perceive brahminhood in a person
who actually is a brahmin? In that case, just as the thing seen is known with
certitude as a man, the fact that the man concerned is a brahmin would also
be known with certainty and there would be no scope for doubt in the form,
“Is this person a brahmin or not?” The very fact that unlike the property
of being a man, the brahminhood of that man is not grasped immediately,
proves conclusively that brahminhood cannot be perceived.

In the verses nos. 26-29 of Vanavada, Kumarila Bhatta tried to show
that in certain cases, universals can be perceived only when the sense-organ

45



PRABAL KUMAR SEN

concerned is associated with some other factor. In many cases, awareness of
properties like colour, taste, smell, touch and spatial and temporal features
as well often help us in comprehending universals present in the things we
perceive. Thus, the property of gold (suvarnatva) in a piece of metal can be
ascertained through its colour, weight, etc. Molten butter, which resembles
oil, can be identified by its specific smell and taste. The presence of fire
covered by ash can be ascertained by touch. That an animal at a distance
is a horse (i.e., characterised by “horse-ness”) can be ascertained by the
neighing sound it makes. The presence of pot-hood in a utensil can be as-
certained by its configuration. Likewise, brahminhood located in a person
can be ascertained when it is known that both his parents are brahmins;
and in certain countries, where the king compels each of his subjects to
observe the rituals and customs specific to the caste he/she belongs to, one
can ascertain brahminhood from the conduct of that person concerned.®
This knowledge comes from spatial factors. Likewise, from seeing someone
perform the agnyadhana ritual in the spring, it can be ascertained that this
person is a brahmin. This is due to temporal factors.

In Tantravarttika connected with Sabarasvamin’s Bhdsya on the
Mimamsasitra 1/2/2 (sastradrstavirodhdacca)—which discusses how one
can establish the authority of the vedic sentence “na caitad vidmo vayam
brahmana va abrabhmana va> |Taittiriya Brabhmana 2/1/2 (i.e., “we do not
know whether we are brahmins or not”)] and which, according to Sabar-
asvamin, is contradicted by perception since the brahminhood of a person
can be known perceptually—Kumarila Bhatta reiterated most of the claims
stated above. But he denied that brahminhood can be determined merely
from the conduct of a person because, under such a condition, when a per-
son behaves like a brahmin he would be ascertained a brahmin and if the
same person behaved like a $iidra, he would be ascertained a $tudra, which
would result in the absence of caste distinctions.” He has also tried to meet
the criticism that when our sense-organs need to be assisted by other fac-
tors for knowing something, that knowledge ceases to be perceptual. Even
when we visually perceive things placed before us, our visual organ requires
the assistance of light, a centain proximity to the object, contact of sense-
organ with mind and so on. In order to see something situated on top of a
mountain, we have to climb the mountain. Does that render the knowledge
of that thing non-perceptual? But there are passages also in Tantravarttika
on Sabarabhasya 1/2/2 that mention some scriptural passages that do not
seem to be consistent with the view that brahminhood is a universal. One
of them is from Yajavalkya Smrti'® and a half-verse from an unknown
source.!!

Kumarila has quoted only the initial parts of these verses. The verse
from Yajiiavalkya Smyrti means that if a ksatriya is married to a man who
is brahmin by caste and if a daughter is born to them, then the daugh-
ter would be treated as mirdhavasikta, someone superior to ksatriyas in
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caste, but inferior to brahmins. If she is married in turn to a brahmin and
a daughter is born to them, then that daughter would be superior in caste
to mirdhavasiktas. If this process goes on for four generations, then the
daughter born in the fifth generation would attain brahminhood. In the
case of women who are vai$yas, this change would occur in the sixth gen-
eration, and in the case of a §lidra woman, this change would occur in the
seventh generation. Contrarily, if a son who is mirdbhavasikta marries a
ksatriya woman, then any son born to them would be inferior in caste to
miirdhavasiktas. If such a son again marries a ksatriya woman and a son
is born to them, then the caste of such a son would be even more inferior.
If this process continues for four generations, then the son born in the
fifth generation would be treated as a ksatriya. (This is how Some§vara
Bhatta explained this verse in his Nyayasudha.'?) But such an increase or
decrease in status cannot hold in the case of universals, which are consid-
ered eternal and immutable. The second half-verse quoted above means
that if a brahmin continues to sell milk for one month, then he becomes
a $idra in this very birth. This, too, is inconsistent with the claim that
brahminhood, etc. are universals—because an individual instantiating a
universal U; cannot, all of a sudden, become bereft of U; and become an
instance of another universal U,. According to Kumarila, however, this
second half-verse merely means that selling milk is unbecoming on the
part of a brahmin.

It may, however, be noted here that Kumarila Bhatta has zot taken into ac-
count a few scriptural passages, some of which maintain that brahminhood
depends primarily on specific good qualities and the practice of virtues, and
not on birth. There are also some other passagess that specifically maintain
that through the practice of dharma, a person born in a lower caste can be
elevated to a higher caste, while through the practice of adharma, a person
born in a higher caste can be downgraded to a lower caste.

Some examples of these are found in the Mahabharata, Bhagavata
Purana and Apastambadbarmasiitra. For instance:

1 “Oh Devi, by performing these actions in this way, a $udra attains
brahmana-hood and a vaisya attains ksatriya-hood.”!3

2 “All these brahmanas are made so by conduct. A $iidra established in
conduct attains braihmana-hood.”'*

3 “He is known as a brahmana, in whom are seen truthfulness, charity,
absence of hatred, kindness, humility, compassion and austerity.”!®

4 “If this (list of virtues) is seen in $iidra and it is not there in a twice-
born one, then the $idra will not be a $tidra and the brahmana will not
be a brahmana.”!®

5 “Whichever varna-indicating sign has been stated in the case of a per-
son, if it is seen in another person, then one should designate that per-
son by that respective varna.”!” (Sridharasvamin, while explaining this

47



PRABAL KUMAR SEN

verse says, “The primary usage of the word brahmana is in respect of
calmness, etc. and not just in respect of birth.”!8)

6  “By meritorious behaviour a lower varna reduces to prior and prior
varna in the next birth.”!’

7  “By bad behaviour a prior (that is, higher) varna reduces to lower and
lower varna in the next birth.”2°

Jayanta Bhatta on brahminhood as a universal

Jayanta Bhatta defended the perceptuality of brahminhood on two occa-
sions. In Abnika 111 of his Nyayamanijari, he stated and rejected the view of
Prabhakara Mimamsakas, who maintain that the property of being sound
(Sabdatva) that is present in all sounds is not jati, i.e., a universal proper—it
is nothing but the property of being audible, i.e., being perceptible by the
auditing sense-organ (srotrendriyagrahyatva), which is only an imposed
property (upadhi). In this connection, he has said that just as brahminhood
is a perceptible property, so too is the property of being a sound.?!

Again, in Abnika VI of Nyayamanjari, in regards to the question of
whether grammatical correctness (sadbutva) and grammatical incorrect-
ness (asadhutva) can be known perceptually, Jayanta Bhatta has said that
these properties too can be perceived by a person who has received proper
training in grammar—ijust as one can perceive the brahminhood in a brah-
min when one is told that the person has been born of brahmin parents. His
arguments very much resemble the arguments given by Kumarila Bhatta
and he also quoted from Slokavarttika and Tantravarttika in defence of his
views. He also noted the view of some unidentified thinkers who maintain
that one may perceptually know the brahminhood present in a person sim-
ply after seeing his/her pleasant and placid appearance.??

The opposition between Nyaya-VaiSesika and Buddhist
views on universals and brahminhood

According to the Nyaya and Vaidesika schools, the relation through which
a universal is situated in the individual instantiating it is known as “inher-
ence” (samavaya), which is also one and eternal and which occurs between
two relata that are “inseparable” (ayutasiddha). Five pairs of relata are re-
garded as inseparable: (i) a composite substance (avayavin, e.g., an earthen
pot) and its component parts (avayavas); (ii) a substance (dravya) and its
qualities (gunas, e.g., colour, touch, smell, etc.), (iii) a substance (dravya)
and the movements (kriyas) characterising it, (iv) a universal (jati/samanya)
and an individual (vyakti) that instantiates it and (v) an eternal substance
(nitya-dravya) and the “differentiator” or “particularity” (visesa) that dif-
ferentiates each such substance from other eternal substances. The Bhatta
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Mimamsa school does not admit the existence of inherence—instead, they
admit the relation of tadatmya, which is identity that is compatible with
difference (bheda-sabisnu-abheda). They also do not admit the existence
of particularities. According to the Nyaya, VaiSesika and Bhatta Mimamsa
schools, if an individual is perceptible, then the universal present in such
an individual is also perceptible. In accordance with this view, these three
schools maintain that common properties like brahminhood, which are
universals, are also perceptible, just as universals like “pot-hood” are. In
this way, these three schools try to show that the system of varnas is natural
and not man-made.

Such a view has been severely criticised by Buddhists who belong to the
Svatantra-Yogacara school developed by Dinnaga, Dharmakirti and their
followers. According to these Buddhists, all real entities are momentary,
and hence the reality of universals, which are supposed to be eternal, cannot
also be admitted. The same opinion is expressed about inherence, which is
also supposed to be eternal. As to the reality of the relation known as tadat-
mya admitted in Bhatta Mimamsa, they point out that the very notion of
identity-in-difference involves a logical contradiction; and hence, the ques-
tion of admitting its reality does not arise. Thus, neither the universals nor
their alleged relation to individuals can be treated as real. The individuals,
who are devoid of any common character and who are also unrelated due to
their momentariness, happen to be unique particulars (svalaksanas). Some
of them have the capacity of producing similar effects and accordingly are
grouped together and given a common name on that basis. There is no
eternal and identical property known as “cow-ness” that is present in all
cows in an identical manner, though all cows are capable of yielding milk
and carrying loads.

Those who admit universals as real entities point out that unless we ad-
mit universals, we cannot satisfactorily explain why the same expression
is employed while describing a certain group of individuals, nor can we
explain why those individuals, despite their mutual differences, are per-
ceived in the same manner with respect to a certain aspect. Thus, the twin
phenomena of uniform cognition (anugatapratiti) and uniform usage (anu-
gatasabdaprayoga) that are not sublated by subsequent cognitions cannot
be due to those individuals alone, which, according to the Buddhists, are
unique particulars. If things which are totally different from each other are
capable of producing such uniform cognition or uniform usage, then the
latter could also happen in the case of a non-homogenous collection con-
sisting of a man, a triangle, a table and a mosquito. But this never happens.
Hence, only some identical thing that (i) is different from those individuals
and (ii) is at the same time related to those individuals, can cause such uni-
form cognition and uniform usage. The possibility of such cognitions and
usages cannot be restricted only to the present. Accordingly, such proper-
ties should be treated as eternal. In this way, the admission of universals as
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real and eternal entities becomes unavoidable. It should, however, be kept
in mind that even though all universals are abstract and common proper-
ties, all common or abstract properties are not universals. Thus, a common
property cannot be treated as a universal under the following conditions:

i If an abstract property, due to its abstractness, seems to be a common
property and yet resides in only one locus;

ii If admitting a common property as a universal leads to a vicious in-
finite regress;

iii  If admitting a common property as universal results in denying the
very nature of the loci in which it is located;

iv If a common property fails to be related to its loci through the relation
of inherence;

v Again, if two common properties p; and p, are such that both of them
are instantiated by exactly the same set of individuals, we cannot treat
both of them as separate universals—only one of them may be admit-
ted as a universal.

vi Besides, if two common properties p; and p, are such that pyis present
with the absence of p, in a locus Ly; p, is present with the absence of
p1 in another locus L,; and yet, both p; and p; are co-present in a third
locus Ls; then they are said to be vitiated by the defect called “cross-
division” (sankarya) and none of them can be treated as a universal.
Such conditions, under which some abstract or common properties fail
to become a universal, are known as jatibadhakas.>>

Two conditions that a common property must satisfy if it has to qualify as
a universal are that (i) it should be simple or unanalyzable (akhanda), i.e..
it should not be a composite (sakhanda) property that is analyzable into
simpler component properties (ghataka-dharmas) and (ii) it should not also
vitiated by any of the six jatibadbhakas. The common properties that cannot
be regarded as universals are known as “imposed properties” (upadbhis),
which may be again of two types—viz. analyzable (sakhanda) and unana-
lyzable (akhanda). Such stipulations are admitted for the sake of parsimony
(laghava), so that there is no unnecessary multiplication of entities.
Buddhists are not, however, impressed by these arguments. They try to
point out that one cannot explain how the relation supposed to connect a
universal with the individuals instantiating it can obtain in the first place.
Take, for instance, the property of being a pot, i.e., “pot-ness” (ghatatva)
that is regarded by the Naiyayikas and others as a universal. This property
is supposed to be present uniformly in all the pots that exist at present.
But how would it be related to a pot that is not existent as yet but is going
to be produced in the near future? An earthern pot is made from two pot
halves, viz. the lower one called “kapala” and the upper one called “kapa-
lika.” Now, “pot-ness” is not present in any one pot half; because had it
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been present in any one, then that pot half would have to be treated as a
pot. Yet, when the two pot halves are joined together, they produce a pot,
where “pot-ness” is present in a pervasive manner. Now, how can this fact
be explained, since “pot-ness” was previously absent in the places occupied
by those two pot halves? Has it come from some other location or has it
been produced there? Neither of these two alternatives can be admitted,
since an abstract entity like “pot-ness” cannot have any movement and,
being eternal, it cannot also be produced. Moreover, movement on its part
is also ruled out by the fact that it does not abandon its earlier substrata,
which continue to be pots even when a new pot is produced. Nor can it be
said that it exists in its earlier substrata through some parts and becomes
related to the new pot by virtue of some other part, because “pot-ness”
does not have any such component parts. Besides, if “pot-ness” is absent in
both the constituent parts of a pot, then how can it be pervasively present
in that very pot? Can it be the case that each thread of a cloth is black while
the cloth as a whole is white?

Again, if this earthen pot happens to be broken, then “pot-ness” does not
reside in any of the shards that are left behind. How can this be explained?
Does “pot-ness” go away somewhere or is it destroyed? Once again, none
of these alternatives is admissible, since universals are supposed to be im-
mobile and eternal things cannot be destroyed. Thus, the admission of uni-
versals as distinct entities over and above individuals creates more problem
than it solves. Dharmakirti, a famous Buddhist thinker, summed up these
arguments in four verses of his Pramanavarttika.”*

Moreover, as the Naiyayikas themselves have admitted in many cases,
uniform cognition and uniform usage can also be explained with the help
of “imposed properties” (upadhis) like the property of being a cook (pa-
cakatva) that can be analysed into some other entities [e.g., (i) agency
(kartrtva), (ii) the relation of being conducive (anukiilatva) and (iii) the
act of cooking (pakakriya)| that one must admit (avasyaklpta) under all
circumstances, and so admitting a large set of eternal and additional en-
tities called universals for explaining these two phenomena goes against
the principle of parsimony (laghavatarka). Buddhists maintain that the
functions of classification, uniform cognition and uniform usage can be
explained in terms of anyapoba, i.e., difference from other entities.?’ If
universals are rejected in this manner, then the claim that properties like
brahminhood, etc. are universals and, hence, natural principles of classifi-
cation becomes totally untenable. Accordingly, Dharmakirti has included
pride due to belonging to a particular caste among the five things that,
in his opinion, are five inferential marks of stupidity, the other four such
marks being (i) admitting that the Vedas are authoritative, (ii) admitting
that there is a creator of this world, (iii) treating ritual bath as a means of
attainizng purity and (iv) undergoing mortification of the body to get rid
of sin.
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Jaina critique of brahminhood as a universal

Another critique of treating brahminhood, etc. as examples of universals
is found in some Jaina texts like Prameyakamalamartanda of Prabhacan-
dra, which is a commentary on the Pariksamukbasiitra of Manikyanandi.
Unlike Buddhists, Jainas admit the existence of universals, even though
they do not share all the views of the Nyaya-Vaisesika school regarding
these universals. To start with, the Jainas do not maintain that universals
and particulars are totally distinct and independent things that are some-
how connected through some relation. Every entity has a dual nature—one
aspect of it is universal while the other is particular. This Jaina view is
somewhat similar to the Bhatta view that a particular without universals
or a universal that is unrelated to a particular is as unreal as the horn of a
hare.?” Jainas maintain that even if causal efficacy is admitted as a mark of
reality, one has to admit that an entity having both common and uncommon
features can produce some effect and, hence, both these aspects have to be
accepted as real. Universals are, again, of two types—(i) “horizontal uni-
versal” (tiryak-samanya) and (i) “vertical universal” (ardbva-samanya).?®
But even while conceding universals, Jainas point out that properties like
brahminhood (brahmanyalbrabmanatva) cannot be treated as universals,
since there is no evidence in favour of such a claim. Those who admit that
brahminhood, etc. are universals, claim that such properties can be estab-
lished by perception, inference and verbal testimony. That brahminhood
is a common property can be claimed on the basis of uniform cognitions
like “this person is a brahmin,” “this person is also a brahmin” and so on,
which are perceptual in nature. In such cases, the fact that such persons are
known as brahmins also depends on the knowledge that their parents are
brahmins. Such perceptions are not illusory as they are not sublated. Nor
are they cases of doubt, since they do not ascribe incompatible properties
to the same entity. Hence, just as veridical and certain uniform perceptual
cognitions like “this is a cow,” “this is also a cow,” etc. establish universal
“cow-ness” (gotva), uniform perceptions like “this is a brahmin,” “this is
also a brahmin,” etc. establish that brahminhood is a universal.?’

The inference employed for establishing brahminhood as a distinct entity
is of the following form:

i The term “brahmin” is related to a single property that is different
from individuals, and is also the ground of application of that word to
those individuals,

ii  because it is a word,

iii for example, the word “cloth.”3?

Scriptural statements like “a brahmin should perform sacrifices” (brah-
manena yastavyam), “brahmins should be fed” (brahmano bhojayitavyah),
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etc., also show that brahminhood is a common property like “cow-ness”
and hence should be admitted as a universal.’!

Jainas, however, reject such claims. Contradicting the claim that brah-
minhood can be established through perception, they ask—“Is this per-
ception indeterminate/non-qualificative (nirvikalpaka) or determinte/
qualificative (savikalpaka)?” The first alternative is not admissible, because
in an indeterminate perception non-attributive in nature and also ineffable,
one cannot apprehend universal and particular features as universal and
particular respectively. This has been admitted by Kumarila Bhatta, the
founder of Bhatta Mimamsa, in his well-known work Slokavarttika.?

The second alternative is also not acceptable, because even in a qualifica-
tive perception, persons who are said to belong to groups of brahmins like
Katha, Kalapa, etc. are perceived and identified as human beings and not as
brahmins, unless the person perceiving them is told by somebody else that
they are brahmins. But one does not need such a statement from some other
person to apprehend “cow-ness” in a cow. Nor can it be said that once we
know that the parents of a person are brahmins we can ascertain that the
person concerned is also a brahmin, because on what basis can someone tell
us that the parents of a person are brahmins? It cannot be said that the basis
of such a statement is perception because in that case, it would be a clear
instance of mutual dependence (anyonyasraya), since perception of brah-
minhood would be dependent on such an utterance and such an utterance
would be, in its turn, dependent on perception.3> Moreover, ascertainment
of brahminhood on the basis of parentage is not always possible, because
sometimes brahmin women who are unfaithful may enter into adulterous
relations with non-brahmin men, and the children born from such unions
are not in any way distinguishable from children whose parents are both
undoubtedly brahmins. When there is a union between a mare and a stal-
lion, the offspring is a horse; and in the case of a union between a mare and
a male donkey, the offspring is a mule. But such is not the case in the issue
under condition.>* Moreover, sages like Vyasa, Visvamitra, etc. were said
to be brahmins, although it cannot be said that both the parents of such
sages were brahmins. Hence, brahminhood cannot be decided on the basis
of the parentage of a person.3’

Moreover, a property that is supposed to be a universal is always present
in the individual that instantiates it. It cannot be the case that an animal
that was a cow at the time of its birth suddenly becomes a horse under cer-
tain circumstances. But a brahmin ceases to be a brahmin and becomes a
$tudra if he ingests food prepared by a $udra, establishes familial ties with
a $udra and so on, as has been stated in some brahminical scriptures. This
clearly shows that brahminhood is not an unchanging property like “cow-
ness” and hence it is not a universal.

Likewise, brahmin women who enter brothels and become prostitutes
are considered impure and unfit for marriage to brahmin grooms. If
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brahminhood is a universal, then that property, being eternal, would be
very much present even in those women; and since brahminhood is sup-
posed to be the grounds for the purity and respectability of brahmins, such
women also should be considered pure and respectable. If it is said that they
lose their purity and become outcastes since they have ceased to observe the
rituals and customs of brahmins, then the same condition should apply to
a vrdatya, i.e., a brahmin who has not received initiation and sacred thread
within the stipulated period and who has also not studied the Vedas. It is,
however, maintained that the universal called “brahminhood” is present in
the vratya.>’

In this way, Jainas attempt to show that brahminhood is nothing but a
non-natural and composite property ascribed to a certain group of human
beings on the basis of the performance of certain rituals, like officiating as
priests at religious functions, recitation of the Vedas, offering sacrifices,
etc., and also some distinguishing marks like the sacred thread (upavita).
The conclusion drawn by them on the basis of the arguments stated so far is
that brahminhood is not a natural, eternal and unanalyzable property like
“cow-ness” and hence, it is not also a universal. It is, on the other hand,
an “imposed property” (upadhi), i.e., a property that has been artificially
constructed out of simpler elements. Accordingly, Prabhacandra stated that
the usage of the property brahminhood (brahmanatva) is aupadbika.>®

Prabhakara Mimamsakas on brahminhood

Finally, we may note here the views of Prabhakara Mimamsakas regarding
the ontological status of properties like brahminhood. Unlike Buddhists
and Jainas, Prabhakara Mimamsakas are staunch supporters of the caste
system, just as Nyaya-VaiSesika and Bhatta Mimamsaka thinkers are. Like
these three group of thinkers, they also admit the existence of universals;
and in agreement with the Nyaya-VaiSesika school, they also admit that
universals are located in their respective substrata through the relation
of inherence. They, however, reject some Nyaya-Vaisesika views regard-
ing universals and inherence. According to the Nyaya-Vaisesika school, all
substances, qualities and actions/motions are characterised by universals,
which can be arranged hierarchically in accordance with their pervasive-
ness (vyapakatva). The universal called “satta,” which resides in every sub-
stance, quality and motion is the most pervasive among all universals, and,
accordingly, it is called “parasamanya” or “parajati.” Next in order of per-
vasiveness are the three universals substancehood (dravyatva), qualityhood
(gunatva) and motionhood (karmatuva), which are present in all substances,
all qualities and all motions respectively. At the lowest rung of this hierar-
chy are universals like “pot-hood” (ghatatva), which do not pervade any
other universal. (It may be noted that for the Nyaya-Vaisesika school the
two universals satta and dravyatva are related as pervader [vyapaka] and
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pervaded [vyapyal; while the two universals dravyatva and gunatva are
opposed [viruddhal] to each other, since they can never be present in the
same locus. Hence, if two properties P! and P2 are such that neither of them
is pervaded by the other and that both of them have at least one common
locus, then they cannot be universals. This explains why the defect known
as “sankarya” is treated as one of the jatibadhakas.) Inherence, the relation
through which these universals reside in their respective substrata, is one
and eternal.

But for Prabhakara Mimamsakas, a property cannot be admitted as a
universal unless it is perceptible, and such perceptible universals are man-
ifested (abhivyakta) only by the perceptible configuration (akrti) of the in-
dividual where that universal is located. Such a “configuration” is nothing
but “the arrangement of component parts” (avayavasannivesa), which can
be present only in composite (and hence, non-eternal) substances. Eternal
substances like atoms, the self, etc. are devoid of component parts, and
so are all the qualities and movements. For Prabhakara Mimamsakas,
common properties like satta, dravyatva, gunatva, etc. are only “imposed
properties” (upadhis) constructed out of simpler properties. Thus, in their
opinion, sattd is nothing but the property of being the object of some verid-
ical cognition (pramanavisayatva), substance-hood (dravyatva) is nothing
but the property of being the locus of some quality (gunasrayatva) and so
on.?” Inherence, the relation through which universals are located in their
substrata is also not one, but many; since it is (a) eternal only if both its
relata are eternal and (b) non-eternal in other cases. Now, once we ad-
mit this doctrine, it becomes clear that brahminhood cannot be a univer-
sal; since there is no specific configuration that is peculiar to brahmins
alone—the configuration of their limbs is also present in persons who are
non-brahmins. According to Prabhakara Mimamsakas, from time imme-
morial certain people, who perform certain acts and observe certain ritu-
als, were known as brahmins. A child born from a brahmin couple is also
known as a brahmin. In cases where it has been ascertained that there has
been no mixture of castes, one can know with certainty that the child is
also a brahmin. Thus, for Prabhakara Mimamsakas, properties like brah-
minhood, ksatriyahood, etc. are nothing but “imposed properties” (up-
adbis).*® This Prabhakara view is presented in the Jatinirnaya section of
Prakaranapaiicika by Salikanatha Misra. Subsequent Nyaya, Vaisesika and
Bhatta works like Nyayasara of Bhasarvajiia with (i) the auto commentary
Nyayabbhbiisana and (ii) the commentary Nyayamuktavali by Apararkadeva;
Nyayakandali of Sridhara Bhatta, Nyayakusumanjali of Udayana, Nyay-
alflavatt of Srivallabhacarya and Manameyodaya of Narayana have either
stated the Nyaya-Vaisesika view about brahmanatva or tried to reject the
Prabhakara view regarding the nature of universals, and also to re-establish
the claim that brahminhood is a universal.*! Several copies of unpublished
manuscripts of later Nyaya works by unknown authors, all of which are
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entitled Brahmanatvajativicara and that are deposited in various manu-
script libraries, also try to justify the claim that brahminhood is a universal.
The space at our disposal here does not allow a discussion of these addi-
tional arguments.

Criticism of caste in the Avadana texts*?

Criticism of caste in Sardiilakarnavadana

The question about the alleged superiority or inferiority between different
castes has also been discussed at length in Sardilakarnavadana, one of the
longest stories included in Divyavadana (pp. 314-425). It narrates the dis-
pute between Trisanku, a Candala chieftain, and Puskarasarin, a Brahmin
learned in the three Vedas. Trisanku had proposed the marriage of his son
Sardiilakarna to Prakrti, the daughter of Puskarasarin. Puskarasarin was
enraged, since he considered this proposal a grave insult, and rejected it
outright as something as impossible as placing a mustard seed on the tip
of a hair or as binding air in a trap. He pointed out that just as one can
never equate gold with ash or obliterate the distinction between light and
darkness, one cannot also treat a Candala, (who is the lowest even among
untouchables) as equal to a Brahmin, who belongs to the highest caste and
who is honoured by all the other castes. Marriage can take place only be-
tween equals, and hence, the proposal of Trisanku was preposterous and
not worth considering.*3

After listening to the enraged brahmin’s tirade, Trisanku answered that a
brahmin does not differ from a non-brahmin in the same manner in which
gold differs from ash, or light differs from darkness. He further pointed
out that unlike fire that is generated by the rubbing of two sticks known as
“arani,” brahmins are not born from elements like earth, air, or Akasa—
brahmins are born from the wombs of their mothers, just as non-brahmins
are also born from the wombs of their mothers. Hence, there is no rea-
son to claim that brahmins are superior to non-brahmins like Candala-s
because of their birth. Again, after the death of a brahmin, his corpse is
considered as impure and defiled as the corpse of a non-brahmin. What,
then, are the grounds for treating a brahmin as intrinsically superior to a
non-brahmin?**

Thereafter, Trisanku pointed out that brahmins have promulgated many
cruel and sinful acts like killing animals in sacrifices on the pretext that
animals thus killed go to heaven. But in that case, why do they not kill
themselves, or their near and dear ones, to ensure their safe passage to
heaven? Even after performing such cruel and sinful acts merely to satisfy
their craving for meat, brahmins claim that they are pure by birth. Moreo-
ver, a brahmin can be expelled from his rank for committing grave offences
like stealing gold, drinking wine, committing adultery with the wife of his
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preceptor, and killing another brahmin. Any brahmin guilty of such an
offence becomes a non-brahmin and must practice severe penances for 12
years before such a “fallen” person can again be treated as a brahmin.
This obviously shows that brahmins are not intrinsically superior to others.
Hence, all human beings should be treated as equals.*’

With the help of a suitable example, Trisanku explained here that ex-
pressions like “brahmana,” “ksatriya,” etc. are purely arbitrary and are not
based on any objective factors. Children playing on the street often make
heaps of dust and then attach different names to them, e.g., “this is con-
densed milk,” “this is yoghurt,” “this is meat,” “this is clarified butter” and
so on; but by assigning such nomenclature, dust does not actually turn into
things that can be eaten. Human beings are indistinguishable in respect of
their anatomical details and, hence, no distinction can be drawn between
them on account of their birth; especially in comparison to the distinctions
that can be drawn between different non-human creatures in terms of their
different modes of birth, food habits, (e.g., some are oviparous and others
are viviparous; some are graminivorous, while others are carnivorous); and
different physical features. Moreover, if all human beings are offsprings of
Prajapati, as is claimed by Puskarasarin, then all of them should be of the
same type.

Criticism of caste in Asokavadana

It seems to me that in some instances, the attitude of Buddhists towards
the question of caste was somewhat ambivalent. We may recount here one
story of Emperor Asoka found in Asokavadana [which is actually a collec-
tion of four legends: viz. (a) Pamsupradanavadana, (b) Kunalavadana, (c)
Vitasokavadana and (d) Asokavadana; all of which deal with the different
phases of the life of the famous Emperor Asoka] and that is also included
in Divyavadana, a larger collection, where they have been assigned the
numbers 26, 27, 28 and 29 respectively. As is well known, people from all
strata of society were admitted as monks and nuns in the Buddhist Sangha,
irrespective of their castes and provided they were found otherwise fit for
ordination. Whenever Emperor A$oka met a Buddhist monk, he used to
bow down to them. This was disliked by Yasa, the emperor’s trusted min-
ister. He pointed out that since Asoka was a ksatriya by caste, it was im-
proper for him to bow to monks who were members of lower castes earlier.
Emperor Asoka used a clever strategy to convince Yasa about the propriety
of his own acts. He ordered that the heads of different birds and beasts be
brought to him, while Yasa was asked to bring a human head. Once they
were brought, Asoka ordered them to be sold in the market. All these heads
except the human head were sold. When this was reported to Asoka, he
ordered that the human head be given to someone free of cost. But nobody
agreed to accept it because of its repulsiveness (aprasastya). Then Asoka
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asked whether only that human head was repulsive or whether all human
heads, irrespective of their owners, were repulsive. When Ya$a admitted the
second alternative, ASoka asked: “Is my head also repulsive?” When Yasa
was forced to give an affirmative answer, ASoka said, “What is the harm if
this repulsive head is lowered before persons who are spiritually superior?”
Then he told Yasa that one should consider the issue of caste only in matters
of marriage, not in matters pertaining to religion.*’

Asoka indicates that he respects the Buddhist monks because of their
virtues and good qualities that are not in any way related to their castes.
In the next three verses, A§oka points out to his minister that the defects
or bad qualities of people are censured, even if they are of a higher caste.
In that case, why should we not appreciate the good qualities of people
even if they belong to a lower caste? The body of a person is dependent on
birth in a certain family and is either praised or censured according to the
mental states associated with it. Since the mental states of the Buddhist
monks are pure, they deserve the respect of others. People born in higher
castes are declared as “fallen” or excommunicated from society if they are
devoid of good qualities. In that case, people born in lower caste should
also be honoured by bowing down to them if they are endowed with good
qualities.*®

The story from Asokavadana shows that even for people who had a lot of
respect for Buddhism, the issue regarding castes could not be ignored in so-
cial matters like marriage, though it was not a significant factor in matters
of religion. In his Nyayamarijari, Jayanta Bhatta also criticised Buddhists
for adopting a double standard regarding the issue of caste, since they decry
the caste system on one hand and avoid touching candalas on the other—
which is certainly a glaring inconsistency.*’

Notes

1 Texpress my gratitude to Dr. Nrisingha Prasad Bhaduri for giving me the exact
references of some quotations.

2 “athava sarva ete sabda gunasamudayesu vartante— ‘brabmanal’, ‘ksatriyal’,
‘vaisyal’, Sidra’ iti—

tapah srutam ca yoniscety etadbrabmanakarakam)

tapahsrutabbyam yo hino jatibrabmana eva sah ||

tatha—‘gaurah Sucyacarah pingalaksah kapilakesa’ ityetan apy abhyan-
taran brabmanye gunan kurvanti.” [Astadbyayi (2006), Vol. I11, pp. 175-76].

3 “varnanan canupiirvyena pirvanipato bhavatiti vaktavyam.
brabmanaksatriyavitsiadrah.”

(Mahabhasya as in Astadbyayi (2006), Vol. I11, p. 243). Also see Pradipa and
Udyota on the same. Also see Kasika with Nyasa, Padamanajari and Bhava-
bodhini as in Astadhyayt (1987), Vol. 11, p. 390.

4 “avadatayanti nipprapnoti —‘avadata brabmani’. ‘varnadanudattattopadhbatto
nal’ iti. naisa varnavaci. kim tarbi¢ visuddbavaci. atasca visuddhavacr—evam
hyaha:
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trini yasyavadatani vidya yonis ca karma cal etac chive! vijanihi brah-
managryasya laksanam|l” (Mahabhasya: as in Astadbyayi (2006), Vol. V, p. 73).
« ‘jater’ity ucyate, ka jatir nama?

akrtigrahana jatir linganarnca na sarvabhak/

sakrdakhyatanirgrahya gotraiica caranpaih sabhall”

(Mahabhasya as in Astadbyayr (2006), Vol. V, pp. 86-87).
“tatah param punar vastu dharmair jatyadibbir yayal buddhya’vasiyate sa’pi
pratyaksatvena sammatall” Slokavarttika, Pratyaksasitra, 120.
“arad drste ca puruse sandebo brabmanadisul na syad yadi na grhyeta saman-
yam caksuradina \I” SV, Vanavada, 25.
“tasyopalaksanam capi kvacit kenacid isyatel rapadinam visesena
desakaladyapeksayall.

suvarnam bhidyate riapat tamratvader asamsayahl tailad ghrtam vilinam ca
gandbena ca rasena ca || bhasmapracchadito vahnih sparsanenopalabbyatel
asvatvadau ca diirasthe niscayo jayate svanaih || samsthanena ghatatvadi brah-
manatvadi yonitahl kvacid acararatascapi samyag rajanupalitat 11 SV, Va-
navada, verses 26-29. Also see Nyayaratndkara, as in SV pp. 439-40].
“yesam apy dacaranimitta brabmanatvadayas tesam api drstavirodbas tavad
asty eva, na tv acaranimittavarnpavibhage pramanam kincit. siddhanam hi brab-
manadinam acara vidhtyante, tatretaretarasrayata bhavet— brabmanadinam
acarah, tadvasena brabmanadaya iti. sa eva subbacarakale brahmanah, punar
asubhacarakale Sidra ity anavasthitam. tatha ekenaiva prayatnena parapidan-
ugrahadi kurvatam yugapad brabmanatvabrabmanatva-virodhah” [TV, p. 22].
“jatyutkarso yuge jiieyah paiicame saptame’pi val vyatyaye karmanam samyam
pirvavaccadharottaramll” [Yajnavalkyasmrti, 1.96].
“masena sidribhavati brabmanah kstravikrayat” | [Source Unknown].
“asyarthah—ksatriyayam brabmanad uipanna kanya mirdhavasikta brah-
manaya diyamana mirdhavasiktajater utkrastam kanyam janayati, sapi
brahmanaya diyamana kanyantaram evety evam paiicame yuge purusantare
brabmanyotpattya jatyutkarsah. evam ‘va sabdat sasthe vaisyayam saptame
siadrayam iti. mirdhavasiktaputraparamparayastu ksatriyadistrinam tathaiva
panicamadisu ksatriyadijatiyapatter apakarsa iti purvavaccadbarottaram
ityuttaratratidesat” [Nyayasudha, p. 27).
“ebhistu karmabbir devi subbair acaritais tathal Sidro brabmanatam yati
vaisyah ksatriyatam vrajet|l” (MB, Anusasana Parvan, 146.26).
“sarvo’yam brabmano loke vrttena tu vidhiyatel vrite sthitastu Sidro’pi brah-
manatvam niyacchati |I” (MB, Anusasana Parvan 146.51).
“satyam danamathadroba anrsamsyam trapa ghrnal tapasca drsyate yatra sah
brabmana iti smrtahll” (MB, Santiparvan, 189.4).
“sidre caitad bhavel laksyam dvije tac ca na vidyatel na vai sidro bhavec-
chiidro brabmano brabmano na call” (MB, Santiparvan, 189/8).
“yasya yallaksanam proktam pumso varnabhivyanjakam|yadanyatrapi drsyeta
tattenaiva vinirdiset|l” (BP, 7.11.32).
“Samadibbir eva brabmanadivyavabaro mukbyah, na jatimatrad” (Sridbar-
asvamin on BP, 7.11.32).
“dharmacaryaya jaghanyah varnah pirvam pirvam varpam apadyate jati-
parivrttaun” (ADS, 2.5.11.10).
adbarmacaryaya pirvo varnah jaghanyam varnam apadyate jatiparivrttau.
(ADS, 2.5.11.11) (All the above passages have been quoted in Viévariipananda
(1988) pp. 776-7.)
NM, Vol. 1, pp. 550-2.
NM, Vol.I1, pp. 253-4.
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The six conditions, each of which prevents an abstract property from being a
universal proper, and are known as jatibadhakas, have been enumerated in the
following verse by Udayana in his Kiranavalt, “vyakter abhedas tulyam sanka-
ro’thanavasthitihl ripabanir asambandho jatibadhakasamgrabahll” (Kiranavalt,
p. 23).

“nayati na ca tatrasid asti pascan na camsavat| jabati piirvam nadbaram abo vy-
asanasantatihll152l| anyatra vartamanasya tato’nyasathanajanmanil svasmad
acalatah sthanad vrttir ity atiyuktikaml1531| yatrasau vartate bhavah tena
sambadhyate na hil taddesinam ca vyapnoti kim apyetan mahadbhiitam |1154l|
vyaktyaivaikatra sa vyaktya bhedat sarvatraga yadil jatir drsyeta sarvatra na
ca sa vyaktyapeksinill1 55117 (Pramanavarttika, Chapter on Svarthanumana,
pp- 77-78).

For a detailed discussion regarding the doctrine of Apoha, see Siderits et al.
(2011).

Dharmakirti has stated these “five inferential marks of stupidity” in the fol-
lowing verse of Pramanavarttika: “vedapramanyam kasyacit kartrvadah,
snane dharmeccha jativadavalepahl santaparambhah papabanaya ceti, db-
vastaprajnanam panica lingani jadyell34011” (Pramanpavaritika, Chapter on
Svarthanumana, auto-commentary, p. 176).

“nirvisesarica samanyam bhavec chasavisanavat| samanyena rahitas ca visesas
tadvad eva hill” [SV, Akrtivada, verse no. 10].

The following aphorisms of PMS state these views:

(a) “samanyam dvedha” (4.3); (b) “tiryagurdbvatabhedat” (4.4); (c)
“sadrsaparinamas tiryak khandamundadisu gotvavat” 4/5; (d) “paraparavi-
vartavyapi dravyam iwrdhvata mrdiva sthasadisu™ 4/6 [PMS, pp. 466-88].
“nanu ca ‘brabmano’yam’ ‘brabmano’yam’ iti pratyaksata evasya pratipat-
tih. na cedam viparyayajianam, badhakabhavat. napi samsayajianam, ub-
hayamsanalambitvat. pitradibrabmanayajnanapirvakopadesasabaya casya
vyaktir vyarijika, tatrapi tatsabayeti...” [PKM, p. 482].

““brahmana’-padam vyaktivyatiriktaikanimittabhidheyasambaddham, padat-
vat, patadipadavat” (PKM, p. 482).

“tatha ‘brabmanena yastavyam’, ‘brabhmano bhojayitavyal’ ityadyagamac
ceti” (PKM, p. 482).

“atrocyate—yat tavat uktam ‘pratyaksata evasya pratipattilh’, tatra kim nir-
vikalpakat, savikalpakad va tatas tatpratipattih syat? na tavan nirvikalpakat,
tatra jatyadiparamarsabhavat, bhave va savikalpakanusarngah.

“asti hyalocanajnanam prathamam nirvikalpakam\balamiikadisadrsam
vijianam Suddbavastujam|| na viseso na samanyam tadanimavasiyateltay-
oradharabhiita tu vyaktir evavasiyatell”; “tatah param punar vastu dbarmair
jatyadibbir yayalbuddhya'vasiyate sapi’ pratyaksatvena sammatall” iti vaco
viruddhyeta” (PKM, p. 482) (Here, Prabhacandrasiri is referring to SV, Prat-
yaksasiitra, verse nos.112-3, p. 120).

“napi savikalpakat, katha-kalapadivyaktinam manusyatvavisistatayeva
brabmanyavisistatayapi pratipattyasambhavat. ‘pitradi-brabmanyajnianapiir-
vakopadesa-sabaya vyaktir vyanjika’sya—ity’apy asaram....." brabmanatuv-
ajateh pratyaksatasiddbau yathoktopadesasya pratyaksabetutasiddhih,
tatsiddhau ca tatpratyaksatasiddhil’ — ity anyonyasrayah” (PKM, p. 482).
“prayena pramadanam kamaturatayeha janmany api vyabbicaropalambhac
ca kuto yoninibandhano brahmanyaniscayah? na ca viplutetarapitrapatyesu
vailaksapyam laksyate. na khalu vadavayam gardabbas’vaprabbavapatyesv
iva brahmanyam brabmanasidraprabbavapatyesv api vailaksanyam laksyate”
(PKM, p. 483).
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“katham caivamvadinah Brabhma-Vyasa-Visvamitra prabbrtinam brabmanyas-
iddhih, tesam tajjanyatvasambhbavat. tan na pitror aviplutatvam tanimittam”
(PKM, p. 484).

“kriyavilopat sidrannades ca jatilopah svayam evabhyupagatah--.sidrannac
chidrasamparkac chidrena saba bhasanat| iba janmani Siadratvam mrtah sva
cabhijayatell” (PKM, p. 483).

“...tan na paraparikalpitayam [brabmanatva] jatau pramanam asti yato’syah
sadbhavah syat. sadbhave va vesya-patakadi-pravistanam brabmaninam brah-
manyabhavo ninda ca na syat, jatir yatah pavitratabetuh; sa ca bhavanmate
tadavasthaiva, anyatha gotvad api brabmanyam nikystam syat. gavadinam hi
candaladigrbe cirositanam api Sistair adanam, na tu brabmanyadinam. atha
kriyabhramsat tatra brahmanyadinam nindyata; na... kriyabhramse tajjatini-
vrttau ca vratye’py asya nivrttih syad bhramsavisesat” (PKM, p. 486).

(a) “kifica—aupadhiko’yam brabmanasabdah, tasya ca nimittam vacyam....”
(PKM, p. 483); (b) “tatah kriyavisesadinibandhana evayam brabmanadivyav-
aharah” (PKM, p. 486).; (c) “tatah sadrsakriyaparinamadinibandbanaiveyam
brahmanaksatriyadivyavastha.....” (PKM, p. 487).

“atra kecid gavaditulyataya dravyagunakarmasvapi sattajatim angikurvanti,
bhavati hi sarvesv eva ‘sat’, ‘sad’ iti pratyayanuvyttir iti samvatantah. tad idam
aparampystajati- tattvanam uparyupari jalpitam. piarvariapanukarini yadi dhir
udiyate, tato’bhyupeyetaiva jatih. na ca nandajatiyesu dravyesu sarsapa-mahi-
dharadisu, gunesu gandharasadisu va samanakaranubhavo bhavati. kevalam
tu ‘sat’, ‘sad’iti Sabdamatram eva prayujyate. bhavati ca vinapi jatya-‘pacaka’
‘mimamsakadisabdapravyttih. nanv evam Sabdapravrttir api naikaniband-
hanam antarenopapadyate. satyam, asty evopadhir ekah pramanasambandha-
yogyata nama” (Prakaranaparicika, p. 97).

Prakaranapaiicika, pp. 100-2.

(a) Nyayabhiisana (as in Nyayasara (1968)), pp. 336-7; (b) Nyayamuktavali
(as in Nyayasara (1961)), pp. 251-2; (¢) Nyayakusumanjali, pp. 285-6; (d)
Nyayakandali, pp. 34-35; (e) Nyayalilavatr., pp. 226-9.

In many places of the Pali Tripitaka, Buddha has discussed the issue of caste
with various persons; and in all such cases, he has rejected the claim of some
brabmana-s that by virtue of their birth, they are superior to non-brahmins.
The suttas like Ambattha Sutta and Sonadanda Sutta of Digha Nikaya, Vasala
Sutta and Vasettha Sutta of the Sutta Nipata and Brabhmanavagga of Dham-
mapada are relevant in this context. I am not discussing the Buddha’s critique
of caste expressed in these canonical texts here to avoid repetition as it has been
dealt with elsewhere in this book, for example by Bimalendra Kumar (Chapter
1) and by Mahesh Deokar (Chapter 5).

Some of the verses containing the statement of Puskarasarin are to be found in
Divyavadana. See DA pp. 320-1.

See the verses 15-19, DA, p. 323.

See verses 20-23, 29, 30, 36 and 37, DA p. 323. Verse 37 is followed by the sen-
tence, “tad idam brahmana te bravimi—samjnamatram idam lokasya yadidam
ucyate ‘brabmana’ iti va ‘ksatriya’ iti va, ‘vaisya’ iti va, Sidra’ iti va. sarvam
idam ekam eva...”

DA, pp. 324-5.

“avahakale’tha vivahakale, jateh pariksa na tu dbarmakalel dbarmakriyayam
hi guna nimitta, gunas ca jatim na vicarayanti 114117, DA, p. 242.

For these verses, see DA, pp. 242-3.

Jayanta Bhatta has castigated Buddhists for denying caste distinctions on one
hand and avoiding the touch of people like Candalas, who were treated as
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untouchable by vedic society, on the other. Buddhists, he alleges, also prohibit
the admission of such “untouchables” as monks in the Buddhist Sangha:

i “yatha caite bauddhadayo’pi duratmanah vedapramanyaniyamita eva
candaladisparsam paribaranti. niraste hi jativadavalepe kah candaladis-
parse dosah”? NM, Vol. 1, p. 638.

it “yad api bauddhagame jativadanirakaranam, tad api sarvanugrabaprav
ana-karunatisaya-prasamsaparam na yathasrutam avagantavyam. tatha
ca tatraitat pathyate—’na jatikaryadustan pravrajayet’iti,” NM, Vol. 1,
p. 643.

In this connection, my Pali scholar friends pointed out that Vinaya texts do not
make any such rule recommending avoidance of touching Candalas (or persons
belonging to any specific castes for that matter). The Buddha regarded persons
belonging to the lowest castes, such as Candala and Pukkasa, equally eligible for
the life of self-control and attainment of Nibbana as persons from high castes.
In many dialogues in the Pali Tripitaka, the Buddha rejected the claim of some
Brahmanas that by virtue of their birth, they are superior to non-brahmins.
Ambatthasutta and Sonadanda Sutta of Digha Nikaya and also Dhammapada
(Brabmanavagga) may be referred to in this context. The Sutta Nipata, (e.g.,
Vasala Sutta, verses 137-42, Vasettha Sutta, verses no 600-11, 620-50) states
that while there are physical distinctions in terms of specific configuration, col-
our, food, etc. among different types of non-human creatures, the same is not
true of human beings belonging to different castes. “Brahmana,” “Ksatriya,”
“Vaisya” and “$idra” are mere names. One is treated as a brahmin due to
moral excellence, and not due to birth. Prof. Bimalendra Kumar suggests that
originally the Candalas seem to have been an aboriginal tribe. This is clear
from the use of their own argot (Jataka, Vol. IV, 391f). Gradually, they came
to be looked upon as untouchables. One Jataka describes the candala as the
vilest people on the earth (ibid, 397). In a Jataka story, when a candala enters
a town, people pound him with blows and render him unconscious (ibid, 376,
391). The extent to which the candalas were abhorred can be seen in various
mentions in some of the Jatakas. Contact with air that touched a candala from
a distance was enough for high caste people, especially women, to wash their
eyes with scented water (gandhodaka) to remove the contamination, as told in
the Citta-Sambhita-Jataka (ibid, 390-401). A similar incident is related in the
Matanga Jataka (ibid, 375-90) when the daughter of a Setti of Varanasi, seeing
a candala, washed her eyes with perfumed water, as she was considered to have
been contaminated by a mere glance at that despised person. Jayanta Bhatta’s
comment could be based on such references which are contrary to the Buddha’s
own intentions.
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3

EPISTEMOLOGICAL
FOUNDATIONS OF CASTE
IDENTITIES

A review of Buddhist critique of classical
orthodox Indian realism

Ajay Verma

One of the foremost tasks of philosophers is to look for order in the way
things are or to suggest ways that may make a better order possible among
things. But the question, “How are things ordered?” is secondary to the
question, “What is the actual nature of things?” In general, “what” ques-
tions come before “how” questions since order of things (how) cannot be
studied in isolation from our ontological presumptions regarding those
things (what). Similarly, it is important to first study the ontological nature
of society in order to theorize about the order of society. Further, the rea-
sons for what we do are invariably ingrained in what we believe to be fact.
Thus, there are reasons to believe that there is an inextricable link between
epistemology and ethics. In recent years Habermas (1998: 228) has expli-
cated this link more explicitly than ever before. He maintains that a correct
understanding of the meaning of an action is tantamount to correctly grasp-
ing the reasons for which it is performed. Further, he argues that these rea-
sons are embedded in the linguistic character of our being. Since language
is a shared phenomenon, the action, its meaning and the reasons for which
it is performed should, in principle, be accessible both to the interpreter
and the agent, rather than being in the domain of the agent alone. One
could take this a step further and argue that how the meaning-generating
process becomes possible in language has an intimate connection with how
knowledge becomes possible in language. Further fallout of this conception
would be that our ideas regarding knowledge and language have an impor-
tant bearing upon how we act and how we understand actions. If under-
standing actions rests upon problems of meaning and language, then the
arena of our inquiry into meaning of actions becomes much wider. In this
chapter, I attempt to examine Nyaya epistemology and Buddhist Mahayana
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criticism with these assumptions regarding the interrelationship of episte-
mology and (social) action in mind.

Mahayana Buddhism against essentialism and realism

When it comes to examining Buddhism as a philosophy and religion chal-
lenging Brahmanical oppression against the lower castes, scholars have
generally paid more attention to Pali canon than Sanskrit Mahayana texts.
It has even been argued by some that Sanskrit Mahayana texts, instead
of challenging Brahmanical Hindu notions of castes, etc., were influenced
by some orthodox systems of the time, resulting in religious practices that
were marred by the same practices that the Buddha was always against. I
argue in this chapter that some of the foundational texts of Mahayana phi-
losophy do pose implicit challenges to orthodox classical thought systems
in India.! These texts represent a fundamental challenge against the or-
thodoxy of the day by confronting their epistemic tenets. Since orthodoxy
and orthopraxy (knowledge and practice) have an ineluctable connection,
Buddhist Mahayana critique of orthodox schools also clear the ground for
alternate epistemes to emerge which could be more conducive to praxis
devoid of any kind of essentialism or logo-centricism.

Before we examine how some of the basic Mahayana texts challenge
epistemic and ontological foundations of essentialism we must look at the
popular definition of essentialism:

Essentialism is the view that, for any specific entity (such as an
animal, a group of people, a physical object, a concept), there is a
set of attributes which are necessary to its identity and function...
An essence characterizes a substance or a form, in the sense of the
Forms or Ideas in Platonic idealism. It is permanent, unalterable,
and eternal; and present in every possible world.?

With this understanding in mind, let us examine some of the fundamental
tenets of different brands of Indian Realism. The Nyaya school is proba-
bly the best representative of realism amongst Indian schools of philoso-
phy. Naiyayikas believe that the world is objectively real, that is to say that
world exists independently of our mind. Secondly, they believe that objects
in the world represent themselves in their entirety, as they actually are and
are knowable in their entirety as such. This means that the representation
of objects is always total in terms of its universality, particularity and its
relationship with its own parts and other entities and that linguistic under-
standing fully captures it. This understanding of the world makes it look
like a tightly woven fabric/matrix of objects and their interconnections at
the micro as well as macro level. Furthermore, the categories that put this
matrix together as it appears to us are not transcendental categories to

66



EPISTEMOLOGICAL BASES OF CASTE IDENTITIES

enable our judgments but are rather viewed as natural entities existing out
there, always available for cognition. Thus, by providing us a metaphysi-
cal framework of objectively real categories, Nyaya philosophy achieves a
huge philosophical feat. In doing this, Naiyayikas naturalize our subjec-
tive ways of looking at things and foreclose any hermeneutic possibility
of understanding our world. One might comment at this point that there
is apparently nothing wrong with this process. If there were no objective
basis to our subjective modes of thinking, it would lead to loss of any com-
mensurability principle to argue for right from wrong, which was one of
the main agendas of Nyaya thinkers. The main aim of the Nyaya system,
as the name itself suggests, is to investigate what constitutes right know-
ing and argumentation. The term “nyaya” in its axiological sense means
fitness, propriety or justice. Justice comprises of looking at the actual state
of affairs of an event and subsequently judging them in terms of normative
principles with legal binding. Thus, facts are not merely epistemological
entities, their importance extends to how they are subsequently viewed as
a part of more overarching entities like society and state. Thus, looked at
this way, general meaning and current usage of the word “nyaya” is indic-
ative of the actual philosophical pursuit that these thinkers were following.
Subsequently, it also makes the epistemological enterprise more amenable
to analysis through methodology that is available to us after Habermas.

On language

Now to understand the challenge posed by Siinyavada to a realist world-
view of this kind, let us imagine a world where everything is in a constant
flux. It is a world absolutely indifferent to our modes of intelligibility. By
the time we propose a name for it, it is already else-way. It is a world con-
stantly poised as “yet-to-be.” Can our ordinary language function in such
a world? The answer, I believe, should be both yes and no, depending on
what we want to achieve with language. If we suppose the main task of
language is to refer to the world, then on close analysis we find that at met-
aphysical level there is a gap between the two. Our words seem to but do
not have any real point of correspondence with the outside world. To un-
derstand this, we need to focus on the fact that we are born into a language
and do not actually create one for ourselves. Language with its definite set
of presuppositions is a pre-given mode of existence. One of the most funda-
mental features of language that is not so much the concern of linguists or
philosophers of language is the fact that “names” presuppose permanent or
static referents. For example: we would retain an understanding or mean-
ing of the word “chair” even if all the chairs in the world were to disappear
for a few hours. Actual so-called chairs in the world come and go, but the
word “chair” in language would stay. Buddhists point out that the so-called
chair is actually not there because it is in a state poised to disappear in the
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next moment. Therefore, its “chair-ness” with its implicit features of sta-
bility and permanence is only a projected imposition of something in the
mind. What this means is that the source of illusion of permanence is in our
minds and, further, it is in the mind because the mind feeds upon language.
But the next problem this leads to is that the world is unmistakably there,
indifferent to any language. Therefore, to say that there is something wrong
with it would presuppose the aforesaid connection between the language
and the world, which is precisely what Buddhists put at stake. Buddhists
might further argue that the fundamental existential fact of human suffer-
ing as represented in the first Noble Truth could be viewed as an indirect
consequence of this presupposed connection between the language and its
referent. This point can be understood as follows: Language beguiles us
into thinking that there is something permanent about the world. This hap-
pens because language proclaims its self-presence along with the claim that
it has a direct correspondence with the world; that it refers to the world
outside as being “so-and-so.” This belief that the world is there to stay with
us along with its essences is gradually reinforced in our minds. It gives birth
to clinging and the desire to possess. This can lead to frustration, dukkha,
which takes hold of us when the object of clinging—which by very nature
is momentary—disappears, leaving its referents behind as apparently still
meaningful. Language as a set of concepts is not under any obligation or
duress to remain faithful to particulars. But our actual world is housed not
with universals but particulars. Our emotions are evoked not by universals
but by particulars. One does not love “womanhood” in the actual world
but a particular woman. Thus, the claim that language refers to the par-
ticulars and it actually failing to do so leaves us with an unbridgeable gap.
For Buddhists, a proper understanding of this gap between the universals
that make language work and the particulars that expose the limitation of
language in actually corresponding with the world is the first step towards
a more liberal understanding of the world.

Let me rephrase the argument from the point of view of essentialism. Ac-
tual nature or svabhava of an object should refer to something that would
stay always, but since it is possible to imagine the object as not-to-be, how
can we ever have a view of the so-called actual nature or svabhava of an
object? Therefore, language works with, works in and works through an
implicit contradiction that Siinyavadin sets out to explicate. This contra-
diction is that language apparently claims to expose an object as an actual
so-and-so as if the so-and-so-ness were an essential feature of the object.
However, whereas “object-ness” of the object is supposed to be universal
and apodictic in nature, it claims to refer only to a particular, which lacks
both these features. Siinyavadin is more concerned about the psychologi-
cal implications of this point than the epistemological ones. The implicit
assumption in the function of language is that it refers to permanent defin-
itive features of impermanent objects. The repeated use of such language
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function reifies this belief in us that there is something permanent about the
objects being so referred. What is permanent is also considered essential to
the object. This linkage lends epistemological justification to our cognition
of the object as essentially so-and-so. The object thus seemingly signifying
itself as so-and-so evokes a specific psychological response from us like raga
(attachments), dvesa (disinclinations) or prompts certain behaviour in us
through samkalpas (ideas or determinations) thus aroused in mind.

Thus, the issue of language is affronted by Mahayana Buddhists on the
following counts:

a Language by psychological reification of referring to permanent entities
covers up the temporary nature of things.

b By offering us a linguistically conceptualized definitive worldview it
prevents us from seeing the world with its alternate possibilities.

Further, one of the main ways of essentializing, objectifying and reifying
the idea of svabhava is to present a transcendental argument from causality.
According to Satkaryavada, essence may undergo modifications in mani-
festation but intrinsically/substantially remains immutable and same. One
of the main arguments for the caste system comes from the Purusa-siitkta
from Rgveda, according to which the four varnas are manifestations of
Purusa, the eternal cause. Since the distinctions of varna are inherent in
the ultimate cause, they are therefore immanently inherent in its various
manifestations and are all the same immutable. Similarly, though Nyaiyay-
ikas through their conception of asatkaryavada argue for new creation of
things, newness for them only means negation of its prior absence. Thus,
examined closely, the Nyaya conception of the newness/novelty of an entity
is essentially a temporal notion. Thus an entity is only laterally new or has a
new beginning only along the horizontal axis of time, but along the vertical
axis it is definitive and makes itself amenable to our understanding of it qua
samanya or universal that inheres in it and marks the periphery/frontier of
what it could ever be. Nagarjuna presenting it as piirva-paksa writes:

An essential property is something an object cannot lose without
ceasing to be that object. Nagarjuna observes that “svabhava” [in
the sense of essence] cannot be removed, like the heat of fire, the
fluidity of water, the openness of space.

(Westerhoff, 2009: 22)

Existential and notional aspect of an object

The Mahayana distinction between samanyalaksana and svalaksana’® is of
paramount importance in this regard. According to Mahayana tradition,
there are two main ways in which we take an object into consideration.
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Svalaksana means an intrinsic feature of an object without which it cannot
be the kind of object we consider it to be. We could call it the “existential
aspect” of an object. As opposed to this, one could have a notional aspect
of an object. Here this would mean a semantic aspect of it. The important
difference between the existential and notional aspects of an object is that
whereas the former refers to the ontological aspect of our understanding
of an object, the latter pertains to the belief-aspect of the same. Mahayana
Buddhist thinkers recognize these two aspects as two different epistemo-
logical realms altogether. The difference between the two for them is not
one of degrees but of kind. The notional aspect according to them is imbued
with linguistic categories that evolve out of countless changing contexts of
our empirical lives. Accordingly, we view objects as subject to our notions
regarding them. But it stands to reason that the notional aspect of objects
is based solely upon how they are negotiated within our contexts of living.
In other words, this view of objects is solely based upon the utility value of
the object concerned. This way the ontological/existential sphere of enquiry
is clearly and unequivocally delineated and distinguished from its notional/
empirical sphere by Mahayana Buddhists. One of my aims in this chapter
is to explicate that an omission to make this differentiation on the part of
orthodox realists results in consequences that not only have soteriological
but certain social implications as well.

For any socio-political collectivity we need to mutually recognize and
respect two kinds of identities. First, we have identities that are absolutely
fundamental to us as a part of that collectivity and in virtue of which we
become a recognized part of that collectivity with the same rights and du-
ties as all other members. On the other hand, we may also have some, other
more temporary identities that are subservient to some shifting contexts
in life. We have certain human rights ascribed to us as virtue of our being
humans. This is something that we essentially are and signifies a bare mini-
mum that we must acknowledge, recognize and respect in all human beings
as much as in ourselves. On the other hand, my profession, my nationality,
my religion, my gender and now even my sex provide to me temporary af-
filiations that may all seem important to me depending on the context but
that are not definitive of me all the same. An important point I wish to bring
out here is that these temporary affiliations do not in any way formalize my
core identity as a human being. Epistemologically, this distinction could
be viewed in several ways. Though not an exact parallel, this distinction
could also be viewed in some way as similar to Locke’s distinction between
primary and secondary qualities. Whereas primary qualities in Locke’s
view reside within the object irrespective of our vantage point, secondary
qualities are those ones amenable to our view of them. This notwithstand-
ing, the overall point I am trying to make here is that how we are viewed
in a social collectivity inevitably draws upon epistemological questions/in-
quiry and this is where an enquiry into orthodox realist schools’ theory
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of pramana and their Buddhist opponents holds a key to understanding
what kind of social collectivities they envisaged. In this regard, the schools
of realism in classical India propose metaphysic that is more conducive to
obfuscation of such distinctions in identities rather than their explication.
As Prabal Kumar Sen points out, the Nyaya-Vaisesika school as well as the
Pirva-mimarsa school maintain that properties like brahminhood, ksatri-
yahood, etc. are samanyas like cowness, horseness etc., and hence, one has
to admit this four-fold classification of human beings as a given fact, not
subject to any change that may be brought about by human effort.* Even
though Naiyayikas make a distinction between “contingent” and “neces-
sary” with regard to their conception of the relationship amongst objects,
there is no such distinction in their metaphysics with regard to the “what-
ness” of objects. Furthermore, the Nyaya theory of pramana-samplava
suggests that the nature of the object of cognition remains the same irre-
spective of the epistemological means employed for the same. This notion is
challenged by the Buddhist notion of pramana-vyavastha.

Thus, language is viewed as having fixed designations by most orthodox
schools. One could even say that the post-Heideggerian hermeneutical turn
in western European philosophy does not have any counterpart in Indian
thought. There are fixed ways of knowing the Other, whether as an object
or as a person, such that the Other has a fixed unalterable status in the
matrix of collectivity. Dominant trends in Indian philosophy allow internal
pluralism but do not give an adequate and balanced account of dynamism,
growth and mobility, which are essential indices of liveliness of things.®
Much like some early Greek ideas, Indian orthodox thought systems show
one-sided emphasis on essentially defined ways of epistemological access to
an object.

Identity politics: subjective and objective identity

Another important point that emerges here is that from the perspective
of identity politics, there can be two types of identities, as many philos-
ophers including Bilgrami (2007) maintain. On one hand there are “ob-
jective identities” that are affixed to an individual. The constructions of
such identities draw upon certain structures of meaning that are projected
upon a person in virtue of her caste, creed, nationality and other affiliations
without her subjective approval. In virtue of their source in linguistic prac-
tices, these structures are often considered immutable and non-negotiable
just like words are. It could be interesting to note in this regard that social
practices or “lokavyavabara” is considered almost on par with pramana in
Nyaya philosophy. And although Naiyayikas regard words as non-eternal
and word-meaning relations as conventional, in order to maintain the au-
thority of the Vedas, they regard word-meaning relations concerning the
Vedic literature as instituted by God (Potter, 1977: 153). Mimarhsakas, on
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the other hand, regard words as well as their relation with meanings as
eternal. Universals are eternal and they are meanings of words according to
both. This underscores the immutable structure of language as advocated
by these realist schools. Hence the conceptions of language and reality of
the realist schools in classical Indian philosophy provide the groundwork
for presumably unalterable or immutable objective identity attributions.

As opposed to objective identities, subjective identities are those that
have their basis in either the life-world or subjective inclinations of the con-
cerned individual or whatever else,. but what differentiates them is that
these identities are not affixed or projected upon an individual from outside
of themselves; rather, they are consciously chosen by the person concerned
and therefore have the personal approval and even assertion of the individ-
ual concerned. This further requires that the subject under consideration be
viewed as having her own historical consciousness that projects itself as the
rudiments out of which the subject constructs her identity. Needless to say,
that formation of such identities may only be possible with a hermeneutical
view of the subject, where the subject is reflexive and reflective at the same
time and constantly emerges and constructs herself from within this dialec-
tical tension and is therefore never complete. On examination of the above,
it seems that there is a general lack of epistemological models available in
classical Indian philosophical traditions that would support the notion of
subjective identity. In other words, given rigid notions of “what-ness” of
things as we find in the Nyaya system or in case of varna-based identities,
there seems to be insufficient hermeneutical space for more flexible notions
of identity to evolve within the epistemological and ontological fabrics of
classical Indian orthodox realist worldviews.

I have attempted to argue here that as opposed to such conceptions of
the world, Siinyavada philosophy is more akin to existentialist notion of
being, where the “what-ness” of an object is not defined by the universal
or samanya residing in it; rather, it evolves in and through our engage-
ments and negotiations with others in specific contexts. Since the caste sys-
tem builds itself upon reification of our contingent temporary affiliations,
treating them as ontologically essential to our being, Mahayanist critiques
of essentialism expose and hit at the epistemological foundations of caste
identities.

Furthermore, it should not be out of place to mention here that even
though there is an explicit mention of different varnas and a critique of the
discrimination based on that in many early Pali Buddhist literary sources,
some scholars have pointed out that in the context of nirvana varna distinc-
tions are irrelevant as presented in early Pali Buddhist literature (Krishnan,
1986: 71-84). But even though these distinctions are considered irrelevant
once a seeker or bhikkhu gives himself up to the pursuit of nirvana, these
caste hierarchies are not put into question on ontological or epistemological
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grounds specially in the Buddhists Pali texts. Moreover, the scholars like Y.
Krishan (1986) and Bimalendra Kumar (2020) have pointed out that there
are passages in Pali Buddhist canons that can be construed as uncritically
descriptive of caste hierarchies, if not outright supportive of it. Bimalendra
Kumar (2020), however, counters such a position by making a distinction
between the Buddha’s own approach as reflected in Pali literature and the
views attributed to the Buddha or developed by Buddhists later on. He con-
cludes, on the basis of several citations from different Pali sources, that such
misconceptions can arise only when one fails to take into consideration the
distinction he amply demonstrates between the Buddha’s own approach to
varna hierarchy and later Buddhist developments on this issue.

In modern times, however, B. R. Ambedkar was of the opinion that since
the varna system provides the main bedrock for the formation of caste hi-
erarchies, Hindus (notably among them Gandhi), should give up the notion
of varnas if they were at all serious about upliftment of oppressed castes.
Ambedkar’s position in this context would be best argued if there could
be a possible criticism of the philosophical ideas that lend ontological and
epistemological credibility to the varna system. Such critiques of epistemic
support to the varna system are conspicuously available in Mahayana-
$tinyavadin tradition as pointed out earlier.

Possibilities beyond Sinyavada

Society as a form of collectivity may have only a virtual existence that has
an important practical purpose but it has to also have some idea of indi-
vidual units that hinges upon and is invested with some notion of reality
in terms of their experiences, sheer physicality or whatever else. Critics of
Stinyavada philosophy therefore argue that some minimal idea of reality
is indispensable for the formulation of rules of collectivity. Without such
rules, no credible conception of collectivity can be constructed and sub-
sequently any idea of social reformation would be, at best, good fiction.
Therefore, one could argue that a sanyavadin achieves the goal of challeng-
ing varna hierarchies only half way through, if at all. Critics may also point
out that a sinyavadin does not make direct reference to the notion of varna.
Their critique in the texts is primarily directed against the classical realist’s
notion of pramanas in the epistemological context and also towards their
conceptualization of samanya (universal) in the ontological context.

A possible reply to such criticisms could be to bring the critic’s attention
to Sanyavadin’s suggestion of a two-fold distinction between samvrti-satya
and paramarthatah satya. For siunyavadins all concepts exist at the level of
samurti or at the level of practical utility alone and their truth has only pro-
visional value within certain contexts. In this regard, they even point out
that their negation of essences is also significant within the context of their
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effort to destabilize any metaphysical foundations of the very notion of es-
sence (svabhava) and therefore should not be considered as a philosophical
position or thesis outside that context. That being so, having presented an
insurmountable challenge to realist notion of essences, a sanyavadin would
not close himself to suggestions regarding what would be best forms of col-
lectivities given the practical utility value of those rules. But an important
question that arises here is whether such a position is explicitly available
in Madhyamika texts. Madhyamika tradition, originating as it does in the
Buddha’s silence, leaves more unsaid in terms of their actual philosophical
stance—if they have any—on such issues. In the absence of the latter, no
robust critique of the notion of caste, which would also lend itself to ethical
and social considerations, can be developed.

This lacuna is filled by latter Buddhist logicians, notably amongst them
Dinnaga, who carries the Sianyavadin’s lineage in a direction that positions
itself on a better epistemologically and ontologically delineated ground
than Siinyavada itself. This in turn makes the Buddhist Mahayana po-
sition in its realist garb more robust in taking on the challenge posed by
Naiyayikas’ brand of realism. But before we delve further into the debate,
it would be worthwhile to take a closer look at the very idea of realism.
In this connection, Pradeep Gokhale (1996) presented an interesting take
on the issue. He points out that si@nyavadin is mainly concerned with the
critique of svabhava or the alleged essence of objects that not only lends
ontological ground to their being so but also thereby makes these objects
amenable to intelligibility. Gokhale asks in this connection, “But what
about existence as svabhava? If a thing exists by its very nature, by its
essence, then it cannot cease to exist,” and argues that “Advaitins and
Madhyamika Buddhists agree with this implication though they use this
implication in opposite directions.” He further points out that later Bud-
dhist logicians like Dinnaga and Dharmakirti contend that ‘existence’ “as
an object of inference and language has a logico-linguistic status and not
the ontological status like the one alleged to be that of samanya or jati.”
The only basis of reality of “saz” or “existence” is its depositional sta-
tus or “arthakriyakaritva.” On such a conception of “existence” Dhar-
makirti stipulates that something that is real must have some dispositional
character or functionality. But functionality as the only mark of reality is
precisely what would also render the being of an object non-eternal. Ac-
cording to Gokhale (1996: 209):

If productivity or functionality is the very nature of everything
real, then a real must itself undergo change. The thing which does
not change itself cannot produce anything. And a thing which does
not produce anything cannot be real. By an argument of this kind
Dharmakirti shows that everything real must be changing. Now a
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changing thing must change immediately. If change is svabhava
of a thing, it cannot remain unactualized. Secondly, change being
contrary to the idea of sustenance, a thing cannot change and yet
retain its identity. So, a thing which is real and therefore changing
by its very nature, must be momentary.

Thus, even though the Sinyavada doctrine of “no-essence” provides an
important critique to disrobe the classical realist position—whether in its
eternalistic garb in Advaita or in its common sense garb in Naiyayikas—it
leaves vacuous the space for any discourse on the collectivity that is so im-
portant to the Buddha’s notion of Sangha. The notion of samvrti-satya ini-
tially developed in Siinyavada is rather unintelligible. It provides no ground
for explaining the so-called practical utility insofar as something that does
not exist cannot be useful or the so-called alleged practical utility of an
object is equally imaginary. As such, it could be argued that it cannot go
together with Ambedkarism. According to Ambedkar, the opposite sides
of the equation in his critique of Brahmanism are Brahmanical realism and
some Buddhist counterpart of the same (realism), and not so much realism
and anti-realism (S@inyavada). Ambedkar’s critique of caste and its con-
comitant demand for deconstruction of the epistemological and ontological
ground of caste therefore can better be developed on Sautrantika lines in
comparison to their Stinyavada counterpart.

Notes

1 Though it is true that Vajrayana system does show dominant influence of the

Hindu Tantra tradition, some Buddhist Tantras exhibit an explicit anti-caste

approach. Shrikant Bahulkar (2020) has shown this with special reference to

Kalacakra-tantra and its commentary Vimalaprabha edited by Vrajavallabh

Dvivedi and him (1994).

http://www.artandpopularculture.com/Essentialist.

This distinction was first introduced by Dinnaga and then elaborated by Dhar-

makirti. It was adopted by later Mahayana thinkers.

4 See “Nature of Caste: Some ontological problems,” by P.K. Sen (2020). Here
it can be noted that recognition of brahmanatva, ksatriyatva, etc. as jatis
has an interesting social implication. Naiyayikas, while giving a special on-
tological status to jati, also introduce the restrictions on something being
regarded as jati (jatibadhakas). One such restriction is that any two jatis
should not overlap each other; that is, they should not have sankara. This
gives an additional reason for Naiyayikas to oppose the admixture of varnas
(‘varna-sankara’).

5 Ibelieve that this trend is unfailing even up to Gandhi who, though influenced
by Jaina philosophy of non-violence, was a strict adherent of varna-ashrama
system for the large part of his life. B. R. Ambedkar realized that unless this
orthodoxy in the Hindu way of life is given up, it does not have any space for
consensus and dialogue—the true hallmark of any democratic setup.
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CASTING AWAY THE CASTE

A Buddhist standpoint in the Vimalaprabha
commentary on the Kalacakra tantra

Shrikant Bahulkar

Tantric Buddhism is a branch of Mahayana, generally denoted by the terms
“Mantrayana” or “Vajrayana.” The Mahayana tradition believes that the
teachings in the Mantrayana were given by the Buddha when he turned
the Wheel of Law for the second time. While he gave the teachings of the
Paramitanaya at Grdhrakita, he manifested himself at the same time at
Sridhanyakataka and gave the teachings of the Mantrayana.' The tradition
also believes that all the Buddhist Tantras were taught by the Buddha, who
manifested himself in different forms. According to the historical view of
modern scholars, one of the earliest Buddhist Tantric works, namely the
Gubyasamadjatantra, dates back to the 3" or 4th century CE, while the
last one, the Kalacakratantra (KC), was disseminated in the 10th or 11th
century CE. Buddhist Tantric literature thus marks the last phase of In-
dian Buddhism and possesses some unique characteristics in relation to
their contents and language. These works furnish details of Tantric ritual
consisting of various rites such as the initiation of a disciple into a particu-
lar Tantric cycle, the worship of particular deities in the Mandala, various
consecrations or empowerments, yogic practices and so on. The path of en-
lightenment prescribed in the Paramitayana would require many a lifetime
to reach the goal, while the Mantrayana is a quick path, through which it
is possible to attain “complete enlightened Buddhahood” (samyaksambud-
dhatva) in the present lifetime and body. The language of Buddhist Tantras
is supposed to be Sanskrit. However, it is not necessarily Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit, it is much more corrupt.

While the Tantras are believed to have been taught by the Buddha him-
self, there are a number of secondary works evidently composed by Tantric
masters, who came from different social backgrounds. They hailed from
different castes and classes in Indian society and pursued different profes-
sions and lifestyles. For example, Sarahapada, the author of the Dohakosa,
was formerly a learned brahmana named Rahula, master of the Vedas and
the Sastras. He decided to embrace Buddhism and became a monk. Some
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came from royal families: Indrabhiti, the author of the Sabajasiddhi (Toh.
2260) was a king and his sister, Laksminkara, who wrote a commentary
on that work (Toh. 2261), was a princess. Some masters came from low
classes and had low professions. Some even belonged to tribal communi-
ties. Among these, there were arrow-makers, cobblers, rag-pickers, street-
sweepers, entertainers and menial labourers of all types. The caste, the
class, the profession or even the gender was not an obstacle in the path of
Buddhahood. In this regard, there is a verse quoted in the Vimalaprabha
(VP), the celebrated, encyclopaedic commentary on the KC. The verse says:

candalavenukaradyah paricanantaryakarinah |
janmanihaiva buddhah syur mantracaryanucarinahll (VP 1, p. 15)

“Outcastes (candala), flute-makers and so forth, and those who commit the
five sins of immediate retribution (@nantarya), may become Buddhas in this
very life, by pursuing the Mantra conduct” (VP I, p. 15).

In connection with the topic of this chapter, we come across, in the VP,
a forceful argumentation aimed at refuting discrimination on the basis of
one’s caste, class and profession. The KC available to us at present is called
the Concise Kalacakratantra (laghukalacakratantra), an abridged version
of the Root-tantra (miilatantra) called the Paramadibuddha.

According to the legend narrated in the KC and the VP, the Root-tantra
was taught by the Buddha to King Sucandra, an emanation (nirmanakaya)
of Vajrapani, the tenth-stage Bodhisattva. King Sucandra in turn composed
the Abridged Tantra in 12,000 verses in the anustubh metre and wrote an
extensive commentary consisting of 60,000 $lokas, i.e., a unit consisting of
32 letters each. He gave the teachings of this Tantra to the people residing
in the 960 million villages of the country called Sambhala.

The VP records the prophesy of the Buddha, according to which in future
there will be born, into Sucandra’s lineage, a descendant called Ya$as, the
emanation of Majusri. He will compose a concise version of the Root-
tantra in 1,030 verses in the Sragdhara metre. His son Pundarika will
compose a commentary consisting of 12,000 slokas. King Yasas will be
called “Kalkin” as he will bring the four varnas into a single clan (kalka) by
means of the Vajra-family initiation. Pundarika will be the second Kalkin.
The word kalka has a peculiar meaning in this context; it means “a mixture
of all classes into one single clan.” And the word kalkin means “one who
possesses the (single) clan.” Kalkin appears to have been borrowed from
Brahmanical Puranic sources, according to which Kalkin is the future and
tenth incarnation of Visnu. The Kalacakra tradition has, however, its own
context and interpretation.

The VP narrates a story how King Yasas effected the maturation of peo-
ple by teaching them this Tantra and bringing them into one clan. The
story echoes the attempt of Buddhists to refute Brahmanical proponents
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of caste-class discrimination. According to this story, King Ya$as gave the
teachings in the Concise Kalacakra Tantra to the 35 million brahmana
sages, headed by Siiryaratha, residing in the 960 million villages in the
country of Sambhala, at the Malaya Garden in the village Kalapa, on the
other bank of the Sita river.

The story narrated in the VP shows how this Tantra came into being in
order to convert the followers of the Vedic Dharma into Buddhism, par-
ticularly Tantric Buddhism. It also shows that it was necessary to convert
first the brahmanas so that those of other varnas would follow them. It also
aims at removing the ego for caste or class from the minds of the followers
of the Vedic Dharma. The VP elsewhere quotes a verse that says that the
Buddha gave the teaching into the Vajrayana in order to remove one’s cling-
ing to one’s family (“kulagrabavinasaya,” VP 1, p. 16).

In this connection, the VP also explains how the Tantra deliberately uses
irregular or ungrammatical forms and construction in order to eliminate
the ego or obsession with pure language on part of people belonging to
high castes and classes. It reflects the conflict between the elites and the
masses over the purity of language. Pundarika, the author of the VP, argues
that King Yas$as, the composer of the Concise KC, relied on meaning and
deliberately used faulty construction. The sole purpose behind that was to
remove the obsession of a certain class with a grammatically correct word
and its correct pronunciation. For instance, in some verses there are cor-
rupt forms. In some verses, there is a violation of (a rule of metre named)
yatibhanga. Somewhere there is a word without the case ending. In some
words, letters and vowels are dropped. In some verses a long vowel is short
and a short one is long. Somewhere the locative case is used for the ablative
and the genitive for the dative.? The statement of the VP echoes the thought
met with in the Lankavatarasiitra. It says: “O one of great intelligence! a
Bodhisattva, the Great Being, should rely upon the meaning and not upon
the letters.”?

This detailed explanation given by the author of the VP is aimed at at-
tacking the followers of the Vedas and the Sastras, the language of which
is Sanskrit, prescribed by the Paninian system of grammar. The Vedas have
to be studied with great care and perfection so that there is no mistake in
regards to the pronunciation of mantras, not even a mistake of a letter or
an accent. Moreover, Patafjali, the author of the Mahabhasya on Panini’s
Astadbyayi, says at the outset that Panini’s work is the “instruction into the
words” (Ssabdanusasana) that includes both Vedic words as well as those
used in the language of the people. He further lays great emphasis on the
importance of proper words, as there are a number of corrupt forms of one
word when uttered by a variety of people.* The language with ungram-
matical words would not be called Sanskrit. Thus, the emphasis laid on
the proper language represents the ego of high-class people towards their
caste, class, family and gender. This might be one of the reasons for a norm
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laid down in the Naryasastra, according to which inferior characters and
women in Sanskrit plays speak Prakrit and not Sanskrit. The Prakrit lan-
guages are supposed to be the languages of the masses and not the elites
in those days. In this regard, it is interesting to note how a Prakrit poet
defends his language, praising the beauty of a Prakrit composition in the
following words:

“The compositions in Sanskrit sound harsh, while that in Prakrit appears
delicate. Whatever is the difference between a man and a woman, the same
is the difference between these (two languages).””

Clinging to the standard Sanskrit language is closely related to the
Dharma and the Dharmasastra of high-class people. Common people be-
longing to the class of merchants and low castes do not understand San-
skrit. This is the reason why Lord Mahavira and Lord Buddha began to
give their teachings in the languages of laymen and laywomen, in the ver-
naculars of those respective provinces. The Mahayana tradition maintains
that both the Pali Tripitaka and the Mahayana Sitras are the sayings of the
Buddha. The VP further elaborates this point and shows how the Buddha
used a variety of languages to teach the Dharma to people residing in a va-
riety of provinces.® The VP further explains how the Tathagata gave teach-
ings in various manners and remarks with the following words: “Because
if this Sanskrit speech of limited extent (pradesika), without the omniscient
language having the nature of the utterance of all sentient beings, the Bud-
dha would also be one of limited extent” (VP 1, p. 34).

Though the first three of the four varnas—namely, the brahmanas, the
ksatriyas and the vai$yas—are entitled to study the Vedas and the Sastras,
it appears that this precept was no longer in practice at the time of the com-
position of the VP. At some point in the medieval period, a notion came
into being, which stated that in the Kali age there remains only two varnas,
the brahmana and the $idra (kalav adyantayos sthitih).” At the time of the
composition of the VP, in the 10th or 11th century CE, it was believed that
the brahmanas and the ksatriyas alone were entitled to the study of the
Vedas. This belief can be corroborated by a statement in the Bhagavadgita
that says: “Women, the vai$yas and the $tdras as well— these too can at-
tain the supreme destiny, i.e., liberation.”®

Thus, having attacked the Sanskrit language and the scriptures of the
adherents of Vedism, Vaisnavas and Saivas, that discriminate people of the
four varnas on the basis of their birth, the VP further attacks the very
notion of the divine origin of the four varnas. The oldest reference to this
notion is found in the famous Purusasiikta of the Rgveda (X. 90.12). The
verse in question mentions all four varnas together and speaks of their ori-
gin. It is said in that hymn: “The brahmana was His mouth; the one of the
royal race was made His two arms; as for the vai$ya, he was His two thighs;
while the $iidra was born from His feet.”’ The KC refers to this mantra,
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while mentioning the doctrine of Brahma and Visnu (KC II. 166). The VP
refutes this doctrine, saying:

Here the origin of brahmanas is supposed to be the mouth of
Brahma. etc. Thus there are four varnas. Now, there is the fifth
varna, next to the four ones, namely that of the outcastes (candala).
Then what is the origin of that varna? And moreover, if it is indeed
true that the brahmanas were born from the mouth of Brahma,
then I ask—Were the brahmana women too born from the same?
If they were (born from the same mouth), they become the sisters of
the brahmanas, for they were born from one and the same womb.
Thus, is it (not true) that the marriages of ksatriyas and so forth are
arranged with their respective sisters? How? And if so, then it is the
upsurge of the Mleccha Dharma. On the upsurge of the Mleccha
Dharma, there takes place the decadence of castes, and as a result
of the decadence of castes, one attains the hell. This is the doctrine
(of the Vedists and so forth).1°

Thus, having ridiculed the belief in the divine origin of the four varnas as
expressed in the Purusasiikta, the VP attempts to show that the concept of
caste cannot be justified on the basis of logic. It says:

Here, if there is only one creator of (his) offsprings, how could then
there be four varnas? As for example, if there are four sons of one
father, each of them does not have a separate caste. The same (can
be said) in relation to varnas. If you say that the difference (can
be justified) on the basis of (their origin from different parts of
Brahma’s body, such as) the mouth and so forth, then it cannot be
proved logically. How? As for example, there is no difference be-
tween the fruits of the fig (udumbara) tree; (although they) are born
at the bottom, at the middle part and at the top (of the tree). Simi-
lar is the case with the offsprings of Brahma. And also, as there is
not seen any difference between men, due to the difference in their
colour, namely, white, red, yellow and black, and also there is not
seen the difference as regards the seven basic constituents (dhatus,
i. e. rasa, rakta and so on), the faculties (indriya), happiness, sor-
row, learning, knowledge and so forth; therefore, it is established
that the caste cannot be determined (on the basis of birth).'!

The VP elsewhere refutes the doctrines of Vedas, the Gita, the Puranas, the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata (VP 111, pp. 94-95). The Dharma centred
around horse sacrifice and other sacrifices is not a real Dharma. In order to
show the futility of the pursuit of the Vedic Dharma, the author quotes a
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verse ascribed to Suka or Sukra, which says: “Having cut (a wood for) the
sacrificial pole, having killed an animal (in the sacrifice), having created the
mud of blood, if (by all these evil deeds) one attains the heaven, by what act
does one attain the hell?.”'? The VP concludes—

Therefore, the Veda is not self-born; the mouth and so forth (of
Brahma) is not the origin of people. The saying as to ‘there is no
Dharma other than the horse sacrifice’ is all inconsistent utter-
ance and (too) meaningless to be considered. Thus, the doctrine of
Brahma and the doctrine of Visnu have to be discarded along with
that of Tévara (i.e. Siva)'?

The KC and its commentary VP were probably composed in the 10th or
11th century CE, against the background of the Islamic invasion. This is
the only Buddhist Tantra that echoes the Islamic invasion and the advent
of Islam in India. The expression “Mleccha Dharma” refers to Islam. The
Tantra appears to have been composed with a view to defeating Islamic
troops in battle and establishing the Dharma. This Tantra had a twofold
task: On one hand, it had to refute Vedic tenets advocating the Dharma
that supported the hierarchy among people on the basis of birth, caste, class
and so forth. On the other, it had to confront the newly arrived Mleccha
Dharma. By showing the similarities between these two Dharmas, it at-
tempts in its unique way to refute doctrines supporting discrimination on
the basis of caste, class and so forth.

Notes

1 This statement about the teaching of Mantrayana is found in the Sekoddesatika:
“grdhrakiite yatha $astra prajnaparamitanaye | tatha mantranaye prokta

sridhanye dbarmadesana |I” Sekoddesatika (Sferra and Merzagora 2006: 66)

[“As the Teacher (gave the teachings) into the way of Prajiaparamita on the

Grdhrakuta (mountain), in the same manner, (he) gave the teaching into the

Mantra way in the Sridhanyakataka”].

This is a gist of the original passage, see, (VP I, pp. 29-30).

“arthapratisaranena mahamate bodhisattvena mahasattvena bhavitavyam na

vyanijanapratisaranena |” (Vaidya 1963: 79).

VB, Vol. 1, pp. 1 and 2.

“parusa sakkaa-bandha paua-bandho-vi hoi suumaro / purisa-mahilanam jet-

tiam ihantaram tettiam imanam //” Karpiaramarnjari, 1.7.

For details see (VP 1, p. 31).

This is an oft-quoted pada. However, the source is not yet traced. Vaidya

(1924: 312-7) discusses the dictum in detail. According to him, Kamala-

karabhatta at the end of his Sidrakamalakara quotes the complete verse,

referring to some Purana text as the source (puranantare’pi) but does not

support it. Kamalakara cites the opinion of his father, Ramakrsnabhatta,

according to whom, there are ksatriyas and vaisyas in the Kali age though

their appearance is concealed and their karma and mode of life is defiled.
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Vaidya argues that the statement must have emerged sometime between
1300 and 1600, though he was unable to trace its original source (1924:
314). Vaidya quotes the relevant passage (1924: 315). The work, although
known as Sidrakamalakara, is titled Sidradbarmatattva. The edition avail-
able to me is a Litho press edition, published in Mumbai in 1861 ($ake 1783),
jointly printed by Ganesh Bapuji Sahstri Malvankar and Vishnu Bapuji Shas-
tri Bapat. The text reads:
puranantare’ pil brabmanah ksatriya vaisyah sidravarnas trayo dvijah | yuge
yuge sthitas sarve kalavadyantayos sthitih |l (pp. 93-94). I have also consulted
another edition in Marathi edited and translated by a group of scholars and
published by Nirnaya Sagar Press, Mumbai. The relevant portion is found on
p- 299. I am thankful to Prof. Patrick Olivelle and Dr. Michael S. Allen for
sending me the reference to Vaidya’s book.
8 “striyo vaisyas tatha sidras te ’pi yanti param gatim |” Bhagavadgita, 9.32cd.
9 “brabmano ‘sya mukbham asid bahi rajanyah krtah |.
iari tad asya yad vaisyah padbbyam sidro’ajayata I’ Rgveda (X. 90.12).
10 “iba kila brabmamukbam brahmananam yonib | tadutpannatvad iti | evam
bhujau ksatriyanam yonih | adisabdad irudvayam vaisyanam yonih, padad-
vayam sidranam yonih, evam catvaro varnah | esam caturnam antimo varnah
paiicamah candalanam; tesam ka yonir na jaayate brabmanais tavad iti | kim
canyat | iha brabmamukhad brabmana jatah, kila satyam? atah prcchami —
kim brabmanyo *pi tato jatah? yadi syus tada bhaginyo bhavanti, ekayonisam-
utpannatvad iti | evam ksatriyadinam api vivaho bhaginya sardbam bhavati?
katham? atha bhavati, tada mlecchadharmapravritir bhavati mlecchadhar-
mapravrttau jatiksayah, jatiksayan narakam iti nyayah |” (VP 1, p. 261). The
passages from VP cited here and below have been slightly edited by the present
author.
11 “iha yady ekah srasta prajanam tada katham caturvarna bhavantiti? yatha
ekasya pitus catvarah putras tesam na prthak prthag jatih; evam varnanam
api | atha brabmano mukhadibhedena bhedah, tada sa eva yuktya na ghatate
| katham? yatha udumbaraphalanam milamadbyagrajatanam bhedo nasti,
tatha prajanam api | aparo’pi svetaraktapitakrspavarnabbedena bhedo na
drsyate; tatha dhatvindriyasukbaduhkbavidyagamadibbir bhedo na dysyate
yasmat, tasmaj jatir aniyateti siddbam 1” (VP 1, p. 261).
12 “yiapam chittva pasum hattva krtva rudhirakardamam |
yady evam gamyate svargo narakah kena gamyate |I” (VP I, p. 262).
13 “tasman na vedah svayambhih, na mukhadir yonir janasya, nasvamedhat
parato dharmo’nya iti sarvapralapam nirarthakam vicaryamanam iti brab-
mamatam vaispavamatam iSvarena sardbam diisaniyam iti 1” (VP 1, p. 262).
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BUDDHA AND AMBEDKAR
ON CASTE

A comparative overview

Mabhbesh A. Deokar

This chapter compares and contrasts the discussion on caste found in early
Buddhist literature with the writings of Dr B. R. Ambedkar to understand
their relationship. Scholars of Buddhism, sociology and anthropology often
tend to study the Buddha’s and Ambedkar’s treatment of caste in isolation.
As a result, they fail to notice the strong connection between the Buddha
and Ambedkar on the matter of the refutation of caste and the remedy for
overcoming it. They also miss the evolution in Ambedkar’s treatment of
caste. In the following pages, I have tried to show how Ambedkar’s treat-
ment of caste evolved over a period of time and how it was considerably
influenced by early Buddhist critiques of caste. I have also shown how the
remedies Ambedkar proposed for the annihilation of caste are fundamen-
tally rooted in the Buddha’s teaching.

In order to understand the early Buddhist approach towards caste, I have
relied on the relevant discourses of the Pali Tipitaka. My main sources for
Ambedkar’s approach to caste are his writings from three different periods,
marking three stages in the development of his thesis on caste. These are:

1 Castes in India: Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development: a paper
presented before the anthropology seminar of Dr A. A. Goldenweizer
at Columbia University, New York, USA on May 19, 1916.

2 Anmnihilation of Caste: an article originally prepared as a presidential
address for the 1936 annual conference of the Jat-Pat-Todak Mandal of
Lahore.

3 The Buddha and His Dhamma: posthumously published in 1957.

In addition to these, I have also consulted Ambedkar’s unpublished work
Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Ancient India, which was post-
humously published in Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar Writings and Speeches,
Vol. 3. 1 will deal with the present topic in two parts, one devoted to early
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Buddhism and the other to Ambedkar. Each of them will be further subdi-
vided under the five following headings:

Understanding Caste

The Genesis, Mechanism and Spread of Caste
Evils of the Caste System

The Ground for the Refutation of Caste

The Remedy Adopted for the Abolition of Caste

L b W =

Part 1. Early Buddhism on caste
Understanding caste

As a result of the interweaving of the two systems of varna and jati,! often
in older Pali literature, the distinction in the usage of these words appears
blurred. The word “varna” is generally used in the context of a four-fold
social structure, e.g., “these are the four varnas, namely, ksatriyas, brah-
manas, vai$yas, and $iidras.”? However, while making an inquiry regarding
one’s social status, the question is always asked with the word jati, which
can be a reference to either the varna or a subdivision within it. A similar
mixing of ideas is also found in the answer to such questions. For instance,
while answering the question of King Bimbisara—*“Being asked, tell your
jati”3—Siddhartha Gotama replied, “As per the gotra, I am adicca, as per
the jati, I am sakiya,”* thus referring to his jati as Sakya, quite fitting to the
below mentioned features of jati. However, answering a similar question
asked by Sundarikabharadvaja, “What is your jati?”> the Buddha replied,
“T am neither a Brahmin, nor a son of a king, i.e., ksatriya, nor a vaisya,
nor anybody else,”® thus referring to the varnas instead of their subdivision.

It is interesting to note that in the famous Cullavagga passage (p. 139)
regarding saka nirutti, the two Brahmin brothers are described as
brabmanajatika—*“belonging to the brabmanajati.” Sometimes, the in-
quiry about jati is even made directly with the question, “Are you not a
Brahmin?”” The word “gotra,” on the other hand, is generally used to refer
to a family lineage or clan distinct from jati, as mentioned above in the
Suttanipata (423ab). However, occasionally, it is also employed in a sense
similar to that of jati, as is found in the Sundarikabharadvajasutta. Here,
the Buddha, after being asked about his jati, replied to the Brahmin Sun-
darikabharadvaja that asking him a question regarding his gotra was im-
proper.® In a Cullavagga passage (p. 139), monks going forth from different
social backgrounds are described as nanagotta nanajacca nanakula pab-
bajita (“[monks of...] various clans, various social strata have gone forth
from various families”) (Cullavagga translation, p. 194). These diverse us-
ages indicate that there was an overlap in the ideas conveyed by the words

»

“varna,” “jati,” and “gotra” in Pali literature.
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Even though we do not find a clear-cut understanding of these ideas,
the peculiar characteristics of the caste system, such as endogamy, caste-
based forced division of occupation, graded inequality among the castes,
and denying lower castes the right to education are discernible in Pali sut-
tas like the Esukarisutta, the Assalayanasuita and the Lobiccasutta of the
Majjhimanikaya, and the Vaserthasutta of the Suttanipata. None of these
suttas, however, attempt a formal definition of caste.

As per the early Buddhist literature, expressions like samsuddhagahaniko
(of pure descent) and akuttho jativadena (not reviled on account of birth)
(Mahavagga, p. 115), jatiya suddho (pure with respect to birth) and ubhato
sujato matito ca pitito ca (well-born from both sides, i.e., from the sides
of the mother and father) (Dighanikaya, vol. 1, pp. 113, 25) found in Pali
suttas point to the practice of endogamy.

The Esukarisutta of the Majjhimanikaya informs us that Brahmins be-
lieved that they were entitled to a superior social position and to regulate the
privileges, duties and occupations of the members of the four varnas. The
Brahmin Esukari presents the position taken by the Brahmins as follows:

a  Each varna is to be served by persons of its own varna and of the lower
varnas, but not by persons of higher varnas.

b Brahmins have fixed the occupations of each varna. The one who does
not follow that (to use Ambedkar’s term) “ancestral calling” is some-
one who does what he ought not do (akiccakari) and is like a custodian
committing theft. This idea of ancestral calling, which is the main fea-
ture of the caste system, is also discernible in the Vasetthasutta.

The Lohbiccasutta of the Majjhimanikaya brings forth another important
feature of the caste system, namely the denying of the right to knowledge
to members of the lower castes. The Brahmin Lohicca held the view that
one should not give knowledge to people of the $iadra class. Other features
of the caste system, namely the prohibition of inter-dining and intermar-
riage, are clearly discernible in post-canonical Pali as well as Sanskrit lit-
erature, though not so in early Pali literature. (CF. Vididabha-vatthu of
the Dhammapadatthakatha vol. 1, part 1. pp. 337-62 and Lalitavistara,
p. 109)

The genesis, mechanism and spread of caste

It is noteworthy that questions of the genesis and mechanism of caste were
not dealt with specifically in early Buddhist literature. As per the question
of genesis, the Assalayanasutta points to the theory of the divine origin
of caste. The Brahmin Assalayana believed that the Brahmins were born
from the mouth of Brahma and, therefore, are his genuine heirs (Ambedkar
1957: 302). In a number of suttas, good or bad karma from the past life are
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said to decide the birth of a person in a high or low caste (Majjhimanikaya,
vol. II1, p. 205). The Esukarisutta suggests that being inspired by scriptural
statements and eulogies, Brahmins started believing in their supremacy
over the people of other varnas and being carried away by it, and took up
for themselves the task of defining the privileges, duties and occupations of
the four varnas. Although this explains how the scheme of—to use Ambed-
kar’s words—“graded inequality” (1957: 87) was introduced along with
the caste-based division of occupations and how the institution of caste
claimed religious sanctity, it still does not explain, in real terms, how caste
groups were formed in Hindu society.

The Buddha, as presented in Pali canon, did not attempt to give his own
theory of the genesis and mechanism of caste. What we find in the Pali sut-
tas is his refutation of Brahmins’ belief in the theory of the divine origin of
caste. This refutation clearly shows that for the Buddha caste was certainly
a human creation and not a divine one. However, the deterministic the-
ory of karma, used to explain and justify caste, contradicts this refutation
since it makes caste unquestionable by maintaining its religious sanction.
Moreover, the fact that the Buddha’s entire criticism and advice over the
issue of caste was directed towards Brahmins may imply that in his view
they were the chief upholders and promoters of the caste system, if not the
originators.

Although there is no clear mention, it can be inferred from Pali suttas
that the spread and strengthening of the caste system relied on:

a the common acceptance of the theory of divine origination of varnas
and the theory of karma and rebirth,
promotion of rites and rituals in the religious life,

¢ promotion of the esoteric and metaphysical ideas in the spiritual do-
main and

d the eulogising of Brahmins by religious scriptures.

Evils of the caste system

The discussion, in clear terms, about the evil effects of the caste system on
society is altogether missing in early Buddhist literature, with the sole ex-
ception of the Lohiccasutta. Only there, and later in the Tantric tradition
in works like the Vimalaprabha commentary on Kalacakratantra (vol. 1,
pp. 40—41), it has been categorically stated that the caste system has forci-
bly kept lower caste ignorant by depriving them of the right to education.
Besides this, the early Pali discourses in general have been silent on the
other deplorable social and ethical effects the caste system has had on so-
ciety. As will be clear in the next section, these discourses simply showed
that believing in caste is illogical and irrational. The Assalayanasutta of the
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Majihimanikaya (vol. I, p. 155) considers the belief in caste discrimination
to be an evil and false view (papakam ditthigatam). Discourses such as
the Vasalasutta of the Suttanipata and the Sunitattheragatha of the Ther-
agatha are, however, clear testimonies of the deplorable effects the caste
system had on society at large. On one hand, it made the upper classes feel
proud and arrogant while, on the other, it robbed the lower classes of their
self-esteem.

Additional grounds for refutation of caste

Unlike the initial three points, early Buddhism has a whole inventory of
arguments to refute caste. In order to refute the upholders of caste, the
Vasetthasutta of the Suttanipata argues that the institution of caste is un-
natural, because unlike the marks of distinction that can be found in dif-
ferent species of animals, no such distinctions are found among human
beings of different varnas. Distinction among human beings is, however,
possible only based on the work they doj; for example, the man who takes
care of cows can be called a cowherd, one who farms can be called a
farmer and so on. Only by possessing high moral qualities and actions, not
by birth, can one achieve high status in the society. Thus, according to the
Vasetthasutta, since caste is not natural—to use Ambedkar’s words—the
worth of a person and not his birth alone should decide his status in soci-
ety. The same is echoed in the Vasalasutta of the Suttanipata. This basic
principle advocated by the Buddha is at the core of even neo-Buddhists’
argument against caste. In the Assalayanasutta of the Majjhimanikaya,
the Buddha critically evaluates and criticizes Brahmins’ false claim to su-
periority, purity and liberation. He refutes this view with the following
arguments:

1 Like persons of other varnas, Brahmins are also born of the same bio-
logical process.

2 In countries like Kamboja and Yavana, there are only two varnas: that
of Arya and Dasa, and it is possible for each one of them to change their
varna. Hence the caste system is not a universally accepted and static
social order.

3 Persons of all varnas are equal before the moral law of karma and they

equally bear the fruits of their evil or good deeds.

Persons of any varna have an equal capacity for self-culture.

Actions performed by persons of different varnas yield the same result.

Intercourse between two people of different varnas does not result in

the birth of a being of a different species.

7  Between two persons of the same varna, society honours and respects
the person who is superior in moral virtues and knowledge.

AN »n A
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In the Esukarisutta of the Majjhimanikaya, the Buddha challenges the au-
thority of the Brahmins in determining and fixing the privileges, duties and
occupations of the four varnas. He refutes this position saying:

a People of all varnas have not given to Brahmins the right to decide their
privileges, duties and occupations.

b  Moreover, imposing them unilaterally on people without their consent
is improper and unethical.

¢ Brahmana, ksatriya, vai$ya and $iidra are mere designations obtained
from being born in a particular family, since an action performed by
persons of different varnas does not yield different results.

d As per moral laws and the potential for self-culture, people of all the
varnas are equal.

The Buddha further adds that it is proper to serve a person, if through serv-
ing that person one acquires welfare and moral virtue. To follow the noble
dhamma is the duty of all.

According to Kosambi (1989: 174-89), even after the passing away of
the Buddha, his disciples continued to oppose the caste system. In support
of this statement, Kosambi quotes the Madhurasutta of the Majjhimani-
kaya. In this sutta, the Buddha’s disciple Mahakaccayana declares that the
brahmins’ claim to superiority is mere propaganda; for, if anyone acquires
wealth or power, he will be served by people of all varnas. Besides being
equal before the moral law, people of all varnas are equal even before the
law of the state. Anyone who violates the law of the state ceases to be a
brahmana, ksatriya, vaiSya or §iidra, and is simply treated as a defaulter by
the law. It may be noted that the situation did not remain that way when
the Smrtis gained a stronghold on society. They prescribed differential pun-
ishment to the members of different varnas for the same offence (cf. Kane
1941: 105-64). Thus, according to the Madhurasutta, the institution of
caste is neither eternal nor unalterable and can be rendered meaningless by
the changed economic and political status of a person. Moreover, the insti-
tution of caste cannot be justified from either a moral or legal point of view.

In the Lobiccasutta, the Buddha rejects the narrow outlook of the Brah-
min Lohicca that only the higher varnas should have access to knowledge.
He advocates that knowledge should be freely distributed to people of all
varnas (male and female); for, those who deny the right to knowledge to the
lower classes (Studras and women), are danger-makers, unsympathetic and
hostile towards those who depend on them. They are the followers of the
wrong doctrine. The Buddha on the other hand admitted people of every
varna to his Sangha, in order to give knowledge to all.

Thus, early Buddhist arguments refuting caste are focused on:

a Proving caste distinction to be irrational and unnatural
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b Declaring it to be neither universal, eternal nor unalterable in all
circumstances

¢ Highlighting biological equality, equality of potential, and equality
with respect to the law of karma among all classes

d Showing the importance of moral virtues and knowledge as the ulti-
mate parameters of higher social status

e Pointing out how the denial of the right to education of the lower
classes, a corollary of the caste system, is unethical and unlawful

However, early Buddhist literature does not discuss in explicit terms:

a  Other socially and ethically deplorable implications of the institution
of caste to the society that practices it
Its unjust and unethical nature

¢ Its opposition to the universal principles of liberty, equality and
fraternity

d  TIts failure as a social order

The remedy adopted for the abolition of caste

It may be noted that the mind plays an important role in the Buddha’s
religion. According to him, true religion exists in cleansing the mind of
wrong notions and immoral thoughts. His discourses on caste indicate that
he considered caste one such wrong views (cf. the Assalayanasutta of the
Majjhimanikaya, vol. 1, p. 155).

The Buddha adopted a dual policy for fighting caste: on one hand, he
rejected the $astras and the divine authority behind the caste system and, on
the other, he appealed to the reason of the intellectual class of society. This
is exactly the line of thought adopted by Ambedkar in finding solutions to
the problem of caste. The Buddha, through his teachings, refuted the theory
of the divine origin of caste and challenged the authority of scriptures on
rational grounds. In the suttas like the Tevijjasutta of the Dighanikaya, he
questioned the infallibility of so-called religious texts. He invoked rational
acumen among people through his discourses like the Vimamsakasutta of
the Majjhimanikaya and the Kalamasutta of the Anguttaranikaya.

The Buddha gave to people—to use the expression of Ambedkar—
guiding principles of life instead of behavioural rules. He gave people pa-
rameters such as purity of intention, well-being of oneself and society” and
the principle of atmaupamyata,'® i.e., putting oneself in others’ shoes to
judge one’s own behaviour. It is on this solid doctrinal foundation that the
Buddha could dream of building an ideal society. However, this alone was
not sufficient to actualize his ideal.

The Buddha backed up his ideology with an equally effective action plan,
which shows his deep understanding of the problem of caste. He kept the
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admission to his Sangha open to all, without any caste consideration. This
not only opened the doors of knowledge and samnydsa to people of all
castes but also made possible the rehabilitation of all those foreign com-
munities who otherwise did not have a place in the fixed caste framework
of Hindu society.!! It also helped people of different social backgrounds
disown their past caste identity. In the A#thakanipata of the Anguttara-
nikaya, the Buddha takes pride in declaring that varna and jati have no
place in his Sangha. Just as all rivers lose their individual names when they
enter an ocean and are simply called an ocean, similarly all those who join
his Sangha would lose their earlier designations of family and caste, and
are simply known by the name of Buddhist monks. This apparently simple
move can well be taken as suggestive of the Buddha’s understanding that
caste consciousness cannot be removed without discarding the designations
associated with it—the same point that Ambedkar later highlighted in the
Annihilation of Caste when refuting the Arya Samajists.

Besides this, the Buddha adopted certain safeguards and healthy prac-
tices to ensure that there was no discrimination against any member of his
Sangha, and that a feeling of solidarity and fraternity developed amongst
them. These include:

1 Accepting the democratic model for his Sangha, where each member
had an equal right of opinion, irrespective of their former varna or
caste affiliation.

2 Adopting the ideal of common ownership, giving members an equal
share in requisites such as clothing, food, beds, seats and medicine.

3 Acknowledging no special privileges to monks based on their birth
or any other past background. Seniority in the Sangha was the only
criterion on which monks were expected to show reverence to their
colleagues.

4 Practice of the principle of sapadanacariya, i.e., begging for alms from
successive houses without preference and samvibhaga, i.e., distributing
the gathered alms/food equally among members of the community; en-
couraging members of the Sangha to overcome their caste-consciousness
by inter-dining.

These measures seem to have helped members of the Buddhist Sangha get
rid of their caste-consciousness and function as a community with a sense
of social binding. There is, however, no need to think that the Buddha’s
reforms were limited to the monk community alone. He was spreading
his message among lay people through his teachings and actions. Many
households that came into contact with him stopped practicing caste and
treated their so-called low-caste colleagues with human dignity. The stories
of Sujata and Anathapindaka setting their maid servants free are a good
testimony of this fact.
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Although there is not much on the issue of inter-caste marriages in the
Pali texts, in an interesting passage occurring in the Lalitavistara (p. 140),
Suddhodana asks his priests to find a suitable bride for the young Siddhar-
tha. He says:

“Inform me about such a girl who has these qualities, no matter whether
she is a Brahmin or a Ksatriya or a Vaisya or a Siidra. My son is not proud
of either clan or family. It is in the virtues, the truth and righteousness
where his mind delights.”!?

This shows the Buddha’s acceptance of inter-caste marriage.

According to Kosambi (1989: 174-89), there is no evidence that the
other Sramanic schools and their leaders opposed the caste system as the
Buddha did, even though they themselves did not observe caste discrimina-
tion in their own Sanghas. Unlike the Jain Sangha, which later in its career
partially accepted caste discrimination and prohibited the admission of
untouchables into its Sangha, the Buddhist Sangha maintained its casteless
nature until its disappearance from India. However, as can be seen in the
literature, though the Buddha established a casteless community based on
democratic principles, he was not able to make it the order of the day. Even
though kings like Pasendi Kosala and Bimbisara were his faithful follow-
ers, they did not adopt it as a state policy. As a result, in spite of all their
efforts, sramanas were unable to fully destroy the deep-rooted institution
of caste.

Part 2. Dr. Ambedkar on caste
Understanding caste

In the paper entitled Castes in India: Their Mechanism, Genesis and De-
velopment, Ambedkar (1982: 7) argued that caste should be defined in
the context of endogamy. He defined it as “an artificial chopping off (sic)
the population into fixed and definite units, each one prevented from fus-
ing into another through the custom of endogamy.” In his view, “prohibi-
tion, or rather the absence of intermarriage-endogamy, to be concise is the
only one that can be called the essence of Caste when rightly understood”
(1982: 7). In his opinion, caste can also be described as the “parcelling into
bits of a larger cultural unit” (1982: 31).

In the same article, Ambedkar held that the varna system was essentially
a class system, in which individuals when qualified could change their class.
Caste, on the other hand, is an “enclosed class” (1982: 19). He felt that the
subdivision of society based on the division of labour is natural. What is
unnatural is that it “lost the open door character of the class system and
became self-enclosed units called castes” (1982: 24).

Ambedkar maintained a similar view regarding the distinct character-
istics of varna and jati in his later writings. In 1936, in his response to
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M. K. Gandhi’s criticism of his article Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar
states that the Vedic conception of varna as understood and preached
by people like Swami Dayanand Saraswati was sublime. Its essence was
“the pursuit of a calling, which is appropriate to one’s natural aptitude”
(1945: 22). The essence of caste on the other hand is a pursuit of an ances-
tral calling based on birth. Ambedkar admitted that although he opposed
the varna system, he found the Vedic theory of varna to be sensible and an
inoffensive thing. He held that varna and caste are fundamentally different.
Varna is based on worth, whereas caste is based on birth (1945: 23). It is
in the later period that the distinction between the two was lost, and varna
too began to signify the ancestral calling.

In section IV of his article Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar refuted those
who try to understand and justify caste in India as a division of labour sys-
tem. He pointed out that it is not merely a division of labour, but a division
of labourers. It is a watertight division with graded inequality, in which the
division of labourers is graded one above the other. This division of labour
is neither spontaneous nor based on the natural aptitude of labourers. In
this system, people neither have the choice of selecting their occupation nor
is there any place for their sentiments and preferences. Rather, it is based on
the dogma of predestination.

Further in the same article, Ambedkar also rejected the theory that caste
is based on the principle of eugenics to maintain racial purity. He argued
that Indian society is a mixture of different races and has not maintained
any racial purity.

Moreover, customs like prohibition of inter-dining, which is part and
parcel of the caste system, has nothing to do with racial purity. He re-
marked that caste has no scientific origin and those who were trying to
support it through science were attempting to give a eugenic basis to what
is grossly unscientific.

In Chapter 7 of Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Ancient India,
Ambedkar underlined the similarities and differences between varna and
jati. According to him:

[v]arna and Caste are identical in their de jure connotation. Both
connote status and occupation. Status and occupation are the two
concepts which are implied in the notion of Varna as well as in the
notion of Caste. Varna and Caste however differ in one important
particular. Varna is not hereditary either in status or occupation.
On the other hand Caste implies a system in which status and oc-

cupation are hereditary and descend from father to son
(2008: 285-6)

Following John Dewey (Democracy and Education, 99) he points out the
difference between the natures of a class society and a caste society saying,
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“[t]he difference between a society with the class system and a society with
the caste system lies just in this namely the class system is merely non-social
but the caste system is positively anti-social” (2008: 306).

In Ambedkar’s magnum opus, The Buddha and His Dhamma, which can
be treated as the culmination of his search for a solution to the caste prob-
lem, he enumerated the following salient features of a caste-based society:

a division of society into four castes,

b unequal division of rights and privileges among the four castes based
on the principle of graded inequality,

¢ division of occupations,
denial of the right to education to $idras and women and

e denial of the right to samnyasa to $udras and women (1957: 87-88).

It is noteworthy that unlike his previous two writings, in The Buddha and
His Dhamma Ambedkar established a direct connection between these fea-
tures of the caste system and different discourses of the Pali canon. He has
interpreted the views of the Brahmin EsukarT as propagating “the perma-
nent division of occupations” (1957: 304). Based on the arguments against
caste found in Vasetthasutta, Ambedkar deduced that the Buddha treated
the division of society based on the division of labour as natural and accept-
able, where mobility across the classes is possible. The Buddha, however,
did not advocate the unfair principle of ancestral calling.

The genesis, mechanism, and spread of caste

In the Castes in India: Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development (1982:
9), Ambedkar observed that superimposing endogamy over exogamy is the
mechanism of creating caste. According to him, customs like sati (enforced
widowhood for life) and child-marriage are the means of maintaining en-
dogamy. He believed that “strict endogamy could not be preserved without
these customs, while caste without endogamy is a fake” (1982: 18).

Ambedkar maintained that the origin of caste is the origin of the mecha-
nism for endogamy. He argued that since the existence of a definite class in
a society is a fact, the answer to the question of the genesis of caste should
be sought in the answer to the question, “What was the class that first made
itself into a caste?” He showed that it was the Brahmin class that first en-
closed itself to form a caste.! In his opinion,

the strict observance of these [above mentioned] customs and social
superiority advocated by the priestly class in all ancient civilizations
are sufficient to prove that they were the originators of this ‘unnatural
institution’ founded and maintained through these unnatural means
(1982: 19-20)
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As for the question of the growth and spread of the caste system, in the
same article Ambedkar maintained that the institution of caste was nei-
ther imposed upon the docile population of India nor by a law-giver like
Manu as divine dispensation nor was it grown according to some law of
social growth peculiar to the Indian people. He held that the varna system
was initially a class system allowing social mobility. Later, at some stage,
the priestly class socially detached itself from the rest of the people and,
through a closed-door policy, became a class by itself. The other classes,
being subject to the social law of division of labour, underwent differentia-
tion. Such groups became castes through imitation and excommunication.
Thus, the origin of caste is due to the conscious enclosing of class by the
“superior” community and its growth and spread is due to imitation by
those inferior to it on the one hand and those closed out in society because
of excommunication on the other (1982: 20ff).

In Chapter 7 of Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Ancient India,
Ambedkar clearly held Brahmins responsible for the genesis and strength-
ening of the caste system. Here, he explicitly states that Brahmanism con-
verted varna into caste by making status and occupation hereditary. He
envisaged three stages of this conversion. In the first stage, “the duration
of Varna i.e., of status and occupation of a person was for a prescribed
period of time only” (2008: 286). In the second stage, “the status and
occupation involved the Varna of a person ensured during lifetime only”
(2008: 286). In the third stage, “the status and occupation of the Varna
became hereditary” (2008: 286). According to Ambedkar, in legal lan-
guage, “the Estate conferred by Varna was at the beginning an Estate for
a term only. Thereafter it became a life Estate and finally it became an
Estate of inheritance which is tantamount to saying that Varna became
Caste” (2008: 286).

In the same book, Ambedkar showed how through Manusmrti’s legal
code, the caste system was created and strengthened. In his view, the two
laws of Manusmyti against intermarriage and inter-dining created the caste
system. Commenting on the close relationship between these two laws and
the caste system he remarks:

[p]rohibition of intermarriage and prohibition against interdining,
are two pillars on which it rests. The caste system and the rules re-
lating to intermarriage and interdining are related to each other as
ends to means. Indeed by no other means could the end be realized

(2008: 293)

According to Ambedkar, “[G]Jirl marriage, enforced widowhood and Sati
had no other purpose than that of supporting the Caste System which
Brahmanism was seeking to establish by prohibiting intermarriage” (2008:
301). He further points out that excommunication is another means used
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by Manusmyti to maintain the caste system. In his view, “once Brahman-
ism was determined to create the caste system the law against the outcast
was absolutely essential. For only by punishing the outcast can the caste
system be maintained” (2008: 304). Here, Ambedkar clearly spells out
Manusmyti’s role in legalizing the conventional caste system saying, “this
old Chaturvarna was conventional. It was the ideal of the Society but it was
not the law of the State. Brahmanism isolated the Varnas and sowed the
seed of antagonism. Brahmanism made legal what was only conventional”
(2008: 328).

Evils of the caste system

In the Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar presented a detailed analysis of
the caste problem and suggested methods for abolishing it. While preparing
ground for its abolition, he underlined the evils of the caste system from
Section VI up to Section XIII of his article as follows:

a  The caste system has not done any good to improve economic efficiency
nor has it improved the race. On the contrary, “it has completely disor-
ganized and demoralized the Hindus” (1945: 25).

b Although there are similarities of habits and customs, beliefs and
thoughts, there is no sense of social binding among Hindus as the com-
munity is divided into castes: the “Caste-system prevents common ac-
tivity, and by preventing common activity it has prevented the Hindus
from becoming a society with a unified life and a consciousness of its
own being” (1945: 27-28).

¢ An anti-social spirit is the worst feature of Hindus: “The existence of
Caste and Caste Consciousness has served to keep the memory of past
feuds between castes green and has prevented solidarity” (1945: 29).

d “Caste is... the real explanation as to why the Hindu has let the savage
remain a savage in the midst of his civilization without blushing or
without feeling any sense of remorse or repentance” (1945: 30-31), ac-
cording to him. He further warned that if these savages and aboriginals
have been claimed by other religions that are hostile to Hindus, these
new converts could pose a big threat to the existence of Hindus. Simi-
larly, Hindus have not made any effort to help low-caste people rise to
their cultural standards.

e The Hindu religion was a missionary religion in its initial stages. How-
ever, it ceased to be so with the strengthening of the caste system. The
caste system made the process of suddbi, i.e., the rehabilitation of con-
verts into the Hindu religion as well as the sanghatana (the feeling of
forming a group) impossible. He wrote, “So long as Caste remains,
there will be no Sanghatan and so long as there is no Sanghatan the
Hindu will remain weak and meek” (1945: 35).1
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f  “Caste in the hands of the orthodox has been a powerful weapon for
persecuting the reforms and for killing all reform” (1945: 37).

g Caste has a deplorable effect on the ethics of Hindus. It killed the pub-
lic spirit. It has also destroyed the sense of public charity and has made
public opinion impossible.

In Chapter 7 of his Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Ancient India,
Ambedkar claimed that Manusmyti was composed to re-establish Brah-
manism by destroying Buddhism. Here, he enumerated the effects of the
triumph of Brahmanism over Buddhism as follows:

It established the right for the Brahmin to rule and commit regicide.

It made Brahmins a class of privileged persons.

It converted varna into caste.

It brought about a conflict and an antisocial feeling between the differ-
ent castes.

It degraded Shudras and women.

It forged a system of graded inequality.

g It made a legal and rigid social system which was conventional and
flexible (2008: 275).

oo o
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In the same book, Ambedkar opined that Manusmrti’s object of converting
varna into caste was “to make the high status enjoyed by the Brahmins
from ancient times the privilege of every Brahmin and his progeny with-
out reference to merits or qualifications” (2008: 289). According to him,
this conversion had harmful spiritual and secular consequences. From a
spiritual point of view, it placed the Brahmin in sole charge of the spiritual
affairs of people, even though he did not possess learning or morality. From
the secular perspective, it introduced a most pernicious mentality among
Hindus to disregard merit and regard only birth. He further remarks,
“Brahmanism in instituting Caste system has put the greatest impediment
against the growth of nationalism” (2008: 304).

While highlighting the miserable state of Shudras and women due to the
caste system Ambedkar says,

[i]t is this huge mass of people that has been doomed by Brahman-
ism to eternal servility and eternal degradation. It is because of
the colossal scale of degradation whereby 75% of her people were
deprived of their right to life. liberty and pursuit of happiness that
India became a decaying if not a dead nation

(2008: 317)

Ambedkar took pains to show how the principle of graded inequality runs
through the whole Manusmyti and its successive Smrtis, which pervade all
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departments of life. According to him, because of the system of graded in-
equality, “Hindus have been stricken with palsy” (2008: 320). He marked
the difference between inequality and graded inequality. In his opinion, the
latter is far more dangerous than the former, for it does not allow the crea-
tion of the general discontent that forms the seed of revolution and does not
make sufferers unite against a common foe and a common grievance, and
thereby sustains the system of caste (2008: 320).

Thus, in his writings, Ambedkar enumerated a number of vices of the
caste system and showed how it badly it has affected Hindu society in par-
ticular and the country in general.

In The Buddha and His Dhamma, in the section ‘The Brahmanas’ of the
fifth part “The Buddha and His Predecessors’ of Book I (1957: 91), Ambedkar
claimed that the Buddha did sense that graded inequality might spread in
society “an ascending scale of hatred and a descending scale of contempt and
might be a source of perpetual conflict.” After examining the caturvarnya,
the Buddha understood that it is based on a wrong philosophical foundation:
“[i]t did not serve the interest of all, much less did it advance the welfare of
all.” It was deliberately created to serve the interest of a few “self-styled super-
men.” It was calculated to suppress and subjugate the weak.

It may be noted that what Ambedkar claimed was not directly stated by
the Buddha in any of his discourses. It is rather a result of his own analysis
and interpretation of the Buddha’s opposition to the varna system. These
claims can best be treated as possible logical conclusions of the early Bud-
dhist approach to caste.

Additional grounds for refutation of caste

Besides the above-mentioned evils of the caste system, there are some ad-
ditional grounds to call for its abolition. In Sections II and IIT of his de-
liberation in the Amnnibilation of Caste, Ambedkar highlighted that no
political revolution is possible without a prior social or religious revolution.
According to him, the political revolution by Chandragupta was successful
as it was preceded by the religious and social revolution by the Buddha.
Moreover, like political reforms, even economic reforms cannot solve so-
cial problems, for, without social reforms, no political or economic reform
is sustainable. Hence, according to Ambedkar, any successful political or
socialist reform in India must be preceded by social reform in the form of
abolishing the menace of caste.

In Section XIV of The Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar discussed an
ideal form of society. According to him, a society based on liberty, equality
and fraternity—just another name for democracy—is an ideal society. The
institution of caste is opposed to these cardinal principles as it neither al-
lows a person the choice of his own occupation nor does it give him equal
status in society as a human being nor does it promote a sense of fraternity
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or democracy, which is an associated form of living among persons of dif-
ferent castes.

In Section XVI of the Annibilation of Caste Ambedkar has shown that
as a system of social organization cdturvarnya is not only impractical, but
also harmful and has turned out to be a miserable failure. He enumerated
the causes of its impracticability, harmfulness and failure in Sections XVI-
XVIII of his article as follows:

A The adoption of caturvarpya to organize the society is not practical,
for,

1 The reduction of 4,000 castes based on birth into four varnas
based on worth is difficult.

2 The qualities of individuals are so variable that it would not be
possible to classify people accurately into four classes.

3 To maintain caturvarnya in the wake of the problem of a transgres-
sor 1s not easy.

B The reorganization of Hindu society based on caturvarpya is harmful
because the effect of the varna system is to degrade the masses by deny-
ing them opportunities to acquire knowledge and to emasculate them
by denying them the right to be armed.

C Caturvarpya has consistently failed since its inception in the Vedic
period.

Moreover, in Section XIX of the Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar pointed
out that caste in Hinduism is fundamentally different from the caste system
found in other religions. Unlike other religions, caste has caused disinte-
gration among Hindus. It has more social significance to Hindus than to
non-Hindus. Caste is a sacred institution to the former, whereas it is just a
practice to the latter. According to Ambedkar (1945: 53), “[r]eligion com-
pels the Hindus to treat isolation and segregation of castes as a virtue.” As a
result, integrating forces, which would overcome the disintegration caused
by caste, are not to be found in Hindu society. In spite of the fact that the
Hindu society has survived long, the quality of its survival is deplorable
owing to the evils of caste mentioned above.'

In Section XX (1945: 55), Ambedkar gave a clear warning that unless
Hindus change their social order, they can achieve very little by way of pro-
gress. Neither can they mobilize society for offence or defence, nor can they
build a society or a nation. Anything based on caste is going to crack and
can never be whole. These additional grounds for the refutation of caste can
be summarized as follows:

a  For the success of any political or socialist reform in India, social re-
form in the form of abolishing the menace of caste must precede.
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b Asa system of social organization, caturvarpya has proved impractica-
ble, harmful and has turned out to be a miserable failure.

¢ Hindus can achieve very little by way of progress unless they change
their social order that is based on caste.

The remedy adopted for the abolition of caste

From Section XX onwards of The Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar talked
of measures to abolish caste. Refuting those who feel that the first step to-
wards this it to abolish sub-castes, Ambedkar argued that doing so would
be erroneous, for the fusion of sub-castes is impossible due to the diversity
evident in them. Moreover, there is no guarantee that abolishing sub-castes
would necessarily lead to the abolition of castes overall. Thus, this remedy
is neither practical nor effective.

Ambedkar equally rejected the idea of Aryasamajists to reorganize the
Hindu society on the principle of caturvarnpya based on worth instead of
birth, by doing away with the 4000 sub-castes and maintaining simply the
old labels of the four varnas. He argued that if society is to be organized not
on the basis of birth but worth, then maintaining the labels of varnas would
be futile. In fact, it would not only be futile, but rather would be the oppo-
site of the idea of equality in status, for, it is a common experience that cer-
tain names become associated with certain emotions and sentiments that in
turn determine a person’s attitude towards people and things. The designa-
tions brahmana, ksatriya, vaiSya and $udra are associated with a sense of
hierarchy based on birth. Hence, if new notions are to be inculcated in the
minds of people, it is necessary to give them new names. To continue with
old names is to make reform futile.

Criticizing those who were in favour of inter-caste dining as the remedy
for caste, Ambedkar (1945: 57) said, “It is a common experience that
inter-dining has not succeeded in killing the spirit of Caste and the con-
sciousness of Caste.” According to him, the primary remedy for the prob-
lem of caste is inter-marriage. Although, this would still not be the end.
One must try to find out why people do not inter-dine or inter-marry with
persons of different castes. The answer to this question, according to him,
is that inter-dining and inter-marriage are repugnant to the beliefs and
dogmas Hinduism regards as sacred. He further said that caste is a notion;
it is a state of mind. Hence, the destruction of caste would mean a notional
change.

For Ambedkar, it was not the people who were wrong, but the religion
that inculcated the notion of caste. Hence, in order to abolish caste, one
should grapple with the sastras, which teach the religion of caste. Thus,
the real remedy is to destroy the belief in the sanctity of the $astras, for, the
acts of people are merely the results of the beliefs inculcated in their minds
by the sastras. If people become free from the thrall of the sastras and if
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their minds are cleansed of the pernicious notions of castes founded on the
Sastras, they will naturally inter-dine or inter-marry.

In Ambedkar’s opinion, one should take the stand—also taken by the
Buddha and Guru Nanak—to not only discard sastras, but also deny their
authority. It may be noted that this is the only place in the Annibilation of
Caste where we can find a reference to the Buddha or his teaching. Ambed-
kar (1945: 60) further observed that

[c]aste is the natural outcome of certain religious beliefs which
have the sanction of the Shastras, which are believed to contain
the command of divinely inspired sages who were endowed with
a supernatural wisdom and, whose commands, therefore, cannot
be disobeyed without committing sin.... To ask people to give up
Caste is to ask them to go contrary to their fundamental religious
notions.

Since castes are believed to have a divine basis, Ambedkar appealed to
people to destroy the sacredness and divinity with which caste has been
invested, meaning that one must destroy the authority of sastras and the
Vedas. According to Ambedkar, this is a difficult task for Hindus, since
Brahmins, the intellectual class of Hindus, will not take this up as it would
adversely affect their own class. Secondly, the destruction of caste is not
possible, for the structure is such that each caste takes pride and consola-
tion in the fact that in the hierarchical scale, it is above some other caste.
Hence, it is impossible to organize a common front against the caste sys-
tem. Moreover, it is also difficult for a Hindu to discard caste as being
contrary to reason, because he is not free to follow his reason. Reason and
morality are the two most powerful weapons in the armoury of a reformer.
To deprive him of these weapons is to disable him from acting. Ambedkar
said that religion must mainly be a matter of principles and not rules. The
moment it degenerates into rules, it ceases to be a religion as it kills respon-
sibility, which is the essence of a truly religious act. In his view, the Hindu
religion is not mainly governed by principles, but by rules. He said that
there is nothing irreligious in working for the destruction of religion, which
is a mass of different types of rules and regulations. He believed that once
the people realize that religion they are following is not a religion but a law,
they will be ready either to abolish it or to amend it.

As per Ambedkar, after abandoning the religion of rules, one should re-
place it with the religion of principles. He appealed to the Hindus that they
must give a new doctrinal basis to their religion, one that is in consonance
with liberty, equality and fraternity—in short, with democracy. In his reply
to Gandhi’s criticism of the Annibilation of Caste (published in Harijan
of 11th and 18th July 1936), he cautioned that in the matter of eradicating
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caste, one cannot totally rely on saints, as they were concerned with the
relation between man and god; they did not preach that all men were equal.
Rather, they preached that all men were equal in the eyes of the gods.

When Ambedkar became convinced that the Buddha’s dhamma is the
only one that meets all the parameters of an ideal religion and the only one
that can fulfil the expectation of liberating oppressed people from their
suffering, he—along with his millions of followers—decided to embrace
Buddhism. He wrote The Buddha and His Dhamma as a blueprint of his
ideal religion. In this book, he tried to unearth the social message of the
Buddha. He pointed out the rational and moral values embedded in the
Buddha’s teachings, which the Buddha had used to fight the caste system.
He showed how the Buddha challenged scriptural authority and established
a new religion based on principles.

In The Buddha and His Dhamma, Ambedkar tried to demonstrate that
the Buddha cherished the democratic principles of liberty, equality, frater-
nity and justice and gave prominence to worth over birth. He highlighted
that the Buddha founded his religion on the noble virtues of dana (offer-
ing), sila (morality), khanti (forbearance), metta (loving kindness), karuna
(compassion), mudita (altruistic joy) and panna (wisdom), which are nec-
essary to create a truly righteous and democratic society (1957: 127). He
demonstrated that in the Buddha’s teachings, principles are the governing
factors of human life, not rules. According to him, the Buddha differenti-
ated between what is dhamma (religion) and what is saddhamma (ideal re-
ligion). He explained saddhamma to be those principles that turn dhamma
into saddhamma (1957: 281ff). In The Buddha and His Dhamma, he cat-
egorically stated that true religion should promote equality between man
and man, so that the best would survive even if he was not the fittest, for
society wants the best and not the fittest (1957: 308).

Without citing any particular text, Ambedkar suggested that the Buddha
was in favour of conversion as the remedy for the problem of caste. He
said that according to the Buddha, a religion that does not preach equality
is not worth having (1957: 308). The Buddha also realized that since the
caste system is believed to be a divinely ordained social system, it cannot
be amended and can only be ended (1957: 92). Ambedkar is justified in
inferring this implication from the Buddha’s teaching, as the Buddha gave
paramount importance to worth over birth. The facts that observance of
varna and jati has formed the core of Brahmanic religion and that the Bud-
dha preached against it and was encouraged followers of that religion to
abandon it in favour of equality, implies in a way that the Buddha suggested
people abandon their old religion and accept a new life, by either becoming
a member of the Sangha or a lay follower. Ambedkar asked new converts to
give up their humiliating occupations and habits. In The Buddha and His
Dhamma, he interpreted the Buddha’s advice found in the Esukarisutta
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to do only profitable service as his injunction, to refuse those services that
make one bad and not good (1957: 304).

Wherever Ambedkar noticed logical inconsistencies in the presentation
of traditional Buddhism, he did not shy away from removing them. He
rejected the orthodox understanding of the notion of sarmsdara (transmigra-
tion of soul) and the doctrine of karma, since they not only contradict the
basic principle of non-self, but also justify the untenable institution of caste.
According to Ambedkar, the Brahmanic doctrine of karma is a part of the
thesis of transmigration of the soul after death. As per their understanding,
the doctrine of karma is “the determination of man’s position in present
life by deeds done by him in his past life” (1957: 103). We do find an echo
of this traditional notion of how the law of karma works in some of Pali
suttas like the Kammavibhangasutta of the Majjhimanikaya. Despite this,
Ambedkar held that the Buddha repudiated such a fatalistic view of life.
According to him, although the Buddha accepted the great law of cause
and effect with all its corollaries, he did not believe that all deeds done in
some previous life “have the potency to produce suffering,” thereby leaving
the “present activity impotent” (1957: 104). Ambedkar (1957: 91) felt that
the Buddha recognised that the Brahmanical theory of karma was designed
“to sap the spirit of revolt completely,” and hence replaced it with a much
more scientific view of karma. Keeping in view the Buddha’s theory of non-
self, he proposed a new and more scientific interpretation of rebirth. He
held that in order to oppose the karmic justification of caste, the Buddha
replaced the notion of transmigration with “the doctrine of rebirth” (1957:
104). According to this, it is not the person who is reborn, rather the ele-
ments that dissolve into nature at the time of death are reborn.

Just like the Buddha, Ambedkar also backed up his ideological fight
against caste with institutional and constitutional remedies. As suggested
in the Annihilation of Caste, Ambedkar established a social organization
called “The Buddhist Society of India” to train, examine and certify Bud-
dhist priests with the purpose of actualizing the principle of giving prom-
inence to worth over birth. In order to extend the benefit of the Buddha’s
Dhamma to the citizens of India, Ambedkar translated the Buddhist vision
of an ideal society into a constitution based on the principles of liberty,
equality, fraternity and justice—the Indian one. Being the chairman of the
constitution drafting committee, he incorporated a number of safeguards
against any possible violation of fundamental human rights. Thus, he took
his discourse on caste from a theoretical plane up to the height of practical
implementation.

Ambedkar’s remedies to the problem of caste can be summarized as:

a  Cleansing people’s mind of the pernicious notions of caste.

b  Giving new names to people by discarding old ones, to inculcate new
ideas in their minds.
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¢ Destroying the sanctity of caste and varna by grappling with sastras,
which preach the religion of caste.
Denying the divine authority of the $astras.

e Making an appeal to the reason and morality of people, to help them
deny this authority.

f  Making people realize that real religion lies in principles, not in rules.
Hence, there is nothing irreligious in abolishing or amending the rules.

g Reorganizing society on a religious basis, which would recognize prin-
ciples of liberty, equality and fraternity.

h  Converting to Buddhism and practicing a life of dignity based on
worth.

i Incorporating Buddhist ideals and safeguards of human rights in the
Indian constitution.

To conclude, the comparison between the Buddha’s and Ambedkar’s ap-
proaches to caste can be summarised as follows:

In his analysis of caste, Ambedkar initially described caste from the point
of the principle of endogamy. However, in The Buddha and His Dhamma
the same is discussed in terms of its other features, such as graded ine-
quality, division of occupation, etc., which he tried to trace back to the
Buddha’s discourses. His theory of the genesis, mechanism and spread of
caste, as well as his detailed analysis of the negative effects of the caste
system on Hindu society, has no parallel in early Buddhist literature. As for
arguments refuting caste, those supporting the necessity of social reforms,
and those proving the impracticability, harmful nature and failure of the
caturvarpya system, are absent in early Buddhist discourse. However, other
issues raised by Ambedkar in this context are present in early Buddhist
discourse, at least in a nutshell. The section dealing with the refutation
of caste exhibits more similarity between the two approaches than other
sections. Ambedkar and the Buddha appear to have fought against caste
on the same lines. Both of them challenged the authority of religious scrip-
tures, appealed to the reason of their followers, encouraged conversion to
a new life, and created safeguards against the violation of equality in their
respective institutions.

The above-mentioned observations clearly show that Ambedkar’s under-
standing of the issue of caste evolved over a period of time. His contact with
Buddhism played a vital role in transforming and shaping his approach to
the problem of caste and its solution. In his 1916 paper The Caste in India
and in his 1936 address Annibilation of Caste, which came a year after his
announcement of abandoning Hinduism, Ambedkar analysed the issue of
caste as an ethnologist and a sociologist. We do not find any direct influ-
ence of Buddhism on his writing until this stage. However, when Ambed-
kar started studying the Buddhist religion seriously as one of the options
he could convert to, he must have noticed the similarities in the Buddha’s
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rational criticism of caste and his own doctrine of the annihilation of caste.
During this period, he must have also realised that values of liberty, equality
and fraternity, which are fundamental to ensure the annihilation of caste
and a democratic way of life, also form the basis of the Buddha’s religion.

The Buddha’s treatment of caste is of a religious and ethical nature. The
Buddha was neither an ethnologist nor a sociologist. He mainly fought
the menace of caste on the ground of reason and morality. He strongly
opposed the unscientific explanation and justification of the varna system
found in religious scriptures and its unethical practice in society. He created
a rational and ethical ideological framework in the form of Dhamma and
built an ideal society called Sangha, which were instrumental in removing
caste-consciousness from the minds of people. Although the Buddha nei-
ther openly supported inter-caste marriages nor directly asked people to
abandon their earlier religions, his arguments certainly suggest that there is
nothing wrong in doing so.

Although we do not find any clear influence of Buddhism on Ambed-
kar’s early works, in The Buddha and His Dhamma of 1956, he showed
considerable change in his approach to caste. There, it is evident that he
certainly took a religious and ethical turn. As he tried to unearth the social
message preached by the Buddha, Ambedkar made clear the relationship
between his and the Buddha’s approaches to the issue of caste. Based on
the Buddha’s rational arguments refuting caste and remedies he suggested
thereof, Ambedkar drew implications in line with his own understanding
and solution to the caste problem. The Buddha and Ambedkar shared a
common point of view, which was rational and humanistic. In their phi-
losophy, there was no place for God, scriptural authority or orthodoxy of
any kind. This commonality in outlook is responsible for the similarities in
their approaches to the question of caste.

Ambedkar’s presentation of the Buddha’s teachings, however, is creative
in nature. It does not simply echo traditional Buddhist thoughts, but rather
reflects his own unique understanding of caste, which was deepened by his
study of history, sociology and anthropology. It would not be wrong to say
that Ambedkar took the early Buddhist discourse on caste to its logical
conclusion. He realised that merely refuting the divine origin of caste is not
sufficient to shake the foundation of the caste system. It is also necessary to
reject the traditional Buddhist notion that one’s birth in a particular caste
is determined by one’s good or bad past karma. Based on the Buddha’s
doctrine of non-self, Ambedkar rejected the traditional understanding of
transmigration, and thereby redefined the karma theory from a social and
materialistic point of view. Thus, by destroying the karmic basis of caste,
Ambedkar completed the Buddha’s mission of denying caste a religious
sanction.

The Buddha was a religious teacher, not a lawmaker. Hence, his safe-
guards against inequality were only operational within the limits of his
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Sangha. They could not become the law of the land. Ambedkar knew that
fraternity—the foundation of liberty and equality—cannot be established
by sheer force or law. He, however, believed that the law was necessary
to protect the interests of minorities. For this reason he made safeguards
against injustice available to all citizens of India by incorporating them into
the Indian constitution.

Thus, the neo-Buddhist approach to the problem of caste is not funda-
mentally different from the early Buddhist approach. Rather, it issues forth
and develops from the former. In other words, it is an advancement or a
restatement of early Buddhist thoughts, made to suit the modern times.
In addition to this, the neo-Buddhist approach has been enriched by the
anthropological and sociological insights of Ambedkar. As he himself said,
“An Anthropologist is the best person to study religion.”

Notes

1 Irawati Karve described varna, which she prefers to translate as “rank,” as
made up of a “caste cluster.” According to her, “The varna system was mod-
ified and the varna and ja#i systems were interwoven together to form a very
elaborate ranking system” (1991: 47).

2 “cattaro ‘me vanna khattiya brabmana vessa sudda” (Cullavagga p. 239).

3 “jatim ¢’ akkhahi pucchito” (Suttanipata 421d).

4 “adicca nama gottena sakiya nama jatiya” (Suttanipata 423ab).

5 “kimjacco bhavam” (Suttanipata p. 80).

6 “na brabmano no ‘'mbi na rajaputto na vessayano uda koci no ‘mhi|” (Sutta-

nipata 455ab).

7 “brabmano no bhavam” (Suttanipatap p. 81).

8 “akalla mambrahmana pucchasi gottapanham” (Suttanipata 456d).

9 Cf. the Ambalatthika-Rahulovadasutta of the Majjhimanikaya (vol. I, p. 414ff).
10 “yathaabam tatha ete yatha ete tatha aham, attanam upamam katvana haneyya

na ghataye.” (Suttanipata, verse 705).

11 As stated by Kosambi, both the Buddhist and Jain sects did a great job by
admitting foreigners into Hindu society. Foreign communities like the Greeks,
Sakas, Hiinas, Malavas and Gurjaras came to India and, through the gateway
of these two religions, entered Hindu society.

12 “brabmanim ksatriyakanyam vaisyam sidrimtathaiva ca |

yasya ete gund santi ta me kanyam pravedaya ||
na kulena na gotrena kumaro mama vismitah |
gune satye ca dharme ca tatrasya ramate manah |

13 Here it may be noted that although Kosambi discussed the Buddhist approach
to caste in the tenth chapter entitled “Jatibheda” of his book Bhagavan Bud-
dha, he did not attempt to figure out the genesis of the caste system in India. He
simply observed that the belief that the problem of caste in India has its roots
in the Purusasiikta of the Rgveda is wrong; for, like abimsa, the institution of
caste was also prevalent in the Saptasindhu region even before the Vedic period.
As in Sumeria, the priest usually became king—Brahmins were at the head of
the society even in this region.

14 The same ideas can be found in Ambedkar’s earlier article Caste and Conver-
sion, published in the Telugu Samachara Special Number in November 1926
(1989: 422, fn. 1).

|9:
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15 It may be noted that a similar comment by Ambedkar on the survival of the
Hindu religion is found in his article Caste and Conversion, published in the
Telugu Samachar Special Number of November 1926, exactly ten years before
the publication of Annibilation of Caste (1989: 422, fn. 1).
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6

NEO-BUDDHISM, MARXISM
AND THE CASTE QUESTION
IN INDIA

Gopal Guru

Both Buddhism and Marxism, two of the most formidable philosophies,
have expanded in contemporary contexts through their emancipatory po-
tential and theoretical rigour. The expansive nature of both these philosoph-
ical/political alternatives is indicative of their growth in in terms of location
and discursive formation. In terms of location, one can see different incar-
nations of Marxism, such as Western Marxism, Eastern Marxism, Indian
Marxism and so forth. There is a context specificity to this expansive char-
acter of Marxism. It is in the same logic one may discursively talk of Dalit
Marxism. These versions of Marxism could be understood particularly in
terms of the limits of the original Marxism. Hence, the re-contextualization
of Marxism is prompted by the specific context-dependent need of a par-
ticular society and social groups within that society. One could claim that it
is possible to develop Dalit Marxism in India. Dr B. R. Ambedkar’s critical
engagement with Marxism provides a necessary vantage point to envision
such a project. However, the methodological and philosophical openings
of Ambedkar’s interpretation of Buddhism reveal that Dalit Marxism is a
restricted discursive option, open only at the formative stage. Ambedkar
seems to have adopted a particular version of Buddhism in order to prove
that it is a far more superior alternative, not only to Hinduism but to other
forms of Buddhism prevailing in residual forms during his time. Ambed-
kar’s radical reading of Buddhism is also an attempt to offer an alterna-
tive to the hegemonies of Marxism in India. In this context, this chapter
explores Ambedkar’s account of the relationship between Buddhism and
Marxism. As I have argued elsewhere,! the post-Ambedkarian reading of
Buddhism has taken him away from radicalism towards a more spiritual or
psychological version of Buddhism, whereas the conservative trend in the
scholarship has always fanned tension between Buddhism and Marxism. At
the other end of the spectrum, the rigid reduction of Buddhism to a Marxist
essence has been a contentious issue within the left-leaning scholarship in
contemporary India. It is in this discursive domain that an attempt will be
made to locate Ambedkar’s response to both Buddhism and Marxism.
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In this essay, I will explore the relationship between Ambedkar’s Bud-
dhism and Marxism in three parts. The first discusses the moral and
political/philosophical significance of the debate on Ambedkar’s version
of Buddhism and the Indian version of Marxism. It argues that in the
post-Buddhism phase, Hinduism as a counter point loses its discursive ca-
pacity to engage with Dalit scholars. In fact, it is Marxism that becomes the
point of attraction (Dalit Panther Manifesto, 1974; Kasbe, 1986), amuse-
ment and even fierce critique for Dalit, as well as, non-Dalit scholars. This
chapter will confine itself to the Dalit critique of Marxism mounted from
the point of view of defending Buddhism as a totally separate perspective.
This in turn will suggest how to read Buddhist and Marxist texts in the
light of Ambedkar.

This chapter proceeds to argue in its second part that it would also be
interesting to explore the possibility of discovering the epistemic deficien-
cies in the Marxist understanding of social reality. What are the discursive
spaces that entail the categories that provide an expansive meaning; mean-
ing that is an enlarged version of the categories that are the part of Marx-
ism? An attempt will be made to detect Marxism as deficient in making
philosophical/theoretical sense of Indian reality, particularly in relation to
caste and untouchability. The third section of this chapter will also high-
light the distinct vocabulary that Ambedkar adopted to join issues with the
ideologue of Indian Marxism. It will explore Ambedkar’s inversion of the
famous Marxist architectural metaphor of base—superstructure to unravel
a conversation on the relationship between Marxism and Buddhism. The
alienation of the shudra cannot be reduced to that of the proletariat for
Ambedkar. It will demonstrate that one cannot reduce Marxism to Bud-
dhism, as Indian scholars tend to do. Further, it will argue that the converse
reductionism is not viable either.?

Ambedkar on “Buddha and Marx”

Let us then begin with a discussion on reading Ambedkar’s text on Karl
Marx and the Buddha. This reading becomes important in the context of
the extrapolation that has been practiced in the process of reproducing
Ambedkar literature.

“Or”/“And” and Ambedkar’s text

This argument offered from a particular embattled? point of view receives
its moral empowerment not merely from epistemological and hermeneutic
confidence but from the passive injustice done to Ambedkar by people who
failed to address their ontological wounds. Most oppressed castes in India
are subject to personal, social and cultural indignity. But they are also ex-
ploited economically. Caste in India determines economic status; those at
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the top of the hierarchy perform non-physical labour, while those at the bot-
tom perform menial labour that oppresses both physically and psychologi-
cally. Thus, there is a close relationship between being humiliated on caste
grounds and economic vulnerability. In the last 25 years, this wound has
not been addressed by commentators on Buddhism and Marxism and hence
it has become a kind of ontological wound. The celebration of Ambedkar
without reading him or reading him mechanically has become a common
practice among Dalits. Interestingly, this common practice has become so
powerful that it has begun reshaping the original writing of Ambedkar.
The most prominent evidence of such regulatory power is associated with
Ambedkar’s writings on the Buddha and Marx. As the editorial introduc-
tion to the concerned section suggests, the title of the original writing of
Babasaheb Ambedkar must have been “Buddha and Karl Marx”™* but in the
government version it is “Buddha or Karl Marx”—*%“and” in the original
seems to have been replaced by “or.” The question that one needs to ask is
why are Dalit scholars interested in situating the Buddha against Marx by
inserting this “or” between the two thinkers of modern times? The widely
discussed essay by Ambedkar on “Marx and Buddhism” has weathered
many a dispute in the course of the fracture between or/and. This is because
it has been, time and time again, emphasised by translators and commen-
tators that Marx is separated from Buddhism with “or” as dividing bar,
whereas in the original text of Ambedkar it is “and.” These two words are
not innocent; in fact, they are loaded with their integral respective qualities
and discursive power. As the efforts show, “or” has been reinforced by the
textually unsustainable exclusivity that has been allegedly induced between
Marx and Ambedkar by interested parties. There is definitely a certain pol-
itics behind this, which seeks to epistemologically separate Ambedkar from
Marx. “Or” assumes an almost absolute degree of certainty in meaning.
It does not suffer from any kind of intellectual hesitation or a discursive
self-doubt. It suggests a quite straightforward expression of a thought or
the system of ideas. It suggests that there is only one kind of perspective, an
adequate alternative that has to be adopted by people. It does not entertain
any kind of epistemic pluralism. It treats a particular thinker as a single
unitary vision, thus ruling out other constitutive intellectual traditions. In-
sistence on “or” in fact denies any genealogical connection of a thought.
It rules out being part of any possibility of a parampara or intellectual
tradition. It claims to be incomparable and rules out any overlap. It tries to
follow the Greek tradition of dissociation. It suggests the individualisation
of thought. It becomes almost like patent that assigns ownership rights in
physical sciences, for example. “Or” makes one thought taller than other
contending thoughts.

On the other hand, the word “and,” opens the possibility of both sides
leaning on each other. It disrupts the binary in the exclusivism of “or.” In
this sense, “and” is similar to Kierkegaard’s “or” (1987). For Kierkegaard
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“or” represents the arbitrariness of choice against the determinism of logic.
In his Either Or, he hints that one cannot really deliberate the choice be-
tween the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure by A and that of moral responsi-
bility by Judge Wilhelm. Arguments on both sides are ultimately random,
defying the claims of logic. Hence, its choice is always a leap of faith and
filled with contradictions. The latter allows for elements of one position
(A and the Judge’s) entering the other. Hence, it questions the law of iden-
tity by actually tacitly agreeing with Hegel (sublation). Kierkegaard’s “or”
is, thus, a critique of the binary version of “or” that persists in modern
truth-functional logic. The latter logic has also dominated translations of
Ambedkar’s essay via “or”. However, in the spirit of Kierkegaard’s “or”
or “and” there is an intertextuality between Marx and Ambedkar. These
two important texts talk to each other. Ambedkar’s Annibilation of Caste
(1979), as well as, Marx and Friedrich Engels’ The Communist Manifesto
(1971) actually present two texts of resistance and emancipation. Similarly,
Buddhism and Marxism begin to talk to each other at least in some ma-
jor respect. This has been adequately demonstrated by Ambedkar in his
“Marx and Buddhism.” “And” enables the epistemic pluralism that creates
the possibility of tradition.

Maharashtra has engaged scholars in building an emancipatory intellec-
tual tradition represented by Jyotirao Phule, Ambedkar, Shahu Maharaj,
V. R. Shinde and Tarabai Shinde. It has, however, not been able to build
up and acknowledge the Marx-Ambedkar and Gandhi traditions. Indian
Marxists do not seem to have a deep interest in building up such a tra-
dition. Although they have been very sympathetic to Gandhi, their inter-
est in Ambedkar has often only been rhetorical for the most part. They
have been cognitively generous to Gandhi, but not as much to Ambedkar.®
Ambedkar as a thinker never got adequate space in research journals such
as the Social Scientist that have a leftist orientation.® Otherwise it’s Gandhi
who takes over the pages in the Social Scientist, which is a serious research
journal indeed.” In this special number, scholars with leftist orientations
do bring Gandhi into the textual context of Marx.> Ambedkar himself
eased out the tension between Marxism and Buddhism. In this regard, we
need to mention leftist scholars such as Sharad Patil from the Marathi uni-
verse, who has found an intertextual relationship between Marx, Jyotirao
Phule and Ambedkar. Although, interestingly, he left out Gandhi from this
combination.’

In this regard, it is important to acknowledge the efforts made particu-
larly by Dalit literary figures from Maharashtra. The Dalit Panthers for
the first time brought Ambedkar and Marx together. This is categorically
recorded in the Panthers’ manifesto. Their historical effort was to ease the
tension between Marx and the Buddha by the restoring the emancipatory
purpose that is at the core of both the philosophies.
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Ambedkar seeks to compare the two by bringing to central focus dialec-
tics as a common method between Marx and the Buddha. He acknowledges
the centrality of class, which according to him has been overshadowed by
caste. Ambedkar, however, suggests that the annihilation of caste is a nec-
essary precondition for the annihilation of class. This formulation suggests
insight into democratic revolution is the precondition for a socialist revolu-
tion. The Indian Left has also emphasised the importance of a democratic
revolution. In this regard, it would be interesting to know what exactly the
Left’s conception of a democratic revolution is.

Indian Left and the caste question

Arguably, the Left suggests a stage theory for social revolution. This pro-
gressive development of revolution presupposes the role of liberalism as a
mediating principle between the two positions in contention or considera-
tion. Liberalism, I argue, would help us understand the special movement
that Buddhism had made, thus escaping the power of Marxism that took
root in different parts of India during the 20th century. (I am planning to
defer this point to some other time.) I would, with methodological devices,
explore history as a possible route to gauge the commonality between the
two perspectives—Ambedkar’s Buddhism and Marxism. In this particular
section, we will explore whether Ambedkar prescribed to the stage theory
of history or a non-linear progression of history. Here, I intend to bring in
the novel insights that Ambedkar himself provided to us. In his speeches
in Janata, Ambedkar clearly stated that for a democratic mobilization of
people, addressing social issues such as caste and untouchability become
unavoidable. At the same time, for him, taking up such a question is not
enough to address the Dalit question, which has a bearing on the material
deprivation of the masses. Ambedkar puts the social before the material or
economic. Interestingly, Ambedkar uses the French Revolution as an initial
political condition, while he treats the Russian Revolution as a middle con-
dition and Buddhism as the moral ethical condition for the realization of
decent society as desirable—the ought condition in the linear progression
of society on a radical mode.

Ambedkar and Marx do believe in the stage theory of history. Ambedkar
has categorically stated that Buddhism is a social revolution and that the
Russian Revolution was a material revolution. In the historical sense, for
him both revolutions were necessary. In fact, for him, a social revolution is
a precondition for an economic revolution. One is impossible without the
other. Ambedkar uses an apt metaphor from Marathi language—*“Purnachi
Poli”—in order to explain the logical sequence of social transformation.
For him, Buddhism is the outer cover of stuffed sweet bread or chapatti
and the Russian Revolution is the inner core of this bread (Kamble, 1992).
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The relationship between Marxism and Buddhism has been mediated
through the question of caste, which had paramount importance as far as
Ambedkar’s thought, action and movement are concerned. The question of
caste seems to have remained undertheorized as far as Marxist scholarship
in India is concerned. They have neglected how labour in India is mostly
caste-based and that the caste system is one of exploitation and appropria-
tion of the labour of the other. Although, leftist activists have been paying
some attention to the question of untouchability off late. Leftist intellectu-
als by and large paid only rhetorical attention to the caste question. It is in
this context, that the current chapter seeks to evaluate both the Ambedkar
and post-Ambedkar responses to issues such as the question of caste. The
response has to be evaluated at the methodological as well as conceptual
levels. Let us discuss two different responses to possibility and impossibility
in the textual and political relationship between Marxism and Buddhism.
I am going to argue that the Left’s response to the caste question has been
mainly strategic, while it is also true that the leftist historians have made
a seminal contribution to the very understanding of the caste question.'®
The Left has an interest in forging a democratic opposition to the ruling
classes in India. Hence, they professed to take the caste question seriously.
However, the Left in India could not treat caste as a national question. Sec-
ondly, it treated caste as a question of identity and as a local issue. Third,
it defined the caste question primarily in terms of the Dalit ontology. The
caste question when viewed from the Left does not enjoy the same national
importance as the question of communalism. Although, it must be said
that the regional response to the caste question, particularly at the practical
political level, has been very laudable; for example left-leaning parties at
the state level in Maharashtra and in Tamil Nadu have established caste
annihilation conferences, or in southern Tamil Nadu an “untouchability
wing.” It is because of this that rival parties in the state call leftist parties
the Paraya Party (the party of the untouchables). However, this is not new
in electoral politics in the country. In the early years, opponents of the
communists in Bihar used to deride them as the party of Chamars. The
Communist Party of India (CPI) indeed had Chamars as its major social
base. Opponents seem to have used Dalits as a poison weapon against the
CPI. Dalits on the other hand used Marxism as a menace to democracy.
However, in the sphere of electoral democracy, common Dalits did not
consider individual communist leaders as menaces but as their true repre-
sentatives.!! But the CPI did not try and resignify this poison as a positive
weapon so as to use it for building up the democratic front. Those leaders
who enjoyed the support of Dalits did not fear the caste question as a di-
visive force. This is because working-class leaders defined working-class
solidarity, which was vulnerable to division on account of the caste back-
grounds of the working classes. During the last two decades, such working-
class solidarity has become redundant, as the working-class movement has
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dissipated along with the disappearance of textile mills from Mumbai,
Ahmadabad, Kanpur and Chennai. Communist leaders had no reason to
fear (as they did so earlier) that caste consciousness would have a fragmen-
tary impact on working-class or proletarian solidarity in the field of elec-
toral politics. But the communist party did not pursue this Dalit agenda.
It lacked the necessary confidence as this was because of electoral politics
and not subaltern substantive politics. In fact, the fear of fragmentation
resulting from the caste question, which in the Left’s perception appeared
as a divisive force, lacked the complete emancipatory political vision of the
Indian Left. R. B. More, a prominent Dalit from Maharashtra, wrote to the
central committee of the CPI requesting it to accommodate an anti-caste
agenda into its manifesto, although one could consider him to be more of a
Dalit Communist. The Left response’s to the caste question can be under-
stood at many levels by raising several sets of questions, necessary in this
context: First, how does leftist scholarship make conceptual and theoretical
sense of the caste question? What has been the basis of such theorization?
Has it been theoretically adequate? Secondly, what has been the nature of
this response? Is it uniform or is there variation in such response?

Having said all this, it is also necessary to admit that the Left seems to
have succeeded in creating only a moderate impact on the political sensibil-
ity of those social groups that are at the receiving end of caste exploitation
and oppression. Although Dalits are at the receiving end of material ex-
ploitation, their struggle seems focused on social exclusion from opportu-
nity structures. Hence, in the Dalit universe, the language of oppression has
dominated their cognitive map much more centrally than material exploita-
tion. It has been argued by certain scholars that the efforts of the Indian
Left were not adequate enough to elicit a Dalit response to the efforts they
made. For the Indian Left, caste annihilation does not seem to have become
core of the political agenda. Although the Indian Left made some efforts
to offer a few theoretical insights in understanding the caste question, they
never gave it an independent theoretical status.'? This is not to suggest that
the Indian Left had an epistemic inability to understand the caste question.
The bigger question is why the Left in India has not been able to develop
a theoretically convincing understanding of the caste question. One could
even argue that is it correct to say that the Left in India has had a defi-
cient understanding of the caste question. Can one understand the Left’s
response to the caste question in terms of the evaluative mode, or do we
require a more analytical mode to historicise it? In addition to these core
questions, let me also raise the following subset of questions for further
clarification:

1 Has the Left’s perspective been self-referential to the extent that it

sought to avoid the need for a serious and honest interlocutor like Ba-
basaheb Ambedkar or Jyotirao Phule?
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2 If, arguably, both Ambedkar and Marx belong to the same logical
class, then why does the former fail to receive adequate intellectual
attention from the Left? This question acquires validity in the context
of Ambedkar treating caste as an ideology that, according to him, seeks
to diffuse class consciousness.

3 Why is that the majority of Dalits do not treat both Marx and Ambed-
kar as belonging to the same logical class of system builders?

4 If the Left and the Dalits share the same ground at the objective level,
then can they produce a corresponding coherence at the subjective
level? To what extent does liberalism as a fault line create a fragmen-
tary impact on this cohesion at the subjective level?

These questions expose the limits of political power within a liberal frame-
work. Leftist parties could not affect structural changes in the states they
govern, as upper-caste and lower-caste localities are still separate in villages.

The element of caste sets the evaluative ground on which the relationship
between the Left and Dalits can be understood. Intellectual and historical
responses to the caste question singularly go to leftist historians. Whether
it is understanding the epics or the origin of caste, leftist historians have
made the most seminal contributions. This is, however, thanks to the ethics
of following protocols, which motivates leftist historians to factor the caste
question into their work. This is not to suggest that these historians have
no larger emancipatory interest in attending to the caste question. In fact,
they have a deep interest. On the other side of the spectrum, there are leftist
scholars who prioritize ideology over protocols, and even political neces-
sity, to give importance to the caste question.

The history of social and intellectual activism prevalent particularly
among Dalits in India has produced two adversaries to Ambedkar—Marx
and Gandhi. Marx stands in opposition to Ambedkar on the question of
understanding caste, while Gandhi is designated as Ambedkar’s opponent
for the former’s exclusive focus on untouchability rather than caste. The
opposition is more rhetorical rather than conceptual and analytical. Caste
in Ambedkar’s understanding is an essence of social relation, and untouch-
ability is an essence of caste. The essence of caste operates on the maxim
that in the caste hierarchy there is an ascending sense of reverence for upper
castes and a descending sense of respect for lower castes. This response is
expressed through untouchability. As has been rightly argued by scholars,
caste hierarchy is the system of relations rather than element.'3

Ambedkar’s critique of caste acquires significance particularly in the
context of the dynamics of caste operation, which he analytically unfolds
to us and which involves the subjugation of Dalits to the social dominance
of the upper castes. Taking a cue from Ambedkar, it can be argued that
insight into social analysis of untouchability offers a theory of the caste
system. The essence of the caste structure remains the same across time
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and space, while forms such as untouchability may change. Buddhism in
case of Ambedkar acts as a guiding principle to keep the critique of caste
alive. Buddhism provides grounds for both exposing the limits of caste and
its transcendence. The teleological thrust in Buddhism seeks a solution to
caste beyond legality. It seeks an emancipatory promise in Buddhism as the
guiding principle for untouchables, while legality operates on the legal basis
of the caste question. However, Ambedkar does try to address the caste
question through the intervention of liberal institutions. Hence, one has
to appreciate one’s instrumental focus on a set of constitutional provisions
and institutional mechanisms to create conditions for changing social rela-
tions on egalitarian lines. It is also true that Ambedkar certainly realised
the limits of the Constitution. It is in this context that he embraced Bud-
dhism not just for eliminating untouchability, but more importantly for lib-
erating the upper castes from the ideology of casteism. Ambedkar suggests
the social as an initial condition and ethics as the essential condition for the
annihilation of social relations based on caste-induced hierarchy. Buddhism
for him provides both social as well as ethical inputs for such a project. In
a Marxist scheme, however, it is the dismantling of material structures that
would lead to the resultant destruction of the caste system. Marx’s The
Future Results of British Rule in India (1853) does mention caste, though a
class perspective will eventually abolish caste according to him. But he does
treat caste as hereditary, exploitative and based on obsolete divisions in a
premodern economy. His distinction between manual and mental labour is
perhaps a little helpful here.

Ambedkar is well aware that this would not happen—his own experience
of suffering caste discrimination despite so-called caste mobility shows as
much. Here lies the basic difference in the methods Marx and Ambedkar
suggested to address the question of caste annihilation. It, in fact, is less
methodological and more a question of strategy. Ambedkar’s response to
the annihilation of caste can be understood using the metaphor of engineer-
ing. Engineering, at least in its less advanced phase, would suggest starting
the demolition of a dilapidated structure from the top floor. A simple, me-
chanical reading of Marx could argue that if the demolition of the structure
starts from the base, then the superstructure will automatically collapse.
Similarly, once the material base is changed, caste as a superstructure will
consequently be evaporated. Ambedkar treats the four-varna system as the
four-storeyed building whose top floor is occupied by Brahmins. Hence, he
starts the demolition at the top. But he does not maintain such a mechan-
ical understanding throughout. He argues that on every floor, there is an
element of Brahminism. Ambedkar treats Brahminism as a varna ideology
that operates through several thousand castes and sub-castes. In Ambed-
kar’s conceptual scheme, caste which has been arranged on the hierarchal or
relative social superiority, renders any social or political consciousness dif-
ficult.'* Hence, he suggests a total demolition of the caste system. However,
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it is necessary not to lose sight of an important dimension of Ambedkar’s
thought— he also suggests the need to end material exploitation along with
Brahminism. As he says, this can be done along with the change of property
relations. So, Ambedkar attacks both capitalism and Brahmanism while
Marx singularly attacks the bourgeoise. For Marxism, castes are simply
feudal remnants to be annihilated along with the change in the base.

Let me put it more dramatically—in this regard, the leftist intellectual
tradition invests their epistemic resources in theorising the category of
class. Hence, we do have an ample degree of theoretical work available on
this theme. While they adopt a rather democratic attitude that has a prac-
tical aspect to it, in the Indian context the Left can share and support the
anti-caste struggle led by Dalits. Leftist theoreticians and their supporters
do not have to carry an ontological burden of caste while theorising about
Indian society. The ontological status of their proposition is based on a so-
cial reality that is suffused with class. Ironically, it is the theoretical aspect
of modernity that comes to the rescue of the Left. After all, doing theory is
an act of modernity.

Buddhism offers a metaphysical space for the transcendence of caste.
Buddhism, as seen by Ambedkar, is the most egalitarian option to radically
undermine caste. But leftist thinkers in India have treated themselves differ-
ent from the democratic that is basically radically liberal. Secondly, leftist
thinkers have not been aware of the categories that have different and much
deeper meanings.

Untouchable and proletariat: two spheres of alienation

The concept of alienation that comes from Marxism, however, changes
its meaning when it embarks upon Indian society. The roots of alienation
arguably are in the modern form of labour and its relationship to produc-
tion (Luckads, 83-222). The suggested variation in the meaning of this con-
cept has a bearing on the traditional form of labour that continues to exist
in India. These forms not only involve drudgery but defilement as well.
Alienation occurring from untouchability is the result of the ideology of
purity—pollution that continues to socially govern industrial relations as
well as patterns and attitudes of social recognition in a hierarchal society
like India. Alienation results from the loss of universal recognition, which
in turn is based on the nature of work. For example, clean work has been
considered the definitive source of universal recognition. In this regard,
alienation when viewed in the particular Indian context acquires different
meanings and essence. The nature of work such as scavenging rules out a
metaphysical understanding of alienation. Put differently, it does not push
the relationship beyond the realm of lived human interaction and lived so-
cial relationship. It does not treat scavenging as the rare spiritual privi-
lege; work done in the service of God. The “touchable”—even untouchable
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scavengers themselves—on the contrary, practically relate obnoxious, defil-
ing work to himself or herself. When one relates the work to self in such a
self-assessment and strong self-evaluation, one develops the sense of worth-
lessness, which is then endorsed by the upper caste on an everyday basis.
Such perpetuation of the untouchable as a moving moral menace leads to
his or her alienation and ultimately becomes an ontological wound. This is
a deep moral wound that causes injury into the core or the soul of a being.
It is in this sense that alienation does not result from materiality but from
untouchability.

Thus, recognition is based both on the nature of work and its competitive
quality in attracting job-seekers. If the nature of work is defiling, even if it
is well paid it would not bring recognition, as is the case with scavenging in
India. It could thus be true that social recognition cannot be bought by pay-
ing more for scavenging labour, because it is considered deeply defiling and
cannot be compensated on utilitarian or instrumental grounds. In the In-
dian context, the untouchable worker and the worker, or the proletariat, as
such are two different entities facing two different kinds of alienation. The
untouchable feels alienated because of his/her ontological association with
the dirty work while the worker in general develops alienation on account
of his/her being reduced to a thing. One is reduced to an object while the
other is reduced to dirt. But the proletariat has the possibility of becoming a
spectre with positive power (Marx and Engels, 1971) while an untouchable
can also become a spectre but with negative power. Let us see how.

Two conceptions of spectre: proletariat and
the untouchable

Like alienation, there are two conceptions of “spectre” in the form of an
untouchable and the proletariat. Although these spectres do have power of
their own, it differs in terms of its effect. It could be argued that the power
of the proletariat as a spectre is positive, while that of untouchable’s is neg-
ative. But power of both these spectres differs inasmuch as the proletariat
has much more power to create a systemic crisis for capitalism, whereas
an untouchable as a spectre creates crisis for the touchable individual. An
untouchable’s power to pollute the touchable can force the latter to remain
within his boundaries. Second, the spectre of proletariat can haunt the
capitalist and can overthrow a capitalist system of exploitation. A spectre
in the Marxist sense, therefore, has positive power. Hence, the Brahman
wants to be safe from the untouchable. In the Indian context, an untouch-
able can acquire the force of spectre on account of his/her possessing the
power to ritually pollute a pure being such as a Brahmin. It is in this sense,
an untouchable can be a poison weapon. The spectre of the untouchable as
a poison weapon can be seen controlling the Brahmin as a pure being in
U. R. Anantmurthy’s highly acclaimed novel, Sanskara (1981). Alienation
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and spectre are arguably two concepts that bring forth the philosophical
difference between Marxism and Ambedkar’s Buddhism.

Alienation occurring from untouchability is the result of the feeling of
repulsion that is unilaterally expressed by an upper-caste person converting
a living labourer into an object of dirt. In such a symmetrical social rela-
tionship, labour is denied its universal recognition. While in case of labour
that is also physical, this results from the loss of control over the product.
The opposite is true in regard to a form of labour considered polluting
and defiling. It is the loss of universal recognition. Labour can acquire a
universal character in terms of its use value for the accumulation of profit.
Capitalists across time and space use this labour without distinction. The
slogan, “Workers of the World” given by Marx makes sense only in this re-
gard. Work that is considered to be defiling cannot acquire such a universal
character. Thus, the slogan, “Untouchables of the World, Unite” does not
become a possibility—should it be produced at all. Similarly, an untoucha-
ble worker cannot enjoy recognition of his/her labour even if they are paid
high wages, which is not the case at all. It cannot be bought by paying
more labour charges. The untouchable and the worker (proletariat) are two
different entities facing two different kinds of alienation. For example, in
Pune, untouchables were not allowed to walk the streets in the morning
and the afternoon. This was not because Brahmins tended to be outdoors
at this time; rather orthodox Brahmins considered the shadow of an un-
touchable the source of ritual pollution, and since a shadow casts longer in
the morning and afternoon, Dalits were barred from entering the streets of
Pune during these times.

The act of disentangling the proletariat from the untouchable is rendered
difficult not due to an acute sense of competition, but more due to the need
to monopolise scarce resources to one’s own caste. Hence, we had the for-
mation of caste include modern textile industries (Guru, 1987). Untoucha-
ble workers, for example, were not allowed to work in the bobbin sections
of the textile mills in Mumbai (Ibid). It is in this sense untouchability re-
sulted in denying untouchables the power of becoming a spectre. They al-
ways remained with the tag of an untouchable worker. On another level, it
could be argued that the untouchability practiced by touchable workers in
the textile mills tended to produce a different kind of alienation, not from
the estranged self but from the social attitudes held by other workers. The
process of becoming a spectre depends on two processes: moral hegemony
and working-class solidarity. Workers need to acknowledge that untouch-
ables are superior to the former in terms of skill and efficiency. This did
not happen, particularly in the case of the textile mill workers in Mumbai.
Caste and untouchability did not allow untouchables to be fully formed
into a proletariat.!® This is because the workers from other caste groups
were not fully formed into a proletariat as they largely remained entangled
within their own caste consciousness.
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This, however, was not a natural disposition so much as it was the result
of tendencies to monopolise higher-paid sections like weaving in textile
mills. However, during the feudal period where there was no competition,
the sense of superiority and patriarchy sustained this consciousness. One
could then conclude that there is an acute sense of the impossibility of be-
coming and individual workers sought to intensify the feeling of alienation
among Dalits, while among the upper castes alienation was subsidised by
the relative sense of social superiority over the untouchable. In fact, at the
specific level, workers enjoyed the power to regulate the industrial rela-
tionship. Hence, the sense of alienation was diluted—thanks to the caste
consciousness that intersected their class consciousness. Thus, caste denies
the formation of pure alienation and hence raises a serious problem for
the unitary theory of alienation. In feudal times, there was an absence of
a sense of self-worth, which arguably was the result of the lack of social
interaction between two persons isolated by caste and untouchability. But
in modern times, the sense of self-worth that results from the efforts to at-
tach value to oneself is defined by the type of work one is doing. The work
in modern times carried a utilitarian value with it. For example, work that
is competitive and much sought after is quite valuable. Thus, clean, skilled
work is looked at with respect. Put differently, scavenging is considered
defiling and dirty. The untouchable does not attach any value to it, neither
do those who create conditions for the dirt. Dirty work, which came to be
physically associated with untouchable, continued to stay with them in re-
flective form. For example, the shadow of the untouchable also carried the
negative power of polluting the touchable who then performed elaborate
rituals to make themselves pure. The untouchable faces a double challenge
of separating himself or herself from the dirty labour as well as his or her
associative shadow. The question was: Did becoming part of the proletariat
offer the untouchable a space to seek this alienation? We do need a Marxist
theory of labour that has some bearing on dirt. At the moment, we do not
have one.

The untouchable’s struggle is fundamentally associated with how to rid
oneself of the shadow that is also defiling. This shadow is not empty. It is
embedded with negative meaning. In Marathi, there is a popular saying,
“Sawalilahi Ubha Rabat Nahi” or “one keeps away from the shadow of
a morally menacing person.”'® One of the mediums that Ambedkar sug-
gested for this was the urban conditions of industrialisation, urbanisation
and education. For him modernisation did offer a bright chance to destroy
this double alienation. Urbanization and clean work in the textile mills
were considered enabling force, within which an untouchable could become
anonymous and would not be haunted by his own shadow. On the other
hand, material conditions made it difficult for the touchable worker to sep-
arate himself from caste associations. He remained caste conscious vis a vis
the presence of untouchables in the textile mills of Mumbai, Ahmadabad,
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Chennai, Calcutta and Kanpur. The “pure” form of alienation resulting
from the loss of control over their own labour and the fruits of labour never
occurred to him. This was because he remained happy with the sense of
superiority that he got by treating the untouchable as defiling and dirty,
even in the modern industries of textile mills. Alienation based on the ritual
notion of pollution and the forcible association with dirty work has been a
reality in India, Nepal and Japan (in earlier days) but not in Europe. This is
simply because in the European context, there was no caste division in fac-
tories. A worker’s alienation, therefore, is derivative of material conditions.
It was the alienation associated with it.

Conclusion

Under the influence of traditional Buddhism, Ambedkar’s conception of
Buddhism is rendered as spiritual and psychological at the hands of some
post-Ambedkar Buddhist scholars. Hence, the anti-caste radical character
of Ambedkarite Buddhism is diluted. It neglects Ambedkar’s attempt to
make his Buddhism have a dialogue with Marx. On the other hand, there
are Ambedkarite scholars influenced by Marx who reduce Ambedkar’s in-
terpretation of Buddhism to Marxism. Both these approaches, reductionist
and exclusivist, fail to capture Ambedkar’s true intentions as reflected in his
writing on the Buddha and Marx. In order to understand and combat the
problem of caste, the insights of Marx and Marxists can play an important
role. But one has also to understand and transcend the limits of Marxism.
Indian Marxist scholars have done a lot of work in theorising caste. But the
Indian Left in practice (barring some exceptions) does not carry the onto-
logical burden of caste. It has considered the caste issue not a national one,
but an individual or local one.

Marx would regard class as belonging to the base and caste as belonging to
the superstructure. Ambedkar, instead of applying the base—superstructure
model, considers the caste system a four-storeyed building with Brahmins
forming the top storey and Shudras the ground floor, but with every floor
also carrying an element of Brahmanism nonetheless. According to him,
the building should be demolished from the top. According to Marx, the
destruction of the class structure will automatically lead to the annihilation
of caste. For Ambedkar, the annihilation of caste is a pre-condition of the
destruction of class.

Marx focuses on the alienation of the proletariat, whereas Ambedkar on
that of the untouchables. The latter, which involves the categories of purity
and pollution determined by birth, is of a very different nature than the for-
mer. It is not voluntary nor does it permit mobility. Moreover, the human
being undergoes a stigmatized life of humiliation, which is not quite the
same as impoverishment. Hence the problem of alienation in Indian society
becomes complex. Ambedkar, through his formation of Buddhism, attacks
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both capitalism and Brahmanism. He, therefore, questions inequality at
the levels of both class and caste. He demonstrates the economic, social,
cultural and personal implications of caste as entangled. Hence, his radical
interpretation of Buddhism can provide tools for combating the complex
problem of alienation.

Notes

1 For a detailed discussion see Guru, 1991.

2 Chattopadhya (1976) is a case in point—he builds on affinities between Bud-
dhism and Marxism exclusively by privileging their practical turn.

3 Any Dalit talking about the possibility of overlap between the two philosophies
has become an object of hate.

4 Editors of BAWS, Vol. 3 in their introduction to the Part IV entitled “Buddha
or Marx” say, “The Committee found three different typed copies of an essay
on Buddha and Karl Marx in loose sheets two of which have corrections in the
author’s own handwriting” (p. 439). This implies that the original title of the
essay must have been “Buddha and Karl Marx”or “An Essay on Buddha and
Karl Marx.”

5 Of course, in Marathi there are some leading scholars with leftist orienta-
tions, such as Prabhakar Sanzgiri and Prabhakar Vaidhya, who wrote about
Ambedkar.

6 Ambedkar does find some mention in Social Scientist but this occurs in the
journal only on the event of his birth anniversary in 1991.

7 The Social Scientist journal brought out a special number on Gandhi in 2018
(Vol. 46, numbers 11-12, November to December 2018).

8 The writings of Prabhat Patnaik (2018) and Akeel Bilgrami (2018) for example.

9 Patil founded a Marathi Journal Satyshodhak Marxwadi (translated as
“Truth-Seeking Marxist”).

10 These include Vivekananda Jha, R. S. Sharma, Irfan Habib and Romila Thapar.

11 For instance, Sudam Kaka Deshmukh form Amravati.

12 “Caste and Class,” Economic and Political Weekly, 1979.

13 Kaviraj Sudipta, Indo-centric theories,: the Marxist Framework, in ed. RS
Khare, OUP, 2006, p. 154.

14 Dumont terms this “continuous hierarchy” (1999).

15 This is ignored by Marxists such as Habib (2007), who attempt to proletarian-
ize caste.

16 This references the 19th century Peshwai rule.
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7

AMBEDKAR’S CRITIQUE OF
PATRIARCHY

Interrogating at intersection of caste
and gender

Pratima Pardeshi®

An analysis of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar’s thoughts must be located within
the diverse positions on the “woman’s question” that were articulated dur-
ing his period in Maharashtra. While some posed the question within a
Brahmanical frame, others placed it within the confines of Hinduism. Yet
others sought to link this question with the non-Brahminical thought of
the period. The Marxist frame of class gave voice to women of the working
classes. Non-Brahmanical revolutionary streams of thought launched an
attack on the three institutionalized hierarchies of caste, class and patriar-
chy. It is this stream that is reflected in the works of Ambedkar, who drew
out the links between the subordination of women and the caste system.

Women as the gateways to the caste system

Ambedkar refers to castes as being enclosed classes and traces them to the
origins of untouchability in meat eating. He concludes that the absence of
intermarriage or endogamy is the one characteristic that can be called the
essence of castes (Ambedkar 2019, 318-74). In his detailed analysis of the
caste system, he underlines the intrinsic relation between the caste system
and the subordination of women. According to Ambedkar, endogamy is the
primary characteristic of the caste system, rather than merely the idea of
pollution or untouchability (2014 a, b; 2019, 303; 1987). We can discover
the origins of caste by looking at how endogamy comes to be maintained
and perpetuated in society.

Ambedkar then raises questions about how the practice of endogamy
could have been maintained in society through boundaries that could not
ordinarily be transgressed by people. This is so that marriages within the
caste may be ensured, however normally the sex ratio in any given group
is likely to be balanced (2014a). That is to say, men and women tend to be
present in equal numbers and a severe imbalance in this ratio is likely to
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create problems as “surplus men” or “surplus women.” That is to say, if
a wife dies before her husband, the man is rendered a surplus man; if the
husband dies before the wife, she is rendered a surplus woman. The group
then faces problems: how is this surplus woman to de disposed? Accord-
ing to Ambedkar, in order to maintain the sex ratio, perpetuate endogamy
and thereby the caste system, four different practices are deployed. These
include sati, enforced widowhood, enforced celibacy and the marriage of
child brides with older men or widowers.>

1. The Practice of Sati: After the death of her husband, the woman is ren-
dered surplus, affecting the balance in the group. In order to avoid this, the
woman is burnt on the pyre of her deceased husband. Such a practice was
adopted because if the widow lives then there are several dangers: one, she
is likely to marry another man from her caste group and thereby encroach
upon the reserved right of young brides from the same group. Two, if she
marries a man outside her caste, the boundaries of endogamy will be bro-
ken down. Therefore, burning her live on the pyre of her deceased husband
was seen as essential by the group. However, it was not always possible to
keep the caste group intact by practicing sati and therefore other practices
also came to be deployed.

2. Enforced Widowhood: Ambedkar argues that the practice of enforc-
ing widowhood on women was a relatively milder one than sati. Any pos-
sibility of “immoral” behaviour from the widow was regulated through
practices such as tonsure, which were considered making her undesirable.
Further several restrictions came to be placed on her mobility and dietary
habits, etc., so as to ensure that she did not pose a “temptation” to the
males of the group.

3. Enforced Celibacy: A balanced sex ratio is a crucial issue for groups
who seek to become castes. Since the balance is crucial for the possibility
and perpetuation of endogamous marriages, Ambedkar argues that if the
needs of the people cannot be satisfied within the caste group then they are
likely to look outside the group. Further, he argues that a surplus man is not
burnt in society by the sole virtue of his being a man—if the surplus man
is thought to be a danger to the maintenance of the caste group, he is not
burnt as the woman is. Instead, celibacy comes to be enforced upon him.
Some widowers themselves chose to practice brabhmacharya or sanyaas.
However, these practices go against natural urges in human beings. If the
surplus man continues to function within the group, he can pose a danger
to the moral standards set by the caste group.

4. Marriage of Child Brides to Older Men: A man who is celibate or
who renounces the world is, in a sense, useless or as good as dead for the
propagation of the caste group. Every caste has to increase its numbers in
the race for survival, and hence enforcing celibacy on the surplus man is an
impractical practice. It would serve the interests of the caste groups better
if the surplus man could remain in grihasthashram, that is, if a bride can be
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found for him within the caste group. If the surplus man is to be kept tied
to the caste group, then finding a bride from the yet-to-be-marriageable age
becomes the only way out. This keeps intact the rules both of endogamy
and caste-based morality.

Thus, to make the emergence of caste groups possible, an imbalance in
the sex ratio occurs through the practices of sati, enforced widowhood,
enforced celibacy and age-mismatched marriages. These practices are ex-
ploitative of women and thus Ambedkar underlines the fact that castes are
maintained through the sexual exploitation of women. It is only through
the regulation and control of women’s sexuality that the closed character of
the castes can be maintained; in this sense, he argues that women are the
gateways to the caste system.

Ambedkar strengthens his argument regarding the philosophy of Hindu-
ism by quoting from Manusmriti. He argues that Manu had a clear design
as to who could marry whom. The twice-born in his first marriage had
compulsorily to marry a woman from his own caste; in his subsequent mar-
riages he had to marry women from the lower varnas. However the shudra
woman could marry only a shudra man (Ambedkar 1987a, 1987b). Thus,
Manu’s opposition to mixed marriage is apparent, as is the fact that in
the law of Manu it became regulatory to marry a woman from one’s own
varna. Ambedkar once again picks up the theme of mixed marriages in his
analysis of religion. To the question of defining religion, Ambedkar answers
saying that it is constituted by justice and fraternity, which in turn require
freedom and equality (Ambedkar 1987a; 1987c; 2014b, 57-58). He then
goes on to discuss how Hinduism does not then qualify by this definition
of religion and underlines the utter absence of justice in Naradsmriti and
Manusmriti. For instance, in both the Shruti and Smriti, the punishments
prescribed vary with the varna. While for the same crime the Brahman paid
in panas, the prostitute had to pay more panas, and the shudra was publicly
caned. He, thus, argues that there is no equality and justice within Hindu-
ism and that there is no scope for social mobility, and that is precisely why
mixed marriages came to be severely forbidden.

However, despite severe regulations, if mixed marriages do take place,
then the law that regulates them is patriarchal (Ambedkar 1987a; 2014b).
There are two kinds of mixed marriages: pratiloma (hypogamy) and anu-
loma (hypergamy). The latter refers to the marriage between a woman of a
lower caste and a man of a higher caste, while the former refers to the mar-
riage between a woman of a higher caste and a man of a lower caste. The
pratiloma form of marriage is not approved because the woman has trans-
gressed the boundaries of caste. Such transgressions on the part of women
could lead to a breakdown of the caste system, and hence this form of
marriage comes to be severely punished with excommunication. A religious
justification came to be put forth as an ideological ground for the banning
of this kind of marriage. For instance, Omvedt (2014) gives the instance of
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the marriage between the intelligent man of the malla caste and a Brahmin
woman. The man in pursuit of knowledge goes to a Brahmin household
and obviously fakes his caste for the same. Impressed with the brilliance of
the malla man, the daughter of the Brahmin marries him. But on realizing
that her husband is an untouchable, she commits suicide, for her marriage,
being a hypogamous one, would be ostracized by society. This incident
also reveals the near complete internalization of caste and of the racial and
patriarchal domination by women themselves. Omvedt (2014) also brings
out a very significant connection between the illegitimacy of pratiloma and
the legitimacy of the devdasi® tradition. She argues that muralis and ma-
tangis were different from the temple dancers and did enjoy some amount
of autonomy in the village. But during the feudal period, matriarchal and
matrilineal remnants of the custom were used to institutionalize the sex-
ual accessibility of Dalit women for high-caste men. This easy access to
Dalit women by high castes, when juxtaposed with the proscription of the
relation between women of the higher castes and men of the lower castes,
reveals a significant sexual dialectic (Ambedkar 2003b). The latter informs
caste interactions and behaviour in the villages of India even today.

In conclusion, it is apparent that the caste system emerged through the
imposition of several religious and customary restrictions on women. It is
this that leads Ambedkar to conclude that women are the gateways to the
caste system. This theme appears not only in his writings on the origins of
the caste system, but also in his speech at the Mahad Satyagraha Parishad
(Ambedkar 1928; 2014c). Thus, his views on the liberation of women in
India may be summarized as:

a  Caste system exploits women
b Patriarchy exploits women

The caste system is hierarchically organized and the relation between the
different strata are organized on the principle of inequality and difference.
Thus, the exploitation of all women is not uniform and differs by caste.
This exploitation is intensified as one moves down the caste hierarchy; the
exploitation of Dalit women is of a different nature than that of high-caste
women. Thus, from within a Phule-Ambedkarite position, any claims to all
women being Dalit is only rhetoric. To speak on behalf of all women is to
deny the very core of Phule-Ambedkarism.

The caste system and the subordination of women

The speech made by Ambedkar at the Mahad Satyagraha is important as it
would not be an overstatement to say that it provides a statement of what
could be called the Dalit perspective on women’s liberation. In an analysis
of the ways in which the caste system is responsible for the subordination
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of women, he argues that the subordination of women in India is intensified
through the subordination of class, caste and patriarchal systems (1928,
2014a). Caste-based division of labour, caste panchayat, caste-based per-
sonal laws all go towards subordination of women. In matters of marriage,
divorce, remarriage, inheritance, etc., caste-based laws and regulations seek
to make women dependent on men and dispossessed. Within this frame of
caste, the exploitation of Dalit and Adivasi women is more intense; a ma-
jority of them are landless agricultural labourers. More of these women
become victims of rape and sexual assault; the number of mass rapes of
Dalit women in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh are cases in point. Moreover, the
state takes no notice of such sexual crimes, as it is assumed that men from
privileged castes are entitled to sexually exploit women from underprivi-
leged castes. That the women of the Atishudra castes have no honour and
that they are but commodities for the pleasure of men of the higher varnas
is an old injunction of the Dharmashastras. Therefore, the atrocities against
Dalit and Adivasi women are to be traced to the caste system and not to
the class system (Patil 1983). This analysis by Patil assumes significance in
this context.

Thus, Ambedkar underlines the fact that the caste system exploits
women; further, in such a hierarchical system, the lower the position of
the woman in the hierarchy, the more intense her exploitation. He made
Dalit women at the gathering conscious of their exploitation as women
born in the lowest strata of the hierarchy. By asking them to ponder why
their status is so different from that of the Brahmin women, he underlined
to them the fact that the annihilation of untouchability is their cause. In
this context, he called upon them to join the struggle for the annihilation of
the caste system. Through his analysis Ambedkar establishes the fact that
there is an intrinsic relationship between the caste system and the subordi-
nation of women.

Brahmanical culture: responsible for the
subordination of women

Ambedkar, one of the key thinkers in the non-Brahman tradition, him-
self categorizes all Indian history, tradition, religions and culture into the
Brahmanical and the non-Brahmanical. He also argues that perspectives
on women’s liberation can also be broadly divided into the same two cate-
gories. Brahmanical culture, which Ambedkar opposed, justifies and sup-
ports the subordination of women. In his work The Rise and Fall of Hindu
Women, he undertakes a detailed analysis of Brahmanical culture, texts
and religious injunctions which push women into the dark valleys of en-
slavement (2014d).

Ambedkar argues that since ancient times, the birth of a daughter has
always been a matter of sorrow in Hindu families. The Buddhist tradition
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stood in opposition to this Brahmanical tradition. The Buddha did not
think that the birth of a daughter was a sorrowful event. To substantiate
his argument, Ambedkar quotes from Buddhist literature the dialogue be-
tween King Prasenajit and the Buddha. The King, disappointed on the birth
of a daughter, was asked the reason for his sorrow by the Buddha. On being
told the reason, the Buddha gave Prasenajit a discourse on the same. The
Buddha tells the king that there is no need to grieve the birth of a daughter
as she can prove to be a more effective progeny than a son. “Your daugh-
ter,” he continues, “will become wise and virtuous” (Ambedkar 2014d,
117-8). Through this dialogue, Ambedkar seeks to underline the fact that
the Buddha did not subscribe to gender discrimination and thought that
girls too could be capable and virtuous.

Brahmanical culture denies women the
right to knowledge

Ambedkar highlights the fact that the Buddha allowed the entry of women
in the Sangha (2014d). Hindu religion on the other hand denied women all
access to knowledge and the right of renunciation was denied to Shudras
and women. The reasons for this are traced to Manu’s dictum that women
did not have a right to learn the Vedas and therefore even the performance
of the Samskaras for them should be done without chanting the Vedic man-
tras. According to the Vedic religion, the chanting of the Vedic mantras
absolves sin, but since women were not allowed to study these Vedic texts,
Brahmanical culture deemed them to be in a perpetual state of untruth and
sinfulness. Ambedkar was not in agreement with this and he argued that
this dictum of Manu was in keeping with the tradition of the Brahmanical
texts that came before him. This Brahmanical dictum regarding women,
he argued, led to the downfall of women in India; for partaking in the
process of knowledge-making is the natural right of all humans and has
been withdrawn from women by the Brahmins without any logical reason.
Thus, women had to forego the right to spiritual growth and knowledge.
Brahmanical culture believes that a man who has no spiritual knowledge is
closer to God than all others by the virtue of being a man. Why is this so?
Why is this not true for women? Ambedkar posed these questions to those
who championed Brahmanical thought.

According to Ambedkar, the Brahmanical ideology dominant in the
sphere of knowledge caused two grave injustices to women, which were
abolished by the Buddha. The Buddha allowed women the access to
“Parivraja” and thus at once brought an end to two kinds of injustices:

1  Women could partake in the processes of knowledge, as could men
2 Women could experience spiritual enlightenment
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Thus, Ambedkar concludes that the Buddha emancipated Indian women
from their enslavement and brought about revolutionary changes in their
lives. Brahmanical culture denied women the right to freedom, the Buddha,
however, granted freedom to women. “All women, no matter whether they
belonged to the Brahmin, Kshatriya and Vaishyas, and all Shudras, ... were
prohibited from acquiring knowledge. The Buddha raised a revolt against
this atrocious doctrine of the Brahmins” (1992, 287). Thus, Ambedkar
argues that the Buddha, by allowing the women to enter the Sangha, prop-
agated the cause of women’s freedom (2014d). By breaking the shackles of
gender discrimination, not only did the Buddha throw open the path of
excellence to women but he also paved the way for granting women a status
equal to that of men.

Ambedkar further argues that in ancient India, women enjoyed a high so-
cial status (2014€). Women were in the forefront of the political process and
also the social and intellectual spheres. They had the right to initiation or
upanayana and could chant Vedic mantras. Quoting from Panini, he gives
instances of women who excelled in the Vedas and who could debate with
men on issues of religion, philosophy, the origins of the universe and the
development of knowledge. The debates of Jahaksulabha, Yajnavalkya and
Gargi-Maitreyi and Shankaracharya and Maitreyi are well known (2014e).
Thus, women have not always been exploited, as there were times during
which it was possible for them to reach the peaks of success. Ambedkar un-
derlines the fact that India was probably the only society in which women
enjoyed such a high status.

In the first volume of Dasa-Shudra Slavery, Sharad Patil (1983) also notes
that in ancient societies women were at the forefront of matters of political
governance. He argues that simple tribal societies in ancient India were ma-
triarchal. Patil refutes the feminist assumption that women have always and
already been subordinated. To say that societies were matriarchal is not to
accept the Marxist notion of primitive communism. Matriarchal societies
were gendered and differentiated. Women in these societies had rights in
the distribution of communal lands, in governance and priesthood. This is
probably because it was women who discovered hoe agriculture. Thus, in
these societies the reins of governance were in the hands of women, yet this
did not mean that these societies were egalitarian. They were both gendered
and politically differentiated. Patil’s thesis is in keeping with Ambedkar’s
views on the status of women in ancient India, where he underlines the fact
that this status for women was limited to the pre-Manu era.

According to Ambedkar, Manu is responsible for the downfall in the sta-
tus of women. He puts forth evidence for the same in his different writings
by quoting from Manusmriti.* For instance, by the rule 2-213 in Manus-
myriti, “It is the nature of women to seduce men in this (world).” The rule
2-214 says, “For women are able to lead astray in (this) world not only a
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fool, but even a learned man, and (to make) him a slave of desire and an-
ger.” Rule 2-215 claims, “One should not sit in a lonely place with one’s
mother, sister, or daughter; for the senses are powerful, and master even a
learned man.” Rule 9-14 claims, “Women do not care for beauty, nor is
their attention fixed on age; (thinking), (It is enough that) he is a man,’ they
give themselves to the handsome and to the ugly.” Thus through these rules
Ambedkar seeks to underline the lowly status that Manu pronounced upon
women. Manu also stands in opposition to freedom for women. Rule 9.2
claims, “Day and night woman must be kept in dependence by the males
of their families.” While rule 9.3 underlines that “a woman is never fit for
independence.” Rule 9.6 claims, “Considering that the highest duty of all
castes, even weak husbands (must) strive to guard their wives.”

Manu further stands in opposition to granting women the right to prop-
erty and divorce. He, thus, justifies atrocities on women. He codifies the
law that denies women the right to separate from their husbands. Thus, he
binds the woman to her husband while granting the man the freedom that
he desires. Men had the right to divorce their wives under the slightest of
pretexts. Similarly, he equates a woman’s status to that of a slave in matters
of the right to immovable property and does not recognize the widow’s
right to property.

Ambedkar condemns this and argues that these laws of Manu, which
denied women the right to property and gave them a lowly status, was in
keeping with the Brahmanical religion. According to him, by the law of
Manu social practices assumed the form of religious injunction and came
to be enforced by the king. Women and the Shudras were the base of the
Aryan (Brahmanical) religion and therefore all kinds of laws came to be en-
forced upon them. The strict forbiddance of mixed marriages that Ambed-
kar explicates is a major case in point.

Thus, Ambedkar explains how Manu came to cause the downfall of wo-
menkind. He underlines the misogynistic nature of Brahmanical culture
and religion. On the other hand, he sees Buddhism as a champion of wom-
en’s freedom, as denying gender discrimination and granting women access
to knowledge and liberation. It is important to note the fact that while
adopting Buddhism, its tenets that were emancipatory towards women
played a significant role.

The Hindu Code Bill for the liberation of women

Ambedkar sought to change the laws of Manu that were misogynistic and
reduced a woman to a commodity. Thus, in the post-independence period,
as the architect of the Indian constitution he granted women the basic rights
to justice, equality and security; however, it may be underlined here that he
did not see this as an end in itself.
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It was mainly to challenge and change the law of Manu and to grant
women the basic right to property that Ambedkar drafted the Hindu Code
Bill (2003a). The Hindu Code Bill in a sense marks the end of the law of
Manu and brings forth a text that makes possible the liberation of women.
Ambedkar in a powerful symbolic gesture publicly burnt Manusmriti; for
within this text was the justification for the enslavement of Shudras and
women. Some activists in the women’s movement do not grant him this
and argue that he burnt Manusmriti not in support of women’s liberation,
but rather in the context of caste. Such an unfounded statement is unjust to
Ambedkar’s complex thinking on the intersectionality of caste and gender;
it also underlines failure of many to understand that. For him, the issue of
caste and that of the subordination of women are inseparable and do not
present a dichotomy. It must be underlined that he had appealed to women
to join the struggle for the annihilation of caste because he saw the caste
system as being exploitative of women.

Women are the central core of the Hindu Code Bill and through the laws
on property, marriage and divorce; he sought to enhance their cause. For
instance, he argues that under prevailing Hindu Law, men could marry as
many times and that this was unjust and had to be changed to a uniform
principle of monogamy for both men and women. Since according to this
Hindu Law, marriage was a sacrament, a break in this or divorce was not
possible. Ambedkar saw this as unjust and sought to amend it. Through the
1937 Act of Inheritance, women did not have an equal share in property.
He sought to amend this and to grant daughters a share equal to that of
sons. He asked the question, “What does this Bill seek to do?”, which he
answered saying that this bill keeps old things in their place to seek primacy
for the new. It granted to every Hindu man the right to make a will of his
property and therefore if the daughter gets a share of the property, conserv-
atives could do very little against it, for if they attempted to derecognize the
girl child from sharing in property, they would have to do so by making a
will (Ambedkar 1983).°

Hence, it is apparent that Ambedkar was in opposition to the prevailing
Hindu Law because it denied women the rights to property and divorce,
while granting them to men as well as the right to several marriages. He
condemned these laws as patriarchal and sought to amend them through
the Hindu Code Bill (2003a). He stressed that in the interests of Indian
women, it was important that the Bill be passed. He wrote to Nehru that
the Bill had for him an extraordinary importance and appealed to him to
leave no stone unturned in convincing opponents and passing the Bill. That
the core of this Hindu Code Bill was the liberation of women and that the
efforts of Ambedkar were to this end is apparent.

Any caste panchayat is a product of the caste system, an institution that
regulates and exploits women. The law of the panchayat is an oral law; the
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“panch,” the administrators of justice, are invariably men and justice can
easily be bought and sold herein. Yet several feminist activists and schol-
ars have supported the institution of the caste panchayat in the context of
implementing the Hindu Code Bill for Adivasi women. They see the legal
process as drain on time and money and therefore not easily accessible to
women, mainly those from the Adivasi community. They argue that the
bureaucracy is inhuman and corrupt and often at the end of the long wait
justice may not be delivered at all. On the other hand, they see the caste
panchayat as being less time consuming, easily accessible and as delivering
“justice” in a quicker time framework. For example, Rekha Thakur, activ-
ist and researcher of the Bahujan Mahila Aaghadi, argues:

[T]he Bahujan woman is exploited more outside the home than
inside it. The mechanisms which regulate her lie outside the fam-
ily. Within the family, she is relatively more free than the upper
caste women. Since the burden of purity of lineage was not on her
shoulders she had access to separation from the husband and to
remarriage. The discord within the family could be referred by her
outside the four walls of the home. The caste panchayat became the
mediating institution and would administer justice. Hence the legal
right to divorce has not given much; customarily this right as such
had been available to her.®

Ambedkar’s prime reason for becoming a part of the ministry was to get the
Hindu Code Bill passed. On realizing that the government was postponing
the issue, he resigned from the ministry. In a clarification about his resigna-
tion, he said that he joined the ministry only for the Hindu Code Bill, but
that he had been harassed in this context. He firmly believed that women
had to be liberated from the prevailing patriarchal Brahmanical law and
the oral law of the caste panchayat. He saw this Bill as an important event
in the life of the new nation and yet it had not been taken up in any signif-
icant conference. Probably, the Hindu Code Bill would remain the single
most important law to come before parliament. He concluded that any law
that does not address the hierarchy and gender discrimination prevalent in
Indian society and only seeks to ameliorate economic conditions is akin
to building castles in the air. In a patriarchal feudal society, women were
subjugated through caste-based laws of marriage, divorce and inheritance.
The colonial rule led to the emergence of new classes. Women’s education,
their participation in social production and their overall better status came
as demands from this new society. Hence Ambedkar’s historic contribution
lies in his sustained efforts towards getting the Hindu Code Bill passed, as a
basic requirement towards the fulfilment of these new demands. In a sense,
this marked the journey of the law from a caste-based patriarchal one to an
individualistic and class-based societal law (Phadke 1985).
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In these writings of Ambedkar, one can trace the theme of what he con-
ceptualized as a non-Brahmanical perspective on women’s liberation. Such
a perspective aims not at mere improvements in the economic status but
gives primacy to a revolutionary agenda of the annihilation of caste and the
subordination of women. Often Ambedkar’s Hindu Code Bill (2003a) is
misconceived as his manifesto on women’s liberation. Though, he referred
to the Bill as incomparable in its importance to any other, it was not con-
ceived by him as an end, only a beginning. He compromised and joined
the ministry because he saw the granting of freedom of property, however
limited, as a beginning of women’s liberation. But this does not mean that
his views on this topic were limited to the issues of economic freedom only.
One only has to recall here his insights into the relationship between the
caste system and the subordination of women, and his sustained attacks
on the patriarchy. Through Ambedkar’s writings and speeches it becomes
apparent that the Bill represented to him a counter-revolutionary position
to the prevalent law of Manu. That he dared to resign on the question of
women is an unparalleled act, even among leaders of the women’s move-
ment in India. Thus, the Hindu Code Bill was conceived by Ambedkar as a
way out of the impasse that the woman question was in and he never meant
it as a manifesto for the liberation of women in India. That is why even in
his letter of resignation from his post of Law Minister, he underlined the
fact that the Bill was significant only because it proposed a law more pro-
gressive than the two other prevalent laws.

Several positions are being put forth on the issue of the Hindu Code
Bill. While some believe that through it, the manifesto of women’s liber-
ation was been put forth, others argue that it was not really drafted by
Ambedkar and that it marks the codification of the colonial process of
making laws based on religious texts and in consultation with the Sanskrit
pundits. Madhu Kishwar’s (1994) and Rekha Thakur’s (1999) views would
subscribe to this latter position. Omvedt (2014) argues that in noting that
the Hindu Code Bill was heralded by Ambedkar, we overlook the fact that
the All India Women’s Conference (AIWC) had lobbied for this demand
since 1925. Such a comment arises from an ill-founded comparison be-
tween the creation of the Bill and those who suggested changes therein.
Moreover, there is a fundamental difference in the positions of Ambedkar
and the AIWC. For Ambedkar, the Bill marked a progressive step in the
larger programme of women’s liberation, while for the ATWC it was a po-
litical manoeuvre. This is apparent from the fact that neither did they come
out in support of the Bill when Ambedkar presented it to parliament nor
did they condemn the march organized by the women of the Jan Sangha in
opposition to the Bill. For what reason then should we glorify the fact that
the demand had been taken up by the ATWC? It is surprising that the two
issues—the contribution of Ambedkar to the Bill and that of the ATWC—
should be mixed up at all! His analysis of subordination of women and the

137



PRATIMA PARDESHI

agenda charted out for liberation of women highlighted his linkage of caste
and gender hierarchy. We shall explore in the next section their inevitable
links, as well as their interdependence.

The perspective on and agenda for the struggle for the
liberation of women

In refuting the biological explanation of caste, Ambedkar underlined the
linkages between the caste system and the subordination of women. In ar-
guing that castes were created to perpetuate inequalities, he further argued
that within the hierarchy every caste expresses pride in its own identity.
Every caste is therefore active in keeping its difference and maintaining
its own identity. It is not only that they restrict dining and marriage to the
caste circle, but even food habits, rituals of marriage and clothing have
been regulated by the caste system. This readily marks the untouchable
from the savarna. While issues of food and marriage rituals are of an intra-
caste nature, the issue of clothing is treated in more detail by Ambedkar.
Clothing marked untouchability and hence he appealed to the people to
denounce the clothing marked for them by the caste system in order to lead
a life of self-respect.

Untouchable women are marked as lowly through their dress. Brahman-
ical tradition has thrust upon them a costume of half (above the knees)
sarees and heavy and cheap jewellery, which marks them as untouchable.
These traditions were designed to keep these women enslaved. He thus ap-
pealed to women to deny these symbols of enslavement. In a speech at the
Mahad Satyagraha Parishad, he said,

You all must vow to leave behind the old and dirty customs. To
state the truth there is no branding on the forehead of the untouch-
able which would mark him so. But it is through the customs that
people are able to mark the caste of a person. I am of the opinion
that these customs have in the earlier times been thrust upon us
(Ambedkar 1928)

Thus, he underlined the need for the women of the lower castes to keep a
neat and clean appearance, so as to wipe away the caste markings that are
thrust upon them and is in no way asking them to beautify themselves.

In any political struggle, the issue of identity is significant. Several times,
identities come to be used for political purposes. Rather than debating what
really constitutes identities, it is important that we study the identities of
the different politically progressive trends in contemporary politics. For in-
stance, several movements have emerged in the recent past that put at the
central position the OBC, Matang, non-Buddhist Dalit, women or Dalit
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identities. Identities are not created overnight nor can they be thrust upon
others. The crux of identity politics must be progressive. Identities are real
only if they are rooted in struggles to end vested political, social and cul-
tural interests.

Another important issue in the context of identities is the need to ask the
question: which identity is being forged? Is it Brahmanical, patriarchal, in-
egalitarian? If it is so or if it is only an identity of political opportunism, we
have to condemn it. The Dalit identity, even in the pre-Ambedkar era, has
always drawn from the non-Brahmanical tradition. From Shivram Janoba
Kamble, Narayan Meghaji Lokhande and Mahatma Phule to Ambedkar,
we see continuity in the non-Brahmanical roots of Dalit identity. The con-
temporary Dalit movement also draws upon Phule-Ambedkarism and such
a Dalit identity, which has emerged from the history of a long struggle, is a
revolutionary identity. This identity did not emerge overnight and the Dalit
community will not be willing to easily give up this identity, for it is based
on a history of mass struggles. That women were also a part of this history
is apparent from the fact that due to the efforts of social reformers such
as Phule, Gopalbaba Valangekar, V. R. Shinde, Kamble, Shahu Maharaj,
Munpande Kalicharan, Nanda Gavali; women were always present in large
numbers at the public meetings.”

In countering different caste-based atrocities the Dalit movement took up
several struggles of identity. Ambedkar himself led the Chavdaar Lake Sat-
yagraha and the entry into the Kalaram temple. In the Dalit Mahila Parish-
ads, several resolutions were passed in which he called upon Dalit women
to stay away from tamashas and to refuse to carry gas lamps on their heads,
as these practices marked them as lowly and contemptuous. That is to say,
Ambedkar saw the question of the Dalit women’s identity of self-respect as
crucial to social reform and to the revolutionary struggle. Thus, his concep-
tion of identity was broad-based and therefore Dalit women constituted an
intrinsic part of his thoughts and struggles.

In any social movement, there is always a long-term programme and a
short-term agenda. In the early phases of the movement, it is likely that the
short-term agenda is taken up. In case of Ambedkar’s revolutionary pro-
gramme too, struggles such as those of the temple entry were taken up by
him to enhance in the minds of Dalits the anger against the injustice done
to them. It is important to note here that temple entry was for him a short-
term programme and the annihilation of caste and the liberation of women
were the long-term ones.

Ambedkar’s programme, which appealed to Dalit women to give up their
caste-based costumes, with a view towards wiping away the markers of
untouchability, was no doubt a short term goal in his agenda for women’s
liberation. That the denial of these caste-based costumes and customs will
not lead to the annihilation of caste must have been obvious to a thinker
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and leader of his calibre. His position should not be misconstrued as the
“Brahmanisation” of Dalit women. We only need to recall that if the Brah-
manisation of women had been his position, he would not have underlined
the question of Dalit women as a political question. Moreover, he saw ab-
olition of caste as primarily a women’s struggle and organised conferences
towards that.

Consciousness rising among untouchable women

Ambedkar time and time again underlined that the abolition of untouch-
ability was the responsibility of women. He argued that men would take a
longer time to achieve this end. To this purpose, he always organized sep-
arate political meetings of women and it is this precedent that lead to the
formation of the Dalit Mahila Federation.

In Ambedkar’s very important speech to the Dalit Mahila Federation in
1942 he envisioned the participation of women in a movement as a measure
of its relative success or failure. In the same speech, he narrated,

Ever since I began to work among the Depressed Classes, I made it
a point to carry women along with men. That is why you will see
that our Conferences are always mixed Conferences. I measure the
progress of a community by the degree of progress which women
have achieved, and when I see this assembly, I feel both convinced
and happy that we have progressed

(Ambedkar 2003a, 282)

In these speeches, the faith that Ambedkar had in the capability of ex-
ploited women is apparent. It is through the propagation of his ideas and
his work that Dalit women began to awaken, organise and revolt. Women
participated in large numbers in the Mahad Satyagraha in 1927. This is the
first time in history that Dalit women came out in public to support their
social and cultural demands. Prior to this, women had come out in public
for the struggles led by Gandhi; but in what could be called “transforma-
tive” or “revolutionary” struggles, it is in the Ambedkarite movement that
women first took to the streets. The credit for promoting this organization
among Dalit women goes to Ambedkar.

This political conscientization that Ambedkar brought about is reflected
in the programmes and the leadership of the Dalit Mahila Federation. The
General Secretary of the Dalit Mahila Federation, Ayu. Indirabai Patil,
noted how Dalit women should break away from Brahminical Hindu re-
ligion and its conception of feminine domesticity, since these enslave
women (Ambedkar 2003¢c; Pawar and Moon 1989, 254-5). Similarly, un-
der the chairpersonship of Sulochanabai Dongre, there was a demand for
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representation of Dalit women in all institutions, starting from the local.
To quote,

...like female representatives taken in the Central and Provincial
Legislatures from female constituencies, this Conference feels that
for the general progress and advancement of the women of the De-
pressed Classes seats be reserved for them on all legislative and
other representative bodies

(Ambedkar 2003c; Pawar and Moon, 213-5)

Thus, began the journey of organizing Dalit women for their identity, ex-
istence and a humane society. Society began to recognize that in the polit-
ical sphere too women could operate with courage, daring and efficiency.
These women realized that their struggle was for their identity and they
began to publicly react to any insulting and derogatory behaviour from
savarna (upper caste/varna) men and women. This was a direct result of
their participation in new knowledges and their political conscientisation.
At the proceedings of one of the Akhil Bhartiya Mahila Parishads, savarna
women discriminated against the two Dalit women delegates by setting
plates separately for them. At this January 1938 Conference, these two
Dalit women publicly condemned this act, which was called “lowly” and
“mean,” and Dalit women were asked to keep their self-pride and identity.

This torch of struggle was lit by Ambedkar, for he believed in the strength
that lay dormant in women. The incident of April 7, 1930 at the Temple
Entry is a case in point. At the time of temple entry when one of the priests
pushed a young Dalit girl, she slapped him (Phadke 1987). Such incidents
kindled the fire of self-respect. At the political Parishads organized by
Ambedkar, not only were separate Mahila Parishads organized but also
the Parishad passed several resolutions condemning atrocities against Dalit
women. These were mainly resolutions against those practices that enslaved
women. The Parishad, in an important resolution, condemned the practice
of child marriage and discussed its biological and psychological ill effects.
It was proposed that the marriageable age be fixed at a minimum of 22 for
boys and 16 for girls. Considering the fact that the dowry question could
be lethal for women, the Mahar Panch Committee resolved that wedding
expenses should not exceed a maximum of sixteen rupees and the details
of how this money should be distributed were also given. For example, five
rupees were assigned for the ritual of Sakashgandha, nine rupees for the
engagement, two rupees for the wedding and it was enjoined that parents
should not give any ornaments to their daughters. This resolution is ex-
tremely significant.

All this went towards kindling tremendous self-confidence in Dalit
women. They refused to compromise at all when it came to their political
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work. They time and again proved to the community the importance of
their liberation. In Nagpur, Jaibai Chaudhari qualified as a teacher and
took up a job in a school. But savarna and Christian students refused to
be taught by a Dalit teacher. She was advised to convert to Christianity,
which she courageously refused. She resigned her post, realizing that the
issue at stake was not so simple that it would be resolved by her conversion.
This strength came from the collective struggles of Dalit women. Probably
realizing that the question was of the real struggle—the annihilation of
caste—she started the Chokhamela Girls’ School. She remained active in
the struggles of Dalit women until the end of her life. In 1920, the Bahish-
krut Samaj Parishad passed a resolution that girls be given free and com-
pulsory primary education, and on that occasion Tulsabai Bansode and the
young Rukmini Kotangale delivered effective speeches in support. Thus,
it is apparent that though the programmes taken up by the Dalit women’s
movement were short term, their ideological position was committed to the
annihilation of the caste system.

Ambedkar’s opposition to atrocities against women

Ambedkar, having had a deep faith in the capabilities of women, always
stood in opposition to atrocities against them. The first phase of the
Ambedkarite struggle was dedicated to enkindling self-respect in the minds
of Dalit men and women and ensuring for them a humanitarian treatment
from society. He stood against the domination and exploitation of any one
varna by the other.

In 1956, amidst a gathering of lakhs of people, he embraced Buddhism
and gave to the Neo-Buddhists the gift of the 22 Vows (Ambedkar 1956).
These vows deny all inegalitarian practices, customs and forms of worship.
One of the vows, “I shall not take intoxicants like liquor, drugs, etc.” (Vow
17) was in part to protect the women at the receiving end of the ill effects
of intoxicants. In his conceptualization of “Dhamma” there is an insistence
on ethics. A religion such as this, Ambedkar opined, would render more
justice to women. The freedom and access to knowledge for women en-
coded in Buddhism played a significant role in his thoughts on Dhamma.

His opposition to the atrocities against women was also apparent in
the speech he delivered to a gathering of prostitutes. At this gathering of
Devadasi, Potraje, Bhute, Aradhi and Jogtini sects in 1936,% he said,

I insist that if you want to be with the rest of us you must give
up your disgraceful life...There are only two ways open to you:
either you remain where you are and continue to be despised and
shunned, or you give up your disgraceful profession and come
with us

(Ambedkar 2003¢)
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That poverty should drive women to sell their bodies is perceived by him as
an atrocity against women. It is in keeping with these principles that he re-
fused to accept the money donated by Patthe Bapurao, a Brahmin tamasha
artist, arguing that the money was earned from making Pavalabai, a Dalit
woman, dance on the tamasha floor. It is Dalit women who are the most
exploited by caste-based prostitution, such as practice of devadasi, and this
was strongly condemned by Ambedkar.

The preface to Ambedkar’s The Rise and Fall of Hindu Women gives us
clues about his opposition to the atrocities against women (2014d). Ambed-
kar narrates the story of a particular village that was notified to completely
excommunicate a Buddhist monk (1992, 495-496). A Brahmin woman
breaks this injunction and gives water to the thirsty monk. The men of
the village beat her up to teach her a lesson. In citing this story, Ambedkar
reflects his opposition to violence against women.

Ambedkar: the true heir to the legacy of Mahatma Phule

Ambedkar carried forth the legacy of the non-Brahmanical thoughts of
Mahatma Phule. This is also true in the context of the liberation of women.
The importance of education for girls, the prevention of infanticide, the
traumas of a deserted woman were all issues that informed the work of
Babasaheb Ambedkar as they did for Mahatma Phule.

Ambedkar felt deeply on the issue of orphaned children and unwed moth-
ers and he had also proposed starting a home for them at Aurangabad. He
used to say, “Bring the small children here to this home, all of them poor
and the orphaned, those deserted by the destitute and unwed mothers. I
will personally take care of them” (Pawar and Moon 1989). This goes to
show that he did not take the traditional view on the issue of unwed moth-
ers. He opined that deserted women are left all alone to fend for themselves
in a society that stigmatizes them and that he could do his bit by taking
care of the children of such mothers. It needs to be noted that he placed no
stigma on unwed motherhood.

Savitribai and Jotiba Phule could not beget any progeny of their own. In
those times there must have been pressures on Jotiba to remarry and beget
children. Yet they resisted these pressures to adopt the child of an abused
widow. In the context of Hinduism, the presence of a son as the torch-
bearer of the lineage is extraordinary and any woman who cannot bear a
son comes to be thus humiliated. Yet Phule did not remarry. As Omvedt
points out, “Instead of insisting on a heir of their own blood and lineage
they adopt the child of a widow (naturally an ‘illegitimate’ child). Neither
do they adopt the child of a close relative as was the prevalent practice”
(Omvedt 2001, 15). The issue being highlighted is that they did not see the
begetting of progeny as the ultimate aim of conjugal life. Ambedkar also
had a similar position on the issue. In dialogue with one activist, he asked
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him how he would feel if his wife were to desert him on the issue of fail-
ure to produce progeny and explained to him that the child is as much the
wife’s need as his (Pawar and Moon 1989).

In the same vein, Ambedkar also seems to carry forward the legacy of
Mahatma Phule on the issue of education for girls. Ever after returning
to India he strove to throw open the doors of education for Shudras and
women. Even when accepting Buddhism he emphasized that the position
it accorded to women’s access to knowledge played a decisive role. In his
speeches, he repeatedly underlined the importance of educating women. At
the Mahad Satyagraha Parishad, in a speech to the gathering of women,
he advocated the importance of educating women so that the community
could progress.” If a woman is educated, it is as if the whole family is put
in touch with knowledge and education and reforming ideas and ideolo-
gies becomes possible. It is with this faith that Ambedkar called upon the
women to take on the responsibility of spreading knowledge and education
in society. In this way, he emerged as the true and most deserving heir to
the legacy of Mahatma Phule.

The non-Brahmanical path of women’s liberation

To conclude, some of the key principles of Ambedkar’s non-Brahmanical
conception of women’s liberation were as follows:

1 Ambedkar saw the caste system and the class system as the two major
enemies. He saw both as being responsible for the subordination of
women. He traced linkages between caste-based exploitation and the
subordination of women by pointing out how castes emerged through
the regulation of women. To put it briefly, he argued that women are
the gateways to the caste system.

2 The subordination of women will not automatically end with the end
of capitalism. Ambedkar argues that to achieve this purpose the caste
system and patriarchy will have to be attacked. The subordination of
women cannot come to an end in a caste-based society and it is there-
fore women who must lead the struggle for the annihilation of caste.
He sees organic links between the struggle against the caste system and
the struggle for the liberation of women. Thus, the idea of women’s
liberation is intrinsic to his ideology and not a token add-on.

3 His position seems to take the same stance as the feminist commit-
ment that “the personal is the political.” He sought to bring into the
public sphere, within the auspices of the legal system, the atrocities
that women suffered as private within the confines of the home. Is-
sues of bigamy, maintenance, etc., were all brought into the public de-
bate. He wished to transform these matters of the private into political
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issues and to this end drafted the Hindu Code Bill (2003a). His journey
of codifying the Law is one that sought to delimit the private sphere
and make more encompassing the public sphere. Share in property for
women, and the rights to seek divorce and marry according to one’s
will were all issues that come up in the Bill. These stood in opposition
to the prevalent familial abuse of women. Even within the political
sphere, he was opposed to private ownership of land and stood for its
socialization. Thus, his views on the public/private and on political
issues kept with those on the woman question.

4  Ambedkar took an anti-patriarchal position in the creation of the
Hindu Code Bill. He opposed the law of Manu because it subordinates
and enslaves women. He preferred the Buddhist non-Brahmanical tra-
dition because it grants freedom to women and gives them access to
knowledge. He, thus, believed that any social transformation is incom-
plete until gender discrimination in that society comes to an end.

Like Phule, Ambedkar analysed the caste system as the major cause of the
subordination of women and called upon people to revolt against it. To
develop the non-Brahmanical principles of women’s liberation that are em-
bodied in the lives and works of Mahatma Phule and Ambedkar, we need
to take up the following issues:

e Ambedkar saw Hinduism as the emerging ground of the caste system
and hence argued for a countering of the philosophy and the rites and
rituals of this religion. To take it a step further, we need to highlight
that caste-based exploitation has a material base. Hence, resisting it
assumes primacy on the agenda.

e The origins of the subordination of women has been articulated in
the works of Ambedkar. The issue therein needs to be put forth as a
theory. That patriarchal exploitation also has a material base needs
to be underlined and this must inform any agenda and revolutionary
programme.

e The programme for the liberation of women needs to be seen as an
intrinsic part of the struggles against the social, religious, cultural and
political exploitation of the caste system. Such a trend has failed to
emerge from within the contemporary Dalit movement. Even within
the Republican Party of India and the Dalit Panthers, a perspective on
women’s liberation has not emerged, both in theory and in their prac-
tices. Efforts to develop such perspectives will have to be undertaken.

* An Ambedkarite perspective is important to the theory of the emer-
gence and the end of the subordination of women in India because this
perspective, by conceiving women as the gateways of the caste system,
draws focus to the caste-based nature of this exploitation.
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This theory needs to be developed further by linking it to historical materi-
alist analyses and to the political economy of the sexual division of labour.
Developing a non-Brahmanical perspective of the liberation of women in
India would entail such a task.

Notes

1 This chapter is an abridged version of the book by Pratima Pardeshi, Dr. Ba-
basabeb Ambedkar and the Question of Women’s Liberation in India, trans.
Sharmila Rege (Pune: Krantjyoti Savitribai Phule Women’s Study Centre, Savit-
ribai Phule Pune University, 1998). The original Marathi edition was published
as Pratima Pardeshi, Dr. Ambedkar aani Streemukti (Pune: Krantisimha Nana
Patil Academy, 1996). Swati Dehadrai, Assistant Professor, Krantjyoti Savitri-
bai Phule Women’s Study Centre, has edited the English edition of the book for
this volume. Used with permission.

This is derived from (Ambedkar 2014a, b).

A devdasi was a woman dedicated to worshipping god and serving a deity or a
temple. The system exploited these women sexually so it was outlawed in India.
See (Biihler 1886).

Extracted from (Thakur 1999).

This is a citation from an unpublished text.

The oral narratives of women in the Ambedkarite movement have been docu-
mented in (Pawar and Moon 1989).

In Maharashtra there is a practice in some families, mainly amongst lower
castes whose family god is Khnadoba, of offering one child to him. Tradition-
ally the boy is called “Waghya” and girl “Murali.”

9 Translated from Marathi (Ambedkar 1928).
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BUDDHISM AND HINDU
SOCIETY

Some observations from medieval
Marathi literature

Shrikant Bahulkar

It is widely known that Buddhism began to decline from mainland India
around the 12th century CE and finally disappeared during the centuries
that followed. The Hindu tradition, particularly, the Vaisnava sect, consid-
ered the Buddha as the ninth incarnation of Visnu and in a way attempted
to show that Buddhism was a part of Vaisnavism. It is however noticed
that the notion of the Buddha as the incarnation of Visnu did not get much
popularity all over India. Unlike Ramajanma or Krsnajanma, we do not
find explicit references to Buddhajanma celebrations on a mass scale in
India until the second half of the 20th century, when in 1956, the 2,500th
anniversary of the Mahaparinirvana of the Buddha was celebrated all over
India, at the insistence of the Government of India.

Archaeology and literature provide evidence of Buddhism’s widespread
influence in India. However, it is difficult to find how many Indians at
any time actually considered themselves Buddhists. While we know from
Buddhist sources of the legends of upper-class Hindus who embraced Bud-
dhism, the percentage of such people must be very less. Also, it might not
be a formal conversion into becoming a Buddhist. The late Upanisads, com-
posed after the Buddha, the epics, and the classical Sanskrit and Prakrit
literature do not mention the Buddha and his teaching frequently and ex-
plicitly. The two Mahakavyas by A$vaghosa, namely, the Buddhacarita and
the Saundarananda are not mentioned by the later poets or the authors of
the works on poetics; nor do we find verses quoted from those poems as
examples of the figures of speech. Many works by Buddhist pundits were
ignored and consequently were lost in their Sanskrit originals. No manu-
scripts of Buddhist works were preserved in India, with the exception of a
few. By the 12th century, the life of the Buddhist monks, the Sangha, Bud-
dhist art, the interpretation of Buddhist thought, and even the knowledge
of the Buddhist period, became lost to sight.
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At the beginning of the 19th century, European scholars began to study
Indian Buddhism and translate from Pali, Sanskrit, and Tibetan scriptures.
In 1837, James Prinsep, a British government official deciphered the Brahmi
script of the Ashokan rock and pillar edicts. Alexander Cunningham, an-
other government official identified various Buddhist holy places, using the
7th-century Chinese pilgrim, Huen-Tsang’s travel book as a guide. Many
Western scholars studied Buddhism in earnest and contributed to the ad-
vancement of Buddhist studies. Henry Olcott, an American Civil War
Colonel and one of the founders of the Theosophical Society, went to Cey-
lon in 1880 to study Buddhism. David Hewavitame, a young Sinhalese,
joined the Theosophical Society there and established contacts through the
Society with Western Buddhist studies and Japanese Buddhism. He became
a monk and came to be known as Anagarika Dharmapala. He founded
the Maha Bodhi Society of Calcutta. Among the scholars in the West was
T. W. Rhys David who founded the Pali Text Society in1881 in London.
In India scholars showed a keen interest in Buddhism and began to write
books and essays and translate Buddhist scriptures into English and some
vernacular languages. The Buddhist Text Society was founded in 1892 in
Calcutta, and Sarat Chandra Das, a renowned Tibetologist, and Satish
Chandra Vudyabhushan, the first person to obtain an MA degree in Pali in
1901, worked through that Society. Other scholars in this early period of
Buddhist studies in India were Rajendralal Mitra and Hara Prasad Sastri
who published many Buddhist texts. In Maharashtra, R. G. Bhandarkar
included Buddhism in his Indological research. Krishnaji Arjun Keluskar
wrote a popular book on the life of the Buddha in 1898. A copy of this
book was later presented to Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar when he passed the
matriculation examination in 1908. Through this book he was first intro-
duced to Buddhism. Dharmanand Kosambi made a pioneering study of
Buddhism. He lived for some time both in Sri Lanka and Myanmar. P.
Lakshmi Narasu, professor of physics and chemistry at Madras Christian
College wrote The Essence of Buddhism in 1907. A number of reformers
considered themselves Buddhists, although they did not reject Hinduism
(Zelliot 1979: 389-99; Sadangi 2008: 321-3; Omvedt 2010: 233-6). Thus,
the Indian public was informed more about the Buddha and his teachings;
however, it is not clearly known to what extent they knew of Buddhism
before they rediscovered it during the colonial period.

The medieval religious cults, including the Bhakti movement emerged
just during the decline of Buddhism. In the case of Maharashtra, the Bhaga-
vata cult began to take shape during the 12th century CE. The Mahanub-
hava cult too emerged around the same period. It is interesting to see what
the followers of those various religious cults knew of the Buddha and his
teachings; to see if Buddhism influenced the teachings of the medieval Ma-
harashtrian saints, and if so, to what extent. Hindu society considered the
Buddha as the ninth incarnation of Visnu. It is also interesting to find how
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this notion was understood in various religious traditions in medieval India
in general and in Maharashtra in particular.

In the medieval literature of Maharashtra, this notion is reflected in two
ways: First, the saint poets considered their god, Vitthal or Vithoba as the
Bauddha, the ninth incarnation of Visnu; and second, their teachings bear
close similarity to the teachings of the Buddha and are said to have been
influenced by Buddhist philosophy. It is not certain however that they had
a direct knowledge of the Buddha and his teachings. In the present paper,
these notions will be studied.

By the end of the Gupta period (4th—6th century CE), the Buddha came
to be included among the ten incarnations of Visnu, as the ninth incarna-
tion. The accounts of the Puranas describing him in that form have some
variations.! The Visnu Purana says that in this incarnation, he converts the
demons to having heterodox views to deceive them, while the Bhagavata
Purana states that Visnu took this incarnation in the land of the Kikatas
to delude people considered inferior who perform sacrifices using Vedic
mantras.? The land of the Kikatas is identified as Bihar. The Puranas while
describing the ninth incarnation use the term sugata-, and mention Sar-
nath and Mrgadava. The Visnu Purana states that he has a shaven head
and is naked. It is also mentioned that he, becoming the sky-clad (digam-
bara) taught the Jaina doctrine and wearing a red robe, taught the Buddhist
doctrine (Dhere and Feldhaus 2011: 1835). Jayadeva, in the Astapadi of his
Gitagovinda describes the ten incarnations of Visnu, where he describes the
Buddha, the ninth incarnation of Visnu, in the following words:

nindasi yajiiavidher ahaha $rutijatam,

sadayahrdaya darsitapasughatam |

kesava dhrtabuddhasgarira,

jaya jagadisa harell

Oh! You of merciful heart, you blame the Vedic scripture related
to the performance of sacrifices that has shown (i.e. prescribed) the
killing of animals (in the sacrifices). Victory to you, O Hari, O lord
of the world, O Ke$ava, in the form of the Buddha.

In Hindu rituals, there is a resolve (sankalpa) for the performance to be
undertaken by the sacrificer or the worshipper (yajamana), in which the
region and the date of the performance are to be mentioned. In Maharash-
tra, the “resolve” includes, sometimes, a mention of the current period as
“during (the period) of the incarnation of the Buddha” (bauddhavatare),
thereby keeping the memory of the Buddha.

The oldest available Marathi poem, mixed with Kannada, is found in a
12th-century Sanskrit work, the Manasollasa of Someévara Calukya. This
poem mentions the ninth incarnation of Visnu, who, assuming the form
of the Buddha, “deceives” the demons and gods: the verse begins with the
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words: “The one who brought the Vedas from the underworld in the form
of a fish...” and continues as under:

“The one who, in the form of the Buddha, deceived the demons and gods,
who found fault with the Vedas: may that God of illusion and deception
bless me” (Dhere and Feldhaus 2011: 185).3

In this connection, Dhere states:

The Puranas’ description of the Buddha incarnation is depress-
ing. It is unfair to his great teaching to call the Buddha “illusory
and deceptive” and to say that his philosophy was a heterodox
view that he intentionally taught in order to deflect demons from
the true path. In calling the Buddha an incarnation of Visnu, the
Puranas annihilated Buddhist thought. The Puranas accepted the
Buddha, but they completely rejected Buddhist ideas.

(Dhere and Feldhaus 2011: 186)

In this connection, Dhere quotes a verse from the Merutantra, an English
translation of which is as below:

Brahmanas enamored of the left-handed path, Kundakas, people
who have fallen from caste,

those bereft of Vedic rituals, people who have become Mlecchas
through a mistake they made,

Golakas, and also members of the Kayastha and other castes

Take refuge in the Buddha Visnu and reach devotion and
liberation.

(Dhere and Feldhaus 2011: 186)

Although we find some references in medieval Marathi literature to the
Buddha as the ninth incarnation of Visnu, in contrast to Vedic sacrificial
religion, there are more frequent statements addressing Vitthal or Vithoba,
the most revered deity of Maharashtra, as the Buddha, Bauddha or Baud-
dhavatara, the later form of the Krsna Avatar. Marathi saints frequently call
Vitthal by these various names. Janabai, Namdev’s disciple, refers to Vitthal
as the Buddha after Krsna, in the description of the ten incarnations of
Visnu: “Becoming Krsna, he killed Kamsa; now my friend became the Bud-
dha” (Gatha 344). The saints considered the Buddha to be Visnu’s ninth in-
carnation and attributed the adjectives “silent” and “naked” as they did in
the case of Vitthal. Dhere quotes a number of references from the works of
Namdev, Tukaram, Ekanath and the Pundalika Caritra of the Panduranga
Mabhatmya, a section of the work called “Svanubhava Dinakara” of Dina-
kara Svami Tisgavkar (1628-87), a disciple of Ramdas (Dhere and Feldhaus
2011: 173-88). The saints frequently called Vitthal as “silent” (maunastha)
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and “enlightened” (bauddha) (Dhere and Feldhaus 2011: 174). Tukaram
says: “My Buddha incarnation silently fixed his attention on the invisible”
(Gatha 4083). Eknath too spoke again and again about Vitthal’s silence:

“Taking the garb of silence

he stands on a brick” (Gatha 585).

“He has stood on a brick for 28 yugas.

He does not speak, he does not sit, he does not cross the limits”
(Gatha 605).

“Driven mad, driven mad, he stood there in silence” (Gatha 624).

Besides Marathi saint literature, we can find corroborative evidence in
paintings and sculptures in Maharashtra. The old almanacs (pasicanga),
printed by the litho-press have pictures of the ten incarnations of Visnu
where they depict Vitthal as the “Buddha or Bauddha,” the ninth incarna-
tion. A book of hymns called Sriramasabasranama has a picture of Vitthal
and Rukmini, his wife, along with Garuda and Hanuman with Vitthal’s
name as the “Bauddha.” There are at least two sculptures in Maharashtra,
where Vitthal is depicted in the place of the Buddha (Dhere and Feldhaus
2011: 182).

The notion of Vitthal being the Bauddha’s incarnation has been prevalent
in the oral as well as literary traditions of Maharashtra and was recorded
by modern scholars in the first half of the 19th century, when the Western
scholars began to study India as a part of Oriental studies. This particu-
lar notion appears to have led Rev. J. Stevenson, a Scottish missionary,
to write an essay on this religious sect. In the essay titled “An Account
of the Bauddho-Vaishnavas, or Vitthal-Bhaktas of the Dakhan” (Steven-
son 1843: 64-73), Stevenson bases his arguments on the literature of the
followers of the sect whom he calls “Bauddho-Vaishnavas”, “a convenient
descriptive name” (Stevenson 1843: 64). He summarizes the account of
two sources. The first is the Panduranga Mahatmya, where the story of
Pundalik or Pundarik is narrated. Krsna, in search of his wife, Rukmini,
came to Pandharpur where Pundalik was living. Pundalik, being a dutiful
son, was engaged with serving his parents, holding his father’s feet in his
right hand and scrubbing it using a brick. Krsna appeared before him in a
luminous form (pandurarga). Recognizing the god, he bowed to him, and
cast the brick to sit on it. Pleased with Pundalik’s devotion to his parents,
Krsna, stationed on that brick and therefore came to be called Vitthal “one
standing on a brick.” The god asked Pundalik to request a boon, the latter
requested him to stay there permanently. On the basis of another work,
Mabhipati’s Bhakt Vijay “The Victory of the Devotees,” Stevenson points
out that Vitthal or Pandurang is a distinct incarnation of Visnu (Stevenson
1843: 66). According to Stevenson,
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Visnu appeared to Pundalik as a sky-clad (digambara), with his
hands resting on his loins, according to the idea of a perfect sage
among the Jains and Esoteric Buddhists, rendering it necessary for
the Hindus to furnish him with clothing. He is dressed in yellow
garments and hence called Pitambara and in the fifth chapter of
the Mahavamso, this is pronounced to be the dress peculiar to the
Buddhist priesthood.

By providing some more evidence, Stevenson tries to establish a connec-
tion between this sect and the genuine Buddhists. On narrating the story
from the Bhakt Vijay, Stevenson points out some more striking similarities
between this sect and the Buddhist. In that story, it is said that Visnu as-
sumes the Bauddha avatar, and his devotees, namely, Uddhava, Akriira,
Vyasa, Valmiki and Suka are born as Nama (i.e. Namadeva), Ramadas,
Jayadev, Tulsidas and Kabir respectively. Visnu, in the form of the Baud-
dha avatar, sits still and silent and sends those followers abroad to prop-
agate the principle of piety and morality. Stevenson thinks that this story
is an exact counterpart of the account found in the first chapter of the
Mahavamso and that, “though Pandurang be quite a different personage
from the historical Buddha, the idea of his character has been mainly bor-
rowed from the Buddhists.” The third peculiarity Stevenson points out is
that the “Bauddho-Vaishnavas,” unlike the followers of the Brahmanical
tradition, theoretically admit no distinction of caste among true worship-
pers and declare that at religious solemnities, people of all castes should eat
together (Stevenson 1843: 68).

In this regard, Alexander Grant, in his essay, “Tukaram: A Study of Hin-
duism,” (1868: 14-18), makes the following observations:

Vithoba is said to be an incarnation of Krishna, who was an in-
carnation of Vishnu. But some say that Vithoba was a Buddhist
saint, deified by local reverence. And Dr. Stevenson describes the
worshippers of Vithoba, or Vitthal, as Baudho-Vaishnavas, that is,
as mixing up Buddhism with the worship of Vishnu.
Tukaram represents an eclectic form of Hinduism, into which a
larger leaven of Buddhism has found its way
(Grant 1868: 15; Also, Halocombe 1868: 137)

Nilakantha or Nehemia Goreh, a Brahmin from Benares who was con-
verted to Christianity, writes a letter to the Brahmos, where he refers to
Stevenson’s essay and criticizes him as under:

It is said that Dr. Stevenson describes the worshippers of Vithoba

as BauddhoVaishnawas. But this I fear is one of those bold
speculations which the European learned men are ever fond of
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hazarding with respect to facts of other countries and ages. The
writer of the article himself says that Tukaram represents “an ec-
lectic form of Hinduism, into which a larger leaven of Buddhism
has found its way.

“I should like to know what are those things which he found in
Tukaram which he could not trace to the teaching of Hindooism.
It is said by some that Vithoba was a Buddhist saint. Of course, I
cannot vouch for the correctness of the opinions of my country-
men. They are proverbially like sheep which, if one goes astray, all
follow, without examining each for itself whither it is going. They
themselves have warned us in this matter by another proverb-
“The course of a river and the race of gods one ought not to en-
deavour to trace.” Vithoba may have been originally a Buddhist or
a Mahommeden, for ought any one knows; but this is certain, that
those who worship him think, by whatever mistake they may have
begun to think so, that he is the genuine God of the Hindoos, even
Krishna, the husband of Rukmini, who has been worshipped in
India for ages among the Hindoos.”

(Goreh 1868: 25-26; also, Halcombe 1868: 145)

Not many scholars are aware of Stevenson’s essay on the Bauddho
Vaishnawas and his hypothesis on that behalf. Recently, however, John
Milton Keune, in his dissertation on “Eknath” refers to Stevenson’s essay
and considers Stevenson’s observations as “rather idiosyncratic, particu-
larly as he sought to situate Vitthal of Pandharpur within a hypothetical,
supposedly forgotten Buddhist background” (Keune 2011: 40).

Although the inferences put forth by these scholars are difficult to accept
in their entirety, it may be said that their observations reflect the notions
prevalent in the local traditions. The foregoing discussion can be summa-
rized in the following manner:

In the medieval period, the Bhagavata or VarakarT Sampradaya became
prominent and came to be known as a unique feature of the Bhakti cult
of Maharashtra devoted to the deity Vitthal or Vithoba, having his main
temple at Pandharpur. This Bhakti tradition of Maharashtra considers
Vitthal as the Bauddhavatara, as the ninth incarnation of Visnu. Maharash-
trian saints addressed Vitthal with epithets such as maunastha “standing
in silence” and “Bauddha.” For them Vitthal is the later manifestation of
Krsna. There are some sculptures and paintings in Maharashtra, depicting
the ten incarnations of Visnu, where Vitthal has been shown as the ninth
incarnation.

Now let us see how the philosophy of the medieval saints has been influ-
enced by the Buddhist philosophical concepts. In her book, Buddhism in
India, Gail Omvedt has devoted a chapter to the discussion on the Bhakti
movements that spread during the period after the decline of Buddhism
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in various parts of India (Omvedt 2010). Maharashtrian saints addressed
Vitthal as “Buddha” or “Bauddha” by which they pointed to the aspect of
wisdom (prajiia). They also called him “mother” (mauli), thus pointing
to the aspect of compassion (karuna). Their philosophy appears to have
been greatly influenced by Buddhism. We thus find that Buddhism did not
vanish completely; but was absorbed in the fold of the Vaisnava tradition
of Maharashtra.

It is sometimes believed that one of the reasons of the decline of Bud-
dhism in India was the spread of the Vedanta philosophy elaborated by
the Sankaracarya who is said to have defeated in the debate the Buddhist
thinkers of his period. This popular notion has taken roots in the popular
belief of Hindus probably because of the legendary biographies such as
the Sankaradigvijaya of Madhava Vidyaranya (14th century CE). However,
that belief can hardly be entertained for want of historical evidence. Bud-
dhism continued to flourish after the Sankaracarya and was encouraged
by some kings, such as the Pala king of Bengal. After the destruction of
the Buddhist monastic universities such as Nalanda, Vikramasila, Odana-
tapuri, Jagaddala and so on in the eastern part of India, Buddhism began
to disappear from India. The saints emphasized certain noble thoughts,
particularly, compassion toward all sentient beings, non-violence, rejection
of the Vedas as an authority, and criticized the hierarchy of castes based on
the discrimination of people on the basis of birth.

Most of the saints belong to lower classes and castes of Hindu society.
Both men and women have contributed to the development of the Bhakti
movement in India, and particularly in Maharashtra. This movement began
with Jaane$var in the 13th century and continued in the subsequent cen-
turies by many saints, such as Namadev, Bahinabai, Cokhamela, Eknath,
Tukaram and so on, most of which belonged to non-Brahmin castes, some
of them to lower castes. Like the Bhakti movement in other parts of In-
dia, the Bhakti movement of Maharashtra also was anti-caste and anti-
orthodox and opposed the authority of the Vedas, the sacrificial religion
advocated by the Vedas and the ancient system of the Varnasramadhbarma.

Many believe that there was a connection between Buddhism in
Maharashtra and the Bhakti movement, but the general stance of
the Dalit writers, however, is to mourn that even the compassion-
ate saint-poets upheld social distinctions, and that their compas-
sion had little effect.

Zelliot (1978: 79-80)

There is no clear evidence to believe that the saints had a direct knowl-
edge of the Buddha and his teaching. As we have seen, the saints regarded
Vitthal as the ninth incarnation of Visnu and thereby, they replaced the
Buddha with Vitthal. Thus, there is no direct reference to the Buddha in
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the literature of the saints. Buddhism appears to have great impact on the
Bhakti movement in Maharashtra, indirectly if not directly, and the Bhakti
movement in turn has been instrumental in shaping the ways of thinking
and the life of the people in Maharashtra, particularly, the people belong-
ing to Hindu society. It is however hard to say that Hindu society in Maha-
rashtra was familiar with the Buddha, his life and his teaching. It is possible
that Hindus had some knowledge of Buddhism that had come down to
them traditionally; but their knowledge was enriched in the colonial pe-
riod when the books on Buddhism, written in vernacular languages and in
English, became available to them. As noted by some scholars, the authors
of the pioneering works written in the colonial period were Hindus who
considered Buddhism as a refined and pragmatic form of Hinduism. They
wanted to educate their brethren about Buddhism and were sincere in their
undertaking. However, the limited impact of their works on Hindu society
at large is seen. While Hindu society has become much more familiar with
the words of the Buddha, it will still take a long time for that society to
inculcate the spirit behind the letters.

Notes

1 Vispu Purana (3.18); Bhagavata Purana (1.3.245 2.7.37; 11.4.22); Garuda
Purana (1.1.32); Agni Purana (Chapter 16).
2 “tatah kalau sampravrtte sammobaya suradvisam!
buddho namna jinasutah kikatesu bhavisyati ||” Bhagavata Purana 1.3.24.
3 “Jene rasatalaunu matsyaripem veda aniyale manusivaka vaniyale...
buddbariipem jo danavasuravarnicani vedadiisanavollauni
maya mohiya to deit majhi pasau karill”> Manasollasa, Adhyaya 16, Vims§ati 4.
Apparently, the word vedadiisanavollauni has a variant Oyolladani (Deshpande
1959: 1). It might be a wrong reading or a typographical error.
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9

THE BUDDHIST PAST AS A
CULTURAL CONFLICT

Ambedkar’s exhumation of Indian history

Umesh Bagade

Although colonial and nationalist schools of historiography offer two di-
vergent versions of Indian history, both have demonstrated a common ten-
dency to portray a monolithic and homogeneous history of ancient India.
Through the oriental trope, Buddhism is represented as a cohesive and har-
monious tradition of Indian culture. In representing Buddhism, colonial
historiography charts two disputing tendencies. One of these was posited
by Rhys Davids, while the other by Oldenburg. Rhys Davids puts forth
Buddhism as a reformist movement that aimed to abolish the caste system
by overthrowing the hegemonical classes of the elite and the powerful. On
the other hand, the school represented by Oldenburg, portrayed Buddhism
as status quoist in nature. Through recruiting the elite within the sangh,
it neglected the exploited and the oppressed. Consequently, Buddhism as
an institution never took on the efforts to minimize the cruelties of the
caste system (Patil, 1999: 4-5). However divergent these two schools may
appear, both interpret Buddhism masquerading as a cultural rift within
Indian history. Moreover, Rhys Davids clarified that the Buddha was not
against Brahma and Brahmins. She maintained that ‘Buddha never contra-
dicted the Upanishadic doctrine of immanence of Brahma in each individ-
ual. What he denied however is the existence of material soul which certain
passages of Upanishads seem to suggest’ (Bapat, 1997: 297).

The nationalist school, with its passionate defence of a unified homoge-
neous Hindu past, absolved Buddhism of any cultural antagonism against
Brahmanism. Radhakrishnan argued that ‘Buddhism did not start as a new
and independent religion; it was an offshoot of a more ancient faith of Hin-
dus, as schism or heresy.” According to him, the Buddha utilized the Hindu
inheritance to correct some of its expressions. He attempted to enhance
the contents of this Hindu inheritance, rather than demolish it altogether.
While the teaching of the Buddha assumed distinctive forms in other coun-
tries in conjunction with their own traditions, here in the home of the Bud-
dha, it has entered into, and become an integral part of, Indian culture.
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The Brahmins and the Shramanas were treated alike by the Buddha, and
the two traditions gradually blended. In a sense, the Buddha is a maker of
modern Hinduism (Bapat, 1997: XII).

Some mutually hostile ideologies and interests which came together un-
der the nationalist movement presented different versions of a Buddhist
past according to their respective theoretical and socio-cultural position-
ings. A small number of social reformers invoked Buddhism to validate
their ideas; G. G. Agarkar eulogized Buddhism for its agnostic ground-
ing (Ganachari, 2016: 253). However, nationalist reformers have never
been at ease with Buddhist ideals. M. G. Ranade castigated Buddhism
for breeding a reaction, leading to a downgrading of women’s position
(Bagade, 2006: 277-78); he categorically stated that the ‘nationalist mind
cannot rest on Buddhism’ (Ranade, 1992: 69). Hindu nationalists like V.
D. Savarkar depicted the Buddhist past as a “decay” which according to
him weakened the national spirit and stripped manhood from the nation
through the insistence on non-violence. He held Buddhism responsible for
the historical defeat of the Indian nation (Ingale, 2006: 45-62). Sociol-
ogist of the nationalist brand S. V. Ketkar had launched a blasphemous
attack on Buddhism wherein he held Buddhism responsible for every social
evil that ruined India. Such a vitriolic condemnation of the Buddhist past
remained an inexhaustible tendency among Hindu nationalists. Nation-
alists espousing social reforms like Dharmanand Kosambi passionately
defended the Buddhist past from all such castigating attacks (Phadake,
1985: 98).

Amidst this clamour of two contradictory historiographies, Ambedkar
inaugurated the search for the Buddhist past. He objected to this tendency
of homogenization of Indian history. He categorically stated that there has
never been a common Indian culture, that historically there have been three
Indias: the Brahmanic India, the Buddhist India and the Hindu India. He
claimed that the history of India is the history of the moral conflict between
Brahmanism and Buddhism. According to him, the dominant lineage of
history writing in India not only produced a political and dynastic history,
but also neglected its social and spiritual significance (Ambedkar, 1987:
275). Ambedkar’s attempt was to restore this social and cultural signifi-
cance of Indian history.

The cultural and the material

Ambedkar’s emphasis on the cultural was based on his understanding of
the phenomenon of caste. The cultural and the ideological apparatus of
religion remained the grounding force of caste. This privileging of the cul-
tural in Indian history led him to combat the rigid Marxist economism.
He stated that unlike the other societies of the world, caste system in India
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is a unique phenomenon. Nowhere in the world is the economic activity
informed by religion, except in India. He writes,

The Hindus are the only people in the world whose social order—
the relation of man to man is consecrated by religion and made
sacred, eternal and inviolate. The Hindus are the only people in
the world whose economic order—the relation of workman to
workman is consecrated by religion and made sacred, eternal and
inviolate.

(Ambedkar, 1989: 190)

Ambedkar identified the key role of religious sanctions in the sustenance
of the caste system. He stated that legal and religious sanctions were both
equally powerful engines to keep the caste-system thriving. The legal pen-
alty for the breach of caste-rules was twofold. It involved excommuni-
cation and a loss of right to inheritance. And the religious sanction is so
central that the caste system has been maintained solely by it. He asserted
that religious sanction was the highest sanction because the religious was
the social, and the religious was sacred. Here Ambedkar quoted Durk-
heim in his support (Gore, 1993: 264). The Marxists regard religion, ide-
ology and culture as products of an economic reality. Durkheim moved
from this position by regarding ideas and beliefs as a derivative of social
facts, suggesting that symbolic thought is a condition of a society and
that it explains prevalent social structure. His ideas on the sociology of
religion are relevant to the analysis of Indian society, since religion is of-
ten regarded as the crucial variable that gave a particular direction to it
(Thapar, 1993: 34-35). This viewpoint on religion has acknowledged the
religious grounding of caste. As a result, Ambedkar draws from Durk-
heim’s ideas on religion like the bipolarity of purity and pollution to define
the hierarchy of the caste system.

Ambedkar emphatically criticized the Marxist reading of class. He lam-
basted the practice of the Indian Marxist to assume that there are only two
classes. He further expressed his disagreement with the liberal economist
who claimed the economic essence of man. He claimed it to be wrong to
hold that economic man (or a rational man or a reasonable man) is a fact
(Khairmode, 1998: 92) and focused on cultural constituents of economic
class.> Ambedkar questioned the assumption of European Marxism that
class struggle is the sole determinant of history. He talked about the role of
caste in the economic realm and identified the peculiarity of the caste—class
mechanism in the Brahmanical and capitalist system of exploitation and
domination.

Thus, by identifying the role of caste in the economic sphere, Ambed-
kar acknowledges non-economic spheres like religion and sociality as the

163



UMESH BAGADE

structures of power. In his renowned speech, ‘Annihilation of Caste, he
argued that religion, social status and property are sources of power and
authority and hence must be given equal importance. If the source of power
and dominion is at any given time or in any given society, social and reli-
gious, then social and religious reform must be accepted as the necessary
sort of reforms’ (Ambedkar, 1979: 44-47).

Ram Bapat cites parallels between Ambedkar’s and Ricceur’s critique of
Marxism regarding economic and non-economic power plots enmeshed to
form history. Ricceur writes:

...the error of Marxism resides not so much in its lack of political
horizon as in its reduction of the critique of power to economic
transfer of work to capital (that is, the critique of surplus value).
Thus Marxist critique tends to ignore that there can be more per-
nicious form of power than capital—for example, the totalization
of all the resources (the resources of work force, of the means of
discussion and information, education research, etc.) by the central
committee of the party or state.... May be the economic analysis of
class struggle is but one of the many plots that makes of the com-
plex history. Hence the hermeneutics of sociality that could unravel
the plurality of power plots which enmesh to form our history.
(Kearney, 2004: 34-35)

Amongst several power plots Ambedkar privileged the religious (socio-
cultural) power plot of history. Religion has always played a dual role in
world history. On one hand, by its ideological and ritualistic apparatus
it served the existing system of exploitation and domination. But on the
other, counter-cultural religious upsurges had provided an emancipatory
space to downtrodden masses. Ambedkar cites Christianity of early era,
which according to him provided this emancipatory space to toiling masses.
“The slaves of Rome, crushed under the tyranny of Patricians, roaming on
the roads without bread and shelter, embraced Christianity for salvation
and freedom’ (Ambedkar, 2002: 436). Ambedkar envisaged this religious
power plot of Indian history. He argued for the case of the egalitarian and
emancipatory nature of Buddhism that represents the revolutionary era of
Indian history (Ambedkar, 1987: 65-228).

The Marxist notion of religion ‘as an inverted consciousness of alienated
labourers’ influenced the Marxist historiography of India. Marxist histo-
rians, however, condemned the progressive character of Buddhism as false
consciousness.? In defence of Buddhism, Ambedkar refuted every charge
levelled by communists against religion. According to him, the charge
that religion made people otherworldly and made people suffer poverty in
this world and that religion is the opium of the people are not applicable
to Buddhism (Ambedkar, 2007: 21). He reversed the often-used Marxist
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architectural analogy of base and superstructure to unravel the necessity of
cultural conflict. He emphasized that the mental hold of religious slavery
has to be destroyed. He writes:

But the base is not the building. On the basis of economic relations,
a building is erected of religious, social and political institutions.
The building has just as much truth (reality) as the base. If we want
to change the base, then first the building that has been constructed
on it has to be knocked down. In the same way, if we want to
change economic relations of society, then existing social, political
and other institutions will have to be destroyed.*

Ambedkar observed that political revolutions have always been preceded by
social and religious revolutions. He cited several examples of world history
and Indian history to support this view. Ambedkar advocated the socio-
religious revolution as the prerequisite of socialist revolution (Ambedkar,
1979: 43-44). Moreover, he posed a noteworthy question to communists
as to what happens when a revolutionary state ceases to exist. Marxists
believed that after a socialist revolution, the state will wither away. He
fervently argued that religion will take the place of state when the force of
state will be withdrawn (Ambedkar, 2007: 21).

Prioritizing the history of cultural and moral strife

Ambedkar’s privileging of cultural is strongly reflected in his unfinished
work, Revolution and Counter-revolution in Ancient India. Through this
book, his attempt was to unravel a cultural conflict through the exhuma-
tion of the debris of historical evidence. His narrative of social conflict un-
folded social and cultural processes involving contradiction, violence and
exploitation (Omvedt, 1994: 242). He depicted the conflict between Brah-
manism and Buddhism as a central antagonism of Indian history which
subsumed caste, patriarchal contradictions and shaped the ethos of Brah-
minic, Buddhist and Hindu periods.

Ambedkar’s recovery of a Buddhist past was premised as a contrast to
Brahmanism. In his scheme of history, Buddhist revolution was preceded
by the Aryan decadence (?) and was followed by a Brahmanical counter-
revolution. He depicted the early phase of Brahmanism where Aryan civ-
ilization comprised the worst kinds of debauchery: social, religious and
spiritual. The degradation was so immense that gambling and drinking
became widespread and Brahmins had fallen to the utmost depth of moral
degradation (Ambedkar, 1987: 153-64). Against this was the Buddha’s
teaching, initially a “religious revolution,” which became a social and po-
litical revolution exemplified by equal opportunity for low-caste individ-
uals and women as well as an equal access to education. The Buddhist
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“revolution” was also marked by a challenge to the infallibility of the Vedas
and a revision of regnant conceptions of kamma. Buddha criticized the no-
tion of an omnipresent god as a creator. Further, he rejected the idea of soul
and put forth the doctrine of dependent origination (Ambedkar, 1992).
Ambedkar regarded Buddha as the “first social reformer and the greatest of
them all.” Buddha’s first contribution was to live a moral life and to teach
a new, superior morality to a corrupt society entangled in the practices of
ritual and superstition. Buddha campaigned against the Yajnyas and the
practice of inequality based on caste (Gore, 1993: 294). Masses suffering
under the Aryan decadence flocked to the Buddha for his superior moral-
ity and inspiring personality (Ambedkar, 1987: 165-66). By rejecting the
mythical account of Buddhism, Ambedkar placed Buddha’s renunciation in
the material milieu of tribal conflict.

The Brahmanical forces which faded and marginalized under the Bud-
dhist era resurrected during the counter-revolution marked by the social
processes turning varna into caste. Under the reign of Pushyamitra Shunga,
the state used indiscriminate coercion against Buddhism. Brahminism chan-
nelized and organized rituals, beliefs, laws, ideology and culture to elimi-
nate the forces of Buddhism. Under these conditions of counter-revolution,
the caste-system came to prominence in India through a process of warfare,
subversion and conflict. Ambedkar observed the social and cultural pro-
cesses facilitating the triumph of Brahmanism. He graphed the structure
and processes involved in counter-revolution through a critical examina-
tion of Manusmriti. According to him, a counter-revolution established the
right of Brahmins to rule and commit regicide. It elevated the status and
authority of Brahmins. Manusmriti put poverty and service as the ideal for
Brahmins that served as a tool to mislead masses. It also resurrected the
image of the Brahmin in the eyes of non-Brahmins through laying down
disciplinary prescriptions. Material benefits were ensured to Brahmins
through royal patronage and scheme of rituals. Brahmins were awarded
several privileges which enhanced their authority. Varna was turned into
caste by making occupation hereditary and erecting the principle of graded
inequality. Brahmanism outlawed intermarriages between different varnas,
prohibited inter-dining and exhibited control over women’s sexuality. The
system of caste initiated an autonomous mechanism of exclusiveness and
isolation through the practice of excommunication. Brahmanism as a cul-
tural and ideological apparatus carried out a total subjugation of shudras
and women. Ambedkar marked that ideological constructs of women’s
subordination have not enslaved them; rather practice of caste—patriarchy
has given rise to ideologies of women’s subordination (Ambedkar, 1987:
266-331). As per Ambedkar, gender and kinship came to play a central role
in the evolutionary narrative of caste and state formation (Rao, 2009: 152).

Ambedkar examined the role of Brahmanism in shaping and maintain-
ing of caste hierarchy and patriarchy. It was identified as a hegemonic and
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coercive apparatus where any attempt of revolution against Brahmanism
was met with either coercion or addressed through assimilative mech-
anisms. His reading of the Gita unfolded the complexity of social con-
flict explicating this assimilative mechanism and its ascendancy under the
counter-revolution (Ambedkar, 1987: 332-80).

Ambedkarite historiography theorizes Brahmanism as a complex ideo-
logical and cultural system that offered material and cultural unity to a
caste society (Ambedkar, 1979: 16). It governed material relations of pro-
duction and its exchange as well as regulation of social and psychological
relations within a caste-based society. Additionally, it played a key role in
the surplus appropriation based on graded discrimination and exploitation.
As an ideological and cultural apparatus it conformed to caste patriarchy
by establishing endogamy as a structural basis to gender relations regulat-
ing women’s sexuality and exchange within the limits of caste.

Therefore, this historiography sees the emergence of untouchability in
the context of the conflict of Buddhism with Brahmanism. Ambedkar
states that the broken men were a distinct group of Buddhist tribesmen,
wandering defeated in a battle, degraded and homeless. Due to their con-
dition of destitution, they were forced to accept the social servitude of
baluta-jajmani relationship.> Their incessant struggle with Brahmanism
resulted in a permanent infliction of impurity on them. Untouchability thus
subordinated and stigmatized their labour, enchained them in social slav-
ery, degraded and humiliated their entire existence. By placing genealogy of
untouchability in the history of Buddhism—Brahmanism conflict, Ambed-
kar has assigned an insurgent subject position to Dalits.

For Ambedkar, while Brahmanism represented the coercive and hegem-
onic forces of varna, caste and gender subordination, Buddhism represented
the egalitarian spirit of liberty, equality, and fraternity embodied through
anti-caste rebellions. Brahmanism, through its devices like theology, my-
thology, ritualism, and metaphysics enslaved the minds of caste-subalterns.
On the contrary, Buddhism’s ideological offshoots provided a counter-
cultural terrain to caste subaltern insurgency.

Issues were raised over Ambedkar’s preference to the cultural, his empha-
sis on socio-cultural analysis of Buddhism and particularly his assertion
that the conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism is essential to under-
stand the dynamics of Indian history. M. S. Gore questioned the efficacy of
a socio-cultural analysis over a materialist concept of history by contrasting
Ambedkar’s version of Buddhism with that of D. D. Kosambi. He asked,

Should Buddhism be seen as an effort to oppose the Aryans, a
movement against the ritualism and exclusiveness of Brahmins
and a movement that tried to stabilize Indian society of that pe-
riod, by accommodating newer ethnic groups through the enun-
ciation of more universal ethic? Or was it to be seen, as suggested
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by Kosambi (1956), as a religion that facilitated the political and
social shift from tribal loyalties and tribal organization to a larger
form of political organization?

(Gore, 1993: 307)

Sharad Patil also critiqued Ambedkar for his failure in understanding the
crux of Buddhist revolution. He argued that the Buddha initiated the rev-
olution by annihilating the varna and tribal slavery in ancient India (Patil,
1993: 226).

Gail Omvedt gives a careful treatment to Ambedkar’s formulation of
conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism. She comments that as a gen-
eral principle of a socio-historical analysis of Indian society, it may be said
to be necessary but insufficient. She further argues:

To say that ‘Buddhism’ and ‘Brahmanism’ as frame work or ideol-
ogies or philosophies were a factor in history, in the sense that they
were not simply reflections of socio-economic base but played an
autonomous role, is one thing. To say they can serve as sole or ma-
jor determining explanation is another. In the first sense, Ambed-
kar’s formulations are correct, in the second sense, it is inadequate.

(Omvedt, 2003: 279)

Ambedkar did acknowledge the inadequacy in relying solely on cultural
analytics by stating that

purely religious point of view would give only a superficial picture.
The questions about the way the masses and classes of India live;
the social and economic terms of their associated lives and the in-
fluences of the religion constituting their condition of life are very
important.

(Ambedkar, 1989: 129)

Since Ambedkar was well aware about the economic basis of socio-religious
phenomenon, he unpacks the structure of social dependence within which
untouchables as broken men were subjugated to social servitude. Omvedt
rightly identified Ambedkar’s formulation of the Buddhism-Brahmanism
conflict as Weberian in spirit where efforts are made to add cultural-
ideological factors to explanation in terms of economic factors (Omvedt,
2003: 280).

Ambedkar has advocated the formulation of the Buddhism—Brahmanism
conflict as a corrective stance (Ambedkar, 1987: 275). While reconstruct-
ing the social history of India, he had given more emphasis on the moral
dimension of Buddhism; his portrayal of Brahmanism is socially complex;
however, his depiction of Buddhism is full of moral nuances. Why did
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Ambedkar emphasize these moral nuances of Buddhism? He offers several
reasons for this preference of universal ethics of Buddhism. The major rea-
son he cites is to demolish the collective morality of caste society. Morality
of a caste society is marked by isolation and exclusiveness as it is aimed to
protect group interest and thereby becomes anti-social in nature.

Such a morality of collective interests leads to a factional and disorgan-
ized society where disharmony prevails. In such a regime of morality, the
individual cannot attain a consistency of mind. Such a society that rests
upon the supremacy of one group over the other, irrespective of its rational
or proportionate claims inevitably leads to conflict. Ambedkar argues that
the only way to put a stop to conflict is sacred universal ethics. This position
of Ambedkar certainly exhibits the influence of Durkheim. As Durkheim
has pointed out the element of ‘sacred’ in religion and its role in providing
a binding force for social relationships, Ambedkar espouses the universal
ethics of Buddhism to restructure society on the values of liberty, equality
and fraternity (Omvedt, 2003: 260).

Understanding caste as a state of mind (Ambedkar, 1979: 75) moved
Ambedkar towards embracing the universal ethics of Buddhism. Psycho-
social relationships between castes had been ordered under the structure of
graded inequality. Each caste acquired its selfhood within the hierarchy of
the ascending scale of hatred and the descending scale of contempt towards
‘other’ castes. It indeed had created this predicament before any attempt
of anti-caste revolution. Not only caste rivalries but even seemingly pro-
gressive anti-caste uprisings had flared a psychosis of caste hatred, which
ultimately regimented the caste order. This psychosis remained a major
hurdle in uniting the caste subaltern against the caste order. Buddhism,
which Ambedkar identified as the lineage that fought caste by propounding
universal ethics based on non-enmity, is best suited for forging unity and a
sense of community amongst fragmented caste subalterns.

Another feature of Ambedkar’s preference to moral Buddhism also lies in
the continuum of caste struggle. The pattern that runs through the history
of caste struggle is ethical and moral contestation. Stigmatized caste subal-
terns took the recourse to a moral disposition primarily to gain self-respect
and negotiate their place in caste hierarchy. Morality remained a prime
ground through which stree—shudra—atishudra contested the hegemony of
caste order. Prior to Ambedkar, Laxmi Narsu has propagated a moralistic
version of Buddhism. Being rooted in the anti-caste tradition of struggle
Ambedkar seems convinced about the path’s moral strife espousing the uni-
versal ethics of Buddhism.

Exhumation of a Buddhist past with the scientific method

Ambedkar rejected the deterministic economic canons of historical material-
ism. The Marxist emphasis on a material basis of history has acknowledged
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that only economic forces shape the course of history, which in turn denied
man any role or place in the making of this history. Ambedkar categorically
argued that impersonal forces (like economic, geographical etc.) are deter-
mining factors of history. However, the effect of these impersonal forces
depends on man—his free will and his greatness (Ambedkar, 1989: 212).
Ambedkar placed human action as central to historical causality. His com-
mentary on Buddhist causality gives human action a major role, as impor-
tant as the role of nature, in history:

The Buddha... maintained that not only every event has a cause but
the cause is the result of some human action or natural law. He re-
jected that man is a puppet in the hands of Time, Nature, Chance,
God, Fate, and Necessity. If man is free, then every event must be
the result of man’s action or an act of nature.

(Ambedkar, 1992: 240)

For Ambedkar, human being existed not only in the physical sense but had
a spiritual super-existence through knowledge and love (Gore, 1993: 261).
This freedom of reflective reasoning of human beings comprised the motive
force of history.

A positivist variety of Marxism enunciates the idea of passivity of the
masses before the law of history.® Ambedkar was challenging such fatalistic
doctrines of economic determinism. He affirmed that ideas generate actions
and movements of change and that man is the creator of history. He spoke
of the historically determined man, that is, of a man who lives and strug-
gles in concrete historical realities and is confronted with objective societal
oppositions.

Ambedkar conceived history from the perspective of the caste subaltern.
He criticized the tendency of worshiping the past and insisted that engage-
ment with the past should not belittle the present. In his undelivered speech
“The Annihilation of Caste’ he quoted Dewey in support” of his argument
to reject the burden of history. According to it ‘if the present is seen as a
‘natural’ outcome of the past events, it legitimatizes the present, making the
present seem inevitable and ‘determined.” To see the present as a ‘historical
given’ thus discourages caste subaltern from taking up any task of changing
the present. Therefore, Ambedkar admitted that life begins by leaving the
past behind. He observed that the revivalist tendencies of glorifying the
past enslave the present. According to him, a revivalist approach makes
the past a rival of the present and the present becomes more or less a futile
imitation of the past. This approach represents the present as empty and
the future as remote and therefore inimical to progress. While defining the
relations of past and present, he stated that the study of the past becomes
significant and relevant only when the past enters into the present (Ambed-
kar, 1979: 79).
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Ambedkar’s quoting of Dewey is at times misinterpreted and misused to
trivialize his historical writings. Debjani Ganguli misinterprets Ambedkar’s
act of quoting Dewey as Ambedkar’s urge to make history dead.® There is
a rising tendency of post-modernist scholars to treat Ambedkar’s history
as a self-styled imaginative account deficient in scientific history. Ganguli
interprets Ambedkar’s negotiation with a positivist method of history and
his attempt to expand the horizon of the scientific method of history to
write the history of caste subaltern as tiredness with the historical method.
Picking abrupt and oblique references from Ambedkar’s speeches, Ganguli
termed Ambedkar’s history as ‘mythographic.” She cites from Ambedkar’s
speech of conversion at Nagpur. That traced the genealogy of Mahar com-
munity to the Naga tribes. He offered an account of the Naga struggle with
Aryans and their conversion to Buddhism. He claimed that Nagas were the
earliest Buddhists in Indian history. Later in the era of counter-revolution
Brahmanism trampled the Naga-Buddhists under the vicious code of un-
touchability. Ganguli juxtaposes Ambedkar’s version of Nagas with Vinaya
Pitaka. According to the Vinaya Pitaka tale, Naga (snake) camouflaged his
true identity and was granted full ordination in sangh. While he was asleep,
his deception came to light and the Buddha was informed. After knowing
the real nature of Naga, he commanded that ‘no animal should be ordained
and ordained by mistake should be expelled from the community’ (Gan-
guli, 2005: 150).

Ganguli takes up the disparity of Ambedkar’s version with Buddhist
literature as an act of haste at arriving at a conclusion with the help of
Benedict Anderson’s theory about ‘amnesias’ that invariably accompany all
profound changes in human consciousness. Out of such oblivion, he says
spring narratives. Identity in other words, is constructed out of and through
the remarkable, if paradoxical dynamic of remembering and/or forgetting.
According to Ganguli, Ambedkar’s invocation of the Naga tale ‘is an oper-
ation of dynamic forgetting or amnesia in recasting and recreating identity’.
Ganguli further connects it to Ashis Nandy’s analysis.

Nandy has also written about the principled forgetfulness in the
mythic engagement of oppressed with their past and present. This
feature is but flip side of the willful remembering, and together
they allow the subaltern to radically define their own past—what
Nandy drawing on Jirgen Habermas’s phrase ‘future oriented
memories’, calls remembering in an anticipatory fashion.
(Ganguli, 2005: 151)

To treat Ambedkar’s historiography as mythographic is utterly erroneous.
Ambedkar’s exhumation of the debris of historical evidences involved gen-
erating historical facts from mythology. Ganguli makes fashionable use
of Ambedkar’s term exhumation but ignores what he really meant by it.
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With the help of the Buddhist canonical literature, Ambedkar categorically
makes distinction between womb-born Nagas and egg-born Nagas, thereby
making it clear that “the word Naga has two-fold meaning: in its original
sense it stood for the name of human community” (Ambedkar, 1987: 152).
According to him, Deva, Asura, Yaksha, Gana, Gandharva and Kinnara
were members of the human family. Ambedkar, Phule and post-Phule Dalit
activists have used myths to write history. When Phule however took myths
as history, his attempt was to generate a historical account. The revolution-
ary moment in the history of Dalit consciousness is the rise of historical
consciousness. Although the mythical world has provided space for caste
contestation to Dalits, it has also justified and legitimated the given world
where caste subaltern was made to accept indelibility of the hierarchical
nature of caste. And contrary to it, history adept with a scientific mode of
causality assured a possibility of change and thus empowered Dalits to take
up the terminal fight against the caste system.

Although Ambedkar was trying to break the cage of the positivist method
to write the history of the caste subaltern, he swore complete allegiance to
the scientific method. His attempt was to expand the horizon of the his-
torical method and to enlarge the terrain of historical evidences to bridge
the gap of history. He did not need to undertake the operation of forget-
fulness or amnesia. But he certainly took recourse to reasoned arguments.
His history was not an attempt of memorializing the past, evoking either
a mythical narrative or self-styled imaginative narrative of the past but a
profound reasoned argument of history set in the scientific structure of the
historical method.

Ambedkar’s historicism®

Change or impermanence in history is central to Ambedkar’s historical the-
ory. He stated that ‘nothing is fixed, nothing eternal, nothing sanatan; that
everything changes. Change is the law of life for the individual as well as
for society’ (Ambedkar, 1979: 79-80). He rejected the colonial theory of
stagnation in Indian history and argued vehemently in favour of historical
change. Ambedkar believed that the theory of impermanence of the indi-
vidual and society gives space to progress and evolution in history (Ambed-
kar, 1992: 241). He accepted social evolution as the governing principle of
history.

Although Ambedkar conceived historical progression in evolutionary
frame, he rejected the principle of inevitability in the historical progres-
sion (Ambedkar, 2007: 6). His historicism'? is informed by Buddhism.
He argued that Buddha’s religion is the result of inquiry and investigation
into the conditions of human life and understanding of human instincts
and dispositions. For Ambedkar, historical perspectives are informed by
an anthropocentric vision of reality. He wanted to study social forces of
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history and its impact on human instincts and dispositions. Rejecting any
deterministic implications of history, he believed that social and individual
freedoms are the motor forces of history (Rodrigues, 1998).

Every contemporary reality always contained constituents of historical
past in it. Hence historical inquiry becomes essential for any attempt of
comprehension of the reality. To understand contemporary social reality
instilled by the institutionalization of caste, untouchability, women’s ser-
vitude and caste-class domination, Ambedkar embarked on the project
of historical inquiry. His attempt was to unravel the casual factors in the
growth of institution of caste and untouchability; and to identify the pat-
terns in the process of historical change in India. His historical inquiry was
passionately engaged in building the theory of revolutionary praxis leading
towards caste annihilation.

This historicist enterprise has provided Ambedkar with a theoretical
vantage point of a critique of all pertinent ideologies (which relates ideas,
beliefs and values) of caste-patriarchy and capitalism. His history offered a
shattering critique of Brahmanism which as an ideological and cultural sys-
tem enslaved the minds of caste—gender subalterns. He explained coercive
and exploitative aspects of Brahmanism and condemned them as inhuman
and immoral. He emphatically narrated an account of a cultural and moral
battle against Brahmanism conceived under an alternative-cultural ideol-
ogy of Buddhism.

History has been assigned a twofold ideological purpose: one, to con-
ceive legitimacy for changing the present, and two, to maintain it in its
existing form indefinably.!’ Ambedkar was well aware about these two-
fold purposes. He was against every version of a status-quoist history; he
fervently rejected colonial and nationalist historiography because of their
status-quoist version of the reality built on a coherent interpretation of his-
tory conveniently plotted through the continuities of the past. Colonial his-
torians projected the history of India as monolithic ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’
pasts. By rejecting monolithic portrayals of ancient Hindu and medieval
Muslim pasts, Ambedkar narrated the history of India as the fearsome
socio-cultural conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism. He portrayed
history not as linear and homogeneous but having ideological-cultural
ruptures manifested through three stages of ancient Indian history: Brah-
manism, Buddhism and Hinduism. He narrated the history of India as an
endless caste struggle ranging from ancient to medieval period and thus
defied the classification of the imagined homogeneity of the Muslim period.

By portraying the glorious Hindu past as being interrupted by a cor-
rupt rule of Muslim kings, nationalist historiography placed the Vedic-
Brahmanical tradition central to India and thus masked social and cultural
contradictions under the picture of unity in diversity of the Indian nation.
They depicted Brahmanical culture as the uniting force of the Indian na-
tion. Ambedkar demolished this very version of nationalist historiography
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by unleashing a severe onslaught on every argument reflected in contem-
porary politics based on the dominant nationalist version of history (Gore,
1993). He argued that India has not yet achieved its nationhood; rather it is
a nation in the making. Only the anti-caste revolution will bring a national-
ist upsurge in India. He built his vision of alternative nationalism based on
anti-caste traditions, particularly of Buddhism (Bagade, 1998). Ambedkar’s
historiography remains contentious. However, he has engaged in multilay-
ered debates with a number of national and colonial nationalist historians.

Ambedkar’s critical commitment to the ideologies of liberalism, social-
ism and Buddhism and his spirited confrontation with colonial and nation-
alist historiography set up a new kind of historical inquiry. His inquiries
into the origin and growth of the institution of caste and untouchability
have not only unfolded the structures, processes, historical changes and
their continuums in contemporary caste society but has also brought out
conflicting social forces that shaped these institutions. His historicist ven-
ture offers the most profound critique of caste, patriarchy and untouchabil-
ity by arguing that caste and untouchability are against reason, humanity
and its progress. Thus, his history sets up the revolutionary transformative
agenda of caste annihilation which Omvedt has characterized as a demo-
cratic revolution.

Ambedkar affirmed that caste was not created by preaching so it cannot
be abolished by preaching, his exercise was to prove the falsity of the caste
system (Ambedkar, 1979: 78). His project of history writing had a direct
bearing on steering the struggle against caste. His quest was to employ his-
tory as an ideological tool allowing subaltern castes to actualize new pos-
sibilities to fight against caste. A range of material and cultural struggles
emerged from the insights drawn from his history pivoting the organization
and politicization of the caste-subaltern. His investigations revealed ideo-
logical foundations of anti-caste struggles which helped the caste subaltern
to acquire their insurgent subject position. His search for new possibilities
of social existence which will lead to a reign of freedom away from caste,
class exploitation and domination was based on a historical analysis. This
indeed convinced him that the eradication of caste required repudiation of
Hindu religion and the adoption of an alternative religion of Buddhism.

Ambedkar launched a struggle against caste, class and patriarchy. He
wanted an alliance of all subaltern castes and classes. He declared war
against Brahmanism and capitalism. Caste exploitation and oppression was
giving scope to struggles based on caste identities. Ambedkar was aware
of the fact that caste identities are opposed to the lower caste solidarity;
he organized anti-caste struggle caste-groups as a unit of organization like
Dalits, non-Brahmins etc. He rejected the narrative of caste histories and
wrote history as the history of untouchables and shudras. He rejected the
racial basis of caste and untouchability and invoked the unity within op-
pressed castes as economically exploited, socially oppressed and politically
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dominated caste groups who share a common history and culture in fight-
ing a relentless battle against caste. In an anti-caste democratic revolution,
he conceived that Dalits will work as a vanguard caste-group and other
oppressed shudra and atishudra castes, peasant castes and working class
will assist in the revolution. His depiction of Indian history as a history
of caste struggle provided the thread of cultural and social unity to all
caste-subalterns. His history assigned emancipatory identities invoked from
the anti-caste traditions like Buddhism which provided universal ethics of
liberty, equality and fraternity.

Notes

1 Marxists first of all made a distinction between the basic economic structure of
any society, constituted by the condition of production, taken as a whole and the
superstructure of laws, institution, religion and ideas. The primacy to economic
structures of (imagined) class relations of production claimed that the motor for
the historical progression is provided by the ‘class struggle.” The emphasis on eco-
nomic structure has created a variation of Marxism, which offered a mechanical
interpretation of history, conforming economic determinism. Ambedkar stood
against this Marxist variety subscribing itself to rigid economism.

2 Ambedkar has brought to notice that cultural boundaries of nation proved
stronger than the notion of economic unity of proletariat class (Khairmode,
1998: 92).

The Buddha looked upon the suffering of his age as a sickness, a disease.
In suggesting remedy, he even wanted to proceed according to the prin-
ciple of medical science of his times. However, he announced himself as
tathagata, we do not expect him to have diagnosed the real social roots of
the disease, i.e. to have analyzed the tremendous historic transformations
going on before his eyes: why this stupendous progress in the productive
technique was bringing with it the most awful human miseries and moral
degradations. Historically speaking, what was left for him was to transform
the real problem into an ideal one, to interpret objective phenomenon in
subjective terms; in short to produce ‘a reversed world consciousness’. The
result was the transformation of the mass misery of the age into metaphys-
ics of misery. Early Buddhism thus, became the most perfect illusion of the
epoch ..... Every epoch has its false consciousness which, in fact, becomes
the major illusion of the epoch. The false consciousness underlying early
Buddhism became the ideology—the illusion par excellence—of the age of
Buddha. It is this point of view, that we propose to review the four Arya
Satya as well as pratitya samutpad.

(Chattopadhyaya, 1992: 500)

4 Ambedkar as quoted in (Omvedt, 1994: 228).

5 Ambedkar categorically marked out the social servitude of untouchables in-
built in baluta relations. Untouchability as a condition of existence doomed
Mabhars to be dependent on baluta watan. The subservience of the Mahar caste
was structured by three ways: (1) by placing patronizing authority to (Savarna)
castes who gave remuneration to Mahars for their labour and Mahars had to
accept it as obligation, (2) by giving insufficient, meager Baluta payment far
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below than needed for survival, (3) by not allowing them to take up alternative
sources of livelihood. He points out that untouchable is dependent upon the
touchable for earning his livelihood as well as for the purchases of the necessi-
ties of life. The total dependence of untouchable made Mahars subservient to
the village community (Ambedkar, 1989: 266-7).

The positivist variety of Marxism is seen in the dominant notion of economic
determinism reflected in the writings of Marxist thinkers like Bukharin who
argued that men’s will is not free. However, men supposedly enjoy choices that
are produced under the material conditions constituting them.

Dewey says:

An individual can live only in the present. The present is not just something,
which comes after the past: much less something produced by it. It is what
life is leaving the past behind it. The study of past products will not help us
to understand the present a knowledge of past and its heritage is of great sig-
nificance when it enters into the present but not otherwise. And the mistake
of making the records and remains of the past the main material of educa-
tion is that if tends to make the past rival of present and the present a more
or less futile imitation of past.

(Ambedkar, 1979: 79)

Ganguli writes that in his speech on the Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar
‘donned the mantle of classic revolutionary who wanted the past as well and
truly dead. He desired nothing more than disjunction between the past and
Hindu Brahmanical India and the present India as a democratic republic. This
was the Ambedkar who was the student of John Dewey endorsed the objectiv-
ity and empiricism of social science analysis of caste and undertook not a few
such analysis himself’ (Ganguli, 2005: 141-42).

Historicism seems to have three meanings: for most historians it is a primary
historical act of perceiving historical periods in their own terms rather than
imposed by historian; second and relatedly, it means accepting that every his-
torical period has its own standards through which it determined what was
trustworthy knowledge and warranted truth; third that there are inclusive,
demonstrable, and determining patterns in the process of historical change.
(Munslow, 2000: 130). According to Karl Popper, historicism is a dangerous
belief in historical determinism and the existence of a universal pattern in the
historical process. And now in a postmodern or hermeneutic fashion, it is un-
derstood by reorganizing that the-past-is-history and is used to understand the
present (Munslow, 2000: 130-2).

Historicism is a dangerous belief in historical determinism and the existence
of a universal pattern in the historical process. And now in a postmodern or
hermeneutic fashion it is understood as by reorganizing that the-past-is-history
and is used to understand the present. Ambedkar takes departure from these
notions of historicism.

Hayden White writes,

The very claim to have discerned some kind of formal coherence in the his-
torical record brings with it theories of the nature of historical world and of
historical knowledge itself which have ideological implications for attempt to
understand the present however ‘the present’ is defined. To put it another way,
the very claim to have distinguished a past from the present world of social
thought and praxis, and to have determined the formal coherence of the past
world, implies a conception of the form of the knowledge of the present world.

(Quoted in Guha, 1989: 215)
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GANDHI AND AMBEDKAR
ON CASTE

Valerian Rodrigues

Ambedkar wrote extensively on caste and on issues closely bound with the
caste question. The same can be said about Mahatma Gandhi too. This
interest to engage with concerns related to the caste question and keeping
it in the forefront of the struggle for a free India is one of the bonds they
shared in common among others. This chapter argues that while there were
basic differences between them on this issue, they should not occlude the
shared concern. For both of them the right understanding of the caste ques-
tion was central to the struggle for equality and swaraj, while other signifi-
cant thinkers of the nationalist lore tended to lay priority on class relations
or colonial domination or national oppression as key concerns of political
freedom.! By drawing attention to the problematics of caste, both of them
turned their gaze inward, and argued that the nationalist project would be
still-born without national self-reflectivity and internal reforms.
Ambedkar’s earliest major essay, “Caste in India” (Ambedkar 1978a) at-
tempts to directly engage with the anthropological discourse on caste. The
later writings on caste related it to his central political concerns such as
his ideas of equality, nation, democracy, marginalization, discrimination,
rights, ethical basis of public life, and so on, that propose an alternative
vision of politics in a post-colonial society. While the former raise puzzles in
the existing body of literature, the latter interrogate the unfolding politics in
India. The Annibilation of Caste is the inaugural moment of this new road
map. In this great text he reads the implications of caste for the national
project in India and makes a case to do away with it. There are however
certain concerns common across this shift: There is an understated political
position in Castes in India linking it to caste patriarchy, and Annibilation
develops the argument that a democratic republic is not feasible in India
without annihilating caste and its encompassing principle, varna. Ambed-
kar returns to this argument again and again in subsequent texts to demon-
strate that caste and varna are antithetical to the idea of democracy and even
nationalism. His last major work The Buddha and His Dhamma is a call to
found the republic on the basis of Dhamma rather than Dharma, the latter
being inevitably caught, according to him, in claims and practices of caste.?
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The paradoxical nature of the caste system: social
closures within cultural homogeneity

The essay “Castes in India” basically dwelt on what Ambedkar construed
to be the paradox between the shared culture of India on one hand and
social closure embodied in the caste system on the other. On reviewing the
work of other scholars on the issue, he hypothesizes that in India numerous
ethnic groups came to be commingled and there were no distinct races as in
the USA.3 The different ethnic groups in India “through constant contact
and mutual intercourse....evolved a common culture that superseded their
distinctive cultures”(Ambedkar 1978a, 6). Ambedkar makes this argument
exactly at a point of time when colonial ethnology was working overtime to
demonstrate the fragmentariness of India, particularly highlighting caste.*
Asserting the cultural homogeneity of India, Ambedkar states, “I venture
to say that there is no country that can rival the Indian Peninsula with
respect to the unity of its culture”(Ambedkar 1978a, 6). He argues that,
unlike the commonly held beliefs regarding caste and endogamy, exogamy
is a universal feature in India and therefore not merely marriage within
‘sapindas’ (blood kins) is forbidden but even among ‘sagotras’ (common
lineage). The puzzle is the compartmentalization of thick cultural affinities
“into fixed and definite units” of castes, characterized by endogamy. He
conjectures that caste must have arisen in India long after the diverse races
had commingled.® According to him, the existing theories of caste® offer
inadequate and deeply unsatisfactory explanation to this paradox: What we
find in India is the superimposition of endogamy over exogamy. Through
endogamy a homogeneous culture is parcelled out into tightly bound social
units called castes.

According to him, endogamy to be viable requires ‘numerical equality’
between the sexes within a group and a large disparity between them is
likely to make the system non-viable. The problem that such groups con-
front is how to solve the problem of numerical disparity ‘between mar-
riageable units of the two sexes’, i.e., the problem of the ‘surplus man’ and
‘surplus woman’. The problem of the surplus woman in India was sought
to be taken care of by sati, i.e. burning a woman ‘on the funeral pyre of
her deceased husband’ and thus getting rid of her, although resort to such
stratagem is extremely difficult and could not be universally enforced. But
if a widow is left free in the group, she might prove dangerous to the very
name of the group or prove a challenge to other women. Therefore, she is
cordoned off by compulsory widowhood, while degrading her at the same
time to offset her potential allure. Sati, bar on widow remarriage, and de-
meaning confinement of a widow are all related to endogamy and conse-
quently to caste.

However, men cannot be handled in this particular way, due to their
social dominance and physical prowess. Burning him is not a solution
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‘because he is a man’ and, if it is done, a ‘sturdy soul will be lost to the
group’. Many a widower may not cherish the prospect of remaining single,
and if such a surplus man remains within the group, he might prove a dan-
ger to the morals of the group. It is therefore in the interest of the group to
keep him ‘Grahasta’. In this case the surplus man can be provided a wife
only by recruiting one from lower age-groups. Child-marriage is its inevi-
table outcome. Such an institutionalization of gender relations demanded
that a man or woman should not feel affection for anyone other than the
one with whom he or she is united. Affections were impersonally disposed.
It is the system that guards and directs affections and feelings. It is marriage
that begets love rather than vice-versa.

But how did a social practice such as endogamy come to be institution-
alized through the caste system? For the purpose Ambedkar assumes that
division of labour in a society begets classes beyond the early stages of
evolution of mankind. However, the basis of such classes could differ: It
could be economic, intellectual or social. In India, the division of labour
assumed the caste form. Caste and class are closely entwined: ‘A Caste is an
Enclosed Class’ (Ambedkar 1978a, 1, 15). Social norms assigned division
of labour to a system made of classes. The class that raised the enclosure
around itself first could be Brahmins, since most customs related to gender
relations in India were prevalent among them. But since Brahmins held
the highest place in the social hierarchy the others imitated them: ‘their
prevalence in non-Brahmin castes is derivative of their observance (and) is
neither strict nor complete’ (Ibid). Brahmins therefore could be said as ‘the
originators of this ‘unnatural institution’ (Ibid).

Ambedkar does not think that any lawgiver could have created the in-
stitution of caste and, given its atrocious character, if he was to do so he
‘would not have outlived this law’ (Ibid, 16). Similarly imposing the caste
system on non-Brahmins by Brahmins would have been impossible. Manu
merely philosophized about it, codified existing caste rules and preached
caste Dharma. In other words, Manu provided the rule-book, introducing
his own caste-prejudices, for widely prevalent social practices.

The earliest known classes among Hindus were Brahmins, the priestly
class; Kshatriyas, the military class; Vaishyas or the merchant class; and
Shudras, the artisan and menial class. But this class system was essentially
open-ended, classes changing their personnel, depending upon their attrib-
utes.” From such classes the transition to caste took place in a specific way:
“Some closed the door: Others found it closed to them” (Ibid, 18). Once
it was adopted by Brahmins, others also tended to imitate it due to the
prestige the former commanded among the rest. “It is the ‘the infection
of imitation’ that caught all these sub-divisions on their onward march of
differentiation and turned them into castes”(Ibid, 18).8 Ambedkar uses Ga-
briel Tarde’s laws of imitation to illustrate it (Ibid, 19)° Brahmins as supe-
rior were the sources of imitation and they influenced ‘numerous and daily
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relations with other members. Those members who were nearest to the
Brahmins imitated most of the aspects; however, those at a distance were
not sufficiently influenced by them, even though they could not remain im-
mune to such influence.

Caste is not an autonomous unit. Castes are bound in a system and its
inexorable logic: “Caste in the singular number is an unreality. Castes exist
only in the plural number. There is no such a thing as caste: There are al-
ways castes” (Ibid, 20). Once a group encloses itself, others have no chance
but to enclose themselves. Any innovation that violates caste norms is likely
to be spurned and such castes members would be thrown out from a caste
to become another caste.

Ambedkar thought that caste operates in a milieu where there is a basic
agreement across the society regarding a set of social codes. He repeats this
argument in Annibilation where he writes that there is “similarity in habits
and customs, beliefs and thoughts’ (Ambedkar 1978b, 51) across India and
the functioning of the caste system would not have been possible without it.
At this stage, it is important to note the distinction that Ambedkar makes
between endogamy among the upper castes and the lower castes. The in-
junctions of caste call for compliance among Brahmins and castes closest
to them, while they are much more derivative/imitative as we go down the
ladder. The second distinction is with respect to a social practice and a
norm that links itself to the practice. Manu constructs a practice into a
norm and arrests the possibility of the practice and severely limits the in-
cidence of rebellion against the practice. The norm universalizes what was
a spatially and temporarily confined practice. It is in this context that we
need to understand Ambedkar’s sustained vehemence against Manu and
what he regards as the ideology of the varna—dharma system.'”

It is important to stress the political significance that this understanding
of caste had on Ambedkar. For the purpose we need to bear in mind the
dominant concerns of the early two decades of the 20th century with its di-
visions on ‘consent bill’, social reforms and prioritization of political move-
ment over social reforms. Against social reformers, who stressed the need
for social reforms alongside political reforms, Ambedkar argued that it is
not enough to strive after the abolition of sati, widow-marriage and ban on
child marriage. All these social evils were closely bound with caste. Caste
itself therefore has to be targeted. However, social reformers generally hail-
ing from Brahmins showed little reflectivity on this count. Further, there
was little that is of a religious character in caste although it is legitimized
by attributing to it such religious resources. Against the extremists, who
stressed on political reforms at the exclusion of social reforms, he argued
that by attacking the caste system, pursuit of the national cause was not
going to be weakened but would become stronger and beget the retrieval/
rediscovery of a shared culture. Against colonial ethnology'! he suggested
that caste is neither basic nor central to the organization of wider social
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relations in India but a positive hindrance. Against the arrogance of the
Brahmin elite leading the national movement, his advice was physician heal
thyself—the divisive markers are much more their doing rather than that
of the common people. By making caste a ‘derivative’ institution among
the non-Brahmin masses, he alludes to a strong shared bond across them
compared with that between non-Brahmins and Brahmins, an observation
central to Jyotirao Phule’s oeuvre. Caste as endogamy subjects a woman
to a twofold marginality vis-a-vis a man: On the one hand a woman con-
fronts constantly the threat of sati or widowhood, and the elimination and
degradation they imply, and secondly even a young girl is constantly faced
with the prospect of marrying a much older man, with little possibility of
intimacy between them. While caste patriarchy bears heavily on women
of upper castes, its import and significance among lower castes is a matter
of inquiry rather than a simple attribution. ‘The infection of imitation’ in
a caste-bound society binds a woman into subjection while men are given
dominion over them.

The caste system and democratic political community

Ambedkar wrote Annibilation of Caste 20 years after ‘Castes in India’
and wanted to ‘recast’ the former by incorporating the latter in a sub-
sequent edition, but did not do so due to paucity of time.'> Ambedkar’s
central argument in this text is that social reforms in India have not gone
far enough. Hinduism cannot be reformed without annihilating caste.
However, annihilation of caste cannot be done unless the principles jus-
tifying caste are rejected. The sacred scriptures themselves justify caste
practices widespread in the name of Hinduism. These principles have been
embodied in the scriptures and Hindus believe that their caste practices
have religious sanction justifying them. Therefore, the sacred scriptures
themselves have to be rejected. It is not justified to separate scriptures from
social practices.

According to Ambedkar, there were two political strands pursuing the
national-democratic project in India: political reformers and socialists. The
former, had effectively marginalized, and ignored the concerns of the social
reformers,'® and were spearheading the cause of freedom from colonial
domination. It was done by trivializing the concerns of the social reform
platform, accompanied by much sloganeering and slanderous attacks. Tak-
ing his own stance on the issue he underscored the continued validity of
social reforms in India, if it has to strive to be an independent political com-
munity and illustrated it by citing the condition of untouchables and the
continued caste atrocities in different parts of the country. How can India
justifiably seek independence when large masses were subject to the thral-
dom of the caste system? Even if India succeeded in securing independence
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from Britain, the subjection of people to caste authority would persist. If
this is the case why did the social reformers simply cave in? Ambedkar
thought that social reformers who primarily hailed from upper castes had
a limited agenda such as the abolition of child marriage, sati and widow
remarriage issues pertaining to high caste Hindu families. They did not call
for the ‘reform of Hindu society,” in the sense of the ‘break-up of the caste
system’, by “agitating for the abolition of caste or had the courage to agitate
for it” (Ambedkar 1978b, 42). They advanced highly confined and superfi-
cial demands. They did not include the large masses caught in the thraldom
of the caste system in their political imagination.

How about the socialists?'* Ambedkar felt that they tend to emphasize
on economic factors as the only or decisive source of power. They downplay
or ignore the significance of status and religion in pursuing or restraining
choices, and thereby the nature and range of freedom available to a per-
son. This was demonstrably true in India. In India bonding on class-lines
can hardly be contemplated without social reform. “Men will not join in
a revolution for the equalization of property unless they know that after
the revolution is achieved, they will be treated equally and there would be
no discrimination of caste and creed” (Ambedkar 1978b, 46). In fact, the
proletariat cannot even ‘present a united front’ for the purpose of revolu-
tionary transformation unless the differential markers of class are taken
into account. Caste is the ‘monster’ to be handled.!®

Anatomy of caste and human dignity

How does caste affect social relations? Why is it deplorable so as to
deserve ‘annihilation’> Ambedkar thought that the caste system is not
merely a division of labour but a division of labourers (ascribed occupa-
tions). Further, such divisions are graded, one over the other and vice-
versa. While division of labour is unavoidable, division of labourers into
watertight compartments militates against natural aptitude, violates the
principle of fostering social and individual efficiency by nurturing indi-
vidual capacities, and ignores the choice of the persons concerned. Caste
displays an insensitivity to change and transformation and the economic
and livelihood consequences that flow therefrom. It reduces human be-
ings to callings that do not hold any appeal to them. It begets a sense of
degradation and aversion on account of the slight and stigma associated
with certain occupations. In the latter case, there is little engagement of
the labourer with the kind of work that he does, his heart and soul is
not in it and his natural capacities and powers are not in tune with so-
cial rules. ‘Such callings constantly provoke one to aversion, ill-will and
the desire to evade.....because of the blighting effect which they produce
upon those who follow them owing to the slight and stigma cast upon
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them’ (Ambedkar 1978b, 48). If men’s hearts and minds are not in their
work how can such a system be efficient? Economically caste is harmful
because it subordinates “man’s natural powers and inclinations to the
exigencies of social rules” (Ibid).

Ambedkar did not think that the caste system had any racial basis, and
even if it did, it did not explain why inter-caste marriages were forbidden.
He felt that racial theories talked a lot of nonsense in the name of heredity
and eugenics. He repeats his argument made in “Castes in India”: “Caste
system does not demarcate racial division. Caste system is a social division
of people of the same race” (Ibid, 49). The eugenics argument did not
apply to caste divide; if caste divisions were racial divisions, then how to
explain prohibition to marry across sub-castes? If it is race then why pre-
vent inter-dining? If it is eugenic, then how to explain the poor quality of
Hindus, in a physical sense? To quote him, “To hold that distinctions of
castes are really distinctions of race and to treat different castes as though
they were so many different races is a gross perversion of facts” (Ibid, 48).
Therefore, the bar against inter marrying and inter dining for reasons of
purity of race or blood had little scientific basis. Through a process of
elimination, he was suggesting an explanation that he had advanced in
“Castes in India.”

Impact of caste on Hindus

Ambedkar thought that the caste system has done great harm to Hinduism.
On account of it, there was nothing such as a Hindu community as an
encompassing bond. Caste is a self-conscious unit and often does not even
recognize that it is integrally bound with other castes. Therefore, there is no
consciousness ‘of kind” among Hindus. Hindu consciousness is primarily
consciousness of caste. From the fact that certain ways of life are shared
among Hindus one cannot conclude that they constitute a society. The mere
presence of certain habits and customs, beliefs and thoughts are not enough
to constitute men into society. According to Ambedkar, “Men constitute a
society because they have things which they possess in common...and the
only way by which they can come to possess things in common with one
another, is by being in communication with one another” (Ibid, 51). It is in
the appreciation and acknowledgement of the shared-common and partic-
ipation in common activity that gives rise to unity. Through associated ac-
tivity a man feels his success as the success of his associates and his failure
as the failure of his associates. The conclusion for him was obvious, “the
caste system prevents common activity, and by preventing common activity,
it has prevented the Hindus from becoming a society with a unified life and
a consciousness of its own being” (Ibid). Unlike in ‘Castes in India,” there
is much less confidence in him now that a shared culture can be retrieved
without consciously forging such bonding.

184



GANDHI AND AMBEDKAR ON CASTE

Caste system breeds an antisocial spirit and hatred is inbuilt into it.
One’s own caste is given a noble birth and others are ascribed an igno-
ble origin. A caste attempts to reproduce its interest and pits those inter-
ests in opposition to other castes as if they are different nations. It makes
Hindus ‘many warring groups each living for itself and its selfish ideal.
He also thinks that castes treasure strong memories of caste oppression,
thereby preventing solidarity and bonding.'® The obsession of the Hindus
with caste does not make them extend even humanitarian considerations
to others as demonstrated by their inability to reach out to the aborigines,
and they entertain no remorse or repentance in this regard. Leaving them
in their primitive conditions, he felt, Hindus had harboured in their midst a
potential time-bomb that could spell doom. Higher-caste Hindus have also
done precious little to enable lower castes to rise to their cultural level. He
felt that generally Hindus have refused to share their intellectual and social
inheritance with those who were ready and willing to participate in it and
it expressed a meanness that was worse than cruelty.

Ambedkar thought that conversion was impossible within Hinduism
because the convert did not find a place in the social life of the commu-
nity. Membership of caste is not open; it is a closed corporation. There-
fore, “Shuddi will be both a folly and a futility” (Ambedkar 1978b, 55).
The attempt of the Arya Samaj at Sanghatan did not have any impact be-
cause the Sanghatan invariably would be very weak and thin. Hindus will
not come to the help of other Hindus qua Hindus. The associated mode
of life of the Hindus, he felt, did not produce a fellow feeling as it did
among Sikhs and Muslims. Such an associated feeling is a social cement.
The celebrated tolerance of the Hindus was debunked by Ambedkar in no
uncertain words,

The Hindus claim to be very tolerant people. In my opinion this
is a mistake. On many occasions they can be intolerant and if on
some occasions they are tolerant, that is because they are too weak
to oppose or too indifferent to oppose.

(Ibid, 55)

The indifference that Hindus show towards the wronged and the oppressed,
he felt, was primarily an outcome of the caste system. A good cause did not
bring them together.

He felt that reform and self-evaluation became possible if the group one
belonged to is deferential towards such initiatives. Caste acts as the author-
ity of excommunication and individual Hindus have no courage to violate
caste injunctions. This is because an individual member cannot do without
society and caste, which indicates society has sought his complete conform-
ity to its code in letter and spirit. A caste can therefore make the life of a
reformer hell. Caste shuns reform.
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With caste, Hindus cannot think of forging a cohesive public domain
with which they would identify themselves against odds. Ambedkar recites
a litany of factors that come in the way:

Caste has killed the public spirit. Caste has destroyed the sense of
public charity. Caste has made public opinion impossible. There
is no sympathy to the deserving. There is no appreciation of the
meritorious. There is no charity to the needy. Suffering as such calls
for no response....there is no appreciation of virtue but only when
the man is a fellow caste man...my caste man, right or wrong; my

caste man, good or bad.
(Ibid, 56-57)

Due to the prevalence of caste, the national-democratic project in India is
either going to be still-born or there is going to be a disjuncture between
claims and practices. The tall claims made by different political actors have
little to commend for them unless they dared to take caste head-on.

Irreconcilability between caste and democracy

A democratic ideal is in contradiction to a caste society. Ambedkar states
this ideal as follows:

An ideal society should be mobile, should be full of channels for
conveying a change taking place in part to other parts. In an ideal
society, there should be many interests consciously communicated
and shared. There should be varied and free points or contacts
with other modes of association. In other words there must be so-
cial endosmosis. This is fraternity, which is only another name for
democracy....It is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint
communicated experience.

(Ibid, 57)17

Against such an ideal caste society fixes people into slots, laying bounda-
ries for their outreach. Prohibitions, commands and taboos ensure that one
casts his vision, if there is one possible, to the limits of one’s own caste.
The possibility of interacting and learning from others comes to be highly
confined. The ideal of democracy or fraternity—a concept that he employs
interchangeably—is informed by liberty and equality. Liberty is not merely
the absence of restraint but “an effective and competent use of a person’s
powers” (Ibid). The latter would invariably involve freedom to choose one’s
profession. But a caste society is like a slave society, where human beings
are “forced to accept from others the purposes which control their con-
duct” (Ibid). He feels that equality values a person’s worth, his endeavour
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and exercise of his agency, rather than mere birth. In this sense equality
marks off a human being from the non-human world. It instils a sense of
responsibility and accountability. It is also conducive to utility, since it is
“good for the social body to get the most out of its members by making
them equal as far as possible at the very start of the race” (Ibid, 58). Fair-
ness also demands that people be regarded as equal and “those individuals
in whose favour there is also birth, education, family, business connections
and inherited wealth” do not corner the social produce. Only by being
equally considered one can give “as much incentive as possible to the full
development of everyone’s powers” (Ibid).

Ambedkar thought that certain attempt at shoring up Hindu identity
may not enhance fraternal ties. He critiques that the Arya Samaj attempts
to forge a Hindu identity by taking recourse to Shuddi (purificatory rituals)
while upholding the doctrine of Chaturvarnya. If Chaturvarnya is based
upon worth, there is no need to ascribe labels to people such as brahmin,
kshatriya, vaishya and shudra. Naming in a cultural context is not an in-
nocent activity but begets processes that are constitutive.'® He feels that
the continuation of the labels will invariably reproduce the structures of
meanings associated with it.

Apart from meanings associated, he feels that Chaturvarnya, as em-
ployed by the Arya Samaj or by Gandhi, is impracticable, harmful and has
turned out to be a miserable failure. One of the big difficulties is reducing
innumerable castes into the system of Chaturvarnya. How to make people
occupying a status vacate it for worth? How to compel people to recognize
the worth of someone of a lower status? He feels that the Chaturvarnya
scheme is close to that of Plato’s Republic and the criticism to which Pla-
to’s doctrines of social classes is subject to is also the criticism that must
apply to the system of Chaturvarnya. Such a system lumps together peo-
ple into sharply marked off classes without conceding, “the uniqueness of
every individual, of his incommensurability with others, of each individual
forming a class of his own, of the infinite diversity of active tendencies
and combination of tendencies of which an individual is capable” (Ibid,
60). It is not possible to pigeonhole people into classes of the kind that the
Chaturvarnya doctrine has proposed. It is not possible to reproduce the
Chaturvarnya system as people are free and the system has to be enforced
by a law. Without a penal sanction the system is unlikely to endure for
long. The Chaturvarnya system has no place for women. If women are
classified according to the status of their husbands then, the principle of
worth is violated. If it is a nominal categorization, then women are not
taken seriously.

Even if it is practicable, chaturavarnya is a vicious system. Although
it is defended on grounds of mutual support, it does not have built-in-
accountability when other people fail to pursue their side of division of
labour. Who then will defend the category left out? “Why make one person
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depend upon another in the matter of his vital needs?” Such a system came
down heavily on the lowest rung; the Shudra bore all the brunt. One of
the main reasons why there has been no revolution in India has been on
account of the disarming of the shudra. In India the weak have been made
helpless against exploitation. Although in the West there was widespread
social violence, the poor were not wholly deprived of physical, political
and moral claims. This has not been the case in India. The Chaturvarnya
system ‘deadens, paralyses and cripples the people’ (Ibid, 63). There is little
evidence to suggest that the system does away or contains strife. There is
enough in the literature to suggest that rivalry and enmity between the dif-
ferent varnas was endemic to the system: there was incessant fight between
the brahmins and the kshatriyas.!”

Ambedkar thought that Hindus cannot take comfort by citing the con-
tinued existence of caste among Muslims, Sikhs and Christians. In his view
caste among non-Hindus is fundamentally different form caste among
Hindus. Among non-Hindus there are several organic filaments that unite
them. What is to be noted in this context is not merely the existence of
groups among communities, which would always be there. The question to

be asked is,

How numerous and varied are the interests which are consciously
shared by the groups? How full and free is the interplay with other
forms of associations? Are the forces that separate groups and
classes more numerous than the forces that unite? What social sig-
nificance is attached to the group life? Is exclusiveness a matter of
custom and convenience or is it a matter of religion?

(Ambedkar 1978b, 64)

Among other communities there are the ‘organic filaments’ that bind groups
together but there is no integrating force among Hindus. The social signif-
icance of caste among non-Hindus is different from that among Hindus.
Among the former caste is not the primary identity. This is not so among
the Hindus. Besides, caste among non-Hindus has no religious sanction. It
is not a sacred institution. Hindus consider caste institution as sacred. They
regard it as religion. The survival of Hindus cannot be an argument for
the perpetuation of caste. The question is not whether a community lives
or dies: the questions are on what plane does it live and what is the quality
of its survival. There is a big difference ‘between merely living and living
worthily’ (Ibid, 66).

Ambedkar’s magisterial answer from such a moral standpoint is, “You
cannot build anything on the foundations of caste. You cannot build up a
nation, you cannot build up a morality. Anything that you will build on the
foundations of caste will crack and will never be a whole” (Ibid).
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Rescuing Hinduism from caste

If caste is deplorable and led to the degeneration of Hinduism, how to
rescue the latter from the former? Should it abolish sub-castes? (as Arya
Samaj did). Such a position assumes that there is a great deal of com-
monality across sub-castes to forge a common unity. This is not the case.
Ambedkar feels that the destruction of caste is difficult because of the
internal gradation. The scaling of caste makes it impossible to organize a
common front against the caste system. “All are slaves of the caste system
but all the slaves are not equal in status” (Ibid, 72). Therefore there cannot
be a general mobilization of Hindus. Besides, the abolition of sub-castes
does not necessarily lead to the abolition of caste system. Inter-dining,
even where it has been pursued as a social practice to forge unity, has not
solved the problem of caste. How about inter-caste marriage? But Hindus
have been vehemently opposed to it. According to Ambedkar, the known
resistance to these social practices arises because they are an affront to
certain deeply held beliefs:

inter-dining and inter-marriage are repugnant to the beliefs and
dogmas which the Hindus regard as sacred... Caste is not a physi-
cal object like a wall of bricks or a line of barbed wire....Caste is a
notion, it is a state of the mind. The destruction of caste does not
therefore mean the destruction of a physical barrier. It means a
notional change.

(Ibid, 68)

Hindus do not regard caste and its practices as deplorable. They ‘observe
caste because they are deeply religious” (Ibid).

If Hinduism is to be rescued from caste then those sources which engen-
der the belief that it is religious have to be destroyed. For Ambedkar, it is
the shastras, the texts and the tradition that they sustain, which are the
sources that inculcate the belief that caste is a deserving ideal. “If this is
correct, then obviously the enemy, that you must grapple with, is not the
people who observe caste, but the shastras which teach them this religion of
caste” (Ibid). ‘The real remedy’ for the caste ailment lies in the destruction
of the sanctity of the shastras.

Make every man and woman free from the thraldom of the shas-
tras, cleanse their minds of the pernicious notions founded on the
shastras, and he or she will inter dine or intermarry. It is not merely
that shastras be discarded but their authority should be denied.
What is wrong with the Hindus is their religion.

(Ibid, 68-69)
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Ambedkar thinks that caste is the natural outcome of certain religious
beliefs that have the sanction of the shastras and therefore any attack on
caste is an attack on fundamental religious notions. It makes an assault
on caste a very difficult task. Brahmins do not entertain annihilation of
caste even though they are in the forefront of political reforms. They are
unlikely to be social reformers involving caste since their very authority
springs from the latter. In Ambedkar’s view, there is not much of a dif-
ference between secular brahmins and priestly brahmins in this regard.
You cannot argue the case against caste, or rally against it through so-
cial movements. The scriptures do not uphold reason as authority. They
uphold the three-fold authority; shruti, smritis, sadachar/sistachar, and
dharma to conform to them.

The shastras “have smothered reflective thought” and have recommended
compromise when caste injunctions cannot be followed. By depriving the
reformer from reason and morality as his weapons, he lies protection-less
at the mercy of the scriptures. Therefore, there is no alternative but to “de-
stroy the religion of the shrutis and smritis. Nothing else will avail” (Ibid,
75). Further, Hindu religion does not distinguish between principles and
rules. It is a multitude of commands and prohibitions. A principle is an
appeal to reason suggesting a course of action deserving compliance freely
given. A principle respects free and responsible agency. Rules prescribe a
specific course of action. They are invested with finality and fixity. Hindu-
ism is not a set of spiritual principles universal and applicable to all set of
peoples. Under it there is no loyalty to ideals but only conformity to com-
mands. It does not take into consideration conditions and circumstances. It
is important to unmask Hinduism and demonstrate that it is not a religion
but a set of rules under the mask of religion. People would be prepared to
tear off the mask of law, ‘old and archaic’, if they are told that Hinduism is
such. Hitherto it has sustained itself in the name of religion, arrogating to
itself the sacrality associated with it.

Instituting an alternative to the regime of caste

While rejecting caste and calling for the destruction of its very basis,
Ambedkar, at the same time, underscores the need for religion. Quoting
Burke, he says true religion is the foundation of society. He thinks that it is
important to reconstruct Hinduism on the foundations of liberty, equality
and fraternity, or what he terms as democracy. For such reconstitution it
might be important to draw in elements ‘from foreign sources’ or ‘draw
such principles from the Upanishads’. It might involve a lot of scrapping
and chipping and remoulding of those resources. But it should result in, “a
complete change in the fundamental notions of life....in the values of life.
It means a complete change in outlook and in attitude to men and things...
it means new life” (Ibid, 78). But such a new life demands that the old
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should cease to exist. In other words, he seeks an entire metamorphosis of
Hinduism.

He feels that Hindus should not take an anthropologist’s view of religion
and say dispassionately that there are “different beliefs, habits, morals and
outlooks on life” (Ibid). The latter are enabling resources, subject to ap-
proval and disapproval on grounds of reason for the sustenance of life. It
is important to separate the chaff from the grain and decide what is to be
conserved and what is to be discarded. The basis of such a judgement can
only be the deliberated reasoning of the present rather than the weight of
the past. The past can inform the present but it cannot be its norm. Ambed-
kar backs his argument in this regard by drawing extensively from John
Dewey. He thinks that the perspective that should govern such approach is,

that there is nothing fixed, nothing eternal, nothing sanatan; that
everything is changing, that change is the law of life for individuals
as well as for society...if there must be standards to measure the
acts of men there must also be a readiness to revive those standards.

(Ibid, 79)

Ambedkar addresses these concerns in the Draft of the Indian Constitution
and particularly in the Hindu Code Bill.?? The resistance the constitutional
regime engendered led Ambedkar to write another text called The Buddha
and His Dhamma 20 years after Annihilation. The Buddha rejects caste-
based social callings, and reaches out to everyone irrespective of his/her
station in life. In many ways it was the standard book for Hinduism that
he proposed in Annibilation. It was not merely to be the Gospel of the
Buddbha. In this text all major protagonists of the traditions of Brahmanism
and their systems of philosophy are shown as either being refuted by the
Buddha, or endorse his path.

Gandhi’s approach to caste and varna

While Gandhi’s rejoinder to Ambedkar’s exposition on caste is important,
it may be worthwhile to reconstruct his position on the issue independently
of this engagement. Gandhi generally made a sharp distinction between
caste and varna on one hand and caste, varna and untouchability on the
other. His position on these issues also underwent significant changes over-
time, particularly after his encounter with Ambedkar. While Gandhi saw
caste as a social institution to be valued and assessed as per the ends it
is meant to serve, he considered the varnashramadharma as an essential
feature of Hinduism. Even as early as 1920 we see him arguing, “I con-
sider the four divisions alone to be fundamental, natural and essential. The

innumerable sub-castes are sometimes a convenience, often a hindrance.
The sooner there is fusion, the better” (Gandhi 1920, 67). He considered
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untouchability as a social evil that has no sanction within Hinduism, and
associated it primarily with the social feeling of high and low. He did not
think that it is an integral component of the caste system either, but its ob-
noxious and evil outgrowth. The caste system itself is an associated social
division of labour built around skills, competences, social cooperation and
a distinctive mode of reproduction of itself, little to do with social grada-
tion and ranking. He felt that if untouchability is removed, then the caste
system itself will lose its association with considerations of high and low.

Untouchability is the product, therefore, not of the caste system,
but of the distinction of high and low that has crept into Hinduism
and is corroding it. The attack on untouchability is thus an attack
upon this “high-and-low”-ness. The moment untouchability goes,
the caste system itself will be purified, that is to say.....it will resolve
itself into the true varnadbarma, the four divisions of society, each
complimentary of the other and none inferior or superior to any
other.

(Gandhi 1933c, 228)

Initially, Gandhi defended the caste system and wrote a small booklet
called Varnavyavastha in Gujarati in 1922 in this regard. His arguments
in defence of the system were by then familiar: It has helped Hindu society
survive over time; it has protected life relatively stably in spite of changing
political fortunes; it has extended support and care; it has limited worldly
aspirations; it has sustained skills and competences at a relatively decent
pace; it has prevented social fragmentation etc. However, by the second half
of that decade he had come to criticize caste:

Caste I hold to be an obstacle to our progress and an arrogant as-
sumption of superiority by one group over another. And untouch-
ability is its extreme bad example. It is really high time that we
got rid of the taint of untouchability and the taint of caste. Let us
not deé'glgrade varnashrama by mixing it up with untouchability or
caste.

Writing in 1932, he states,

Caste distinctions are not respected in the ashram because they are
not a part of dharma. They have no connection with the Hindu
dharma. It is sinful to regard anybody as higher or lower. All of us
are equal. We are polluted by sin, never by human beings. One who
wishes to serve cannot look up on anybody as higher or lower. The
belief in such distinctions is a blot on Hinduism. We should remove it.

(Iyer 1986, 556)
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The Satyagraha Ashram Trust deed formulated on February 2, 1926 stated,
“The ashram does not believe in caste, which it considers, has injured Hin-
duism, because its implications of superior and inferior status and of pol-
lution by contact are contrary to the law of love” (Ibid, 538). However,
his ambiguity with regard to caste persisted, and he took few initiatives to
mount collective action for its abolition.

How come then he defended the varna system? Unlike the prevailing
belief he felt that the varna system upheld “absolute equality; although in
the way it is presently expressed it is a monstrous parody of the original”
(Iyer 500). Varna is not ranking of status based on inherited division of la-
bour nor is it the division of labour in accordance with innate abilities. For
him, “Varna is nothing more than an indication of the duty that has been
handed down to each one of us by our forefathers” (Ibid, 502). This duty
is handed down and transmitted akin to natural abilities. “Just as everyone
inherits a particular form so does he inherit the particular characteristics
and qualities of his progenitors” (Ibid, 500). He formulated the argument
afresh as follows:

The law of varna means that everyone shall follow as a matter of
dharma, duty, the heredity calling of his forefathers in so far as it
is not inconsistent with fundamental ethics. He will earn his liveli-
hood by following that calling

(Ibid, 563)

The authentic culture for man is to free oneself to spiritual pursuits. Gan-
dhi thought that this was the great discovery of Hinduism. Varna helped
one to conserve one’s energy by making him expend little in the cultivation
and pursuit of his occupation for his livelihood from generation to genera-
tion, thereby freeing man for higher pursuits. Varna sets human beings free,
“for extending the field of spiritual research and spiritual evolution” (Ibid,
500). It limits material ambitions and frees man to pursue goals appropriate
to his nature. It curbs competition, and apart from saving man from being
bogged down with material pursuits and all the deleterious consequences
arising therefrom, prevents the growth of inequality and class conflict aris-
ing on that ground. He found that the law of varna is “the basis of all
the religions of the world.” Tt is the law of conservation of energy in the
human sphere.>? As far as the higher self is concerned, there is no differ-
ence between one man and another. Being born in a varna does not place
one advantageously over the others as far as higher pursuits are concerned.
Therefore, the saints and spiritual savants have hailed from all castes and
communities and are seen as equally deserving of respect by one and all.
Gandhi considered varna binding as far as the mode of acquiring one’s
livelihood is concerned. One earns one’s material sustenance by following
“as a matter of duty the hereditary calling of his forefathers.” It does not
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prevent anyone from acquiring knowledge and skills one might wish to pur-
sue. Therefore, “A Shudra has as much right to knowledge as a Brahmana
but he falls from his estate if he tries to gain his livelihood through teach-
ing” (Gandhi 1927c, 482). Through such distinctions Gandhi wanted to
snap the link between the pursuit of a profession on one hand and access to
material wealth and status that it affords on the other. Varna would save a
lot of energy, which is presently expended in the name of learning. It passes
on skills and talents from generation to another. Therefore, when one gives
up one’s varna to undertake other pursuits he sells his “soul for a mess of
pottage” (Ibid). The varna system, for Gandhi, does not uphold inequality.
To the contrary, by reducing competition and keeping material wants low,
it is a curb on inequality. In much of his disputations and public addresses
he attempted to denounce the attitude of low and high built into the varna
system while at the same time persuading people to carry on their tradi-
tional callings. At the same time, he recognized that some of the callings
such as Bhangi, Chamar etc., which were despised required mobilization of
enormous moral resources to make them acceptable as equally worthy by
the concerned.

Gandhi, however, felt that in the existing conditions in India both “varn-
adbharma and ashramadharma are in abeyance” (Geetha 2004, 264). Only
Shudra varna prevails, and other three varnas that were meant for spiritual
and social advance have disappeared. Varnashramadharma as a central
tenet of Hinduism has to be rediscovered afresh. He suggested that out
of shudra dharma, i.e. spirit of service, “it is possible to revive spiritual
knowledge, the power to defend it and the wealth to sustain it” (Ibid, 265),
their correlatives being, the hallowed preoccupations of brahmins, kshatri-
yas and vaisyas respectively. Constitution of varnadharma thereby became
an end to be pursued rather than a manifest social reality.

The social evil of untouchability

A large bulk of Gandhi’s writings on caste dwelt on the issue of untouch-
ability, a concern that he encompassed within the canvass of Hinduism,
rather than Indian nationalism, as was done by Ambedkar. Gandhi argued
that the responsibility of doing away with untouchability rests with the
Hindus rather than the Indian nation as such. He saw untouchability as
un-Hindu. It has no sanction in the Hindu tradition.?® In fact it was the
greatest “blot on Hinduism.” He uses various terms to denounce it. It is ‘an
excrescence’, ‘a bar sinister’, ‘a sin’, ‘untruth’ etc. He felt that ‘pollution’
is the essence of untouchability and was in agreement with Ambedkar on
it. He speculates on the reasons for its emergence without however being
definitive about them: “When cow-protection became an article of faith
with our ancestors, those who persisted on eating beef were excommuni-
cated.... Social boycott was applied not only to the recalcitrant but their
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sins were visited upon their children also” (Gandhi 1921e, 375). Sometimes
he advanced other reasons: “Untouchability is the product, not of the caste
system but of the distinction of high and low that has crept into Hinduism
and is corroding it” (Gandhi 1933a, 228).

He saw the untouchable throttled by ages through despicable treatment.
He found that an untouchable not merely suffers from a complex of initial
inequality, but there were few resources at his disposal to enable him to
self-regulate his life:

He has no mind or business he can call his own. Has a beast any
mind or business but that of his masters? Has a Panchama a place
he can call his own? He may not walk on the very roads he cleans
and pays for by the sweat of his brow.

(Gandhi 1924, 137)

Caste Hindus for no fault of the untouchable have taken away his honour,
dignity and selfhood. He has been banished to the margins of society. His
work has been considered degrading and so is he. He is outside the pale of
the community. He argued that untouchables cannot be blamed for their
condition: “The evils are a result, and not a cause, of untouchability”
(Gandhi 1933b, 70). Reparation should come from the perpetrators of
the crime.?*

He felt that untouchability has poisoned Hinduism and is slowly under-
mining its very existence. A religion such as Hinduism could not have nur-
tured such a horrendous institution within its fold. Therefore, there is no
sanction for untouchability in Hinduism; ‘it is a device of Satan’. Untouch-
ables are made to suffer for reasons of religion which are not the reasons
of religion. Therefore, the struggle for the incorporation of untouchables
into the Hindu fold as equals is also a struggle to reconstruct Hinduism.
He thought that the practice of untouchability has been one of the major
reasons for the degeneration of Hinduism and India as a whole. Therefore,
if Hinduism has to redeem itself and a national bond to be forged, getting
rid of untouchability was a sine qua non. He felt that existing institutions of
Hinduism particularly Brahmanism and priest craft have played a major role
in its perpetuation and they have done precious little to eradicate this evil.

Let me if my voice will reach them, carry my voice to the Brahman
priests who are opposing this belated reform. It is a painful fact,
but it is a historical truth that priests who should have been the
real custodians of religion have been instrumental in destroying the
religion of which they have been custodians.

Hinduism has to be washed off from such Brahmanism. “Brahmanism that
can tolerate untouchability, virgin widowhood, spoliation of virgins, stinks
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in my nostrils. It is a parody of Brahmanism” (Gandhi 1927a, 48). After
the initial enthusiasm of removing this evil quickly, he frankly admits its
widespread prevalence and agreed with Ambedkar that a large number of
Hindus practiced untouchability on religious grounds: “Millions of Hindus
still consider present day institution of untouchability as a God-made insti-
tution as old as the human race itself.” Gandhi felt that Hinduism can sur-
vive only if Hindus succeed in removing this taint. “If Hinduism is to live,
the work has to be done, however difficult and even hopeless it may appear
to be” (Gandhi 1940, 283). Further, in his estimate, only if untouchability
is removed can Hinduism become “a faith to live for and, if need be, to die
for” (Ibid).

Gandhi felt that the prevailing filth and squalor in India is on account of
ignoring and despising the Bhangi:

Our villages have today become seats of dirt and insanitation and
the villagers come to an early and untimely death. If only we had
given due recognition to the status of the Bhangi as equal to that of
the Brahmana as in fact and justice he deserves our village today no
less than the inhabitants would have looked a picture of cleanliness

and order.
(Gandhi 1936b, 127)

The respect that society pays to the Bhangi is in consonant with the re-
spect in which they hold his work. He is regarded as dirt and his work
is regarded as dirty and everyone would like to live the furthest from
him. There is no regard for him, nor for his work. Sanitation, therefore,
remains one of the least attended activities. Early in his campaign he felt
that if higher castes

persist in suppressing them (untouchables) time must come when
the untouchables will rebel against us, and may have recourse even
to violent methods. I am trying my utmost to prevent such a ca-
tastrophe and so must we all do who believe untouchability to

be a sin.
(Gandhi 1925d, 393)

For Gandhi untouchability is such a social atrocity that he even attributes
the Bihar earthquake of 1934 as a “visitation for the sin of untouchability”
(Gandhi 1934, 165). When chastised by Rabindranath Tagore that his com-
ment would exasperate the superstition already existing in India and ‘God
himself does not interfere’ in the inexorableness of the universal law, Gan-
dhi defended himself saying that there is an intimate link between all the
elements of the cosmos and divine providence marks it all. Untouchability is
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an affront to such a balance. Even if his belief was ill-founded, it will have
beneficial consequences.

Gandhi felt that the moral basis of India’s freedom and independence
from the British becomes weak when Indians treat the untouchables the
way they did. He saw close parallels between European domination over
colonies and upper caste domination over untouchables.

We resent, and properly, the treatment meted out to our country-
men in South Africa. We are impatient to establish Swaraj. But
we Hindus refuse to see the incongruity in treating a fifth of our
co-religionists as worse than dogs.

(Gandhi 1926, 399)

He sometimes felt that Indians deserve the kind of treatment meted out
to them for their “crime of untouchability.” He occasionally echoed the
feeling that the segregation of Indians in the British empire is the retribu-
tion they paid for their segregation of the pariah. “Has not a just nemesis
overtaken us for the crime of untouchability....We have segregated the pa-
riah and we are in turn segregated in the British colonies”(Gandhi 1921a,
225). He warned his listeners that it is “the justest retribution meted out
by God to us for our exploitation of a sixth of our own race and their
studied degradation in the sacred name of religion.” (Gandhi 1921e, 411).
All the charges that Indians have against the British can easily be laid
by the untouchables against the Indians (Gandhi 1921a). He rhetorically
says, “Read Sahebs for Brahmins, and Indians for Panchamas, and see
how you feel” (Gandhi 1921d, 44, 297). He felt that the repression that
the British practised in India cannot be countered without Indians re-
nouncing untouchability first. He felt, “What charge that we bring against
Dyer and O’Dwyer may not others, and even our own people, lay at our
door? We ought to purge ourselves of this pollution.” (Gandhi 1921c, 44).
He almost echoes Ambedkar’s charge in 1940s that without redefining the
place of the untouchables their lot in free India is likely to be worse than
in British India:

If we come to power with the stain of untouchability uneffaced,
I am positive that the untouchables would be far worse under the
swaraj than they are now, for the simple reason that our weak-
nesses and our failings would then be buttressed up by accession
to power.

(Gandhi 1954, 14)*

Gandhi brought his theory of varna centrally to bear on his considerations
on untouchability. The untouchables are equal to everyone else, irrespective
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of their professions.?® It was highly unreasonable if division of labour led
to superiority and inferiority. In such a case the mother who does the work
of cleaning the child should be treated a Bhangi:

My mother was certainly a scavenger in as much as she cleaned
me when I was a child but she did not on that account become an
untouchable. Why then should a Bhangi, who renders similar nec-
essary service be regarded as an untouchable?

(Gandhi 1925b, 260)

In fact, such services deserve greater respect from us:

Just as we revere our mother for the sanitary service that she ren-
ders us when we are infants and the greater her service the greater
is our reverence for her, similarly, the Bhangis are entitled to our
highest reverence for the sanitary service they perform for society.

(Gandhi 1925a, 16)

Gandhi admonished that the doctrine of Karma cannot be drawn to justify
the practice of untouchability:

A man’s Karma is responsible for what he is, they say. But my
karma does not compel me to throw stones at a sinner. Religion is
made to uplift and not to keep a man crushed under the weight of
Karma.

(Gandhi 1921d, 296)

Gandhi too felt that the failure of Indians to handle untouchability had
wider ramifications. It had a deep bearing on the issue of forging Hindu-
Muslim unity. The Muslims would naturally suspect Hindus if the latter
are not prepared to treat their own coreligionists as equals. In his interview
to Louis Fischer, to the latter’s great surprise, he says, “The Hindu-Muslim
question, in the final analysis, was an offshoot of untouchability question”
(Iyer 579). Earlier he had argued that the ‘touch-me-not-ism” had affected
Hindu—Muslim relations (Gandhi 1940, 282-285). He told Fisher that if
Hindus had succeeded in getting rid of untouchability, there would not be a
communal problem. By implication, the cause for the partition of India had
to be attributed to the continued prevalence of untouchability.

Gandhi felt that the continuation of untouchability among converts to
non-Hindu religions can be done away with only when Hindus succeed in
removing it from among themselves. “Not until untouchability is removed
from Hinduism will the taint be removed from Harijans, no matter what
label they adopt” (Gandhi 1936b, 214).2” He did not think that conversion
was an effective mechanism for the removal of untouchability.
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Interfacing Ambedkar and Gandhi on caste

Some of Gandhi’s most valiant attempts to engage in radical modes of in-
terpretation of the shastras and religious instructions can be found in his
writings related to untouchability. He felt that there are a lot of contradic-
tions across sacred literature and particularly the smritis. There have been
interpolations into the texts. Some of them are caught in the limitations of
the context and times. Therefore, there cannot be a literal reading of the
texts. Texts do not speak by themselves and someone who reads a sacred
text must read it from within the tradition. He further argued that a tradi-
tion such as Hinduism, if it was wholly vacuous, could not have produced
so many saints including those who condemned untouchability in no un-
certain terms. He said “I apply the test of Truth and Ahimsa laid down by
those very scriptures for interpretation. I reject what is inconsistent with
that test and I appropriate all that is consistent with it” (Gandhi 1925¢c,
335). He felt that only reasonable deduction be drawn from the smritis
since “the texts that may be contrary to known and accepted morality,
more especially to the moral precepts enjoined in the smritis themselves,
must be rejected as interpolations” (Gandhi 1926, 230). He further argued
that “Whilst T hold that the ancients gave us a moral code which is not to
be surpassed I am unable to subscribe to the doctrine of their infallibility
in every detail” (Gandhi 1923, 230-231). According to him the reasonable
should hold the ground against a mere assertion of authority: “We must test
on the anvil of reason everything that is capable of being tested by it and
reject that which does not satisfy it even though it may appear in an ancient
garb” (Gandhi 1922, 231).

He admitted that the shastras are deeply mired in ritualism and the sanc-
tions they invoke are meant to reproduce the continued subjection of un-
touchables. But he felt it is necessary to distinguish between the tree and its
rotten branches. It is necessary that the trunk be kept intact so that it can
throw up new shoots. One cannot uproot the tree itself.

Some of the branches and leaves I admit are rotten. Let us have the
pruning knife and lop-off those diseased branches, but let us not
lay the axe at the root....If you keep the root intact and keep on

watering it, it will some day grow into a fine big tree.
(Gandhi 1927b, 298)

Gandhi’s reading of varna, caste and untouchability, and their mutual rela-
tionships have been challenged by many, particularly Ambedkar: Ambedkar
agreed with Gandhi that texts do not speak and all readings are informed
by interpretation. But he distinguished between popular religious beliefs
and practices that take overboard an embedded authority of the text, and
a different reading of the same by someone which does not translate itself
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into appropriate beliefs and practices. While Gandhi may disown a text or
a belief as interpolation, people may continue to adhere to them as authen-
tic. This has been the case with caste which Hindus consider as religiously
ordained. Ambedkar argued that Gandhi’s reading of tradition in favour
of equality will have little bearing on the inherited system of graded social
inequality in India. He thought that the teachings of saints and holy men
who proclaimed equality of the devotee before the Lord had little impact on
the caste divide. According to him Gandhi’s interpretation of varnadharma
as earning one’s livelihood by following the occupation of one’s forefathers
upholds the caste system frontally (Ambedkar 1991, 290). Gandhi’s inter-
pretation of varna would confine people to their inherited professions even
when they are indisposed to them, and even when their talents and skills
suggest a change. To maintain and reproduce a system based on varna as
its foundation would call for pigeon-holing people on a scale never heard
before, calling for the most extensive authoritarian rule as its inevitable
outcome. The low and despised are deluded by Gandhi “into accepting
their misfortunes by presenting them as the best of good fortunes” (Ibid,
291). Gandhi’s attempt to morally ennoble low professions and confining
their members to them was nothing but leaving them wholly at the mercy of
the traditional dominant castes without a collateral binding duty.

To preach that poverty is good for the Sudra and for none else,
to preach that scavenging is good for untouchables and for none
else and to make them accept these, means impositions as volun-

tary purposes of life........ and a cruel joke on the helpless classes
which none but Mr. Gandhi can perpetuate with equanimity and
impunity.

(Ambedkar 1991, 293)

Gandhi, of course, rejected Ambedkar’s reading of the shastras, and
charged him of “picking out the texts of doubtful authenticity and value
and the state of degraded Hindus who are no fit specimens of the faith they
woefully misrepresent” (Gandhi 1936a, 127).

Concluding remarks

It is remarkable that in spite of the sharp disagreements between Gan-
dhi and Ambedkar there is much in common between them with regard
to the categories of analysis and the significance they assigned to them:
dharma and religion, caste, varna, untouchability, the shastras, tradition
etc. These categories became central in their considerations of social re-
forms, swaraj and the national-democratic project. This marks them off
from a large number of other thinkers of the period who wanted to pro-
vide a social analysis in different and/or ‘modernist’ categories. Gandhi
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eventually came to deeply suspect caste as a mode of organizing society
and thought that Hinduism has little to do with it (Gandhi 1936a). He held
on to varna, but imparted to the institution, an entirely new connotation.
Both Ambedkar and Gandhi reject untouchability as inhuman, and call for
a sustained movement against it. Gandhi did not criticize Ambedkar for the
significance that he assigned to caste. Gandhi had other objections to A#n-
nibilation (Ambedkar 1978b, 81-85) but was equally concerned with the
implications of caste and untouchability for the conception of Hinduism,
swaraj and human equality.®

Ambedkar draws attention to the regulatory and ‘disciplining’ role that
caste plays in social relations, and the kind of ranked order it institutional-
izes, allowing little space for human agency, creativity, and democracy to
thrive. It is interesting that Gandhi too thought that caste played a similar
role, although in his case in a positive sense, by limiting wants and reach
and keeping human strivings and desires within limits. Gandhi did not
think that prohibition of interdining, intermarriage etc. was necessarily a
limiting attribute of caste. He thought that the principle of ‘high and low’
was not characteristic of the caste system but affected it due to the preva-
lence of untouchability. He argued that limiting wants and desires enhances
swaraj, and leaves one free to pursue goals distinctive to human self. But the
way castes mobilized themselves made him convinced that they were acting
as closed corporations, aggrandizing their own interests. While there is a
meeting point between Gandhi and Ambedkar on this count, they differed
on their approaches to the issue. For Ambedkar wider and more expansive
social interactions helped to reinforce democracy and were conducive to the
pursuit of self-perfection. Gandhi thought that limiting human wants and
placing excess resources and abilities to subserve common good was the
true measure of swaraj.

Both Ambedkar and Gandhi agreed that it is we who read texts, and
interpret them. But they advanced the distinct criteria of reading and inter-
preting religious texts, and Gandhi argued that Ambedkar’s understanding
of Hinduism and the interpretation of its hallowed texts were hermeneuti-
cally flawed, and was an attempt to judge Hinduism by employing criteria
external to it. Ambedkar’s rejoinder to this criticism as we have outlined
above is complex (Rodrigues 2011). He sought to know from Gandhi that
if he had a different Hinduism he should demonstrate it in social practice;
that there were few to purchase his version of Hinduism; and why should
those in the margins, degraded and low, bear the burden of his varna uto-
pia. Why should the right to be human be bartered at the altar of his re-
ligious fancies? Gandhi, however, was battling on two fronts: defence of
Hinduism of his conception, and a swarajist project that would not fall into
the lap of a liberal-modernist trap.

Interestingly, both Gandhi and Ambedkar regard equality as a central
value to be fostered although they disagree as to how this value has to be
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fostered. Ambedkar denies that birth should necessarily be the basis of a
person’s occupation. It is this principal of birth that has been the basis of
caste and untouchability. The untouchable is not merely polluted but is
the bearer of inherited pollution. Mothers might be doing cleaning tasks
towards their children but they can wash and purify themselves. The un-
touchables cannot. They are born with the stigma of pollution and they
will die with it. Taking human agency seriously means, the choice of oc-
cupations should be left to the concerned agents. To the contrary, Gandhi
argued that birth should be the basis of the occupations one pursues. He
connects it to his other concerns of keeping the material requirements to
the minimum, avoiding competition and conflict on account of them and
freeing man to the pursuit of higher goals. Ambedkar, however, sees such
relations of labour bound up with the denial of freedom, appreciation
of worth, and exploitation and domination. Gandhi asserts the dignity
of all labour and, by instilling it in every kind of labour, he feels the
superiority and inferiority ascribed to caste gradations can be undercut.
The latter is a moral defect and it has to be rectified by reconstituting a
moral agency—a new set of attitudes and values. Ambedkar emphasizes
on changes in social relations and not merely in imparting new meanings
to existing relations.

However, what Gandhi considered as the degeneration of Hinduism is
seen by Ambedkar as its essential characteristics. For Ambedkar there can-
not be an impulse for equality from within the central tenets and insti-
tutions of Hinduism. It can come only from a radical reorganization of
Hinduism or from outside it. To the contrary, Gandhi argued, that the cen-
tral tenets of Hinduism and its institutions uphold equality. Reforms are
required to shed the dross, rather than reinvent Hinduism.

There has been an argument in recent years that under colonialism caste
came to be shored up to the centre-stage, made into the anchor of the re-
ligious beliefs and practices of Hindus, and led to the exclusion of other
relations that were so significant in shaping India’s complex socio-religious
reality. It suggests that the colonial state came to play a major role in rede-
fining social relations in general and caste relations in particular. Thereby,
India was marked off as distinct from the rest. As per this view, much of
the nationalist lore in India too could not remain immune to the whipped
up projection of centrality of caste in determining social relations in India,
and the dynamics of Indian society that it rerouted shelving off alternative
ways of perceiving and engaging with India.?’ Such an account, highly ex-
aggerated, even if accepted as true, does not affect the concerns discussed
above. These concerns explore the implications to social relations informed
by caste, and to the extent informed by it. It is quite possible that some-
one could argue that the impact of caste on social relations was limited or
uneven. In fact, Ambedkar himself suggests such a conjecture in Castes
in India, saying that caste characterized as endogamy was derivative for
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non-Brahmanical social groups. If we reconstruct the picture of India from
the frame of the latter, caste would acquire a very different significance!

There are those who have argued that democracy and a secular polity
have sustained themselves in India due to the existence of castes, which do
not lend themselves to be consolidated into a social bloc that can be pitted
against minorities. The existence of castes facilitates other feasible elec-
toral alternatives. In terms of sustaining formal and procedural democracy,
Ambedkar would partly agree with such a reading. But then he would say
that it is not a democracy worth cherishing in the longer run. Democracy
demands a ‘social endosmosis’ involving a specific kind of social bonding,
reach, social concerns and ways of life. It cannot merely rest on the strata-
gem of ‘modus vivendi.

Notes

1 At the same time it has to be noted that the caste question was made central to
the nationalist project by not only the likes of Ramaswami Naicker Periyar but
a few within the Indian National Congress. See, Panikkar (1933).

These other writings include Ambedkar (1978¢, 1991, 1994, 2014a, b, 2019).
Ambedkar quotes Ketkar approvingly to say,

W N

Whether a family is racially Aryan or Dravidian was a question which never
troubled the people of India, until foreign scholars came and began to draw
the line. The colour of the skin had long ceased to be a matter of importance.

(Ketkar, 82) quoted in Ambedkar (1978a, 22)

Ambedkar repeats this argument of intermixture of races in India (see Ambed-

kar 1978b, 48). He refers to the work of Bhandarkar, (1911), in support.

For a representative writing in this regard, (see Coupland 1944).

Such a conjecture is repeated again in Ambedkar (1978b, 48).

The scholars on caste whose work Ambedkar cites are Senart, Nesfield, H.

Risley,. Ketkar and Denzil Ibbetson, all well-known names during his time.

7 The nationalist ethnography is replete with such formulations from early on
See Ramabai (2000, 133).

8 For the difference between such imitation, and M.N. Srinivas’ concept of ‘San-
skritization” see Rege (2013).

9 It is important to point out that A.A. Goldenweizer at whose seminar Ambed-
kar read this paper was an exponent of the cultural diffusion theory himself.

10 1 feel that these two-fold distinctions are not recognized by Rege (2013). Sim-
ilarly, while Ilaiah (2019) rightly recognizes an autonomous culture among
Dalit Bahujans, he fails to note the impact caste patriarchy has on them.

11 See Dirks (2002)

12 See Preface to the Third Edition, Annibilation of Caste (Ambedkar 1978b, 26).
It may be good to place this text in context. It was written for a Lahore-based
body called the Jaat-Paat Todak Sangh, an organization of upper caste Hindu
reformers who had made eradication of caste system their primary objective.
Hindu consolidation was one of the principal objectives that Hindu leaders
were pursuing in Punjab against the perceived threat of a Muslim majority in
the province for years. Under the auspices of the Arya Samaj, they resorted to
the shuddi practice to bring back untouchables and converts from Hinduism
back to the Hindu fold. While many members of the Sangh were in favour of
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social reforms or even removal of the caste system, few of them thought that
their endeavour called for an attack on the foundations of Hinduism such as
the Vedas and the Shastras. The Annihilation however stretched itself to in-
clude the latter. Given Ambedkar’s refusal to confine himself to the agenda of
the Sangh, the lecture eventually had to be called off.

For Ambedkar, social reformers included the likes of Justice Mahadeo Ranade
and Gopalkrishna Gokhale who defended the necessity of Social Conference
alongside political freedom.

Ambedkar uses a more inclusive category called ‘socialists’, rather than ‘Marx-
ists” or ‘communists’ for consideration. At the time this essay was written, the
Communist Party of India had begun to speak about People’s Front, follow-
ing a resolution to that effect by the Comintern, and the Congress Socialist
Party, formed in 1934, was working within the Indian National Congress.
In other words, the term socialist had a broader, encompassing meaning
in India.

While criticizing the socialists for their one-track mind, Ambedkar at the same
expressed his partisanship with socialism although he thought that such a pro-
ject can be pursued only by taking into account the differences that mark social
classes.

Later on, he was to argue that nationalism called for erasing certain memories
and reinforcing others. For a detailed account, see Ambedkar (2014a, 29-39).
This is a position closely associated with Dewey’s conception of democracy.

All reform consists in a change in the notions, sentiment and mental at-
titudes of the people towards men and things. It is common experience
that certain names become associated with certain notions and sentiments,
which determine a person’s attitude towards men and things. The names
Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra are names which are associated
with a definite and fixed notion in the mind of every Hindu.... that notion is
that of a hierarchy based on birth.

Ibid, 59

This conflict is elaborated by Ambedkar in several of his other writings. See for
example, Ambedkar (1946). Also see Ambedkar (1987, 3-94).

It met with huge protests and the measure could not be carried out, proving in a
way Ambedkar’s own apprehensions with regard to the limits to which a Hindu
social reformer could go, however hallowed he might regard his cause.

This excerpt is from a speech that was given at a public meeting (Rajapalayam
1927).

For Gandhi, “the law of life” is “nothing but the law of conservation of en-
ergy” (Gandhi 1937, 5a).

Gandhi’s assertion that untouchability has no sanction in the tradition was
met with strong opposition from the sanatanists. Gandhi did not go about
disproving their objections through an alternative scholarly account in the
same vein. He felt that truth and non-violence are the two supreme attributes
of Hinduism. Such a religion could not be a party to the inhuman suffering
imposed on untouchables. Occasionally, however, he refers to events and epi-
sodes in the tradition, generally construed as practices of untouchability, but
on a closer look did not seem to be so. For instance, a boatman, generally
regarded as an untouchable today, took Rama across the Ganga in his boat.
Gandhi argues that there is nothing to suggest that Lord Rama was defiled
by the boatman. Further God is addressed among Hindus as the ‘purifier of
the polluted’ (1921b, 43). Besides, Gandhi wondered, how a religion which
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has been considerate towards the cow as to establish its worship could coun-
tenance a cruel and inhuman boycott of human beings, as reflected in the
practice of untouchability (1921f, 375).

24 Gandhi is deeply suspicious of the motivations of the leaders of Muslims and
Christians and the British power with respect to the untouchables. Muslim
representations at this stage had suggested that untouchables cannot be in-
cluded within Hindus and they had equal right to bring them to their fold.
From the later part of the 19th century Christian missions succeeded in con-
verting large number of untouchables. Gandhi, therefore, is very cautious of
the concern of Christian leaders towards the Untouchables. In the Vaikom
Satyagraha he asks George Joseph not to fast in favour of throwing open the
road leading to the Gurvayoor temple to the untouchables. When missionary
leaders met him to discuss how they can help him in getting rid of untoucha-
bility he asks them to keep off saying that untouchability is a problem within
Hinduism and their intervention is likely to lead to fishing in troubled waters.
It was Gandhi’s intervention which removes decisively the kinds of ambiva-
lences that existed about untouchables among Hindus. Gandhi also argued
that awakened Hinduism is quite capable of abolishing the sin of untoucha-
bility from its midst.

25 Infact, this charge came to be echoed in 1950s and the Commissioner of Sched-
uled Castes and Scheduled Tribes had to step in to say that it was far too exag-
gerated. See Report 1958-59.

26 He sometimes equated the untouchables with the Shudras.

I have asked that a Panchama should be regarded as a Shudra, because I hold
that there is no warrant for the belief, in a fifth caste. A Panchama does the
work of a Shudra and he is therefore naturally classified as such when he
ceases to be regarded as a Panchama.

(Gandhi 1927b, 298)

27 Gandhi overtly takes this position after Ambedkar had announced at Yeola
that he had decided to leave Hinduism for good.

28 In his rejoinder to Ambedkar, Gandhi is exclusively concerned about defend-
ing Hinduism from his attack, rather than commenting on the pernicious im-
pact that caste has on India’s democratic aspirations and strivings towards
nationhood.

29 One of the influential works in this regard is Dirks (2002).
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SOCIAL SOLIDARITY OR
INDIVIDUAL PERFECTION

Conceptions of religion in Ambedkar and
Radhakrishnan

Kanchana Mahadevan®

...[I]t is an error to look upon religion as a matter which is
individual, private and personal...The correct view is that re-
ligion like language is social...

(Ambedkar 2002d, 225)

Ambedkar’s transition from Hinduism to Buddhism is a prescient point to
examine the potential of his philosophy of religion that emphasizes social
morality. By developing his concept of religion through a critique of caste
Hinduism, his critical approach contrasts with Radhakrishnan’s subtle ad-
vocacy of caste Hinduism. Ambedkar’s Buddhism, articulated through a
critique of both Hinduism and Buddhism, can be extended to other reli-
gions (including Hinduism) in its quest for egalitarianism and tolerance.
Unlike Radhakrishnan’s view of religion as self-perfection (a widely held
opinion), Ambedkar’s notion connects religion to critique. On a Kantian
note, such a critique is positive in that it examines the constructive role of
religion; but such a positive critique becomes possible only when critique in
its negative sense is also adopted, the latter having destroyed centuries-old
inegalitarian dogmas and rituals. This chapter examines Ambedkar’s “re-
ligion within the boundaries of mere reason”? as especially relevant in the
contemporary context of the rising religious identities and conflicts.

Caste as the foundation of religion: Radhakrishnan

The popular film Aarakshan (Jha 2011)° encapsulates Ambedkar’s ne-
glect by mainstream India. Despite gesturing towards the problem of caste
identity on a larger national canvas,* its focus is privileged caste hero-
ism. The image of Radhakrishnan—Iliterally as a picture in the office of
a college principal—looms over its erratic depiction of Dalit struggle for

211



KANCHANA MAHADEVAN

recognition and justice (Sen 2011). Consequently, it glosses over Radhakr-
ishnan’s justification of caste and Ambedkar’s caste criticism. In the film,
the eponymous school principal, Prabhakar Anand, whose patronage to-
wards oppressed castes is the vehicle for social transformation, represents
Radhakrishnan. In a rare gesture, the film has a famous actor playing a
Dalit professor Deepak Kumar, who appears to have agency. Yet, the lat-
ter comes to naught because he depends on the privileged caste principal
Anand, representing the modern-day Radhakrishnan. Aarakshan, its title
notwithstanding, does not examine the social persistence of caste hierarchy
and the arduous struggles against it.” Moreover, the film is paternalistic in
that it replaces the collective voices of oppressed castes with that of just one
individual, namely Kumar, who is under the moral guidance of the upper
caste principal’s intuitive knowledge. With the figure of Radhakrishnan,
the film is also enmeshed in patriarchal strands in projecting a man as an
ideal aspiration. It, thus, reflects prevalent social attitudes to caste, gender
and religion. As Sen observes, Radhakrishnan might not have a direct influ-
ence on Indians at the political or even popular level,® but his view of caste
as division for labour that was “class by birth, but not class by heredity”
(Minor 397) is still accepted at the mainstream level.” One might add that
the sexual division of labour between men and women is also similarly
endorsed. So is Radhakrishnan’s related notion of religion as a solitary ex-
perience (personal or indirect) of the divine (1932, 84-126).

It might be argued that Radhakrishnan critiqued the Hindu justification
of caste as a “scandal” (1967, 27) with no place in modern India.® He also
objected to caste distinctions being based on pollution and purity (Minor
1997, 387) by reinterpreting caste. Caste for Radhakrishnan, is not deter-
mined by birth or heredity, but is rather the outcome of aptitude, effort
and character (1927, 127-30). In addition, he concedes to caste mobility,
whereby someone born a Sudra can move to a higher level through conduct
(1967, 131-2). Radhakrishnan’s reconstructed notion of caste hierarchy at-
tempts to enable all human beings to develop their abilities in the modern
context. He adapts the traditional Hindu notion of caste rigidity to liberal
notions of class, mobility and division of labour.” He thus believes that
caste-based work in society is not hereditary, but founded on pre-given
functions in an organically knit society. The functions in turn arise from
individual pre-given psychological temperaments. Thus, “The four castes
represent men of thought, men (sic) of action, men of feeling, and others in
whom none of these is highly developed” (Radhakrishnan 1927, 111). He
notes that all four traits—or varnas—are needed in society, and moreover,
these traits can be present in specific individuals simultaneously. Moreover,
individuals can change their caste position provided they have the appro-
priate temperamental backing. Caste implies action that arises from specific
characteristics over which individuals have no control.!” Radhakrishnan’s
modern version'! upholds that caste was not injurious when it originated,
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but became rigid with time (1927, 93, 1067, 127). He justifies the notion
of caste as varna as the basis of a graded social order united through a har-
monious performance of diverse functions.

Radhakrishnan’s account of caste fits in with his spiritual conception of
society as an organic whole with interrelated parts each of which contribute
to the unity of purpose (1927, 93-95; Minor 388). For him such a notion
of spiritual society is inclusive as native caste groups absorbed those who
came from outside India, each caste group had a functional role in a larger
totality. He upholds the four-fold caste structure as integral to social devel-
opment; he understands caste to accommodate differences of culture and
race, as well as, harmonize social relations through fellowship (Radhakr-
ishnan 1927, 104-5; Minor 395-6). He does not perceive any domination
in such a social order. Moreover, Radhakrishnan maintains that each tier
in the caste system is equally important for the functioning of the whole.
Thus, for Radhakrishnan, caste is founded on human aptitude, which all
human beings have an equal opportunity to develop into character (1927,
111-2). Each individual, on this view, had to develop his or her capacity
to contribute to the progress of society as a whole. As Minor observes,
Radhakrishnan integrates caste with modern ideals of equality and democ-
racy (397), wherein he defines democracy as the right to develop one’s en-
dowment (1927, 116). He also advocates a modern conception of religion
based on these ideals.

Radhakrishnan does connect religion to the social domain, critiquing the
indifference of religious practitioners to vulnerability and suffering, espe-
cially in what he terms as the context of the ‘East’ (1967, 29). He upholds
religion as an individual’s inclination towards the spiritual, which is real-
ized through human perfection (1967, 42, 50). Since it is a binding force,
such a religion, according to him, can be realized on the basis of caste-
based social relations. Radhakrishnan discerns contemporary Hinduism as
a move in this direction, a continuous “process” (1927, 129) of renewal
and change through interface between tradition and the contemporary. He
names Upanishadic commentators and saint poets as diverse contributors
to its ethos. There is for Radhakrishnan “a common clay of human nature”
(1927, 120) that is nevertheless differentiated as wise and foolish or high and
low. These differences are the outcome of varied human abilities towards
self-realization. Radhakrishnan discerns caste as ideally working towards
a common human purpose of social cooperation, despite admittedly degen-
erating into segregation and untouchability (1927, 93-130). He sees it as
fulfilling social needs through the development of human nature that con-
straints the framework of human potential and action. For Radhakrishnan,
by developing one’s nature from perspectives as diverse as artist, worker or
saint, one gives one’s bit to society by practising unity in diversity (1927,
127). He upholds what he terms as such a Hindu'!? socio-religious order as
allowing each individual to focus on realizing his or her inner temperament
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to spontaneously harmonize with society. It does not require its members
to commune in solidarity with each other; instead its focus is on individual
perfection that comes from the spiritual self of all beings as one. The social
aspect of caste merely facilitates such spirituality. Radhakrishnan’s notion
of religion as self-realization and perfection of an individual’s temperament
is rooted in the culturally specific idea of caste.

The seeming flexibility in his account of caste and religion notwithstand-
ing, Radhakrishnan’s egalitarianism remains partial. His reconstruction
of caste, which divides human beings by ability, is as problematic as the
traditional caste system’s division by birth. Moreover, it is paradoxical con-
sidering his premise of the “common clay of human nature.” His idea of
society as based on four pre-given graded tasks actively encourages ine-
quality. Human beings are divided into thought, action and feeling and
those with lesser capacity for the same. Radhakrishnan’s social distinction
is not merely pluralism, as it revers those with greater abilities and powers
of self-reflection as the three privileged castes (1927, 120). Moreover, it
restricts the diversity of the social to a graded hierarchy of four with demar-
cated boundaries. Radhakrishnan does not engage with the possibility of
simultaneously occupying two or three or four social locations, whereby a
thinker is also simultaneously a labourer. In addition, his notion of mobility
within such a rigid caste order is predicated upon the chance factor of given
human tendencies. On such a view, society does not have the responsibil-
ity of cultivating aptitudes that encourage caste mobility. Radhakrishnan’s
version of religion reproduces this lack of social solidarity inherent to his
account of caste; individuals develop their abilities within their preordained
caste order. Radhakrishnan regards perfection, rather than social solidarity
as the goal of religion.

For him, religion fulfills a personal quest for spirituality in a secular sci-
entific modern world where it does not have space in the public domain. He
laments that the religious impulse was fast receding among human beings
as “untenable” (1932, 50) in being subject to skepticism on a global scale.
He discerns the rise of communism, divisive religious boundaries and moral
ineffectiveness as contributing to suspicion over religion (1932, 13-51). In
the Indian context, he identifies the prioritization of scientific temperament,
freedom from material impoverishment and political tutelage as grounds
for departing from religion. He proclaims that the need for religion has
to be reaffirmed to restore creative sense among human beings. This re-
quires turning to prophets, rather than priests, whose personal experience
and vision can inspire the resurrection of faith in religion (1932, 89). For
Radhakrishnan, the very need for religion can be seen in the various sub-
stitutes that are offered for it such as, naturalistic atheism, agnosticism,
skepticism, humanism, pragmatism, modernism, authoritarianism and the
lack of a spiritual note (1932, 52-83). Thus, he upholds religion as a per-
sonal experience and activity that unifies all other human activities and
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transcends them towards spiritual life (1932, 88). All faiths are founded on
intuitive experience underlining the search for the eternal.!3

With this individualistic approach, Radhakrishnan attempts to address
the vacuum created by the neglect of religion in modern political systems
such as capitalism and socialism. In the context of this vacuum, religion has
entered mass culture and the public sphere with renewed vigour.'* This per-
sistence of religious identity reveals the need for assessing its role in social
life following Ambedkar; religion cannot simply be restricted to a private
pursuit of belief facilitated by a caste order in Radhakrishnan’s spirit. The
idea that religion is a solitary quest for personal happiness or spirituality
needs to be interrogated and so does its relation to social hierarchy. As
Ambedkar’s critique reveals, such a view has encouraged the inegalitarian-
ism of caste and gender in the Indian context.

Critique of caste as a foundation of religion: Ambedkar

Ambedkar questions the “...assumption that religion is a purely personal
matter... It is supernatural. It has nothing to do with the social...” (2002d).
This view upheld by Radhakrishnan tends to homogenize religion and
locate it on a transcendent plane. Radhakrishnan’s stress on the intuitive
authority of prophets merely substitutes for the supremacy of the priest.
The pursuit of the personal takes place in social and historical contexts
of religious institutions and communities. Radhakrishnan implicitly ac-
knowledges as much by rooting his notion of personal religion in the socio-
religious context of caste. Consequently, as Ambedkar argues, religion
becomes a source of power in society, through which the freedom of one
group of people is controlled by the other (1990, 44). Such a conception of
religion differs from ideal religion or Dhamma. For Ambedkar the former is
theistic religion, while Dbhamma is religion based on morality.'® In theistic
religion, one’s relationship to a transcendent entity is central, rendering mo-
rality as secondary. According to Ambedkar, Dhamma, on the other hand,
necessitates egalitarian moral relation between human beings as essential.
Religion as understood by Radhakrishnan was based on the God-human
relation or jiva—Brabman as asocial and personal; it could consequently,
accommodate and endorse caste and inequality at a practical-social level.
Ambedkar notes that religious freedom is not evenly accessible to all, given
the internal hierarchies of power, such as caste, which afflict certain reli-
gions. Again, given religious diversity, the external strife between religions
too can intrude into the personal space of spirituality.

Radhakrishnan’s personal space of spirituality separates religion from
morality. The lack of equality both within certain religions and between
them indicates that Radhakrishnan’s notion of spiritual enjoyment would
become irresponsible, if the aspect of morality is not taken into account.
Thus, acknowledging the social and public leads to the moral dimension
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of religion.'® Hence, as Ambedkar outlines, religion is a social practice/in-
stitution that inculcates “spiritual values” (2002b, 189), which in turn are
moral principles that bind human beings in a fellowship (2002b, 174-5).
Thus, “Maitri or fellowship towards all must never be abandoned. One
owes it even to one’s enemy” (Ambedkar 2002b, 174). Ambedkar com-
prehends religion as a moral force based on the affective dimension of to-
getherness that unites human beings and captures its etymological root of
religare. Thus, it is not a personal relationship between the human being
and a divine force as Radhakrishnan assumes. He argues that such a quest
for moral togetherness cannot be equated with material well-being. These
values need not be “other-worldly” nor need they breed a complacence with
injustices like poverty (2002b, 187-8).17

The very existence of caste in Hindu religion shows that it is neither per-
sonal nor metaphysical, but social. From its social point of view, according
to Ambedkar, Hinduism is a division of people from the same race into
hierarchical and watertight castes (Ambedkar 1990, 47-48). Thus, just as
one needs to investigate the dynamics between different religions in the
context of religious pluralism, Ambedkar upholds the need to investigate
the internal divide within the fold of Hinduism. Thus, caste is not a way
of accommodating or harmonizing racial difference, as Radhakrishnan
claims. A social harmony that is grounded on caste suppresses conflict
through forced assimilation and labour. Ambedkar’s critique of the varna
system reveals that social stability could be maintained through caste only
because it bred a sense of fatalism, stagnation, rivalry and fear of reprisal
against social change.'® He concludes that the varna system is both imprac-
ticable and harmful (1990, 68).

In light of Ambedkar’s argument, caste cannot be reconstructed through
Radhakrishnan’s apparently benign lens. Ambedkar points out that caste
came into existence in India, much after the co-mingling of races; it cannot
therefore, be understood as based on heredity and eugenics (1990, 50-51).
Rather caste is a hierarchical form of an exploitative Hindu social, eco-
nomic and political order (1990, 52). Ambedkar maintains that one would
have to unlearn caste or jati relations of several centuries to reach the ide-
alized state of varna by merit. Further, caste is not just division of labour,
it is a division of labourers—and an exploitative and interlinked one at
that (1990, 47-48). This division is not based on choice but on tasks pre-
ordained in scriptures. Caste-based tasks are not just descriptive but also
normative, in that manual labour is degraded and stigmatized by Hindu-
ism (Ambedkar 1990, 49). Therefore, political inclusiveness and economic
well-being mandate abolishing the caste character of Hindu religion in the
social domain.

Radhakrishnan’s harmony that is based on pre-ordained social roles is
critiqued by Ambedkar who argues that Hindu society for him is a collec-
tion of stratified and isolated castes (1990, 52-54). The latter he upholds
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have a deep-rooted “warring” and “anti-social spirit” (1990, 55). He links
the awareness of caste identity to the persistence of old rivalries inhibit-
ing social solidarity (Ambedkar 1990, 56). Since these castes do not have
a common social ground, Hindu society does not exist as a cooperative
endeavour that brings people together. Ambedkar is well aware that caste
segregation is a socio-psychological mode of embodiment and not just a
“physical object like a wall of bricks” (1990, 83) that can be simply razed
to create social equality. He also notes responding to Radhakrishnan that
given caste Hinduism’s segregated mode, “the mere fact” (Ambedkar 2014,
19) of it persisting through centuries does not imply that it has qualitative
value. One has to critique the manner in which Hinduism has survived
without solidarity. One has to critique its social and psychological dimen-
sions in a sustained way as physical proximity alone does not constitute the
lived relation of cooperative quest for the spiritual. Each caste is separated
from every other—and each goes about performing the rites and rituals as
it deems on its own. Such parallel activity, argues Ambedkar, cannot be
termed as commonly shared. “The caste system prevents common activ-
ity and by preventing common activity it has prevented the Hindus from
becoming a society with unified life and a consciousness of its own be-
ing” (Ambedkar 1990, 54). He further notes that the absence of a common
Hindu consciousness or lack of public spirit hinders it from participating
in morality or politics. Common activity requires communication and di-
alogue that takes place among equals. Hence, for such communication to
be possible within Hinduism and between diverse religions, the oppressive
feature of caste must be eradicated.

Ambedkar observes that Hindus cannot become humanitarian as long as
they adhere to caste. An individual cannot enter the Hindu fold voluntarily
as though it were a club, as membership in caste is based on shuddbi or
‘purity” of birth. One can extend this line of argument to Radhakrishnan’s
notion of temperaments on which he founds caste; a temperament is an
accidental matter of birth. Thus, there is no possibility for an outsider to
adopt the Hindu set of beliefs and practices as a convert (1990, 60). This
has hindered Hindu caste groups from cooperatively associating with each
other through Sanghas. Moreover, Hinduism is at its core a highly individu-
alist religion, which has discouraged the “associated form of life” unlike Is-
lam or Sikhism (61). It prevents openness and tolerance towards those who
are different. Such a dialogue leads to adopting those who are different as
one’s own, living in their midst with a sense of fellowship and “in short lov-
ing” (57) the other. Ambedkar argues that caste has prevented Hindus from
engaging in any such acts with members of other caste groups or indigenous
tribes (56-57). Hence, he appeals for a fundamental change to take place at
the level of social relations so that Hindus can unlearn caste (68).

Ambedkar indicts Hindu dharma for offering rules of segregation that
are ritualistic, social, economic and political (95-96). Rules centre around
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groups to merely prescribe and proscribe, without offering reasons. They
demand an unthinking obedience to the “law or at best legalized class-
ethics” (96). Against rules, principles offer universal ideals such as justice,
liberty, equality and fraternity. These are intellectually grounded and offer
guides for judgement. They are grounded on critique and reason. Ambed-
kar turns to Buddhist tradition in his search for a “Religion of Principles”
(97), rather than mere rules. His arguments for Buddhism are both reflec-
tive and emotive. Religion in the sense of principled morality or Buddhist
Dhamma is social in offering a fellowship of equals to human beings in the
Sangha. It, thus, breaks with the anti-social isolationism of Hinduism. It is
compatible with the domains of science, morality and politics. It accords
a central position to critical thought and is integral to the development of
modernity. Thus, as Christopher Queen says “Ambedkar concluded that
Buddhism was the only viable religion, not only for the untouchables of
India, but for the modern world at large” (Rathore and Verma 2011, xv).

Thus, unlike Radhakrishnan, Ambedkar presents an inclusive demo-
cratic way of thinking about religion in the modern context. Moreover,
he has a pan-Indian relevance although he is typically regarded as a Dalit
leader and constitutionalist."” For it is by engaging with caste inequality
that Ambedkar critiques unconditional devotion as a way of maintaining
the caste system. Moreover, his thesis that social democracy is a necessary
condition for its political counterpart also emerges from the reality of caste
relations persisting despite constitutional prohibitions. Ambedkar relates
the removal of caste to so-called wider struggles such as women’s equality,
tolerance, religious freedom, secularism and the like. Thus, the problem of
oppressed castes must matters to all Indians, regardless of their own caste
origin, whereby Ambedkar’s critique of caste as an analytical category has
both a pan-Indian and a global relevance. It is by problematizing difference
in the specific socio-historical context of caste difference that Ambedkar
opens the possibility of comprehending the so-called abstract human con-
cerns such as religion and its place in a constitutional democracy.

His critique of caste hierarchy in Hinduism, enables Ambedkar to turn
to Buddhism as a non-casteist alternative. But Ambedkar’s turn to Bud-
dhism was not uncritical, nor did he think of it as a ready-made solution
to the problem of caste.>’ He expressed the need for reforming some of the
problematic practical aspects of Buddhism such as the lack of a single text
or its “Bible”, the renewal of the Sangha as a socially/morally relevant as-
sociation and an urgent proselytization effort for transmitting the message
of Buddhism (1950). Ambedkar’s text Buddha and His Dhamma was an
attempt to provide a unified reformed Buddhist text. In his introduction to
this text, he is critical of some of the doctrinal and standard views asso-
ciated with classical Buddhism (xli—xlii). These include explaining Prince
Siddhartha’s awakening to suffering through the epiphanies of death,
sickness and old age; the fetishization of suffering through the four noble
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truths; the adherence to the law of karma and rebirth, which presupposes
the soul that is denied by Buddhism; the ambivalent status of the Bhikkhu
who oscillates between a perfect person and a social activist. Ambedkar’s
critique of Buddhism is also directed towards bringing its commitment to
the morality of principles to the forefront. It also aimed at demonstrating
that the conversion to the Buddhist point of view did not entail accepting
its dogmas and practices mechanically; rather it entailed a critical scrutiny
of beliefs and practices. This in turn implied historicizing the Buddhist tra-
dition and desacralizing it. Indeed, in his rethinking of the sacred, Ambed-
kar notes that the sacred as inviolable applies to the universal, rather than
“group” morality (1957, 232). He defends such a morality as a fellowship
that forms the basis of an individual’s growth. Further, Buddhist doctrines
that are not acceptable to reason or scientific temper, such as the law of
karma or the Bhikkhu as an omniscient perfect being would have to be
renounced. Ambedkar’s critical relation to Buddhism opened the space for
reconstructing it as a moral point of view or Dhamma to pave way for the
identification of religion with morality in a community of equals. Thus,
unlike Hinduism, Buddhism had the potential to be social and foreground
the principles of liberty, equality and democracy, which were central to
modernity.

There have been two sets of responses to Ambedkar’s writings on Bud-
dhism that have been overlooked for decades in the academic world (Rodri-
gues 1993; Gokhale 2008a,b). They have been viewed from the oppositional
lens as distorting the original teachings of Buddhism, promulgating a new
cult and offering an ineffective politics of identity. Buddhist clerics, for in-
stance, saw The Buddha and his Dhamma as effecting a break with the
Buddhist cannon to dissipate the original message of Buddhism as the quest
for personal salvation by reducing it to a social system (Rodrigues 1993;
Gokhale 2008a, 133). Thus, Buddhist bhikshusanghas or traditionalists
critiqued Ambedkar’s book The Buddha and His Dhamma on the pages
of the very same journal of the Mahabodhi society in which he had pub-
lished his “Buddha and the Future of his Religion” (Rodrigues 300-1).
The clergy maintained that Ambedkar departed from the Buddhist canon
with his interpretation of karma, ahimsa and nibbana. They upheld that
he preached a dangerous doctrine that would ‘shock any real Buddhist’.
Their reaction was directed towards Ambedkar’s critique of the clergy as
doctrinal and rigid. Another Buddhist journal indicted Ambedkar for not
giving the sources of his book The Buddha and His Dhamma to charge him
with false sources and mere ideology. According to this view, Ambedkar
advocated a religion of hate while Buddhism is a religion of love. But in
contrast to these orthodox monks, Sangharakshita, the Head of the World
Buddhist Order, adopted an accommodative approach to Ambedkar’s Bud-
dhism. However, despite his respect for Ambedkar’s conversion, tended to
underplay Ambedkar’s divergences with classical Buddhism.?! Critics with
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a Marxist persuasion viewed Ambedkar as neglecting the material condi-
tions of poverty faced by the Dalit community.>?

However, Ambedkar does not believe in turning to scriptural authority
as the basis of religious experience. This is indeed why he critiqued Hin-
duism. Hence, scholastic preoccupations with the word of Buddha would
be tantamount to a fundamentalist reading of scripture from Ambedkar’s
point of view. In fact, against the orthodox clerics, for him it is only a free
reading of Buddha that will allow for a free religion to emerge. For Ambed-
kar, Buddhism is an orally transmitted tradition so that interpretation is
inherent with no one orthodox literal view. The sanghas and their social
context became the basis for his rethinking Buddhism. Further, religion is
political from Ambedkar’s point of view. For, an oppressive political prac-
tice where there is no recognition of freedom will give rise to a bonded
religion, while a free political practice will give rise to a free religion. His
linking of politics and religion is an attempt to avoid intellectualization
of Buddhism—to acknowledge the oppressed situation and their need for
emancipatory practice. For Ambedkar, religion is a genuine need and can-
not be left to individual choice. Further, its social role cannot be reduced to
politics. Yet religion is also closely related to politics—the two cannot be
separated from each other.?3

Ambedkar’s followers offer a contrasting response to that of the Bud-
dhist clergy. They focused on its continuity with the canon and as faithful
to the original teachings of the Buddha. By removing the burden of clerical
authority, his followers argue that Ambedkar restores its original meaning
to Buddhism and also makes it relevant from the contemporary point of
view (Rodrigues 301). For many of Ambedkar’s neo-Buddhist followers, his
work The Buddha and his Dhamma has the same global status as classical
Buddhist canon. In fact, he is said to live up to the true spirit of Buddhism
and is even viewed as a modern Bodhisattva. This attitude of iconization
has shown the towering role of Ambedkar in the reenergization of Bud-
dhism and the role he played in raising the question of human dignity with
respect to the oppressed castes. Thus, as Jadhav notes there is a sense of
intense “gratitude” (2013) in those who follow Ambedkar without neces-
sarily subjecting him to critical scrutiny. As Gokhale notes, Ambedkar’s
neo-Buddhism is viewed as a “finished product” (2008b, 150), mitigating
his spirit of critique as a process. Moreover, it overlooks that there is an
ongoing struggle to realize Ambedkar’s progressive ideals, including the
annihilation of caste. One should instead turn to Ambedkar as someone
who has opened up a direction (Gokhale 2008b, 150), which should be
explored further. Moreover, such a response overlooks Ambedkar’s own
stress on an enlightened evaluation as its foundation. His vision can de-
velop further only if there is a transcendence of adulation. Ambedkar’s
own warning is telling in this respect. As Guha himself notes, Ambedkar
believed that the people of India should not “lay their liberties at the feet of
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even a great man, or to trust him with powers which enable him to subvert
their institutions.”*

The oppositional and sympathetic responses to Ambedkar’s Buddhism
reveal the difficulties that are entailed in spelling out the contribution and
legacy of a larger than life leader. As Jadhav puts it succinctly, “...every
leader is defeated twice once by his opponents and once by his follow-
ers” (2013). Ambedkar’s opponents believed that he reduced Buddhism to
a mere social system, whereas for some of his followers, Ambedkar has a
completed system of emancipation. Neither take Ambedkar as offering a
work in progress of critique and conversion. The very spirit of a new Bud-
dhist practice that emerged in Maharashtra as a result of his conversion to
Buddhism with 380,000 followers on October 15, 1956 was the outcome of
Ambedkar’s critique of caste. Moreover, both his detractors and followers
see Ambedkar as turning to a new religion spurred by his interpretation of
Buddhism. But none of these views focus on how he arrived at his inter-
pretation through a critical assessment of both Hinduism and Buddhism
(Gokhale 2008, 109). In this preference for Buddhism, Ambedkar does
not quite adhere to the position that all religions are one; but rather priv-
ileges Buddhism in the course of a comparative assessment of all religions
(Gokhale 2008b, 113).2° This critique was framed by his social under-
standing of religion in the “wide sense” (110) as morality or a “Religion of
Principles” or Dhamma. Further, his view that religion has the social role
of creating a moral and compassionate fellowship among human beings
from diverse backgrounds tends to be undermined by these approaches. It
is from this point of view that there is an urgent relevance of Ambedkar’s
writings on religion today. His choice of Buddhism was governed by the ab-
sence of metaphysical entities like God and soul, rationality, egalitarianism
and tolerance (Gokhale 2008b, 114). It can be adopted by those who think
critically, a crucial need in a democracy. Thus, Ambedkar’s contribution to
religion can be summarized in Rodrigues’ words as that of making tradi-
tion critical.?® For this he takes the relations of power that prevail within
them into account in his comparative study of religions. Moreover, such a
comparison requires that there be an evaluation of religions, which requires
taking its social relations into consideration.

However, an important question emerges in the context of Ambedkar’s
relevance at the national (and global) level. Is the critical function of religion
to be restricted to Buddhism? Can one move beyond his disparagers and dev-
otees to extend his secular Buddhism to all other religions?*” At first sight a
negative answer seems most appropriate. There are several reasons for such
a prima facie answer. Ambedkar’s own conversion to Buddhism was diffi-
cult and complex in the context of the violence of caste afflicted on Dalits
and his comparative study of religions (Kamble 2003; Gokhale 2008b, 111;
Zelliot 2013, 143-73). Consequently, he devoted much time to the caste
problem of Hinduism (1990), spelt out the disunities between Hinduism
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and Buddhism (1950; 1957, 242; 2002d), upheld Buddhism over Christian-
ity, Islam and Hinduism (1950) and exhorted the masses oppressed by caste
to convert to Buddhism (2002d). Indeed, one of the conversion vows that
he advocates is renouncing the worship of Hindu Gods; “I embrace today
the Bauddha Dhamma discarding the Hindu Religion which is detrimen-
tal to the emancipation of human beings and which believes in inequality
and regards human beings other than Brahmins as low born.”?® Further
Ambedkar also proclaimed that Hindus who realize the problem of caste
will adopt Buddhism (1950). This statement clearly opposes tendencies to
“Hinduize” (Guru 1991a, b) Ambedkar’s Buddhism, whose academic roots
lie in Radhakrishnan (1923, 341-476). These instances reveal that Ambed-
kar’s break with Hinduism seems decisive to the transition to a secular Bud-
dhism. Does this then foreclose the possibility—at least theoretically—of
envisaging a reformed Hinduism without the scourge of caste? Can the les-
sons of Buddhism be applied to religions such as Hinduism? A deeper look
at some of his works prior to his work in 1950, “The Future of Buddhism”
and the posthumous The Buddha and His Dhamma reveals the possibility
of an affirmative answer to these questions. In his 1936 Speech “Annihi-
lation of Caste,” Ambedkar suggests that Hinduism change its beliefs and
practices in keeping with a changing society, which does not uphold eternal
values (1990, 103). He upholds that these changes be brought into effect
through a standardized book and the subjugation of priests to the author-
ity of the state law. The latter involves abolition of hereditary priesthood,
equality between laity and priests and state regulation of priests (1990, 98).
Ambedkar also suggests that Hindus introspect their traditional doctrines
and practices to selectively appropriate only those that are conducive to the
moral growth of the whole society, which alone allows for the growth of
an individual (1990, 102). He mentions the possibility of effecting change
in Hinduism through contact with Buddhism. He cites the Bhagvad Gita
as deriving its principles of social morality such as Nirvana, Maitri and
Karuna from Buddhism (2002c¢, 202—4). In his Buddha and His Dhamma,
Ambedkar gives an account of some of the Vedic Rishis who were upheld
as worthy of respect by the Buddha (1957, 58-60). He also gives a detailed
account of Kapila and the Sankhya philosophy as a significant influence
on the Buddha for adopting its rationalism, rejection of God and accept-
ance of suffering (61-63).2° Given the reciprocal influence of Buddhism and
Hinduism on each other, one cannot rule out the possibility of restricting
Hinduism along the egalitarian and secular lines of Buddhism. Buddhism
can then be understood as a model or metaphor for a secular religion that is
founded on the principles of modern morality, whose spirit can be adopted
by all other religions in their endeavour to reform.

The spirit of Buddhism informs Ambedkar’s critique of Brahmanical pa-
triarchy in the practical consequence of reforming Hinduism and introduc-
ing gender parity through his reforms on the Hindu Code Bill (Rege 2013,
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101-201). He critiqued the 19th-century social reform movement—which
for most part concentrated on Hinduism—that split family reform from
its social counterpart (1990, 37). Thus, it worked towards the abolition of
child marriage and advocated widow remarriage. However, the secondary
status of women in Hindu society was never linked to caste oppression;
hence, social reformers did not focus on the specific need to abolish caste
as a structural phenomenon. In contrast, Ambedkar introduced reforms in
the Hindu Personal Law, by paying special attention to women; he did so
by abolishing birth-right to property, giving half the share to the daughter,
making women’s limited estate absolute, ending caste hierarchy in mar-
riage and adoption as well as advocating the principle of monogamy and
divorce (2013, 212-3). In each of these, he took the secondary status of
women in Hinduism as his point of departure, which again distinguishes
him from Radhakrishnan. For Radhakrishnan, women in Hinduism oc-
cupy a superior position in virtue of their domestic roles (1956, 371-8).
Although he does concede to their discrimination under patriarchy and
defend their ability to pursue spiritual and social vocations, he upholds
the primacy of their reproductive role. Radhakrishnan fails to comprehend
that reproduction—biological, social and cultural—reinforces the caste
system by disciplining women. Ambedkar acknowledges this through his
critique of Brahmanical patriarchy as detrimental to both women and un-
derprivileged castes. This is precisely why the Bill faced bitter opposition
from orthodox Hindu groups, government apathy, as well as, piecemeal
discussion and implementation, contributing to Ambedkar’s resignation as
a Law Minister in 1951. As Rege observes, Ambedkar’s critique of caste re-
veals how endogamous marriage sustains both caste and gender hierarchy
(2013). By arguing that the caste system is maintained through the repres-
sion of women’s rights, Ambedkar reconstructs and reforms Hinduism in
a gender-inclusive manner.3° His critique’s integration of faith, reason and
morality also resonates with Kant.

Ambedkar’s reconciliation of reason, morality and faith:
Kantian resonance

Ambedkar’s social and moral interpretation of Buddhism aims at bringing
about a change in social relations at the grassroots level. He defends reli-
gion against socialists as a spiritual need, and as a public practice against
the liberal private faith by emphasizing the precedence of the social over
the political. Against both liberals and the socialists, Ambedkar makes
social change in the religious sphere the precondition for political partic-
ipation (1990). The liberal view believes that one can go about the mat-
ter of democratic politics independently of the democratization of society.
This is reflected in its version of secularism that separates politics and re-
ligion. However, such a separation allows caste and gender oppressions to
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continue, for instance by denying underprivileged castes and women entry
to temples. Thus, political intervention in religious practice is sometimes
necessary; but then it is not effective, if caste discrimination persists in civil
society. Thus, social perspectives have to be transformed prior to politi-
cal intervention. Ambedkar, therefore, connects society (of which religion
is a part) with politics. Socialists believed that economic well-being alone
matters so that neither social nor political reform are important. This is re-
flected, he believes, in the socialist thesis that religion will wither away with
economic progress. However, Ambedkar did not agree with such economic
determinism. He maintains that the power of the priest, who holds greater
social authority than the judge, is proof of how religion controls people in
India (1990, 42). He narrates how plebeians in Rome could not acquire
power despite getting elected through separate electorates because patrician
priests were in charge of the oracle at Delphi who would initiate people into
political duty only after the goddess permitted it (1990, 43-44).

Ambedkar diagnoses the political exclusion of the oppressed castes as
related to their social identity as Hindus. Hence, social change requires
a change in religious identity for political participation. Thus, religious
reform and egalitarian identity within civil society have implications for
political participation. The sanction of law in the political sphere required
that the sanction of morality be adhered to in the social sphere. The lat-
ter is enforced through religion, which has a critical role in an unjust and
impoverished society. It was because Hinduism failed to humanize them
that Ambedkar thought it necessary for Dalits to embrace a religion that
would permit them to gain equality of status, opportunity and treatment.
In his Buddha and His Dhamma Ambedkar distinguishes between religion
as doctrine or ritual and Buddhist dhamma as a moral commitment to core
principles of liberty, equality and fraternity (1957, 225-32).3! Thus, instead
of separating civil society and politics like liberalism, Ambedkar attempts
to reinvent their relation. His philosophy of religion resonates with the
spirit of Marx’s call for the revolution in civil society preceding a political
one (1967).3> Ambedkar’s critical approach to religion also differs from
that of Radhakrishnan in its affinities with Kant’s project of reconciling
rationality, morality and faith within religion.

Rather than pioneer an exclusively rational approach to religion that
privileges Christianity, as Skaria notes (454-5), Kant dwells on the limits
of reason to make room for faith (1998, Bxxx-Bxxxi).3 Kant does suggest
that religion be made compatible with reason by eradicating its irrational
elements. His kingdom of ends as a version of the kingdom of god attests
to a secular philosophical translation of religious terminology (Bernstein
2009, 1046; Habermas 2008, 216). Thus, standard readings of Kant sug-
gest that he subjugates faith to reason to which Radhakrishnan subscribes.
He indicts Kant for conflating religion’s difference with morality and re-
ducing them to a broad philosophical idea (Radhakrishnan 1932, 88).
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Radhakrishnan discerns the personal pursuit of perfection as religion’s dis-
tinctive feature that transcends morality. Further, his discussion of Kantian
morality also is in tune with conventional Kant scholarship that perceives
him as a rationalist who severs morality from the domain of lived expe-
rience (1911).3* For Radhakrishnan the personal unconditional character
of religion disallows it from being a part of morality that Kant upholds as
it is the “apprehension of the real and an enjoyment of it for its own sake
which is absent in moral consciousness” (Radhakrishnan 1932, 88). Yet
his account of Kant as upholding a rational conception of religion, which
is based exclusively on his ethical writings is partial and neglects Kant’s
discussions of religion.3® Moreover, he also ignores the inherent conflicts
in Kant’s reflections on ethics and religion, which testify to the complex
relationship between religion and morality.3® Thus, Kant (begins his dis-
cussion on religion) by claiming that morality does not rest on religion to
spell out an antagonism between rational morality and historically situated
faith (DiCenso 2007, 168; Kant 1996, 57).3” However, he goes on to point
out that the presence of evil reveals that individuals cannot self-sufficiently
attain moral ideals, as the latter are influenced by the presence of others.
Mitigating evil—so as to freely follow the moral law—requires constructive
relations with others, which can be garnered for Kant from shared religious
institutions (DiCenso 2007, 168). Thus, religion can play a psychological
and pedagogical®® role in making individuals morally sensitized. The her-
meneutics of historical religions can contribute to ethical awareness, choice
and practice, as DiCenso notes. This in turn requires adopting a critical
approach to religion for Kant where elements like fanaticism are filtered.

Turning to Ambedkar, he critiques Radhakrishnan’s arguments in his
Hindu View of Life (1927) that considers Hinduism’s persistence through
centuries of history as its strength (1990, 79-80).3° He notes that it wishes
away the role of caste hierarchy in defining the social context in India to
overlook how the social frames the opportunities that are available for
individual pursuit. Moreover, Ambedkar argues that by taking refuge in
Hinduism’s centuries-old survival, Radhakrishnan sidesteps the distinc-
tion between surviving and doing so in a worthwhile manner (1990). For
Ambedkar, Brahminical patriarchy in India that accords maximum oppor-
tunities to those with caste and gender privilege has survived but this does
not attest to its worth.

One can read the Kantian spirit of critique in Ambedkar’s attempt to
both critique Hinduism’s dogma of caste and also Buddhism (a religion of
his choice). Kant’s critique of priesthood as “counterfeit service of God”
(1996, 6:151-6:153, 6:168) breeding rules of inegalitarian social relations,
powerful priesthood and ritualism resonates with Ambedkar. Kant con-
siders such an investment as sacrificing moral conduct through subjective
approval in God. Thus, morality requires religion not as its foundation
but as its consequence, where the will of the mighty nonhuman lawgiver
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coincides with the human will in the formation of an ethical community
on earth (1996, 6:99-96:100). Ambedkar’s redefinition of key Buddhist
themes through the ideals of the French revolution reflect Kant’s claim that
human beings aspire to achieve their moral goals through a community
founded on ethical religion. One can advance similar claims regarding his
attempt to reform Hinduism with the Hindu Code Bill. Radhakrishnan
overlooks how Kant is well aware of the limits of rationality. Kant’s cri-
tique of rational theology reveals as much (1998, A568/B596-A642/B670).
As Bernstein notes, his critique of reason aims at creating space for faith.
Hence, he also advocates a positive role to religion with God as a postulate
who motivates human beings to be moral (1999a, 5:133-5:134) and later
tracing religion to be the outcome of an ethical community that is forged
through faith in God (1998, 6:91-96:147). Kant views religion as a psycho-
logical and moral need, rather than a cognitive fact, but does not reduce
religion to morality as Radhakrishnan assumes. Similarly, for Ambedkar,
religion’s foundation on morality mandates that an individual exercise his
or her capacity to think independently to create harmonious social relations
within the empirical world. Thus, religion need not have nibbana or libera-
tion from this world as its focus.

Kant also recognizes the need for a religion compatible with science.
Thus, against views such as those of Radhakrishnan, science is not a chal-
lenge to religion, since they can be reconciled. For this Kant suggests that
instead of reading religious texts in a literal way as biblical theology, one
adopts the approach of philosophical theology (1996, 6:9-6:10). The latter
acknowledges the boundaries of reason, while engaging with religion. Ac-
cording to Kant, the transition from being evil to being good requires tak-
ing the moral point of view. Morality is based on the idea of a free human
being who is also able to bind him/herself to laws that are unconditional.
It is deontological and self-sufficient in not requiring divine sanction. Yet
Kant also recognizes that human beings who honour the moral law aspire
to create a world in which morality could be realized, even though such a
world would require the sacrifice of personal happiness. The aspiration for
the realization of morality is also a hope for its endorsement by another
impartial being who recognizes the human respect of the moral law in an
ethical community that fulfills the conditions of freedom and equality for
moral transformation.

Kant and Ambedkar share the concept of critique in their approaches
to religious traditions and practices. Kant defines critique as a way of as-
sessing the limits of an enterprise (1998, B xxii-xxv). A critical approach
does not spell out substantive doctrines or systems, it instead examines
the conditions of what exists through its evaluation. It has a negative role
of indicating problems, but critique also has a positive role of articulating
the conditions of any given phenomenon (1998, Bxxv—xxvii). Yet the con-
structive role of religion as bringing about a moral social order becomes
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possible only when there is a destruction of immoral anti-social traditions,
an aspect that is missing in Radhakrishnan. Ambedkar’s philosophy of
religion is based on the interdependent positive and negative functions of
critique, which are founded in the human being’s capacity for enlight-
enment. The latter’s Kantian sense as thinking without external force is
central to Ambedkar’s analysis of religion as compatible with rationality
and science.

Ambedkar’s reflection on religion and modernity has relevance in the
search for answers that go beyond the limited approach of attempts such as
Radhakrishnan’s that fail to comprehend the role of the social in the private
pursuit of religion. Ambedkar understands religion within a modern world
as not simply individual faith, but rather as a commitment to inclusiveness
and egalitarianism in the quest for faith.

Notes

1 I am indebted to Pradeep Gokhale for a detailed discussion on this paper. I

thank him, the organizers and participants of the I.C.P.R. seminar Buddhism,

NeoBuddhism and the Question of Caste at Central University of Tibetan

Studies, Sarnath (held from October 3-5, 2013) for their helpful feedback. My

gratitude to Aakash Singh Rathore, Biraj Mehta and Rucha Pawar for their

comments on the paper, although its weaknesses are mine.

This expression is derived from the title of Kant’s essay (Kant 1996).

Its title, Aarakshan or ‘reservation’, suggested that it would engage with the

theme of affirmative action for underprivileged castes in India. This film was

directed by Prakash Jha.

4 This detour to the world of popular culture, through Hindi commercial cinema
and Avirook Sen’s blog site (2011), is in keeping with Ambedkar’s own aware-
ness of the significance of the same (Rege 2013, 194, n.5).

5 The film does not historically contextualize the reservation policy. In the 1930s
Dalits, under Ambedkar’s leadership, asked for a separate electorate. However,
it was due to Gandhi’s opposition and fast that a compromise was made with
reservation for underprivileged castes and tribes in government jobs, education
and parliament in the Poona Pact in 1932.

6 In this respect his appearance in a popular film is an “oddity” to use Sen’s term.

7 See (Hatcher 2007) for an account of what he terms as “bourgeois” Hinduism,
which tried to retain supposed time-less traditional beliefs by reconstructing
them in the modern context. Hatcher discusses how reform Hinduism balanced
desire and spirituality wherein spirituality could be consumed. One can also
argue the same for caste. Modern versions of Hinduism have tried to underplay
Hinduism’s caste hierarchy by redefining it in alternate ways. They have also
homogenized a discrete set of practices as a world religion termed “Hinduism.”
One attempt is that of Radhakrishnan who is being considered in this paper,
whom Hatcher mentions (2007, 302). Others include Tilak and Aurobindo. See
King (96-142) for an account of modern Hinduism as a European-influenced
phenomenon. King cites Radhakrishnan, among others, as an instance (60).
There is no central core of Hinduism as its modern advocates such as Radhakr-
ishnan uphold.

8 Also see Radhakrishnan (1956, 357-62) for a critique of caste as based on
heredity and its defense through aptitude.
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Also see Kiran (1950) for a similar defense of Hindu caste system against
Ambedkar.

Radhakrishnan terms these as gunas (1927, 111).

See for instance, Radhakrishnan (1927). Sen makes a special mention of
Radhakrishnan’s defence of varna in his blog.

As King notes the idea of Hinduism as a unified domain is not upheld by indig-
enous Indians but is the outcome of colonial definitions (98-101). Moreover, it
is influenced by Brahmin scholars from whom colonial rulers took help (King
102-4).

Thus, for instance he upholds that “The whole scheme of Buddhism centers on
Buddha’s enlightenment™” (1932, 90).

At the global level, key issues pertaining to the relationship between
communities—such as Islam in Europe—have addressed the relationship be-
tween religion and politics. This is precisely why European and American
philosophers have started addressing the issue of religion with greater vigour,
despite neglecting it in the past. Derrida, Rorty, Rawls and Habermas have all
linked the resurgence of religion to the disquietudes of secularism.

I am indebted to Pradeep Gokhale for this clarification.

See Skaria (2015) for an account of Ambedkar’s notion of public religion.
Ambedkar uses the term “spiritual” to indicate human aspiration for social
freedom and equality. His use is reminiscent of the German idealistic tradi-
tion’s use of the term “Geist.”

For his critique of the four varnas see Ambedkar (1990, 67-76).

Narendra Jadhav April 13, 2013 interview. Guha too laments that the archi-
tects of modern India have become “victims of sectarian diminution” (2010,
22). Thus, Tagore is venerated by Bengalis, Patel by Gujaratis, Nehru by the
Congress party and Ambedkar by Dalits. Guha himself attempts to recon-
struct Ambedkar as having national significance having played an active role
in drafting the Constitution of India. He approvingly cites three key themes
from Ambedkar’s speech to the Constituent Assembly as relevant to India at
60 (see Ambedkar 1949). These include Ambedkar’s opposition to violence
in civil society and hero-worship of political figures, as well as, his view that
social democracy precedes political democracy. Each of these themes emerge
from Ambedkar’s critique of caste violence in civil society. Hence, Ambed-
kar’s arguments regarding caste and religion are relevant to non-Dalits as well.
Ambedkar’s speech to the Constituent Assembly is relevant to all Indians only
because caste is relevant to all Indians.

Skaria rightly notes that Ambedkar did not embrace an already existing form
of Buddhism (452).

See Gokhale (2008, 134-8).

Gokhale gives an assessment of Kasbe in this respect, see Gokhale (2008, 138-
44). Skaria makes an attempt to reconcile Ambedkar’s neo-Buddhism with
Marx’s critique of religion (459-61). See Ambedkar 2002a for an account of
the relation between caste and class.

With respect to the accommodative approach of Sangharakshita, as Gokhale
notes one cannot overlook the differences between classical Buddhism and that
of Ambedkar (2008, 144). Conversely, one cannot reduce Ambedkar’s Bud-
dhism to Marxism (Gokhale 2008b, 144).

Ambedkar’s last speech to the Constituent Assembly quoted in Guha (22-23).
Ambedkar’s critical approach also contrasts with the Orientalist interpreta-
tion of Buddhism as based on canonical texts and focusing on self-perfection
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through meditative practice (for a brief description of Orientalist Buddhism, see
King (143-60)). Ambedkar does reflect the early Orientalist idea of considering
the Buddha to be a social reformer against excesses of ritualism. However, he
does not regard the Buddha as a “Hindu Protestantism” (King 145) in the man-
ner of Orientalists or Radhakrishnan as Buddhism is not a branch of Hinduism.
Nor does Ambedkar advocate “Protestant Buddhism” (King 150-51). For it is
not grounded in any single canon like Protestant Christianity. Ambedkar advo-
cates Buddhism as a process of social criticism that could lead to a transforma-
tive perspective towards hierarchical and stagnant social relations.

This is the title of Rodrigues’s essay (1993).

Also see Gokhale (2008b, 111-2).

This is Oath 19 quoted in Zelliot (2013, 171).

Thanks to Prof. Gokhale for bringing this point to my attention.

Gubha has not discussed the internationalization of Ambedkar’s thought in his
critique of Ambedkar’s sectarian reception (2010).

Ambedkar’s interpretation of the prospects for Buddhism differs radically from
colonial writers such as Karl Bleitreu who offered a “post-Enlightenment”
(Manjapra 58) notion of Buddhism. For Bleibtreu, Buddhism’s value rests in its
commitment to rebirth and offering a perspective that goes beyond the ideals
of the French revolution. His essay entitled “Buddhism: Religion of the Future”
in his 1899 book From Robespierre to the Buddha is discussed by Manjapra
(57-58). However, the relationship between Ambedkar and Orientalism is a
subject for another paper.

Also see Skaria (2015, 452). Yet there has been a general academic neglect of
Ambedkar as a philosopher of religion.

“Thus, I had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith” (Kant 1998,
Bxxx). For a brief overview of the complex terrain of scholarship on Kant’s
religious perspective, see Davies (2017). Davies rightly notes that Kant cannot
be read as a Christian defender or as rooting religion in rationality. Also, see
Wood (1996) and Rossi (2009) for nuanced perspectives on Kant’s relation to
religion and morality.

Radhakrishnan attempts to distinguish his own position in this respect from
the widely accepted view that both Kant and the ethics of Gita are deontolog-
ical and non-hedonistic (1911, 465). But he believes that Kant cannot quite
be assimilated with Hindu ethics, since he has the privilege of reason and yet
commits himself to a causally deterministic phenomenal world. The latter, ac-
cording to Radhakrishnan, makes Kantian freedom “empty and unreal” (470)
as its noumenal position does not impact the phenomenal. For Radhakrishnan,
in contrast, the Gita explores ethics through concrete dilemmas between duty
and inclination. Unlike Kant, the Gita does not suggest that inclinations should
be destroyed but that on the contrary, they should be sublimated to freedom
and reflection (474-5). According to Radhakrishnan, the Gita is, thus, a non-
hedonistic and non-rationalistic alternative to Kantian ethics (466). Kant was
however well aware of the problem of empty universals. This is precisely why
he supplements the first formulation of the categorical imperative as a universal
principle with that of humanity as an end in itself (second formulation) and
that of autonomous willing (third formulation). As DiCenso notes (following
Allen Wood who he acknowledges), the second and third formulations of the
categorical imperative are attempts to connect its universality with the domain
of lived experience and interpersonal relations (168). Radhakrishnan, however,
appears to be oblivious to this.
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35 Radhakrishnan subscribes to what DiCenso terms as “A strictly idealistic eth-
ics and a corresponding view of rational religion...” (167) with respect to Kant.

36 This notion of “tension” is DiCenso’s essay (2007, 167-8).

37 As DiCenso notes, Kant’s universal ethics is based on this antagonism (168) In
the second part of his “Metaphysics of Morals” Kant distinguishes between
formal religion, which considers duties as divine commands and its material
counterpart (1999b, 561). For the latter, religion comprises duties to god.

38 DiCenso aptly distinguishes such edification from determinism (169).

39 See (Bharti 2018) for a critique of Radhakrishnan’s caste hierarchy from Sank-
rityayan’s perspective as “illiberal liberalism.” Also see Sankrityayan’s (1982)
text in Hindi for the same critique.
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RELIGION, CASTE AND
MODERNITY

Ambedkar’s reconstruction of Buddhism
P. Kesava Kumar

In recent times, religion is a rallying point for many struggles all over the
world. Religion becomes a part of public discourse and rights are articu-
lated in the name of religion. Western modernity has been contested for
detaching religion and community. Liberal theory is either reformulated
or rejected for its atomistic individualism. Against the liberal self, the self,
embedded in the social, gets its philosophical prominence. It is clear that
religion is centre stage in inaugurating one’s own self and as a driving force
for politics. The debates of moral and political philosophy are refashioned
on religion. Communitarian thinkers are not only upholding a life located
in social/cultural/ religious community but also in reframing modernity.
The horizon of modernity has broadened. In pursuing justice, they differ-
entiate themselves from conservatism and making their philosophical theo-
ries much more egalitarian. The contemporary religious revivalist struggles
appear to be meaningful in this context. The Islamic religious nationalist
movements in the Middle East against western imperialism and Hindu na-
tionalist movement’s confrontation with the secular state in India have suc-
ceeded in religionizing politics. It appealed to the people of the respective
nations against shallow modernity. Simultaneously, there are manifesta-
tions of struggles of the oppressed against structural injustice by assert-
ing one’s own social and cultural life. Indigenous traditions, beliefs and
practices are used as a social protest against dominance in securing dig-
nity, self-respect and social justice. These struggles are appropriating and
defending normative modernity rather than the former. In India, struggles
of untouchables have established a tradition of this kind It has its historic
continuity with contemporary Dalit movements inspired by the philosophy
of Ambedkar. This chapter explores the importance of religion in everyday
social and political life of contemporary times by redefining the very idea of
religion by Ambedkar. Ambedkar not only defines the religion from a nor-
mative and rationalist point of view but also upholds religion against the
assumptions of modernity. In this connection, he reconstructs Buddhism as
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an egalitarian and humanistic religion and negates Hinduism as a religion
for its sanctity due to the hierarchical, inhuman, immoral and oppressive
caste system. This chapter highlights the primacy of the righteous social
life as a source of religion by locating Ambedkar’s conception of religion in
general and Buddhism in particular in contemporary debates of moral and
political philosophy.

Dalit modernity: a critique of colonial and
Brahmanical modernity

Ambedkar’s modernity has been a constructive vehicle for struggles of
equality on the part of those oppressed by caste. His conception of mo-
dernity goes against the colonial mediated modernity and the modernity
appropriated by Brahmanical Hindu elite. For him, religion has a different
meaning. He has reconstructed the very idea of religion by making it ra-
tional, normative and democratic. In fact, he viewed religion as a basis for
morality and righteous social life. He explains the function of religion is
the reconstruction of society based on the principles of utility and justice.
He is critical about Indian modernity (Brahmanical) for grounding in Hin-
duism and the caste system. He argued that both Hinduism and its caste
system are essentially based on the principle of inequality and immorality,
against the claims of reformation by the social elite. Moreover, Ambedkar’s
religion is atheistic, rationalistic, human-centric and based on the morality
of the community. He reconstructs Buddhism on these lines. He identifies
religion with the ‘saddhamma’ of Buddhism. For him religion is an eman-
cipatory idea that has the potential in liberating the oppressed (Dalits). In
other words, he provides an alternative modernity that negotiates with reli-
gion rather than negating religion.

Modernity has been connoted with many meanings. The world is liv-
ing with ‘multiple modernities.” Ambedkar’s conception of modernity has
its own characterization, which both converges and diverges from domi-
nant Western modernity. It is much more complex and is even ambiguous.
Colonial modernity is an immediate available reference point for Indian
intellectuals. The concept of Indian modernity has varied with the appro-
priation of the respective social agency, especially Dalit modernity has its
own traits and is different from the Brahmanical Hindu social elite. Inter-
estingly, both overcome the dichotomy of tradition and modernity main-
tained with the interest of Western modernity. Dalit modernity has been
very well articulated by Ambedkar. Dalit modernity is based on the value
of human dignity and self-respect. In persuasion of this, he interrogates
irrational, unjust and exploitative practices of the traditional Hindu so-
cial order by invoking rationality and ethicality. He upholds the Dalit self,
nurtured in indigenous tradition by claiming the elements of humane and
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democratic practices. On the other hand, Brahmanical class is selective of
the elements of modernity. The fruits of modernity are enjoyed and even
monopolized by this class at the material level, and, at the same time, they
are maintained intact within their own tradition at the spiritual/religious
level. The modernity project of the Hindu Brahmanical class initially seems
to provide scope for reforming the traditional order and religious life but
ultimately ends up as anti-modern. As an ideal of modernity, it professed
equality in the spiritual realm but not ready to extend equality in the mate-
rial realm. This trajectory of modernity could be seen from the continuity
of the social reform of colonial times to Hindu nationalism of post-colonial
times. Dalits have been systematically excluded from the project of Brah-
manical modernity. In this context, Dalits are negotiating with the ideals
of modernity to overcome the social exclusion, exploitation, suffering and
humiliation imposed by Hindu tradition. Dalit modernity has very much
mediated the liberal, radical and communitarian philosophies in its own
way, both by associating and differentiating from these political traditions
on different points (Kesava Kumar 2013).

In the colonial context of India, religion has invoked as the social self of
the nation. People are mobilized around religion and there are attempts to
redefine the very idea of religion to suit contemporary political interests.
Hinduism is depicted as a symbol of spiritualism against western mate-
rialism. The intellectuals engaged in social reform and nationalist move-
ments were actively involved in this process. As the intellectuals mostly
drew from the elite Brahmanical class and imagined a nation from their
subjective position, their immediate concern was to consolidate their cul-
tural/social identity against colonial rulers. On one hand, they tried to
juxtapose Hinduism as the Indian tradition with Western tradition and
on other side attempted to minimize the differences within Hinduism. In
that process, they were compelled to talk about their social reality, which
is caste-ridden. Moreover, they were afraid that lower castes are asserting
their cultural identity by moving outside of the Hindu fold. Parallel to
this, the intellectuals drawn from Dalit-Bahujans have started consolidat-
ing their social identity alternative to the dominant construction of Hin-
duism. The scheme of this intellectual tradition exposes the nexus between
caste and religion and its oppressive character. They argued for dignity
and justice. They projected their cultural tradition as indigenous, natural-
istic, rationalistic and humane in nature against Brahmanical Hinduism.
Ambedkar is a figure of culmination of this democratic tradition and nor-
mative modernity.

In post-independent India, from the decade of the eighties, the rise of the
Dalit movement, and, on the other side, the Hindu nationalist movement,
brings back the discussion on religion and its relation to caste in modern
times. Against the ideals of modernity, there are attempts to defend Hindu
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nationalism with the logic of postmodernism. Dalits are asserting their
own identity by invoking the indigenous cultural traditions and at the same
time articulating their rights through the logic and language of modernity.
The identification of Dalits with religion and modernity is complex and it
definitely differs from both Western colonial and Brahmanical modernity.
Ambedkar provides historical and philosophical inputs in understanding
the religion of the untouchables against the dominant conception of reli-
gion. He finds rational/natural and democratic potential of the religion of
untouchables. The social rationality he put forward through the method of
philosophy of religion is central to the discourse of modernity. This chap-
ter explores the general understanding of the very idea of religion with an
emphasis on the philosophical method adopted by Ambedkar in under-
standing religion. This has been illustrated through Ambedkar’s reading of
anti-egalitarian Hinduism and his construction of humanistic, naturalistic,
rationalistic and ethical religion of Buddhism.

Towards an understanding of religion

Religion has been conceptualized from the debates such as tradition ver-
sus modernity, religion versus science and reason versus faith. Historically,
religion has undergone many changes. Its meaning has been derived from
the social context. Religion becomes a metaphor for the identity of a social
group and has an invariable relation with one’s own life and social prac-
tices. Historically religion has many meanings. It has been understood as a
principle of governance and also as a means of exploitation of the masses.
The idea of religion has changed significantly with changing social, eco-
nomic and political conditions. It has the quality of both endurance and
change. There are social forces defending the religion and also opposing
the religion. The origin and function of religion has been explained by vari-
ous philosophical, theological, anthropological/sociological, historical and
psychological theories.

Religion has been viewed critically from many fronts in modern times.
It was understood as a pre-modern idea. It was considered as a hurdle for
progress and development. Religious faith could not stand for reason. Mo-
dernity is interwoven with the elements of rationality, science, humanism,
secularism, progress and development, whereas religion was identified with
tradition, irrationality, faith, dogmatism and backwardness. Marxists
propagated religion as the opium of the masses, as the sigh of an oppressed
creature, soul of the soulless and heart of the heartless (Marx 1970). Freud
explained religion as illusion. According to him, religion was an expression
of underlying psychological neurosis and distress (Freud 1961: 14). Liberal
thinkers pushed it to a private affair. Liberalism favoured freedom of reli-
gion but separated religion from state. There are many strands of liberalism
and there are distinguishable attitudes towards religion. Liberalism could
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be hostile, indifferent, mixed, cooperative or favourable with respect to
religion. One kind of liberalism is hostile to religion. It proceeds from the
view that institutional religion was a disreputable record of oppression,
persecution and violence. This hostile liberalism finds its themes in French
enlightenment. The Enlightenment arose from an antipathy to what it per-
ceived to be blind adherence to authority, tradition, custom, habit and faith.
It valourized reason, independent thought, autonomy and scientific method.
This strand of liberalism was represented by Voltaire, John Dewey, Alan
Ryan and Richard Rorty."! Voltaire’s “secular philosophy was a formidable,
almost irresistible rival of Christianity. For Voltaire, the “church was the
implacable enemy of progress, decency, humanity, and rationality.”?> Dewey
did not object to God talk, but he rejected any concept of the supernatu-
ral. He argued for democratic religion and common faith. Conservatives
or Satanists, on the other hand, upheld religion. For them, God is the only
solution for worldly problems. They were opposed to any kind of change
in the sacred texts/shastras. Edmund Burke is the typical representative of
conservative tradition. Burke contrasted tradition and reason, and in so
doing placed stability, consensus, prejudice and prescription on the side of
tradition. On the side of reason, Burke placed conflict, rational reflection
and revolution. He was critical of French revolution on this account. In
his book Why I am not a Christian? Bertrand Russell regards religion as a
disease born of fear and as a source of untold misery to the human race. In-
terestingly, he differentiates Buddhism from other historic religions. ‘Of the
great religions of history, I prefer Buddhism, especially in its earliest forms,
because it has had the smallest element of persecution. Buddhism is a com-
bination of both speculative and scientific philosophy. It advocates the sci-
entific method and pursues that to a finality that may be called rationalistic.
In it are to be found answers to such question of interest as “What is mind
and matter? Of them which is of great importance? Is the universe moving
towards a goal?’3 It is clear that there are strong attempts to undermine
religion in the wake of modernity, reason and scientific understanding of
the world. In other words, modernity is opposed to religious world views
by considering these views as traditional. Tradition is considered as an un-
critical acceptance of the past, which is in the form of beliefs, rituals and
scriptural authority. Tradition has vested in religion and its irrational social
practices and mythical authority. Modernity is considered to be breaking
away from tradition. We can see that a kind of dichotomous opposition
between tradition and modernity has been constructed.

Construction of religion: overcoming the dichotomy
of tradition-modernity

In the Indian context, both religion and modernity have acquired differ-
ent meanings. Most of the Indian intellectuals contested the dichotomous
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opposition between tradition and modernity. The social reformers and
nationalist thinkers blurred the binary between tradition and modernity
in the backdrop of colonial modernity. It is argued that the dominant
construction of modernity suited colonial interests at the expense of the
colonized. The dominant perspective of modernity is equated with industri-
alization and scientific and technological advancement, which were limited
to western countries. Indian thinkers were critical about the dogmatic so-
cial practices of tradition that are often identified with religion, and at the
same time, they negotiated religion with modernity through the reforma-
tion of religion. Indian intellectuals have overcome the tradition-modernity
dichotomy in their own way rather than accepting readymade alternatives
to tradition manufactured in the west. They engaged with ‘religion” on dif-
ferent grounds. For instance, Indian intellectuals such as Gandhi, Ambed-
kar and J. Krishnamurti argued in favour of religiousness (Kesava Kumar
2015). Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj is critical of modern western civilization and
argues in favour of life based on spirituality. To fulfil this idea, he proposed
a universal notion of religion, Hinduism. On the other hand, Ambedkar
too proposes Buddhism as the religion that is based on righteous social life.
He upholds a tradition that stands for reason and morality. J. Krishnamurti
totally rejects tradition, which is the product of thought and has continu-
ity with the past. He believed that tradition is built upon myths, dogmas,
beliefs and authority. Interestingly, he too argues for religion. For him, re-
ligion means deprogramming the mind of all the systems, beliefs, dogmas,
superstitions and conditionings. He considers the essence of religion as free-
dom. It is the feeling of love and compassion, the seeking of truth. To be
religious is to be chiocelessly aware that there is freedom from the known
(Kesava Kumar 2015: 164).

In India, religion is often projected as a way of life. There is a strong
opinion that Indian philosophy is inseparable from religion. Religion has
been used as a means to suit the political interests of intellectuals. On
one hand, it has been used as a means of protest by Brahmanical and
anti-Brahmanical forces from different political positions against the co-
lonial rule. On the other hand, there have been conscious attempts to con-
verse religion in modern, scientific and rationalistic terminology. Indian
intellectual history reveals that almost all major thinkers engaged with
the idea of religion. Religion seems to be central to their writings, and for
social and political actions. The colonial experience provided them with an
occasion to rethink about their traditions and socio-cultural practices that
are intertwined with religion. The policies were articulated as a protest
against colonial domination in the language of religion. In other words,
Indian intellectuals set religion as a protest against domination. In the
process, either they reformed their religion or dogmatically supported tra-
dition without any critical scrutiny. They came up with a new language
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to articulate their social anxieties and political aspirations through reli-
gion. Religion too acquired new meanings. Social reformers and nation-
alists of colonial times made conscious attempts to reconstruct religion
in the backdrop of colonial/Western rationality and enlightenment. The
Dalit-Bahujan intellectuals too reconstructed religion as a protest and this
protest was launched against both—colonial dominance and Brahmanical
exploitation. It is argued by some of the scholars that the Indian intel-
lectuals of both Brahmanical and Dalit-Bahujan camps constructed reli-
gion from the source of anglicized and orientalist’s exposition of Indian
religious tradition. Although Ambedkar too used material supplied by the
anglicized and Orientalist scholars, we can see him developing a novel,
critical and creative approach in understanding religion.

The modern construction of religion is traced back to Anglicized and
Orientalist understanding and intervention of Indian cultural traditions.
Anglicists considered India to be corrupt. They believed that its culture was
degenerate and its population irrational, retarded, superstitious and mor-
ally depraved. The Orientalists, on the other hand, genuinely sought to un-
derstand the foreign culture. Surely, they wanted to bring reform. But they
were certain that a transformation could only be successful if it resonated
with the mores of the natives. In their assessment of the fundamental struc-
ture of Indian society, unerringly, both identified brahmins as the ‘priests’.
They both were convinced that these ‘priests’ had a negative influence on
religion and society. Brahmins were held responsible for the creation and
sanctification of the caste system, which brought social development to a
halt. They held that this system consisted of a rigid social compartmental-
ization and that it was created to preserve religious and social privileges of
the Brahmin caste. Anglicists found Indian culture and society to be intrin-
sically corrupt from the very beginning. Orientalists, however, saw India’s
culture as being based on sound principles that steadily degenerated. The
cause of corruption, however, was the same in both cases, viz. ‘Brahman-
ism’ (Gelders and Derde 2003: 4611). Raf Gelders and Willem Derde (2003:
4611) proposed that both the idea of religious degeneration and the role
played by the priests in this process are derived from deep-seated Christian
conceptions of religion. Europeans from diverse ideological and religious
backgrounds identified brahmins as priests and Brahmanism as a ‘religion
of the priests’. This common understanding derived its consistency from a
Christian understanding of religion. They further argue (2003: 4611-17)
that even the writings of Ram Mohan Roy and Babasaheb Ambedkar re-
veal an unconditional acceptance of Europe’s conceptualization in a de-
bate over religion that continued in the 20th century. Romila Thapar too
pointed out that modern construction of Hinduism is often acclaimed as
following the defence of Orientalism: “The work integrating a vast col-
lection of myths, beliefs, rituals and laws into a coherent religion and of
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shaping an amorphous heritage into a rational faith known now as “Hin-
duism” were endeavours initiated by Orientalists.”* As she invokes Gramsci
to understand the modern Hindu identity, in Gramsci’s terms, the class,
which wishes to become hegemonic, has to nationalize itself and the new
‘nationalist’ Hinduism comes from the middle class.® Romila Thapar fur-
ther explores the nexus between caste and religion or the sects of religion
in earlier times.” She reminds us that this social dimension as well as the
degree to which a religious sect had its identity in caste or alternatively was
inclusive of caste, has been largely ignored in the modern interpretation of
early Hinduism. With the erosion of social observances and caste identity,
there is now a search for a new identity and here the creation of a new
Hinduism becomes relevant.® Sumit Sarkar observed that on the whole the
major social reform initiatives were much more related to gender injustice
within the reformers’ own middle class, high-caste milieu. Caste was cri-
tiqued in such circles primarily for contributing to disunion, as a hindrance
to the process of gradual unification of Indian people. They thought this
to be progress under a fundamentally ‘providential’, modernizing British
rule. The social injustice argument, while not absent, remained secondary
(Sarkar 1998: 365). Caste was critiqued for obstructing national unity or
being a hindrance for high-caste improvement. They never bothered to take
note of grievances or protests of lower castes. While at the time of the
Nationalist movement, political freedom was the priority and they were not
bothered about either social reform or social freedom.

At this historical juncture, the dominant religion, Hinduism has not
only been redefined by the Indian intellectuals but also contested by
drawing from non-Brahmin sections. They even counter-posed Hinduism
with alternative religions and indigenous traditions. In restructuring or
democratizing the society, they recognized the nexus between religion and
social institution such as caste, and eventually fought against both. The
non-Brahmin thinkers such as Jyotiba Phule and Periyar treated Hinduism
as an Aryan religion. They argued that their religion is distinctive from
Brahmanical Hinduism. They proposed alternatives to Hinduism that
were free from Brahmanical dominance. Phule proposed sarvajank satya
dharma and Periyar attacked Hinduism from an atheistic point by argu-
ing for the distinctiveness of Dravidian culture from Brahmanical Aryan
religion. Some of the Dalit Bahujan scholars searched their identity in Bud-
dhism. They considered Buddhism as an egalitarian religion opposed to
caste dominance. Moreover, they believed that Buddhism had an impulse
of modernity and stood for reason. Iyothee Thassar and Lakshmi Narasu
of Madras presidency invoked Buddhism against Hinduism (Narasu
2003). G. Aloysius observed that there were attempts even before the
Ambedkar’s historic conversion to Buddhism, to resuscitate the core phil-
osophical and social ideas of the Buddha, across the subcontinent, mostly
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in the vernacular idiom, as a means to express the existential problems of
subalternized, but also as a vehicle of their socio-political emancipation
(Aloysius 2004).

In early 20th century of Madras presidency, M. Singaravelu, P. Lakshmi
Narasu and Iyothee Thassar of different social backgrounds with the
encouragement and support of Colonel Olcott of Theosophical Society,
united in their commitment to Buddhism and tended to interpret it some-
what differently to suit their own existential needs. Singaravelu, with his
inclination towards the rising communist paradigm in the west, saw Bud-
dha as an atheistic rationalist; for Lakshmi Narasu, the Buddha was a hu-
manist rationalist par excellence; and for Iyothee Thassar, the Buddha and
his teachings were primarily embodied within Tamil-Dravidian traditions
contesting the conservative-vedic cultural and historical traditions, hence
to be reconstructed as a main force of socio-cultural rationality (Aloysius
2004: xiii). It may be noted that though both Lakshmi Narasu and Iyo-
thee Thassar shared similarity in fundamentals and were distinct from
others, they had also minor differences in their Buddhist vision. Narasu
drew inspiration from the rationalist~humanistic and scientific writings
of the Western world, while Iyothee Thassar was soaked within the Tamil
tradition, literature, culture and history. Iyothee Thassar did not perceive
the same level of resonance with Lakshmi Narasu, he was quick to brand
Narasu’s Buddhism as ‘strange’ and ‘scientific’, meaning thereby that it did
not make anti-casteism the central issue (Aloysius 2004: xvi).

In constructing Buddhist identity against Brahmanical Hinduism, caste
occupied the central role in modern times. The Dalit intellectuals Iyothee
Thassar and Ambedkar constructed their social and cultural identity by
invoking Buddhism as their native religion. Both of them embraced Bud-
dhist religion as an emancipatory identity. They identified Buddhism as a
religion of the oppressed. Further, Dalit identification with Buddhism was
presented as the recovery of cultural past rather than their conversion to
it. As Aloysius explained the religion of the oppressed is a self-conscious,
self-differentiating and self-defining sacralized ideology, set against the
dominant, unethical challenge and superiority. It is an ethically ideal
world view, embodying a social order that is egalitarian and by impli-
cation, envisaging a more just share in society for themselves (Aloysius
2015: 15-18).

Religion, morality and modernity

Generally, religion is viewed as an irrational belief and a matter of faith. Re-
ligion is considered to be a pre-modern idea. Modernity has been celebrated
as an expression of freedom, reason, scientific rationality, enlightenment,
secularism and humanism. Modernity has undermined religion by its critical
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approach towards the latter. According to modern rationalism, truth about
the world can be reached by way of human faculties, in particular through
methods that give us access to things as they really are. Such rationalism
takes human comprehension as the determiner not only of how we come
to know the world, but also what constitutes legitimate knowledge. Mo-
dernity has different connotations and is experienced in different ways.
Across the cultures, we may find crucial differences in the ways modernity
is experienced and defined. In the west, there is an increasingly critical atti-
tude towards the modern condition in general and Western legacy of post-
enlightenment rationalism in particular. Both within west and outside the
west, we may find different propositions of modernity. Some came with the
idea of multiple modernities. Charles Taylor (1989) and Maclntyre (2011)
are critical about dominant western notions and articulated a communi-
tarian position against the liberal view. Radical individualism, which is
centred on the self and not attached to any other society, eroded the mean-
ingfulness of life. He argues that the dominant conception of modernity
has undermined the family, citizenship and community and even eroded the
conditions of freedom. Modernity is a new conception of moral order of the
society. Taylor (1989: 195-7) argues that the atomistic Western modernity
is narrowing our horizons and flattening our lives. He holds that the nor-
mative authority of instrumental reason and social atomism is responsible
for humans not realizing the richness and fuller meaning of life. He differ-
entiates acultural modernity from cultural modernity (1999: 42-43). For
Taylor (2007: 61, 572) modernity is grounded in religion and Maclntyre
prefers a Homeric life, which is prominently viewed as pre-modern. Both
argued that the meaning of life is embedded in social life. Taylor believed
that the notion of ‘good’ shapes and opens up our moral world thereby
disclosing or establishing our identity as moral agents. He reflects on mo-
rality by inviting a philosophical conversation with diverse voices of mo-
dernity and their respective sources and traditions (Taylor 1989: 62, 122).
The cultural theory of modernity understands society as a picture of plu-
rality of human cultures, each of which has a language and set of practices
that define specific understandings of personhood, social relations, state of
mind/soul, good and bad, virtues and vices. Taylor seeks the reflexive and
hermeneutic kind of modernity (Taylor 1989: 51, 171). He distinguishes
two distinctive kinds of elements of modernity—the moral order and social
imaginary. The moral order is an explicit set of ideas about how we should
act and why the social world is arranged in the way that it is. The social im-
aginary is a more elusive set of self-understandings, background practices
and horizons of common expectations that are not always explicitly artic-
ulated, but that gives people a sense of shared group life. Further Taylor
argues that demand for recognition is a basic human good

Ambedkar too believes that religion safeguards the moral domain. It de-
ploys sentiments, feelings and culture to secure the moral domain and make
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it universal (Rodrigues 2002: 19). He too searches for a moral order in
the community. In his search, he argues that Hinduism is not qualified as
community and it is anti-social in spirit. He invokes Buddhism as a religion
qualified as community and social. It stands for reason and morality. His
notion of religion is rational, secular and modern.

Modernity does not have different meanings in India but it has come
with different versions. The Indian nationalists have an ambivalent attitude
to colonial modernity. Their discourse towards modernity is philosophical
and cultural but often epistemologically insensitive and inconsistent to the
ideal of modernity. Viewing modernity as a significant advance over the
pre-modern past, Dalit Bahujan thought upholds a distinctive version, and
is markedly different from mainstream nationalism. The cultural nation-
alism proposed by the nationalists is viewed as oppressive by these intel-
lectuals. Gopal Guru pointed out that the celebration of India’s spiritual
superiority over the material west could be understood in the context of
national imagination. Invoking spiritual/cultural superiority by nationalist
thinkers and leaders by implication seeks to ignore the internal forms of
humiliation that emanate from the social practices based on caste, untouch-
ability and gender discrimination. He further argues that the emergence of
modern society is both enabling and constraining at the same time. How-
ever, modernity creates an awareness of the conditions of the servile class
and claimable rights (Guru 2009: 4).

According to Dalit Bahujan thought, the principles of modernity are su-
perior to the principles expressed in the existing social institutions, and
can therefore, be used to interrogate both colonial modernity and the mo-
dernity that brahmins were trying to install in India. Dalit-Bahujan in-
tellectuals uphold human reason in scrutinizing traditions and customs.
For brahmins, therefore, modernity is of instrumental value, while for
Dalit-Bahujans, it throws up resources for their enablement and emanci-
pation. Ambedkar resorts to Buddha’s teachings and practices rather than
to customs and practices, as the very embodiment of reason. Reason is
contra-posed to the ritualistic and other-worldly ways. It is available to the
people without the need to depend on external resources. It is embedded in
the sensuous ways of life as it is in the reflective (Rodrigues 2008: 17-18).
Ambedkar’s understanding of religion provides a new dimension to moder-
nity. His religion is based on a moral theory that internalizes the principles
of equality, liberty and fraternity. It ensures human dignity and self-respect.
For him, religion is an ideal of emancipation.

Ambedkar: a conceptual understanding of religion

For Ambedkar, religion is a moral force in governing a society. He con-
siders religion as a social factor that provides a feeling of community and
belonging. Religion is a rational and moral ideal. For him, an ideal society
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is that which is governed by the moral conscience with free flow of com-
munication. Keeping in view of this conception of religion, he is critical
about Hinduism and termed it as “anti-social.” He held an opinion that
Hindus cannot be said to form a society or nation due to lack of ‘con-
sciousness of kind’. The consciousness that exists in Hindus is the con-
sciousness of caste (BAWS-1: 50-51). He characterizes society as a people
sharing and participating in common activity rather than living in physical
proximity and having similar habits, customs and beliefs. As he says, “the
caste system prevents common activity and by preventing common activity
it has prevented the Hindus from becoming a society with a unified life
and consciousness of its own kind” (BAWS-1: 51). He characterizes that
inequality is the soul of Hinduism. It is grounded on a social system called
the caste system. It kills the public spirit. Ambedkar felt that there is an
immediate need to reform Hinduism in his work Annibilation of Caste
(BAWS-1: 37-80). For a healthy society, the caste system has to be anni-
hilated. Before initiating any change, we have to reform society. In Philos-
ophy of Hinduism, he provides a methodology to understand religion. He
calls this methodology as a philosophy of religion. He evaluates Hinduism
and its social order by this method. He found that ‘Hinduism is inimical to
equality, antagonistic to liberty and opposed to fraternity (BAWS-3: 66).
He understood that reforming Hinduism using his line of thought is dif-
ficult. He interprets Indian history in religious terms. He viewed Indian
history as the struggle between a revolutionary religion, Buddhism, and
counterrevolutionary religion, Brahmanism, in his work Revolution and
Counter-Revolution in Ancient India (BAWS-3: 151-429). In pursuing his
moral society, he constructs Buddhism in his Buddha and His Dhamma
(BAWS-11). He brings Buddhism parallel to Marxism in Buddha or Karl
Marx (BAWS-3: 441-64).

Ambedkar is not against religion per se. In fact, he recognizes the pri-
macy of religion. Religion is central to his philosophy and had implica-
tions for social and political life. He often refers to Burke in realizing the
importance of religion and at the same time he maintains the critical dis-
tance from Burke’s philosophical position. Ambedkar, in agreement with
Burke notes that ‘true religion is the foundation of society, the basis on
which all true civil governments rests, and both their sanction.’(BAWS-1:
76) Further he agrees with his teacher John Dewey on the recognition of
the importance of religion and the need for democratizing religion. He fol-
lows the method adopted by Dewey in evaluating religion. Like him, he is
critical about supernaturalism and looks for reasoned religion. In this way
Ambedkar overcomes the tradition-modernity dichotomy. We could not
treat him either as traditionalist or modernist in generally known terms. He
locates the individual in the social, and demands that the social has to be
regulated by principles of morality. He adopts social morality, internalizing
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the principles of equality, liberty and fraternity as criteria in evaluating re-
ligion. He philosophizes about religion and brings about the philosophy of
religion as methodology. He connects religion and politics in their capacity
to govern our lives. He politicizes religion from a moral framework.

Ambedkar’s conception of religion has different dimensions. He unifies
diverse approaches in understanding religious—anthropological, sociologi-
cal, historical, theological/religious and philosophical. His approach is an-
thropological in explaining the origin and evolution of religion from savage
to modern religion. As Ambedkar explains, it is true that savage society
practices magic, believes in taboo and worships the totem. But it is wrong
to suppose that these constitute religion or form the source of religion. To
take such a view is to elevate what is incidental to the position of the princi-
pal. These elemental facts of human existence are incidental and means but
are not ends. The end is life and the preservation of life. Ambedkar comes
to the conclusion that “Life and preservation of life are the core and centre
of the religion of the savage society”. (BAWS-3: 10) It is these life processes
that constitute the substance and source of religion. Prof Crawley endorses
this (BAWS-3: 11). In both savage and civilized religions, the central in-
terest is in the life processes by which individuals are preserved and hence
maintained. But they differ on some points. In savage society there is reli-
gion without god. In savage society there is morality but it is independent
of religion. (BAWS-3: 10-11).

Ambedkar’s approach to religion is historical as it is about explaining
the transformation of religion. For him, religion is not eternal or static but
undergoes constant change with changing conditions. He argues that Hin-
dus must recognize that there is nothing fixed, nothing eternal, nothing
sanatan, that everything is changing, that change is the law of life for in-
dividuals as well as for society. He explains how religions have undergone
change with changing conditions. He argues that Hinduism is no exception
to this.” He acknowledges that science has influenced religion and has im-
plications for our knowledge.® He provides the historical interpretation of
religious revolution. As he quotes Tiele, all religions of the civilized and un-
civilized world, dead or living are a historical and psychological phenom-
enon, in all their manifestations (BAWS-3: 4). It is the history of religion
that provides facts. He argues that historical facts have to be understood
comprehensively. He calls it as a philosophy of religion. As he opined on the
philosophy of religion, we should be able to discover in the varied manifes-
tations a common principle to whose roots in human nature we can point,
whose evolution we can trace by intelligent stages from lower to higher and
more adequate forms, as well as its intimate relations with the other main
factors in human civilization (BAWS-3: 4).

From the historical facts, he constructs the sociological/social theory
of religion. For all his philosophical discourses, the social is central.
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He regards religion as based on the principle of social solidarity. He is
critical of caste and Hinduism for its anti-social tendencies. He tries to
understand the social from rationalistic, moralistic and naturalistic per-
spectives. He prefers critical tradition that is relevant in modern times.
The dead past has no meaning for him. He looks for a just social order.
He is critical about Hinduism for its unjust social order and demands for
reforming it. He maintains that any change or revolution is futile unless
and until it brings a change in the social realm. He believes that the social
precedes the political.

Ambedkar’s social theory is in tune with his philosophy of religion. Phi-
losophy is concerned with knowing the truth. Religion is concerned with
the love of truth. Philosophy is static. Religion is dynamic. These differ-
ences are merely two aspects of one and the same. Philosophy is static
because it is concerned only with knowing truth. Religion is dynamic be-
cause it is concerned with the love of truth (BAWS-3: 86). It means that
Ambedkar was concerned more about living with truth rather than know-
ing the truth. Ambedkar points out that a Hindu is not prepared to face
inquiry about religion. He either argues that religion is of no importance
or he takes shelter behind the view—fostered by a study of comparative
religions—that all religions are good. There is no doubt that both these
views are mistaken and untenable (BAWS-3: 22).

In Philosophy of Hinduism, Ambedkar uses his philosophical method
in understanding religion and applies it to Hinduism. Ambedkar considers
philosophy of religion as having both descriptive and normative character.
In so far as it deals with the teachings of a religion, philosophy of religion
becomes a descriptive science. In so far as it involves the use of critical
reason for passing judgement on those teachings, the philosophy of reli-
gion becomes a normative science (BAWS-3: 5). He further explains that a
study of philosophy of religion involves determination of three dimensions.
First, what is the definition of religion? Second, the ideal scheme for which
religion stands. Third, philosophy of religion is the criterion to be adopted
for judging the value of the ideal scheme of divine governance for which a
given religion stands. Ambedkar too approaches religion from theological
point of view. He differs with traditional theologies such as mythological,
civil and revealed theologies and offers natural theology. Natural theology
is the doctrine of god and divine, as an integral part of the theory of nature.
Ambedkar considers religion to mean the propounding of an ideal scheme
of divine governance, the aim and object of which is to make the social
order in which men live a moral order (BAWS-3: 6). According to him, the
best method to ascertain the criterion by which to judge the philosophy
of religion is to study the revolutions which religion has been through. To
know the philosophy of any movement or any institution, one must study
the revolutions that the movement or the institution has been through. Rev-
olution is the mother of philosophy and if it is not the mother of philosophy,
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it is a lamp that illuminates philosophy (BAWS-3: 8). Ambedkar illustrates
the religious revolutions of India. He maintains that a religious revolution
touches the nature and content of ruling conceptions of the relations of god
to man, of society to man and of man to man.

Ambedkar explains the historical journey of religion from savage so-
ciety to civilized society. Savage society is marked by the performance
of rites and ceremonies, the practice of magic or taboo and the worship
of fetish or totem. Ambedkar observes that in savage society, there is no
trace of god. There is no bond between morality and religion. Morality
is independent of religion. These are connected to a certain occasion that
represents the crisis of human life. Although the relation between God and
religion is not quite integral, the relation between religion and morality is.
Both religion and morality are connected with the same elemental facts of
human existence—namely life, death, birth and marriage. Religion conse-
crates these life processes while morality furnishes rules for their preser-
vation (BAWS-3: 12).

In civilized society god comes in the scheme of religion and morality
becomes sanctified by religion. The civilized religion has undergone further
radical revolution from religion of antique society to religion of modern
society (BAWS-3: 12). It may be that the idea of god had its origin in the
worship of the great man in society, the hero-giving rise to theism—with
the society building a faith in its living god. It may be that the philosoph-
ical speculation upon the problem as to who created life—giving rise to
deism—nhas given rise to the society’s belief in god as architect of the uni-
verse. In any case the idea of god is not integral to religion. How it got fused
into religion is difficult to explain.

Ambedkar elaborately explains the evolution of religion from ancient to
modern. He even acknowledges science in changing the conceptions and
practices of religion. He comes to an understanding that in ancient society
men and their Gods formed a social, political as well as a religious whole.
Religion was founded on kinship between god and worshippers. Modern
society has eliminated god from its composition. It consists only of people
(BAWS-3: 14). The God of the antique society was an exclusive god. God
was owned by and bound to one single community. Solidarity was found
between god and community. God had become attached to community, and
the community had become attached to its god. This view has its own impli-
cations. Antique society never came to conceive that god could be a univer-
sal god, the god of all. It could not conceive that there was any such thing as
humanity in general. As Ambedkar note, at one end of the revolution was
the antique society with its religious ideal in which the end was society. At
the other end of revolution is the modern society with its religious ideal in
which the end is the individual. To put the same fact in terms of norms, it
can be said that the norm or the criterion, for judging right and wrong in
the antique society was utility, while the norm or the criterion for judging
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right and wrong in modern society is justice (BAWS-3: 22). In Philosophy
of Hinduism, Ambedkar concludes that Hinduism is not qualified to be
called a religion. The philosophy of Hinduism is such that it cannot be
called the religion of humanity. The philosophy of Hinduism neither satis-
fies the test of social utility nor does it satisfy the test of individual justice
(BAWS-3: 71).

In Annibilation of Caste, Ambedkar looks out for the possibility of
reforming Hinduism based on his conception of religion. He argues that
we have to recognize that Hindu society is a myth. Caste has completely
disorganized and demoralized the Hindus. Ambedkar opposes rule-based
religion and favours a religion based on principles. He maintains that Hin-
duism is bound by rules rather than principles. Hindu religion, as contained
in the Vedas and Smirits, is nothing but a mass of sacrificial, social, polit-
ical and sanitary rules and regulations, all mixed up. For Hindu dharma
means commands and prohibitions. The word dharma as used in the Vedas
in most cases means religious ordinances or rites. Even Jaimini in Purva
Mimamsa defines dharma as a desirable goal or result that is indicated by
injunctive (vedic) passages. What Hindus call religion is really law or best
legalized class-ethics. Ambedkar refuses to call this code of ordinances, as
religion. The first evil of such a code of ordinances, misrepresented to the
people as religion is that it tends to deprive moral life of freedom and spon-
taneity and to reduce it to a more or less anxious and servile conformity to
externally imposed rules (BAWS-1: 75).

Religion and caste

Historically, we may find many interpretations of a relation between reli-
gion and caste. We find an invariable relation between Hinduism and caste.
Dumont in his work Homo Hierachicus holds that political and economic
domains of social life in India are encompassed by the ‘religious life.” The
religious principle becomes articulated in terms of the opposition of purity
and pollution. F.G. Bailey argues that caste was not a unique moral or
religious system. It was merely a more elaborate form of social stratifica-
tion to be found in many other societies: the true basis of the distinction
between those of low and high caste was the differential access to political
and economic resources.” Ambedkar at length discusses in Castes in India
the nexus between caste and religion in Indian society. He explains that the
caste system is sustained by Hinduism. The caste system is considered by
him as a perversion of the Chaturvarnya order ascribed by Brahmanism.
According to Ambedkar, hierarchy, lack of social efficiency, social immo-
bility, disruptive tendencies, ex-communication, and endogamy are the pri-
mary features of the caste system. The caste system opposes natural law
and the spirit of human development (BAWS-1). In Annihilation of Caste,
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Ambedkar further argues that caste is anti-social, resists the spread of
civilization, kills the public spirit, and denies common culture. ‘The caste
system prevents common activity and by preventing common activity it
has prevented the Hindus from becoming a society with a unified life and
conscious of its own being’ (BAWS-1: 51).

Caste is identified with social life most often regulated/prompted by
principles of religion. In other words, caste is a social function of religion.
The dominant Indian philosophic thought has supported the varnashrama
dharama as a religious principle for the good of society as a whole. This
kind of thinking and practice has sustained for many generations until it
got contested by the victims of this social/religious phenomenon.

Colonial modernity has significantly influenced the Western liberal edu-
cated intellectuals of elite communities in reformulating their ideas on reli-
gion and caste. The reforming of religion has implications for caste. But the
religious reformers are not explicit about caste. They appeal that originally
religion has nothing to do with caste. The religious literature, especially
Vedic, and Upanishadic and the Gita have no sanctity for the caste system
of contemporary times. Gandhi is the culmination of this kind of thinking.
On the one hand he broadens the scope of Hinduism through the claim of
its universal inclusiveness of every religion, and on the other supports var-
nashrama dharma as the age-old wisdom. The practice of untouchability
and caste has nothing to do with his scheme of religion although he opposes
untouchability. The ideals of modernity have not changed the core of reli-
gion and caste, and their nexus. It has only altered the language in justify-
ing religion and its relation to caste. At the same time, there exists a counter
current to the dominant construction of religion, especially to Hinduism
from non-Brahmanical communities. They may be marginalized in our ac-
ademic discourse but had an established intellectual tradition with sound
logic among their communities. The late-medieval subaltern saints fought
against caste system within the religious terms. Kabir, Ravidas, Chokamela
and Veerabraham are known exemplary figures. In colonial times, Jyotiba
Phule and Ramaswamy Periyar came against the Brahmanical Hinduism by
claiming that their traditions have nothing to do with caste. They had an
attempt to read history and culture from a non-Brahmanical perspective.
Scholars such as Lakshmi Narasu and Iyothee Thassar have not only ex-
posed the Brahmanical philosophies but also redefined religion from moral
and rationalistic perspectives. They counterposed Buddhism against Hin-
duism in contemporary times. The argument has consolidated in Ambed-
kar’s life and works. His understanding of religion is novel and rational.
His conception of religion is both modern and ethical. He negotiates Bud-
dhism with modern sensibilities.

Ambedkar understood that inequality is the soul of Hinduism. He felt
that it is a misnomer to call it religion. Its philosophy is opposed to the
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very thing for which religion stands. He asserted, “Hinduism! Thy name
is inequality!” (BAWS-1: 86). There is no dignity and recognition for the
untouchables in Hinduism due to the caste system. He opposed Hinduism,
which is based on sruti and smriti tradition. He says, if you wish to bring
about a breach in the caste system then you have got to apply the dynamite
to the Vedas and the Shastras, which deny any part to reason, to morality.
You must destroy the religion of the shrutis and the smritis. Nothing else
will avail. You must discard the authority of the shastras and destroy the
religion of shastras to live in the present. Ambedkar in Annibilation of
caste made a concluding remark that only when the Hindu society becomes
a casteless society that it can hope to have strength enough to defend itself.
Without such strength, swaraj for Hindus may turn out to be only a step
towards slavery.

Buddhism as revolution

Despite Orientalist scholarship, many Indian scholars interpreted religion
in their own way. The Hindu intellectuals even tried to assimilate Bud-
dhism into the Hindu fold and even propagated that the Buddha is one of
the avatars of Vishnu. The thinkers of progressive movements recognized
the strength of Buddhism. Especially, the Dalit Bahujan intellectuals re-
sisted the assimilation of Buddhism with Brahmanism. They even embraced
Buddhism as their own tradition. As Aloysius observed the Dalit-subaltern
intellectuals and ideologists, in the course of their self-recovery, also discov-
ered a unified and genuinely traditional stream of thought, code of ethics
and sacralized symbol system with which meaningful ideological linkages
and lineages could be forged, without distorting their historical truth. This
brings to the fore the epistemological and ethical superiority of their col-
lective terms (Aloysius 2004: 16). Prior to Ambedkar or as contemporary
to Ambedkar, Iyothee Thassar and Lakshmi Narasu made an attempt to
shape Buddhism in modern times. Ambedkar provided the unified theory
of Buddhism by internalizing the positions of Iyothee Thassar and Lakshmi
Narasu.'® According to Ambedkar, the emergence of Buddhism was more
than a revolution: Buddhism was a revolution. It was as great a Revolu-
tion as the French Revolution. Though it began as a Religious revolution,
it became more than Religious revolution. It became a Social and Political
Revolution (BAWS-3: 153).

Ambedkar constructed his own version of Buddhism by making it mod-
ern, moral, natural and rational. He viewed the Buddha as an endur-
ing philosopher of mankind. Buddhism for him was a social philosophy.
The Buddha according to him has not only provided a comprehensive
understanding of the world that unifies economy, society and polity, but
also has stood against Brahmanism. Buddhism emerged as an egalitarian
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and revolutionary thought against ritualistic, fatalistic, supernaturalistic
philosophies. As it is observed, many major ideas of Indian philosophy
can be seen, at least in rudimentary form, in the 6th century BC. The
philosophers articulated their world view through their ideas on the one
hand and through the institutional practices within which they created
their organizations on the other. Buddhism against fatalistic philosophies
strongly believed in the power of human action. The Brahmanical em-
phasis on social hierarchy based on varna divisions was countered by the
Buddha with the practice of equal access to the sangha for all. Buddhist
social philosophy came in response to the social inequality and the sub-
ordination of women to the patriarchal kinship system of 6th century BC
(Chakravarthy 2004: 12).

Buddhism has changed over the period of time and many sects are
formed. It has spread in many countries and has become a global religion,
but has declined in India. It has been appropriated by Hinduism in course
of time and has acquired many tendencies of Hinduism. In modern India,
when the Brahmanical intellectuals were valourizing Hinduism, Ambedkar
embraced Buddhism. He constructed modern Buddhism, popularly known
as Navayana Buddhism.

Ambedkar had strong reasons for his choice of Buddhism. Buddhism was
an indigenous religion that fulfilled his ideal of religion and a vision of so-
ciety. It is not a religion of rituals but a rationalistic one. Its morality is not
derived from a supernatural source but it is this-worldly. One’s own actions
determine morality rather than being controlled by an external authority.
It is not dogmatic but stands for reason. It proposes a righteous life. It is an
egalitarian and humanistic religion. It is a godless and soulless religion. It is
the religion of present but not of a dead past. It is a living tradition. It is the
original religion of the untouchables. Hence conversion to it would amount
to the recovery of a cultural past of untouchable communities. Further, the
Buddhist social order is based on the principles of equality, liberty, frater-
nity and justice. Its ultimate aim is the end of suffering like the Marxist
ideal of a classless society. Ambedkar converted to Buddhism on October
14, 1956, took oath that the converted should reject the Hindu deities as
well as rituals and fight for an equal and just society. While reconstructing
Buddhism, Ambedkar extensively consulted Buddhist literature. By reading
the literature of Hinduism and Orientalists texts about Indian religions,
he developed a critical approach.'! His hermeneutic reading of religious
texts offers new meanings with contemporary sensibility. He read these
texts along with the social life that lies in these works. In Revolution and
Counter-Revolution in Ancient India, he interprets Indian history as the
history of conflict between Buddhism and Brahminism. It is the struggle
between two world views. It is the contestation over value systems. He
treats struggles of Buddhism as revolutionary and Brahmanism as counter
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revolutionary. In the Aryan society a Shudra or a low caste person could
never become a Brahman. But Buddha not only preached against caste but
admitted the shudras and the low caste to the rank of a Bhikkhu who held
the same rank in Buddhism as the Brahman did in Brahmanism. Buddha re-
pudiated the authority of the Vedas, and he denounced the Yajna as a form
of religion. Thirdly Buddha denounced was the caste system (BAWS-3: 188.
204). The principle of inequality, which is the basis of the caste system, had
become well established, and it was against this principle that Buddha car-
ried on a determined and a bitter fight. How strongly was he opposed to the
pretensions of the Brahmins on their superiority over other castes is to be
found in many of his dialogues such as the Ambattha Sutta (BAWS-3: 220).
Far from being spiritual and elevating, the hymns of the Rig Veda are satu-
rated with wicked thoughts and wicked purposes. According to Ambedkar
the Aryan religion never concerned itself with what is called a righteous
life (BAWS-3: 176). As against this, morality was basic to Buddhism. The
similarity with Taylor can be brought out. Both consider religion as a moral
stance that provides a meaningful community life. In other words, self is
located in moral community. For Taylor those who believe cannot do so in
a naive way. They have to become critically connected to religion: This is
the challenge of the secular age. In Ambedkar’s case, a critical approach
to religion is not a challenge of the secular age. Rather, critiquing religion
and reconciling religion with modernity allows one to acquire a tradition
when one has been deprived of it as an underprivileged caste. Ambedkar in
The Buddha and the Future of His Religion considers: ‘The religion of the
Buddha is morality. It is imbedded in religion. Buddhist religion is nothing
if not morality. It is true that in Buddhism there is no god. In place of god
there is morality. What god is to other religions, morality is to Buddhism’
(BAWS-17.2: 98).

While underlining the rational character of Buddhism Ambedkar with
conviction maintains that

In his (Buddha’s) opinion, nothing was infallible and nothing
could be final. Everything must be open to re-examination and
re-consideration whenever grounds for re-examination and re-
consideration arise... Believe only in those doctrines, which you
have scrutinized and of which you are totally convinced.
(BAWS-11: 89)

Further Ambedkar holds that the Buddha held to the doctrine of wisdom
as firmly as he did to the doctrine of love. He held that moral life began
with knowledge and ‘ended with wisdom’ (BAWS-3: 188). Buddha and His
Dhamma provides the notes for his conception of philosophy of religion as
saddbharma. A unique amalgam of Prajna and Karuna is the Dhamma of
the Buddha (Ambedkar 1974: III.V.II1.2). Aishwary Kumar proposes that
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maitri is central to Ambedkar’s Buddha and His Dhamma. For Ambedkar,
maitri categorically refuses the foundational distinction between friend-
ship and hostility. It is extending fellow feeling to all beings. Maitri is an
anti-sovereign and non-theological principle. It is an act of adoration rather
than force (Aishwary 2013). In The Buddha and His Dbhamma, Ambed-
kar goes beyond love. As he says, ‘Love is not enough. What is required
is maitri” Maitri is foundational for Ambedkar’s conception of religion/
social/democracy/spiritualism. It is the principle of governance of life, so-
ciety and state.

Conclusion

Ambedkar’s philosophy of religion is a breakthrough in the history of In-
dian philosophy. His engagement with the ‘social’ provides a realistic ap-
proach. He argued that philosophical ideas have to be grounded in social
and cultural life. He sometimes differentiates between philosophy and re-
ligion by regarding the former as static and the latter as dynamic. That is
because philosophy is concerned about knowing the truth, and religion is
proclaimed to be about the love of truth. His conception of religion is mor-
alistic, rationalistic and naturalistic. The criteria for evaluating religion are
the principles of equality, liberty and fraternity. By applying his method of
philosophy of religion, he felt that Hinduism could not be qualified as a
religion due to its anti-social spirit. For Ambedkar, religion is righteous and
social. The ideal society he considers is one that provides a sense of belong-
ingness and community life based on morality. For him society means peo-
ple participating in and sharing in a common activity. It is an act of mutual
communication rather than keeping in isolation. But the Hindu social order
is based on the caste system. Caste kills the public spirit. Both caste and
Hinduism are anti-humanitarian in nature and consequently anti-modern
in their attitude. Hinduism is a religion based on rituals and regulations
and it is the religion of shastras. It does not stand for reason. He thought
of reforming Hinduism in his line of understanding of religion in Annihi-
lation of Caste. But soon he realized that it is a futile exercise and chose
Buddhism as a religion. Through his reconstruction he brought to the fore-
ground the humanistic, rationalistic and democratic essence of Buddhism.
He found that Buddhism has a revolutionary zeal in transforming society.
Ambedkar’s Buddhism internalizes the scientific and modernistic Buddhism
of Lakshmi Narasu and Iyothee Thassar’s location of Buddhism in cultural
traditions of untouchables (Dalits). Ambedkar overcomes the binaries of
tradition and modernity as it is generally understood. His notion of mo-
dernity differs from the dominant Western notion of modernity and the
modernity appropriated by the Brahmanical elite. Social rationalization is
central to his modernity. The realization of a moral community is his ideal
of modernity.
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Ambedkar’s conception of religion adds a new dimension to the liberal—
communitarian debate. Like the communitarian thinker Charles Taylor,
he recognized the primacy of the social. He believed that the rights of indi-
vidual is embedded in social life. Ambedkar was not only concerned about
values and rights but also about social solidarity. In The Buddha and His
Dhamma, he proposed Maitri as adoration for others, along with Prajna
and Karuna. Maitri is foundational for social/religious/spiritualism/democ-
racy. In moral and political philosophy, Ambedkar’s philosophy links up
the individual and community, tradition and modernity, religion and sci-
ence, materialism and spiritualism, liberalism and communitarianism in
his own terms. In other words, Ambedkar’s philosophy provides the basic
foundations for an egalitarian social life.

Notes

Shiffrin, Steven H. (2006).
Quoted in Shiffrin (2012: 98).
Quoted in Buddhist News (1992).
Quoted by Romila Thapar (1998: 35) from D. Knopf. (1980).
Quoted by Romila Thapar (1998: 27).
Quoted by Romila Thapar (1998: 10).
Ambedkar quotes Max Muller’s observation of Hinduism as he says that we
have seen a religion growing up from stage to stage, from the simplest childish
prayers to the highest metaphysical abstractions. In the majority of the hymns
of the Vedas, we might recognize the childhood; in the Brahmanas and their
sacrificial, domestic and moral ordinances, the busy manhood; in the Upani-
shads the old age of the Vedic religion. We could have well understood if, with
the historical progress of the Indian mind.

8 Ambedkar observed that there was a time when religion had covered the whole
field of human knowledge and claimed infallibility for what it thought. It cov-
ered astronomy, biology, geology, physiology and psychology. Bit by bit this
vast empire of religion was destroyed. The Copernican revolution freed as-
tronomy from the domination of religion. The Darwinian revolution freed
biology and geology from the trammels of religion. The authority of theology
in medicine is not yet completely destroyed. Psychology has not completely
freed itself from its entanglements. The warfare of science is against theology
for 400 years.

9 Quoted in Bayle (1999: 12).

10 Lakshmi Narasu is the author of What is Buddhism, The Essence of Bud-
dhism, and Religion of Modern Buddhist. Ambedkar has written a foreword
for the second edition of Essence of Buddhism and he was acquainted with the
unpublished work of Religion of Modern Buddhist.

11 Ambedkar argued that ancient Indian history must be exhumed. Without its

exhumation ancient India will go without history. Fortunately, with the help of

the Buddhist literature, ancient Indian history can be dug out of the debris that
the Brahmin writers have heaped upon in a fit of madness. The Buddhist liter-
ature helps a great deal to remove the debris and see the underlying substance

quite clearly and distinctively (BAWS-3: 152).
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AMBEDKAR AND MODERN
BUDDHISM

Continuity and discontinuity

Pradeep P. Gokhale'

By leading a mass conversion and by reconstructing Buddha’s Dhamma,
Ambedkar has made a significant contribution to the world of Buddhism.
Its significance, however, needs to be understood in proper perspective.
One way to understand it is to consider how Ambedkar’s reconstruction is
related to the Buddhist tradition: To consider how it is based on tradition
and how it deviates from it. But it is not proper or is at least insufficient to
consider Ambedkar’s reconstruction of Buddhism as isolated from what
has happened to Buddhism outside India, or to be more precise, outside
Ambedkarite Buddhism, in the last century. Many orthodox followers of
Ambedkarite Buddhism follow it parochially. Some of them regard The
Buddha and His Dhamma the last word on Buddhism. They think that
Ambedkar’s pioneering restatement of Buddhism was complete, authentic
and final. But I want to suggest that that is not true. Re-understanding Bud-
dhism was a problem faced by many Buddhist thinkers in different parts of
the world. They shared some common concerns and responses. Ambedkar’s
contribution needs to be understood and appreciated on this world map of
shared concerns and responses.

Like followers of Ambedkar, the critics of Ambedkar’s reconstruction
of Buddhism also have seen him in isolation. They have compared Ambed-
kar’s reconstruction with traditional Buddhism and highlighted Ambed-
kar’s radical deviation from the tradition. They do not consider the fact
that different Buddhist leaders in the last two centuries—particularly the
last century—have reinterpreted tradition and deviated from it in different
ways. Hence it is important to locate Ambedkar on the world map of the
modernization of Buddhism. Some scholars have duly given him a respect-
able position among the engaged Buddhist leaders all over the world. The
works of Christopher Queen and Sallie King are remarkable in this respect.
What I am doing in this paper is partly based on their work. But there
is a minute difference. Their work is focused on the notion of ‘Engaged
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Buddhism,” which is mainly concerned with the applied aspect of Bud-
dhism. Here T am mainly concerned with the new understanding of Bud-
dhism, and also the re-interpretation and reconstruction of Buddhism that
the engaged Buddhist thinkers have introduced and developed.

In this regard, I have tried to see in this paper how Ambedkar’s under-
standing of Buddhism is continuous with that of many other engaged Bud-
dhist thinkers in different parts of the world, and when it is discontinuous,
how and why it becomes discontinuous.

Continuity between Ambedkar and other engaged Buddhist thinkers can
be seen in relation to many different issues or themes. I have chosen the
following seven representative themes for this chapter:

Buddhism as a religion vis-d-vis other religions;
Reconciling the sectarian divisions within Buddhism;
Affinity to science

Secularism (this-worldliness)

Protestantism and democratization

Attitude to Marxism

Status of women.

NN LB W -

Buddhism as a religion and its relation
with other religions

‘Is Buddhism a religion?” Ambedkar raised this question and answered it by
saying that Buddhism is Dhamma and not a religion. The question Ambed-
kar was facing was not unusual, as Ambedkar himself pointed out that
some European theologians refused to recognize the Buddha’s Dhamma as
a religion (Ambedkar, 1974: IV.1.2.5). Buddhism in the modern world had
an encounter with theologians advocating a Semitic conception of religion,
who denied the status of religion to Buddhism.

There was a twofold response to this problem from the Buddhist side.
On the one hand the Buddhists accepted the charge but not with a sense
of inferiority but with pride. Unlike Christianity or Islam, Buddhism is
based not on uncritical faith, dogma, a belief in God etc., but on a rational
approach and emphasis on one’s own experience and there was nothing to
feel inferior about. On the other hand, Buddhists acknowledged the wider
conception of religion and a more rational conception of ideal religion that
was more fitting to Buddhism than to other religions.

We find both these types of responses Ambedkar’s writings. In his 1950
article “Buddha and the future of his religion”, he showed how Buddhism
fulfils the criteria of ideal religion (Ambedkar, 1980) and in The Buddha
and His Dhamma he elucidated how the Buddha’s dhamma radically dif-
fers from religion (Ambedkar, 1974: TIL.IV.2).
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We can trace a similar duel approach in a few other modern Buddhist
thinkers. Narada Thero (a monk scholar of Sri Lanka (1898-1983)) in his
work The Buddha and his Teachings raised the question whether Buddhism
is a religion. He said,

Buddhism cannot ... be strictly called a religion, because it is nei-
ther a system of faith and worship nor “the outward act or form
by which men indicate their recognition of the existence of a God
or Gods...” ... However if by religion is meant ... a system of de-
liverance from the ills of life, then certainly Buddhism is a religion
of religions.

(Narada, 1988:290)

Some thinkers took the negative step of identifying Buddhism as a non-
religion, but at a constructive level, they took the egalitarian step of treat-
ing Buddhism and other religions on a par. Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (a Thai
Buddhist ascetic thinker (1906-93)) denied the status of religion not only
to Buddhism, but to all religions (Buddhadasa (1969: 6)), but at a more
constructive level, he equates Buddhism with other religions by treating
Dhamma and God as two expressions of the same truth (Buddhadasa,
1993: 48).

Similarly, Thich Nhat Hanh (a Vietnamese Zen master and engaged Bud-
dhist leader (born 1926)) on the one hand remarks, “Many people regard
Buddhism as religion, but if we say that it is a way of life, we may be closer
to truth.” The main reason he gives is that faith in Buddhism does not
mean faith in God or a metaphysical principle the existence of which we
cannot really prove (Hanh, 1993: 217). But, in a more constructive mood,
he acknowledges the essential similarity of all religions, “...any genuine
religious life must express reverence toward life, non-violence, communion
between man and man, man and the absolute” (Hanh, 2001: 20). By using
the metaphor of a fruit salad of religions, he said,

...religious life is life and T cannot imagine how someone could
eat only one kind of fruit. Although there are kinds of fruit that
one does not like, there are many kinds that one can appreciate.
Besides, only authentic fruits can make fruit salad.

(Hanh, 2001: 31)

Another Buddhist thinker S.N. Goenka (a leading lay teacher of Vipassana
meditation (1924-2013) expresses a similar dual attitude. He distinguishes
Dhamma from sectarian religions and in this way denies the status of reli-
gion to Buddha’s Dhamma. In doing so he also exhibits an egalitarian spirit
by treating different sectarian religions (including Buddhism as a sect) as
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on a par and also acknowledging the availability of the Vipassana type of
insight in different spiritual traditions (Gokhale, 2004).

H. H. the fourteenth Dalai Lama (the Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader
(born 1935)) also presents a dual approach to Buddhism, although in a
different way. He does not seem to question the status of Buddhism as a
religion, but he does distinguish between spirituality and religion. He also
supports equality of all religions insofar as their spiritual and moral as-
pects are concerned (Puri, 2006: 128-9). (Bharati Puri observes that while
the ‘earlier’ Dalai Lama was less flexible and believed that Buddhism was
the best way, the ‘later’ Dalai Lama finds a larger concern in serving all
humanity without appealing to religious faith (Puri, 2006: 128)). While
appreciating spiritual and moral aspects of religions, he treats all religions
as equally good and is opposed to criticizing a religion, either one’s own or
that of others.

With this background, if we revisit Ambedkar, we realize that Ambed-
kar was not a religious egalitarian in his approach. He regards Buddhism
as different from and more advanced than other religions. This view of
Ambedkar has closer similarities with the views of Anagarika Dharmapala
(a Sri Lankan Buddhist revivalist (1864-1933)). Dharmapala in his early
part of religious career was under the influence of Colonel Henry Steel
Olcott (1832-1907) and the Theosophical Society. But eventually he broke
with them because of their stance on universal religion. Dharmapala stated:
“Theosophy was only consolidating Krishna worship;” “To say that all reli-
gions have a common foundation only shows the ignorance of the speaker.
Dhamma alone is supreme to Buddhism” (Kaweesha, 2013). Dharmapala
in this way represents an exclusionist approach.

Another engaged Buddhist leader who ideologically comes close to
Ambedkar is Sangharakshita (the founder of Friends of Western Buddhist
Order (1925-2018). Their affinity is worth considering because they were
influenced by each other. Ambedkar had high regard for Sangharakshita
as an ideal bhikkhu and Sangharakshita had high regard for Ambedkar
as one who demonstrated substantially the social dimension of the Bud-
dha’s Dhamma (Spanberg, 82). Both aimed at propagation of Buddhism
in the modern world, and in doing that they had an exclusivist attitude
towards Buddhism. Both had a tendency not to assimilate Buddhism with
other religions and sought to preserve its distinctive character. But an im-
portant difference between the two also needs to be noticed. For Sang-
harakshita, Buddhism is a religion in the conventional sense of the term.
The Buddha’s dhamma as presented by Ambedkar is not a religion in its
conventional sense, but in an unconventional sense: as a way of life based
on rationality and sacred morality. Against this background the association
between Ambedkarite Buddhism and Sangharakshita’s engaged Buddhist
movement raises some ideological issues. We will not go into them here, to
avoid digression.
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Reconciling sectarian divisions within Buddhism

After the schism of Buddhism into different sects, and particularly the
twofold division into Hinayana and Mahayana, we find two approaches
to this schism. The Hinayanists, particularly the Theravadins did not ac-
knowledge the Mahayana as a genuine form of Buddhism; instead they
regarded it as a later development, or rather as a later distortion of Bud-
dhism. As against this, Mahayanists acknowledge the Hinayana (or the
Sravakayana) as a genuine form of Buddhism, but as a lower form, based
on the Buddha’s message that was meant for people incapable of grasping
the higher truths of Mahayana. Tibetan Buddhism largely accepts this ap-
proach and builds on it.

Against this background in modern times we come across some Buddhist
scholars and thinkers primarily initiated in one sect, but gradually exposed
to different sectarian traditions and arriving at the new combinations or
syntheses of different sectarian views. Many engaged Buddhist thinkers
can be seen from this angle.

When on the eve of the conversion ceremony Ambedkar was asked in a
press conference as to which form of Buddhism he would be adopting when
he embraced Buddhism, he told the assembled reporters that his Buddhism
would adhere to the tenets of the faith as taught by the Buddha himself. It
would be neither Hinayana nor Mahayana, but it could be called Navayana
according to him (Sangharakshita, 1986: 130-1). In his The Buddha and
His Dhamma Ambedkar included in great proportion the elements of Ther-
avada Buddhism in a demythologized and secularized form. But he also
included some Mahayana elements by dissociating them from idealistic
metaphysics. For instance, he made paramita doctrine applicable to all,
which in the Theravada had a restrictive application, and included it in the
Buddha’s first sermon. He criticized the schools emphasizing only prajia
or only karuna and asserted that prajiia and karuna are equally impor-
tant in the Buddha’s dhamma (Ambedkar, 1974: II1. V. 1I1.2.6-7). Thus
Ambedkar tried to blur the differences between the two major sects in his
construction of Navayana.

We find comparable instances in other engaged Buddhists. Buddhadasa
Bhikkbu was trained in the Theravada tradition, but he incorporated the
Madhyamika ideal, namely, $tinyata in his reconstruction of Buddhism.
Thich Nath Hanh underwent a complex training in Buddhism. As Sallie
King observes: “Vietnamese Buddhism has long embraced both Ther-
avada and Mahayana tradition ... Nhat Hanh’s studies included both tra-
ditions with emphasis upon mindfulness, gatha and koan” (King, 1996:
322). Sulak Sivaraksa (contemporary Thai engaged Buddhist Leader,
born 1933) was trained in Theravada tradition; but he acknowledges his
indebtedness to Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, Thich Nhat Hanh and also H.H.
the Dalai Lama.
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Sangharakshita, “Although ordained a Theravadin, had long felt an af-
finity with the spiritual heights of Mahayana” (Sponsberg, 1996: 81). He
received Vajrayana initiation as well. He tried to synthesize different sects
of Buddhism in his work Survey of Buddhism (1966). One can say that
Sangharakshita has affinity with Ambedkar on the point of reconciliation
between Hinayana and Mahayana (like he has on the point of exclusion-
ism). However, I feel that their affinity on this point should be appreciated
with some reservations. Although we find an attempt to reconcile different
sects of Buddhism in the thoughts of both, the ways they tried to do that
are quite different. Sangharakshita was trying to present different sects as
being on par, preserving the distinct identity of each other and at the same
time maintaining their common core as Buddhism. He was presenting these
sects as distinct and yet overlapping religious sects. Sangharakshita’s ver-
sion of Buddhism has been aptly called neo-traditional Buddhism (Spons-
berg, 1996: 84). As against this, Ambedkar’s version of Buddhism can be
called trans-traditional Buddhism. Ambedkar synthesized Hinayana and
Mahayana in his reconstruction. But the two sects do not retain their own
identity in the synthesis; Ambedkar extracts some of their elements, and
gives them a secularized, rationalized and humanized form.

Affinity to science

In the past two centuries the growth of science has posed a challenge be-
fore all religions. The encounter between religion and science has given rise
to reformist thinking in different religions, which has tended to reconcile
the two. This has happened in Buddhism without much conflict between
the two. Some Buddhist thinkers claimed that the rationalist and scientific
temper has been present in Buddhism from its inception. The Kalamasutta
and a verse from Jnanasarasamuccaya (in which the Buddha encourages
scrutiny of what he says)? have often been quoted in this context. Since
Buddhism as a traditional religion contained many otherworldly and su-
perstitious elements, the reformist Buddhist thinkers tried to eliminate or
suppress them and tried to rationally reconstruct the Buddha’s dhamma.
In his reconstruction of the Buddha’s dhamma, Ambedkar reduced other-
worldly elements, rituals, ceremonies and miracles; he even eliminated the
traditional doctrines of karma and rebirth. One of the earliest Buddhist
reformers who emphasized affinity of Buddhism to science was Anagarika
Dharmapala. In this context, Dharmapala emphasizes three aspects of Bud-
dhism: one, its non-dogmatic approach; two, its emphasis on cause—effect
relation and three, its psychology. To elaborate:

1 He calls Buddhism a science because it had no dogma of permanent at-

man or a creator and no prayer is needed because everything is chang-
ing with electronic rapidity. Creator God according to Dharmapala is
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the doctrine of the unscientific theological dogmatists (Dharmapala,
1965: 123).

2 Darwinian Theory of Evolution according to Dharmapala is instru-
mental to the growth of science in the west—which has challenged the
doctrine of God accepted by theistic religions. The empirical law of
causation is a corollary of Darwinian law (Dharmapala, 1965: 102).
Dharmapala emphasizes that the Buddha’s law of pratityasamutpada
is the law of cause and effect. He correlates the doctrine of causation
(and also that of Kamma) with the denial of God as creator.

3 Dharmapala describes Buddhism as ‘biological psychical science’ (Dhar-
mapala, 1965: 123). He appreciates the moral psychology of Buddhism
and also its parapsychological aspects—what he calls psychicism.

Out of the above three features, the first one, namely the Buddha’s non-
dogmatic or rational approach and its rejection of the doctrines of the
permanent atman and God as creator is appreciated by many modern Bud-
dhist thinkers—Ambedkar, Satyanarayan Goenka and the Dalai Lama, to
cite a few. But after this their appreciations of the scientific character of
Buddhism go in different directions. Goenka emphasizes Buddha’s inves-
tigation into Dhamma—the universal causal law—with special reference
to cravings and suffering. Accordingly, when one realizes this law with the
help of Vipassana meditation, one develops detachment and becomes free
from suffering. The core of Buddha’s science according to Goenka is his
psychology with its moral and soteriological implications. In his analysis
of the mind, he also believes in the possibility of coming across subtle sen-
sations rooted in past lives. The Dalai Lama would agree with all this, but
he expects much more from Buddhism as a science. He interprets pratityas-
amutpada, not just as causal law but as ‘interdependence of all phenomena’
and draws its implications to environmental science and environmental
ethics. Moreover, through his continuous dialogues with scientists, the Da-
lai Lama makes scientists take seriously the claims of Buddhism regarding
the extraordinary powers of the mind. Although scientists participating in
these dialogues do not accept all the claims, they at least take them seri-
ously. The Dalai Lama’s attitude in these dialogues seems to be dual: on one
hand he is a Buddhist religious scholar and a believer; on the other hand, he
is an open-minded rational being (which is again consistent with the spirit
of Buddhism) leaving his questions open for scientific scrutiny.

With this background Ambedkar’s affinity to science seems to be more
radical. He does not make room for the queer phenomenon such as ‘rebirth’
(as it is popularly understood). He explains the relation between body and
consciousness in materialistic terms, as that between an electric field and a
magnetic field.

This brings us to another theme in modern Buddhism, namely secularism
or this-worldliness.
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Secularism (this-worldliness)

Ambedkar in his reconstruction of Buddhism clearly denied other worlds
and also rebirth (in its traditional sense). He interpreted rebirth and karma
in such a way that the basic framework of materialist ontology is preserved.
Other modern Buddhists did not go to this extent; but to emphasize this
world and this life and deemphasize other worlds and afterlife was more or
less a common tendency among the modern Buddhists.

Though Anagarika Dharmapala as a spokesman of Buddhist religious
heritage sometimes records the other-worldly views of the traditional
Buddhism, his own interpretation of Buddhism emphasizes this-worldly
existence. According to his interpretation of the Buddha’s message, “the
kingdom of Heaven is within man himself. There is no heaven or hell, but
our own making” (Dharmapala, 1965: XLIX). “The Buddhist heaven is
clearer than hands or breathing and is to be won in this life, not in hereaf-
ter” (Dharmapala, 1965: L). When asked straightaway whether he believed
that there is nothing beyond death, he replied that he believed in pure life
(Dharmapala, 1965: XLVII).

Another modern Buddhist scholar who questioned rebirth and life af-
ter death was the Thai spiritual leader Buddhadasa Bhikkhu. Buddhadasa
interpreted the doctrine of pratityasamutpada as applicable to any event
in this life and rejected the traditional interpretation according to which
the operation of the doctrine ranges over three consecutive lives (Buddha-
dasa, 1992: 29). Two other engaged Buddhist leaders, the Dalai Lama and
S. N. Goenka express a liberal attitude to the doctrine of rebirth. The
Dalai Lama makes it open to scientific scrutiny and S. N. Goenka regards
it as non-essential for Vipassana meditation. Sulak Sivaraksa has strikingly
highlighted the distinction between otherworldly-ritualistic-dogmatic form
of Buddhism and this-worldly-secular-rational form as one between ‘Capi-
tal B Buddhism’ and ‘Small b Buddhism’ (Swearer, 1996: 215).

Protestantism and democratization

Modern Buddhism is sometimes described as Protestant Buddhism.
Gananath Obeyesekere coined this term with reference to Anagarika Dhar-
mapala. Dharmapala was a protestant Buddhist in two senses. One, as a
Buddhist he combatted with the Christian criticism of Buddhism that the
latter was too otherworldly. We have seen how Dharmapala tried to give
this-worldly interpretation of Buddhism. Secondly, and more importantly,
Dharmapala tried to deemphasize the centrality of the monastic order to
Buddhism as religion and held that lay persons have at least as good or per-
haps better chances to attain Nirvana in this life. To give authority to lay
followers in the religious praxis of Buddhism can be called a move towards
democratization of Buddhism.
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We find this spirit of Protestantism and democratization clearly and
strongly carried forward by Ambedkar both in theory and practice. Dhar-
mapala was critical about the performance of the then Bhikkhus when
he said, “The Bhikkus are indolent; they have lost the spirit of heroism
and altruism of their ancient examples” (Quoted by Queen, 1996: 124).
Ambedkar expressed a similar critical attitude about the role of Bhikkhus
in his 1950 essay and then in The Buddha and his Dhamma. Both of these
thinkers expressed their expectation that the Bhikkhus should live the life
of social service and responsibility.

On the other hand, they asserted that the lay followers can attain the
religious ideal without becoming a Bhikkhu. It is customary in Buddhism
to hold that lay Buddhists by practicing Sila, can attain svarga after death,
but they cannot attain Nirvana. As against this, Ambedkar held that a
person can live in Nirvana by following the eightfold path. The Buddha
of Ambedkar tells the lay follower Anathapindaka that “The bliss of reli-
gious life is attainable by anyone who walks in the noble eightfold path”
and going into homelessness is not required for that (Ambedkar, 1974:
ILI11.5.17-20).

This democratic understanding of Buddhism led Ambedkar to go beyond
the traditional bhikkhu-centric method of ordination. Traditionally, only
a Bhikkhu could give ordination to anyone even to become an upasaka.
Ambedkar in the mass conversion ceremony, when he was himself ordi-
nated as upasaka, gave ordination to thousands of his followers to become
upasaka. As Sangharakshita observes:

Indeed, by demonstrating that an Upasaka no less than a Bhikshu
could administer the Refuges and Precepts Ambedkar was remind-
ing both the old Buddhists and the new that those who lived as
Bhikshus and those who lived as Upasakas and Upasikas was only
a difference, not a division....

(Sangharakshita, 1986: 139)

In Theravada tradition the gap between upasaka and bhikkhu was re-
markable partly because the two did not seem to have a common goal. In
Mahayana tradition the gap gets reduced because bodhisattva is the com-
mon ideal for both upasakas and bhikkhus. It is the ideal of an extreme
altruist. In Mahayana literature we come across Bodhisattvas who lived
outwardly like upasakas but whose spiritual status was higher than that of
many senior bhikkhus. It seems to me that Ambedkar by including paramita
doctrine in the first sermon of the Buddha and by making altruistic social
service central to the mission of a bhikkhu synthesizes the bodhisattva ideal
with that of an ideal Buddhist of Theravada tradition and also bridges the
gap between bhikkhu and upasaka.
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Engaged Buddhists and Marxism

Engaged Buddhist thinkers have been generally opposed to capitalism; and
some of them have been favourable to Marxism. The Dalai Lama and Thich
Nhat Hanh had to face violent actions of communist governments. But they
neither developed hatred towards the governments, nor aversion towards
communism as such. The Dalai Lama, as his thought matured, held that
Buddhism and Marxism can be complementary. As he said, “Buddhism
can take many points from Marxist, Socialist and Democratic system. Sim-
ilarly, those systems can benefit from many points in Buddhist theory, espe-
cially in terms of socially beneficial attitudes” (Puri, 2006: 124).

Thich Nhat Hanh led a peace movement in Vietnam. His movement was
based on Buddhist principles. It refused to side with either capitalism or com-
munism (King, 1996: 331). At a more constructive level, Hanh assimilated
Buddhist community (Sangha) life with a communist way of life. There he
referred to rules that the Buddhist community follows such as sharing knowl-
edge, reconciliation and holding common property (Hanh, 2001: 110-1).

This assimilation between Buddhist Sangha life and the communistic
way of life, was anticipated by Ambedkar in his essay “Buddha or Karl
Marx”. In this essay Ambedkar discusses what he calls the original creed of
Karl Marx and what survives of that creed. According to Ambedkar what
survives of the original creed of Marx consists of four points:

1 The function of philosophy is to reconstruct the world and not to ex-
plain the origin of the world.

2 There is a conflict of interests between class and class.

3 Private ownership of property brings power to one class and sorrow to
the other through exploitation.

4 In a good society private property should be abolished (Ambedkar,
1987: 444).

In his reconstruction of Buddhism Ambedkar shows how all these four
points are already present in Buddhism. According to Ambedkar, Bud-
dhism departs from Marxism mainly on the question of the means to be
employed for bringing about an ideal society. Like John Dewey, the Bud-
dha of Ambedkar accepts the principle, that the end determines the means,
whereas Marx does not accept it.

Like Thich Nhat Hanh and Ambedkar, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu also tried
to find a way between capitalism and communism. Buddhadasa calls his
ideology dhammic socialism and distinguishes it from both liberal capital-
ism and communism. Both the latter ideologies are adhammic according
to Buddhadasa. Liberal capitalism is adhammic because of extreme indi-
vidualism and communism too falls into the same category because of the
brutality rooted in authoritarianism (Buddhadasa, 1993: 31).
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It is possible that the criticism of communism made by many engaged
Buddhists was at least partly due to their (mis-)interpretation of Marxism
guided by the way it was put into practice in Russia. It seems, however,
that even if we accept a democratic interpretation of Marxism, some dif-
ferences between Marxism and Buddhism will remain untouched. For in-
stance though mental or cultural elements have a role to play in Marxian
theory, primacy is given to the material or economic conditions whereas,
the Buddha gave primacy to the mental (“manopubbangama dhamma”—
Dhammapada 1.1) In his reconstruction of Buddhism, Ambedkar gave a
materialistic explanation of the origination of consciousness, but he re-
tained the primacy of the mental in the context of individual and social
life, as he says, “Once consciousness arises, man becomes a sentient being.
Consciousness is, therefore, the chief thing in man’s life” (Ambedkar, 1974:
III. IV.4.55). But this is not my main point here. My simple point is that
opposition to capitalism and closeness to Marx or finding a socialist way
between capitalism and Marxism is a common concern to Ambedkar and
many other engaged Buddhist leaders.

Status of women

Like capitalism, patriarchy has been a chief concern of many modern egal-
itarians. Ambedkar too, when he expressed his egalitarian concerns was
keen on the equal status to be given to men and women. As a modern in-
terpreter of Buddhism, he asserted and argued that the Buddha supported
gender equality.

As a matter of fact, all religious traditions exhibit signs of patriarchy
with a greater or less extent and religious reformers belonging to different
religious traditions address the question in different ways. The question
arises basically at two levels. Firstly, the question arises whether women
have equal right or the capacity to attain liberation (or the ultimate goal
of the given religion), as men. Secondly the question arises whether women
have equal status as men in mundane aspects of life—physical, sexual, eco-
nomic, political, social and cultural. Some modern Buddhist thinkers have
acknowledged the Buddhist approach of gender equality in religious as well
as mundane realm. Anagarika Dharmapala makes a blanket declaration
of gender equality on behalf of Buddhism when he says—“The same rights
are given to women as to men. Not the least difference is shown and perfect
equality has been proclaimed” (Dharmapala, 1965: 21).

Ambedkar is keen on contrasting Buddhism with Hinduism on the issue
of caste and gender equality. As he asserts in his 1950 article:

According to Hinduism neither a shudra nor a woman could become

a teacher of religion nor could they take Sannyasa (or initiation into
the ascetic life) and reach God. Buddha on the other hand admitted
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shudras into the Bhikshu Sangha. He also admitted women to be-
come Bhikshunis. Why did he do this? Few people seem to realize
the importance of this step. The answer is that Buddha wanted to
take concrete steps to destroy the gospel of inequality.

(Ambedkar, 1980: 7)

The 14th Dalai Lama refers to the fourth class of Buddhist Tantras accord-
ing to which there is no distinction between masculine and feminine; en-
lightenment may come about just as easily in a woman’s body as in a man’s
(Dalai Lama, 1994: 77). Rita Gross in her work “Buddhism after Patriar-
chy” demonstrates that the core teachings of Buddhism promote gender
equality rather than male dominance.

Barring such general claims, Buddhism has to address some specific is-
sues before it can make a strong case for gender equality.

1 According to popular narrative, Gotama the Bodhisattva, left home
and became a recluse by keeping his wife in the dark, when he should
have sought her permission before leaving her.

2 Though the Buddha agreed that women are equally capable of attaining
Nirvana as men, he was hesitant in the formation of Bhikkhuni-sangha;
and even when he allowed the formation, he suspected that this would
affect the longevity of his Dhamma.

3 While allowing Mahaprajapati Gautam1i to become a Bhikkhuni, he en-
forced eight chief rules on Bhikkhunis, some of which were humiliating
to them.

4 As an offshoot of the number (2) above, we come across the tendency
to disallow the formation of Bhikkhuni-sangha, that is, to oppose full
ordination to be given to the women aspirants, in Theravada Buddhist
communities even today.

From among the above four issues Ambedkar can be said to have answered
the first two issues. By rejecting the popular narrative of Gotama’s renun-
ciation, Ambedkar accepted the narrative constructed by Dharmananda
Kosambi on the basis of the latter’s research in Pali canons. According to
this narrative Gautama left home for a social cause with full notice and
permission of his wife Yasodhara. While narrating the incidence of admit-
ting Gautami to enter the Sangha, Ambedkar makes the Buddha explain
his initial hesitation to admit Gautami as being based not on gender ine-
quality, but on practical grounds (Ambedkar, 1974: I1.VII.1.20). He refers
to ‘Eight Chief Rules’, but avoids giving details and hence appears to have
bypassed the issue of the humiliating character of some of the rules. It is
possible that Ambedkar had reservations about the content of the rules
and that was the reason for excluding the details from the narrative.
After Ambedkar we find many thinkers and leaders entering the con-
troversy and trying to restore justice to women in Buddhism. The Dalai
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Lama’s efforts to consider the possibility of reform in the Buddhist Order,
by bringing together the representatives of monastic communities, are an
important step in this direction.

How is Ambedkar different?

One objective of this paper was to show how Ambedkar’s conception of
Buddhism is continuous with the conceptions of Buddhism according to
other modern/engaged Buddhist thinkers. These conceptions of Buddhism
are continuous partly because they are conceptions of Buddhism and partly
because they are modern conceptions. Because they are conceptions of Bud-
dhism, they promote universal love, and not violence. They promote pri-
macy of mind, not that of material conditions. They promote moral and
democratic values and not military rule or authoritarianism. And because
they are modern conceptions, they promote modern values like liberty,
equality, scientific temper and secularism and are critical about poverty,
superstitions, ritualism and other-worldly beliefs.

In a very broad way these conceptions follow a common pattern, but they
also differ from thinker to thinker, depending upon each thinker’s sectarian
background, his own psychological and intellectual makeup and the chal-
lenge Buddhism has to face in the regions to which he belongs. Ambedkar’s
conception of Buddhism becomes different for the same reasons. On this
background I will mention some of the major aspects that make Ambed-
kar’s conception different.

One important point of difference was that other engaged Buddhist
thinkers were first Buddhists and then they became socially engaged and
modern. In the case of Ambedkar, the order is reverse. First, he was so-
cially engaged and modern and then he became a Buddhist. The other lead-
ers had an advantage: the new manifestations and applications suggested
by them were more deeply rooted in the tradition. But the disadvantage
was that many of them could not radically transcend the traditional limi-
tations. As against this, before deciding to embrace Buddhism, Ambedkar
was thoroughly grounded in modern values. He was influenced by the
values of the French Revolution, those of liberalism, pragmatism and so-
cialism; rationalism and scientific temper. With this background he was to
leave Hinduism and embrace a different religion. Naturally these values
became the criteria for the choice of Buddhism as the new religion and
they also became the principles of re-interpretation and reconstruction
of Buddhism. Probably this is one of the reasons why Ambedkar’s re-
construction of Buddhism is more radical than that of many others. It
questions the traditional Karma-rebirth framework, gives a materialistic
interpretation of the rise of consciousness; regards dhammic pursuit and
achievement as essentially social and does not attach a central role to
meditation.
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Although Ambedkar gives a subordinate status to meditation, it is doubtful
whether he was radically opposed to it. Social issues are central for Buddhism
as interpreted by Ambedkar and meditation can play only an instrumental
role according to him. Bhikkhu according to him is a model social worker.
According to Ambedkar’s analysis, the Bhikkhu should discharge both the
functions: practicing self-culture and providing service and guidance to peo-
ple (Ambedkar, 1974: V.I1.4). ‘Practicing self-culture’ includes meditation.
For Ambedkar self-culture is necessary, but not enough; it should be trans-
lated as social activity. This view can be compared with the views of Sulak
Sivaraksa, a contemporary engaged Buddhist leader:

Those who want to change society must understand the society as

well as the dimension of the inner personal change. It is this per-

sonal transformation that true spirituality can provide.
(Sivaraksa, 2005: 13)

And more precisely:

We should not treat meditation as a form of escapism or personal
salvation. Rather mental training must awaken our wisdom; so we
will be able to wisely engage with society and deal with the multi-
ple crises of greed, hatred and delusion in the present.

(Sivaraksa, 2005: 72)

It is possible that the difference between Ambedkar’s approach to medita-
tion and that of other engaged Buddhist leaders is that of degree than that
of kind.

What prompted Ambedkar to abandon Hinduism and embrace a dif-
ferent religion was his realization that Hindu society cannot annihilate
the caste system and give equal and respectable status to the people of the
downtrodden castes. Naturally he looked at the Buddha as giving a solution
to this problem. In his image the Buddha was essentially a critic of Brah-
manism in general and of the caste system in particular.

Other engaged Buddhist leaders were concerned with different problems,
like those of war, violence and consumerism. They were looking at the Bud-
dha as the messenger of peace, non-violence and a simple life. Caste was
not the central problem for them?® (except for Sangharakshita and his fol-
lowers whose organization in India accommodated Ambedkarite Buddhism
at its core). Since Gandhiji was an influential advocate of values like peace,
non-violence and simplicity, he was looked upon as the modern symbol of
Buddhism by many modern Buddhists.* Ambedkar could not appreciate
Gandhi as symbolizing Buddhism, because Gandhi was handling the issue
of caste not as a rational, egalitarian thinker, but as a Hindu apologist.

This also explains why Ambedkar’s Buddhism is so exclusivist with re-
gard to Hinduism. His inclusion of 22 vows as an essential part of the
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conversion ceremony clearly indicates that he wanted to avoid every possi-
ble admixture of Buddhism with Hinduism, and to keep Buddhism always
at a safe distance from Hinduism.

It should be noted here that the question of inclusivism with regard to
Hinduism and that with regard to other religions are not of the same type.
Hinduism is a non-egalitarian religion in its practical philosophy as the
varna—caste system is a core-aspect of the Hindu social philosophy. Com-
paratively, other religions are by and large egalitarian at their core. With
regard to other religions, Buddhism has an issue at the metaphysical level;
with regard to Hinduism, it has an issue with regard to both the metaphys-
ical and practical levels. Apart from the metaphysical gap between Hindu-
ism and Buddhism, the latter cannot take an inclusive stance with respect
to the former for the following reasons:

1 Hinduism has already tried to appropriate Buddhism by treating the Bud-
dha as the ninth incarnation of Vishnu. Naturally if Buddhism reconciles
with Hinduism, it will have a subordinate status with regard to Hinduism,
that of a sect of Hinduism and not an equal and independent status.

2 Since Hinduism is already crippled by the varna—jati system, if Bud-
dhism seeks reconciliation with Hinduism, it will have to adjust with
the varna—jati system, leading to a moral defeat of Buddhism.

The inclusive Buddhist thinkers who speak the language of the equality of
all religions do not seem to be clearly aware of this problem. This happens
because Hinduism has two faces—one external and the other internal. The
external face is that of Vedanta, the face it shows to the outer world, the
one through which it has dialogue with other religions. The internal face
of orthodox Hinduism, which the Hindu society has not rejected in spite of
many reform movements, is that of inequalities, hierarchies with which it
speaks to the members of the Hindu community, with which Hindus talk
and interact with one another. The inclusive Buddhist leaders highlight the
external face of Hinduism and leave the internal face suppressed as the
orthodox Hindu leaders would like it. As against this, Ambedkar was pri-
marily concerned with the internal face and on this background refused to
make compromises or admixtures with Hinduism.

Twenty-five hundred years ago Buddhism started a combat with Brahman-
ism. This task of Buddhism is still incomplete and it is to Ambedkar’s credit
that he re-launched the combat through the mass conversion and a rational re-
construction of Buddhism. This task of combating Brahmanism is not a matter
of serious concern for most of the engaged Buddhist thinkers and hence the
difference between Ambedkar and the other thinkers remains glaring.

To conclude, Ambedkar would agree with many engaged Buddhist lead-
ers on many points, but there are some points on which he differs from
many others arguably for just reasons.
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Notes

1 This paper was presented as Buddha Jayanti Lecture on December 28, 2013 at
the 88th session of Indian Philosophical Congress held at Madurai, India. It
was subsequently published in Indian Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 45, Nos.
2-3, April to September 2018, pp. 91-114, and is used here with permission.

2 In Kalamasutta the Buddha says to Kalamas;

Do not accept anything on mere hearsay, ..tradition, ..rumours, ...because it
accords to your scriptures, ..by mere supposition, .. inference, ..appearances,
...because it agrees with your preconceived notions, ..because it seems ac-
ceptable... thinking that the ascetic is respected by us. But when you know
for yourself, that these things are immoral, ..blameworthy, ..conducive to
ruin and sorrow.. do reject them. When you know for yourself that these
things are moral, ..blameless,...conducive to wellbeing and happiness... do
live and act accordingly.

(Abridged from Narada (1988: 284-35))

In the verse from Jizanasarasamuccaya, the Buddha says: “As the wise test gold
by burning, cutting and rubbing it (on a piece of a touchstone), so are you to
accept my words after examining them and not merely out of regard for me.”
(Narada, 1988: 285)

3 I am not suggesting that other (Non-Indian) engaged Buddhist leaders were
not aware of the evils of the caste system. Thich Nhat Hanh, for instance,
held that the self that people of Buddha’s time used to worship was the real
cause of social injustice, through ignorance, through stagnation; that society
was full of evils; the system of castes, the control of life by the brahmins, the
treatment of the untouchables. It is not clear, however, whether Hanh was
aware that this situation still persists in India and it was Ambedkar who tried
to alter it through different means including the revival of Buddhism. Similarly,
the Dalai Lama in one of his interviews mentions that the Buddha spoke very
critically about the caste system and adds that there is no need to take a certain
position on caste, racial discrimination (Puri, 2006: 167), probably meaning
thereby that the Buddha’s criticism of caste is valid and no justification of caste
is needed. But he does not seem to show any special concern for the issue.

4 With reference to different influences on engaged Buddhism, Sallie King, in her
introduction to Socially Engaged Buddhism says,

The greatest influence from non-Buddhists comes from Gandhi (himself
Western educated), who has exerted a great influence on the engaged Bud-
dhist leaders, with the exception of Dr. Ambedkar (who worked with Gandhi
but eventually broke with him owing to Gandhi’s refusal to reject the caste
system.) (Her claim that Dr. Ambedkar worked with Gandhi is questionable.)
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Appendix |

VAJRASUCI
Sanghasen Singh'

[Preface: The text Vajrasiict came into light in this modern age, when B.
H. Hodgson translated it in 1829 and L. Wilkinson edited it for the first
time in 1839. It is understood that the purpose of this work is to refute the
system of four varpas based on birth. The author has stressed upon unity of
the four varnas and has said that the four varnas were classified on the basis
of expertise in deeds and action and not based on birth. He has emphasized
the importance of conduct. However, he has accepted on the other hand
the authority of the Vedas, Smytis and the Mahabharata. He seems to be an
advocate of the doctrine of soul also because he has considered the soul and
body separate from each other.

Agvaghosa has been regarded as the author of this work. The introduc-
tion of the work mentions the name ‘A§vaghosa’ and the colophon mentions
the name ‘Siddhacarya Asvaghosa.” Given this situation, there is a question
whether the author of this work and the author of Buddhacarita may be
considered as one and the same. This is a moot question. After a careful
study of this work, it is clear that it is not the composition of Asvaghosa,
the author of Buddhacarita. There is a possibility that there were two or
more Asvaghosas. There must have been a considerable time gap between
Agvaghosa, the composer of Buddhacarita and Siddhacarya As$vaghosa,
the composer of Vajrasiici. There is great difference between the styles of
the language of both these authors. The language of Vajrasiici seems to be
comparatively later than the language of Buddhacarita. Apart from this,
there are some more evidences to prove that the composition of this work
has taken place after a significant time gap between both these texts. It is
possibly composed in the 8th to 9th CE. To facilitate clarity in providing
evidences, we divide them into two, viz external evidences and internal
evidences. Firstly, let us focus on external evidences:

1 None of the scholars after A§vaghosa (the author of Buddhacarita) has
mentioned this work (Vajrasiici) to be composed by him.

2 Itsing has not mentioned this work along with other compositions of
Agvaghosa.
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The Chinese translation of this work, which is found in the Chinese
Tripitaka catalogues as ‘Vajrasiici’ has been between 973 and 981 CE.
The name of the composer has been mentioned as Dharmakirti. As per
the opinion of Sujitkumar Mukhopadhyaya, the Chinese translation
or rendition of this work has been undertaken in the last lap of 10th
CE.? Had the work been the composition of A§vaghosa, the author of
Buddbhacarita, it would have been translated or rendered long before
10th CE.

The Tibetan sources neither mention this work along with the other
works of A$vaghosa nor its translation. Enthusiastic Indian scholars
and Tibetan Lamas even undertook the translation or rendition of
non-Buddhistic works. It is a matter of surprise as to why they had not
translated this work, especially when they knew that this is the work of
the noble A$vaghosa?

Internal evidences appear to be stronger than external evidences. One
can claim on the basis of them that this work is not the composition of
Agvaghosa, the author of Buddhbacarita.

1

A careful examination of Vajrasiici proves that the author of this work
was not a staunch Buddhist. He was an admixture of a Buddhist and
a brahmana. Some thoughts expressed by him prove him to be a Bud-
dhist, while other thoughts prove him to be a brahmana or a supporter
of the brahmana community. On the one hand the text opens with ‘om
namo manjunathaya’ and stresses on the importance of §ila i.e. (good)
conduct. On the other hand, the verse employed in the introduction of
this text has accepted the authority of Vedas, Smytis and ‘other state-
ments’ related to dharma and artha.® As far as the composer of Bud-
dhacarita and Saundarananda is concerned, one can clearly perceive
Brahmanical influence on him, however, he has not dared to accept the
authority of Vedas, Smrtis etc. and ‘om namo marijunathaya’ cannot
be his opening obeisance. The author of Vajrasiici has neither doubted
the authoritativeness of the Vedas, Bharata i.e. Mahabharata, Mana-
vadharma i.e. Manusmrti nor has he challenged them. It is natural for
the Buddhist thinker to challenge the authoritativeness of these Brah-
manical texts and refute the superiority of the brahmana varna. There
has been nothing of this sort in this text.

Buddhist tradition has accepted the following order of varnas—
ksatriya, brahmana, vai$ya and stidra. But this text has retained the
Brahmanical order as it is. This order has been in agreement with the
Smytis and Puranas. This proves that the present text has been a later
composition, when Buddhist tradition had become weak and blurred.
This text has clear reference to the four Vedas. The tradition of three
Vedas has been clearly forgotten. This shift (from three Vedas to four)
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happened in the Brahmanical tradition quite late. This indicates that
the text has been of a later date.

4 The author of this text has accepted the system of four varnas based
on the ‘line of action and deed’. Buddhist tradition has been against
the varna-system be it based on birth or ‘line of action and deed’. This
(acceptance of) the four varna system has been the line of thought of a
later thinker and not A$vaghosa, the early Buddhist thinker.

5 This text has references to Harivamsa, which has been mentioned by
the author as Bharata (Mahabharata). It appears that by the time of
the composition of this text, Harivamsa was accepted as a part of the
Mahabhbarata.* Historically, this situation has happened quite late.
While establishing the date of this work, Sujitkumar Mukhopadhyaya
has not paid attention to this internal evidence.

6 The entire text mentions neither the Buddha, nor dharma nor sangha.
Agvaghosa (the author of the Buddhacarita), who has eulogized the
Buddha cannot be expected not to praise the Buddha or not to quote
the sayings of the Buddha. The first 1,000 years of Buddhism had not
shown such an anomaly, because the hold of dharma had been quite
strong in this period and it would not have been possible to take such
an audacious step. This evidence too proves that the text is a composi-
tion of a later author.

By these evidences one can say that this work is a composition of some
author of 8th to 9th century CE whose name probably was Siddhacarya
Agvaghosa. As has been said earlier, the text was translated or rendered
later in Chinese in 10th century CE.

There is one more point emerging clearly about this author. Although he
quotes from the Smrtis or the Mahabharata, many of the quotations are
not located in the respective texts. The statements made here regarding the
origins (births) of the sages are not generally in consonance with the tra-
ditional account. Taking into consideration all these aspects, it seems that
this work might have been composed by some later spiritual masters (sid-
dhas), who had no concern of displaying their scholarship but their purpose
was to present their contention in simple words so as to make it acceptable
to all. For that if they required any evidences, they unhesitatingly quoted
them, whether they were available or unavailable in the quoted texts.]

Vajrasiici
(English Translation)
1 Salutations to Mafijunatha

2 After having offered obeisance (salutations) to Maifijughosa (alias Mafi-
junatha), the teacher of the whole universe, with my speech, body and
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mind, I A§vaghosa (hereby) write in the form of concise rules Vajrasiict
in consonance with ($astric) injunctions (1).’

Vedas are the authority (pramana), smrtis are the authority; the speech
(vacana) related to religious merit (dharma) and material benefit (artha)
is the authority. If one shall not endorse these authorities as authority,
then who shall testify his/her speech as authority? (2)

If you accept that ‘brahmana varna’ is superior amongst all varnas,’ then
we ask, who is a ‘brahmana’? Is it (= the ground of brahmana-hood)
the soul, the birth, the body, knowledge, behaviour, deed or the Vedic
scripture?

Now, the soul is not a brahmana, because Veda is authoritative (in this
case), Veda states,

the Sun was an animal, Soma was an animal, Indra was an animal,
gods are animals. In the beginning and at the end, the same per-
sons become animals and gods (through rebirth). Even those who
eat (literally, cook) dog’s flesh (the lowest in the varna framework)
are also gods.

Therefore, due to the authority of the Vedas we consider that one does
not become a ‘brahmana’ just because he is a soul. The Mahabharata
also bears testimony to this. It is said in the Mahabharata:

“The seven hunters from Da$arna country, deer in the Kalafjara
mountain, cakravaka birds in the Sarat island and swans in the Manasa
lake were born as brahmanas endowed with the highest knowledge of
the Vedas in the Kuruksetra region” (3).

Therefore, with the testimony of the Mahabharata, owing to the pos-
sibility of the observation with regard to hunters, deer, swans and
cakravaka birds, we consider that soul is not a brahmana. This is also
endorsed by the testimony of the Manu’s Book of Law, where it has
been stated: “A brahmana, who having studied the four Vedas along
with its ancillary and sub ancillary texts keeping in view its essential
elements, accepts monetary benefits in return from a siidra, becomes a
donkey”. Further Manu has said: “He becomes a donkey for 12 births,
hog for 60 births and dog for 70 births” (4-35).

One does not become a brahmana on the basis of birth. How is it so?
As testified by Smyti. Smrti says:

“Acala was born from a female elephant, Ke$apingala was born from fe-
male owl, Agastya was born from the Agasti flower and Kausika came into
being from kusa grass” (6).

“Kapila was born from the tawny coloured cow and Gautama was born

from the cluster of weeds, Acarya Drona from a container/pot and TittirT is
the son of Tittiri (partridge) bird” (7).
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“Renuka gave birth to Rama (Parasurama) and a doe gave birth to
Réyasrnga, a fisherwoman (Satyavati) gave birth to Vyasa and $udra-
woman gave birth to Kusika” (8).

“Candalt gave birth to Visvamitra and Urvasi (the celestial nymph) gave
birth to Vasistha, thus their mothers were not brahmana but they were re-
garded as brahmanas in the public (conventional) practice” (9).

Thus by the testimony of the Smytis we hold that one does not become a
brahmana on account of birth.

9 Supposedly if you say, one’s mother may not be brahmana but his® fa-
ther were brahmana and from that one becomes a brahmana, then sons
of female slaves, born from brahmanas would be brahmanas, but this
is not acceptable to you.

10 Moreover, if the son of a brahmana is a brahmana, then one has to
accept the non-existence of a brahmana, because there is uncertainty
regarding the brahmana-gotra of the fathers of the present brahmanas.
This is because it is seen that female brahmanas are in conjugal contact
with the $uidras. Therefore brahmana is not determined on the basis
of birth. This is also as per the testimony of the Dharmasastra pro-
pounded by Manu. The laws of Manu state that:

“The brabmana attains downfall if he trades meat, lac and salt. A brah-
mana selling milk becomes a sidra in three days” (10).

“Brahmanas travelling through air face downfall if they consume meat.
Therefore after having observed the downfall of the brahmanas one should
avoid consuming of meat” (11).

11 Therefore, by the testimony of the law book of Manu, one does not
become a brahmana by birth, if yes then how can he face downfall
and become a $tidra? Can a faulty horse ever become a pig? Thus, one
cannot become a brahmana by birth.

12 Body frame is not (the mark of) a brahmana. How is it so? If body
frame is a brahmana then fire (which burns the dead body of a brah-
mana) will be (called) the one who kills a brahmana; relatives who
cremate the mortal body would be accused of killing a brahmana.
Moreover, ksatriya, vaiSya and $idra who have emerged from the
body of brahmana (or those ksatriya, vaiS§ya and $udra offspring of
brahmanas from the women of these castes) would have been desig-
nated as brahmana, but this is not seen. If mere body frame was a
brahmana, then the fruit originating from the actions viz; sacrificing,
officiating a sacrifice, learning, teaching, undertaking charity and
accepting charity which have accrued from the body of a brahmana
would have been destroyed due to the death of the brahmana-body;
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but this is not desirable. Therefore, we think that (mere) body frame is
not a brahmana.

13 Knowledge is not (the mark of) a brahmana. How is it so? The reason
being excess of knowledge. Those $tudras who are knowledgeable will
also become brahmanas. Sadras, though rarely, are seen to have knowl-
edge of Veda, Vyakarana (grammar), Mimamsa, Samkhya, Vaisesika,
Jaina,” Ajivaka® and all other knowledge systems. They would not be
brahmanas. Therefore, we consider that (one who possesses) knowl-
edge is not a brahmana.

14 Conduct (that is, a person who possesses good conduct) also is not
a brahmana. If (one who possesses) conduct is a brahmana, then the
siidras endowed with (good) conduct would become brahmana. It is ob-
served that actors, soldiers, fishermen, theatre persons etc. undertake
variety of great actions but they do not become brahmanas. Therefore,
conduct is not (the mark of) a brahmana.

15 Actions (that is, occupation®) are also not (the mark of) a brahmana.
How is it so? It is seen that ksatriyas, vai$yas and $udras perform va-
riety of actions viz; sacrificing, officiating a sacrifice, learning, teach-
ing, undertaking charity and accepting charity. But you do not accept
them (all) as brahmanas. Therefore actions are also not (the mark of) a
brahmana.

16 One does not become brahmana by Veda. How is it so? There was a
raksasa named Ravana. He had studied the four Vedas viz; Rgveda, Ya-
jurveda, Samaveda and Atharvaveda. Practices pertaining to the Vedas
are prevalent in the homes of raksasas also,'” but (by that) they do not
become brahmanas. Therefore, we think that one does not become a
brahmana by (learning) the Vedas.

17 How does brahmana-hood come into existence? It is said:

“Brahmana-hood does not come into existence by scriptures, by purifica-
tory rites, by birth, by lineage, by Vedas or by actions” (12).

18 “Brahmana-hood, which means eradication of all sins is white (pure)
like kunda flowers and Moon.”

19 Tt is said that (brahmana-hood is achieved) because of vows, penance,
rules, fasting, charity, control, restraint and conduct.!! It is said in the
Vedas:

“Gods consider that person as a brahmana, (who is) selfless, devoid of ego,
without attachment, without acquisition, free from passion and envy” (13).
It is said in all scriptures:
“Truthfulness is Brahman, penance is Brahman and control of senses is
Brahman, compassion towards all living beings is Brahman; these are the
characteristics of a brahmana.”
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“Lack of truth (truthfulness), lack of penance, lack of control of senses,
absence of compassion towards all living beings are the characteristics of
a candala.”

“Those who do not indulge in sex (sexual pleasures) with gods, men,
women and animals, they are highly wise and brahmanas” (14-16).

Sukra has also said: “Birth is not taken into consideration, virtues are
beneficial. Even if a candala is established there (that is, in virtues), gods
consider such a person as brahmana” (17).

20 Therefore (it is said that) neither birth, nor soul, nor body frame, nor
knowledge, nor actions, nor livelihood, nor knowledge of the Vedas
makes one a brahmana.

21 Moreover, you have said, “Siidras are not supposed to go for renuncia-
tion (pravrajya), their duty is servitude of the brahmanas. They are the
lowest as the word $tidra is uttered as the last among four varnas.”

22 1If this is so, then Indra would have been the lowest. The Paninian
sutra viz; “the ‘va’ in $van, yuvan and maghavan is vocalized when
there is an affix other than taddhita affixes” enlists sva i.e. dog, yuva
i.e. young man and then maghava i.e., Indra, the king of gods. Hence
Indra should have been the lowest in comparison to a dog and a young
man. But this is not seen. Besides, does fault arise because of (the
order of) utterance alone? Similarly the compounds such as umama-
hesvarau (“Uma and Mahe$vara,” that is “Goddess Parvati and the
Lord Siva”) and dantaustham (“teeth and lips”) are used amongst peo-
ple. This does not mean that teeth and Uma were born earlier. Only
a compound of varnas has been made namely brabhmana-ksatra-vit-
sudrah (“brahmanas, ksatriyas, vaiSyas and $iadras™). Thus, your claim
that only the servitude of brahmanas is their duty does not hold any
grounds.

23 Moreover, the case of braihmana-hood is not determinate. It is said in
the Manu’s Book of Law:

‘That brahmana, who has sucked lip-moisture of a §iidra woman (at the
time of copulation), enjoyed her breath and has procreated from her, does
not get relief (from the sin)” (18).

“One (a brahmana) who consumes food from the hands of a $udra
woman continuously for a month, becomes a $tidra while alive (in this very
life) and is born as dog after death” (19).

“A brahmana, surrounded with §idra women, whose wife is a $udra,
loses any sanctification from his forefathers and gods and attains Raurava
hell (one among permanent hells)” (20).

24 Following the testimony of the above statements the case of brahmana-
hood is uncertain.

281



APPENDIX I

25 Moreover, a $idra can become a brahmana. What is the reason? It is
mentioned in the Manu’s Book of Law:

“The great sage, Katha by name, who was born from the sacrificial fire
sticks became a brahmana by penance, therefore birth is not the reason (for
being a brahmana)” (21).

“The great sage, Vyasa by name, who was born from the womb of a fish-
erwoman became a brahmana by penance; therefore, birth is not the reason
(for becoming a brahmana)” (22).

“The great sage Vasistha also, who was born from the womb of Urvas$i (a
celestial nymph) became a brahmana by penance; therefore, birth is not the
reason (for being a brahmana)” (23).

“Réyasrnga, the great sage who was born from the womb of a doe, be-
came a brahmana by penance; therefore, birth is not the reason (for being
a brahmana)” (24).

“Visvamitra the great sage, who was born from the womb of a Candali,
became a brahmana by penance; therefore, birth is not the reason (for being
a brahmana)” (25).

“Narada, the great sage was born from the womb of a Tandali (an out-
caste woman), became a brahmana by penance; therefore birth is not the
reason (for being a brahmana)” (26).

“One who has won over oneself, who has no rival, who has control over
five senses, he becomes a brahmana by penance. Brahmana is one who
leads the life of Brahmacarya (Sramanacarya)” (27).

“They were not sons of brahmana women but were considered as brah-
manas in the world. Brahmana-hood is based on conduct and purity, thus
family lineage is not the reason (to be a brahmana” (28).

“Conduct is prime and not family lineage, for there is no use of being
born in a high-varna family but devoid of good conduct. Many learned
people were born in low-varna families but they attained heaven by good
conduct” (29).

26 “Who were Katha, Vyasa, Vasistha, Réyasrnga, Visvamitra and other
brahmarsis (brahmana sages)? They were born in low families, but
were brahmanas for the world. Thus, by accepting this statement as a
testimonial (towards brahmana-hood), the case of a brahmana is not
determinate, for (a person born in a) $tdra family can also become a
brahmana.”

27 What else? In your opinion:

“Brahmana is born from the mouth, ksatriya from the arms, vaisya is born
from the thighs and $tdra (is born) from the feet” (30).

28 Here we state that there are many brahmanas and we do not know who
all emerged from the mouth. (On the contrary) there are brahmanas
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from fisherman, washerman as well as candala families. Purificatory
rites like tonsure, Mufija-grass thread ceremony are being done for
them, they are also designated as brahmana. Therefore, ksatriyas and
others also are like brahmanas. Hence we see that there is only one
varna. There are no four varnas.

Besides, if they (varnas) have originated from one man (purusa), how
can there be four (different) varnas? Here someone called Devadatta
procreates four sons from one woman, there is not differentiation based
on varna as this one is brahmana, this one is ksatriya, this one is vaiSya
and this one is $tdra. How is this so? Because they have one father. In
that case, how can brahmanas and others constitute four varnas?
Here, we see different footprints of bull, elephant, horse, lion, tiger
etc. as this is the hoof mark of a bull, this is the footprint of an ele-
phant, this is the hoof mark of a horse, this is the hoof mark of a deer,
this is the pugmark of a lion and this is the pug mark of a tiger. But
we cannot identify the foot-print of a brahmana, the foot-print of a
ksatriya, the foot-print of a vai$ya and the foot-print of a $iidra. Thus,
as there is no differentiating factor in the foot-prints, there is one varna
and not four varnas.

Here, in the case of (animals) like bull, buffalo, horse, elephant, don-
key, monkey, goat and ram, we find the difference between their genital
organs, colour, body constitution, stool, urine, odour, sound and so
on, same is not seen in the case of brahmanas, ksatriyas etc, therefore,
owing to no differentiating factor there is only one varna.

And also, just as swan, pigeon, parrot, cuckoo, peacock and others are
identified with differentiating factors like form, colour, hair, and face,
this is not the case with brahmanas and others, therefore as there is not
differentiating factor there is only one varna.

Just as trees like banyan, bakula, paldsa, asoka, tamala, nagakesara,
sirisa and campaka have a differentiating factor be it stem, leaf, flower,
fruit, bark, seed, juice or odour, similar differentiating factors are not
evident in the case of brahmanas, ksatriyas, vaiSyas and $iidras and
there is no difference in skin, flesh, blood, bone, semen, excrement,
complexion, body constitution and also in the case of delivering a
child. Therefore, because of absence of differentiating factors, there is
only one varna.

Moreover, O brahmana, there is no differentiating factor in the case of
brahmanas and others pertaining to happiness, grief, survival, intellect,
behaviour, death, birth, fear and sexual behaviour.

You may take into cognizance the following. Just as fruits grown on
one tree such as udumbara or jack fruit do not have varna-difference
as fruits. Fruits of udumbara and jack fruit whether they grow on
branches, stem, lower part of the stem and roots are identified as one
and not as ‘this is a brahmana fruit,” ‘this is a ksatriya fruit,” ‘this is a
vai$ya fruit’ (and) ‘this is a §udra fruit.” That is because they grow on
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one tree. In the same way there is no differentiation amongst human
beings as they are born from one purusa (that is, a human male).
Besides, there is one more flaw. If a brahmana (male) is born from the
mouth (of the great cosmic purusa), then from where has a brahmana
female come into existence? If she has come into existence through the
mouth then, alas! there is the problem of her being sister (of a brah-
mana male). It is not appropriate (for a brahmana) to have sexual re-
lationship with her. It is against the norms of the society. Therefore,
Brahmana-hood is indeterminate.

The system of four varnas is indeed based on specific actions. When
Yudhisthira asked Vais$ampayana, he explained that the system of four
varnas is based on specific actions.

The renowned son of Pandu named Yudhisthira having approached
VaiSampayana respectfully asked (him) (31).
“Who are brahmanas and what are the characteristics of brahmanas? As
I am desirous of knowing this, you may please explain” (32).
Vaisampayana said:

The first characteristic of a brahmana (is as follows): A brahmana
is endowed with the virtues like forbearance. He is the one who
gives up use of weapons; he follows the practice of meatless diet
and does not injure or kill living beings (33).

The second characteristic of a brahmana (is as follows): A brah-
mana does not accept wealth belonging to someone else, neither in
full (nor in part) whether fallen in the street or in someone’s home
if it is not given (or offered) (34).

The third characteristic of a brahmana (is as follows): A brah-
mana has given up cruel nature, is devoid of possessiveness, who
does not receive anything (without being given), who is liberated
and who wanders regularly (freely) (35).

The fourth characteristic of a brahmana (is as follows): A brah-
mana has permanently given up sexual acts with gods, men,
women, birds and animals (36).

The fifth characteristic of a brahmana (is as follows): Truth is pu-
rity, compassion is purity, controlling sense organs is purity, kind-
ness towards all living beings is purity and penance is purity (37).

O Yudhisthira, I regard such a person endowed with these five
characteristics as a brahmana, the remaining others are termed as
$udras (38).

A person does not become a brahmana by family lineage nor
by birth; (he becomes a brahmana) by actions'? (good conduct),
for O Yudhisthira, even a candala who has a good conduct is a
brahmana (39).
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Vaisampayana further added:

O Yudhisthira, earlier there was only one varna in this world. Four
varnas were established because of expertise in deeds and actions (40).

All mortals are born through the womb, all release urine and
excrement, all have similar sensory organs and (cognize similar)
sensory objects, therefore they become brahmanas (literally twice-
born ones) on account of good conduct and virtues (41).

Even a $tidra endowed with good conduct and virtues becomes a
brahmana and even a brahmana devoid of good conduct becomes
lower than a $udra (42).

These are the statements of VaiSampayana:

O Yudhisthira, if a $tidra has crossed the abysmal ocean of five sen-
sory organs (successfully), then limitless charity needs to be offered
to him (43).

O king, one does not look for birth as virtues cause well-being.
Gods consider such a person as brahmana, who has dedicated his
life for righteousness, (for the well-being) of others and exerts day
in and day out with forbearance (44).

O Yudhisthira, the Son of Kunti, those who after having re-
nounced household life, become desirous of attaining liberation
and who are detached from desires are called brahmanas (45).

Non-violence, non-possessiveness, abstaining from miraculous
actions, withdrawal from attachment and envy are the characteris-
tics of a brahmana (46).

Forgiveness, sympathy, subjugation (of passion), (generosity) in
charity, truth, purity, mindfulness,'® disgust,' learnedness, spe-
cific knowledge!® and belief (in life after death) are the characteris-
tics of a brahmana (47).

A brahmana, who knows the Gayatri mantra only and is well
controlled (in senses) is far better than a brahmana who has knowl-
edge of the four Vedas, but is uncontrolled (in senses), and con-
sumes everything and sells everything (48).

O Yudhisthira, one does not attain the (high) position (after
death) even by performing thousand sacrifices, which one attains
by practicing brahmacarya (that is, the life of a Sramana) just for
one night (49).

He is known as a brahmana, who has full knowledge of all the
Vedas, who has performed consecration at all sacred places and
who being liberated practices righteousness (50).

One, who does not perform dreadful sins towards all living be-
ings through body, mind and speech, attains Brahman (51).
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We have said this to remove confusion amongst brahmanas who have lost
thinking power. May the virtuous people accept it if it is reasonable (if they
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ree with it) and leave it if it is unreasonable (if they disagree with it) (52).
This work is by the revered and accomplished A$vaghosa.

Notes

This is an English translation by Madhavi Narsale of the Hindi article written
by Sanghasen Singh published in Buddbist Studies (the journal of the Depart-
ment of Buddhist Studies, University of Delhi, Delhi), Late Professor Dhar-
mananda Kosambi Commemoration Volume, May 1977, pp. 45-69.

Vide Mukhopadhyaya, 1950: xii.

VS, verse no. (2).

Vide Mukhopadhyaya, 1950: xvii.

The numbers in parentheses refer to the numbers of the verses in the text.

The word used in the original text is ‘tesam’ (meaning, ‘their’) which should
have been ‘tasya’ (meaning, ‘his’). It is translated accordingly.

The original text uses the word nagna (meaning naked) which probably refers
to the system of the Jainas. The reference to Nigantha Nathaputta. The histo-
rians have identified him with Mahavira. The two sects of Jainism must have
been available at the time of the composition of this text. It appears that the
author has designated both the sects by the common term, ‘nagna.’

This probably refers to Makkhali-Gosala.

Here the term karma (literally, action) may better be interpreted as occupa-
tion. The word kamma (karma, action) has a different connotation in the well-
known verse from Suttanipata, “na jacca vasalo hoti, na jacca hoti brahmanol
kammuna vasalo hoti, kammuna hoti brabmanoll,” (One does not become
a $udra by birth; one does not become a brahmana by birth. One becomes a
$udra by kamma (action); one becomes a bramana by kamma).

This is not consistent with the Brahmanical tradition. One does not know on
what basis the author has said this.

This is quite an odd definition of Brahmin-hood. Compare, Dbhammapada,
“Brabmanavagga.”

“kriyabhir brahmano bhavet.” Unless the statement is interpreted differently
(as ‘good conduct’), it will not be consistent with earlier statement. Sujitkumar
Mukhopadhyay translates, “A man is not brahmana .....by ceremonies,” which
is wrong (See Mukhopadhyay, 1950: 21).

The word ‘smyti® seems to be used here in the Buddhist connotation, namely,
‘Mindfulness.’

‘ghrna@’ (disgust). Probably this refers to disgust towards sins.

‘vijnana® (specific knowledge). Is the word used according to Buddhist
terminology?

References

Mukhopadhyaya, Sujitkumar, (1950) The Vajrasiici of Asvaghosa, Sanskrit Text.
(Sino-Indian Studies), Santiniketan, Visva-Bharati.
VS: Vajrasiict as included in Mukhopadhyay (1950).
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VAJRASUCI AND ITS
REVERBERATIONS!

R. C. Dbere

History has seen a great number of rational men and women, known and
unknown, who have raised their voices against determining a person’s social
status based on his birth. One such rational person, who is unknown to
history, wrote a great book by the name Vajrasiici or Vajrasiicikopanisad.
In it, the author has severely criticized Brahmana-hood determined by birth.

Although this Upanisad falls into the category of the New Upanisads, it
dates back beyond the 9th century of the Christian Era and there is simply
no way to firmly identify its author. A copy of the manuscript of this book
came to the notice of B. H. Hudson in Nepal, in the year 1829. According
to the information gathered by Hudson from the legends, the creator of this
treatise is one A§vaghosa. Later on, another copy of this manuscript made
by someone in the year circa 1710, was found in Nashik, Maharashtra. In
Maharashtra, however, the Upanisad is credited to Adi Sankaracarya.

In circa 973-981 A. D., the Upanisad was translated into Chinese.
The Chinese consider the original author of the book to be a Buddhist
scholar by the name Dharmakirti. Some other sources even offer the names
of Mafjughosacarya, a disciple of A§vaghosa and someone by the name
Mrtyufjayacarya.”

This is a very small Upanisad (contained in a single crown-size sheet)
and is included in the collections of Upanisads published by various pub-
lications like Nirnaysagar (Mumbai), Khemraj Shrikrishnadas (Mumbai),
Sarvahitaishi Company (Varanasi) et al. A detailed, annotated edition of
the Upanisad is also available. The manuscript in the possession of this
author clearly states that Agvaghosa is its creator.’

A synopsis of Vajrasiici

True to the term Vajra in its name, meaning a very strong and indestructi-
ble club-like weapon or thunderbolt, Vajrasiici consists of hard-hitting
thoughts. It affirms very logically that Brahmana-hood does not get estab-
lished or proved by birth, body, caste, knowledge, deeds or religiousness.
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The Upanisad strongly adheres to the ideal definition of Brahmana as ‘He,
who has understood Brahma is a Brahmin’ (Brahma janatiti brahmanah).

The rational-minded author of Vajrasiici says, ‘Let me teach you the en-
lightening set of universal principles (sastra) called Vajrasiici, which is the
pride of the knowledgeable and the curse of the ignorant. There are four
varnas or classes, Brahmana, Ksatriya, Vai$ya and Stadra. The srutis and
the smyrtis tell us that among them, the Brahmana-varna is the highest or
the most superior. This obviously leads one to think, who exactly is a Brah-
mana? What is it, among birth, body, caste, knowledge, deeds (karma) and
religiousness that proves the Brahmana-hood of an individual?

Saying this, the author of Vajrasiici avers that none of these six factors
determine Brahmana-hood. He further states that only a person, who rids
himself of the six faults, achieves restraint of the senses and experiences
selfless, detached existence—is a Brahmana.

An understanding of this manifest meaning of the Vajrasiici will enable
us to realize the greatness of the rational thoughts it puts forward. Its au-
thor regards his laconic work to be ‘the curse of the ignorant’ and ‘the pride
of the knowledgeable’. Saint Jiane$vara says: “Knowledge is the eye of deed
and it ought to be impeccable” and his contemporaries or the saints that
followed him, belong to this same tradition.

Bbhavisyapurana and Vajrasiici

While the puranas have sung paeans for the Brahmanas on one hand, on
the other hand they have also set forth the ideals of Brahmana-hood and
have severely condemned those Brahmanas who are found wanting against
those ideals.

The Bhavisyapurana in particular has practically uprooted the concept of
Brahmana-hood by birth in an elaborate manner, just like the Vajrasici.*
This Purana says,

sudra-brabmanayor bhedo mrgymano’pi yatnatah|
neksyate sarvadharmesu sambatais tridasair apill

(Even all the gods, if they come together and search diligently, they will not
be able to discriminate between a Stdra and a Brahmana.)

Like Vajrasiici, the Bhavisyapurana too, says: “there is no rule whatso-
ever that a Brahmana’s colour is white, that of a Ksatriya is yellow and that
of a Sidra is black.” This call for equality among the humans by the Bhav-
isyapurana is a great and laudable attempt to revive the legacy of Vajrasiici.

Vajrasiici and the Mahanubhava sect

The process of researching the tenets of the Mahanubhava Sect with the
object of pure pursuit of knowledge in an objective and unbiased manner
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is yet to begin in Maharashtra. Unless that happens, several enigmas of
the cultural history of this state over the past seven centuries will remain
unresolved. There is a room to believe that the Sect accorded importance
to Vajrasiici. It is quite natural that the followers of Cakradharasvami,
who has condemned Brahmana-hood in such terms as ‘Sarvadbhamatva
Brabhmanatva® (Brahmana-hood is the vilest) or ‘Acarya-naraka’ (hell of
the teachers), should have a particular affinity towards Vajrasiici, which
is a scathing criticism on Brahmana-hood by birth. Frankly, T have not
been able to follow the ancient literature of the Mahanubhavas in this
respect. However, the list of Mahanubhava literature given on the back
page of a book published by Mahant Dattaraj in Peshawar (now in Pa-
kistan) in the year 1908 mentions ‘Vajrasiicikopanisad’. Similarly, a
modern publication of this Sect, ‘Vitthala-Dar§ana arthat Satya$anka
Prakasa’ (authored by Shindewadikar),’ though it does not cite Vajrasiici
manifestly, puts forth the Marathi translation of thoughts in it in the
form of Marathi §lokas.

Vajrasiici and the Warkari saints

The saints belonging to the Bhagavata Sampradaya who, setting forth the
criteria of a high caste, says: “Uttama tya jati, deva Sarana ananyagati”
(Those castes, who surrender to God are the high castes), were the pro-
ponents of the rational thought of equality of all humans, not unlike the
author of Vajrasiici.

However, the similarity found between the thought promoted by Va-
jrasiici and that of the saints does not establish a direct relationship be-
tween them. Yet, there is person among the hallowed list of Marathi saints,
in the nurturing of whose thoughts Vajrasiici has actually played a role and
that person is Saint Bahinabai, an influential disciple of Saint Tukaram.

In her life there was an extraordinary situation developed at the time
when she was in search of her guru. While she was staying at Kolhapur
(Maharashtra), she had an opportunity to listen to Saint Tukaram’s verses
(abhargas) in a devotional sermon (kirtana) by Jairamsvami Wadgaonkar
and she yearned for more of the saint’s thoughts. She also saw in a dream
that Saint Tukaram himself enlightened her. However, her orthodox hus-
band refuted the idea as he could not imagine a Brahmana lady making
a lower caste person, her guru. Bahinabai was born in a Brahmin family
whereas Saint Tukaram belonged to the Kunabi caste by birth. Bahinabat’s
husband did not just oppose her; he even tortured her.

It was during that period of oppression that Bahinabai began thinking
about who a Brahmin is. In this contemplative phase of her life, Vajrasiici
gave her the ideological support. Perhaps she received a copy of the Upanisad
from Jayaramasvami. Thereafter, she wrote a poetic (abharnga) commentary
on Vajrasiici.® In a small set of mere 18 abbangas, she presented a detailed,
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lucid explanation of the thoughts of Vajrasiici and affirmed that, ‘He, who
has realized Brahma, is a Brahmin.” She said,

Bahini mbhane, brahmi nande to brahmana /
yatisi pramana, nase tethe //

(Bahina says, he, who dwells in the realm of Brahma is a Brahmin. Caste
has nothing to do with it.)

This couplet is the concluding part of the eighteenth and final abbarga
of Bahinabai, contained in her poetic commentary on Vajrasici. The
commentary no doubt has a special place in her spiritual life, but one
must say that it is an expression of the rational outlook of the Maha-
rashtrian saint tradition. The literature of the Marathi saint-poets is a
literature replete with the ideology of equality. While in the traditional
Indian society, Brahmins have been regarded as the most superior by
birth, most saints have tried from time to time, to make the Brahmins
whose behaviour was not exactly in keeping with their high position in
the society aware of the standards or ideals of Brahmana-hood. They
have also sternly refuted the principle of social superiority or inferiority
based on one’s birth.

They reviled the pseudo gurus. They accorded a great importance to the
institution of Gurus, yet they stood up against the corrupt and imposter
gurus and declared unequivocally that any virtuous devotee, irrespective
of his caste can be initiated into spirituality by a guru. Vajrasiici appears
to have been influenced by the thought-movement that assumed the expres-
sion of Gautama Buddha’s view of equality, which said, “No one is a Brah-
mana or a Candala based on his birth; his Brahmana or his Candala status
is determined by his karma or deeds that he does.” And the speech and
actions of the Marathi saints seem to reverberate the core of the thoughts
contained in Vajrasiici, indirectly if not directly. Bahinabai’s commentary
on the Upanisad provides a strong evidence of it.

Poetic translation by Shyamraj

When looked at from the social point of view, the acceptance of Vajrasiici
by the saint tradition is quite significant. Besides Bahinabai, Saint Go-
palanath and his younger brother as well as disciple Syamaraj alias Nana
Maharaj have also translated Vajrasiici in the form of abharngas.” Both
these saints were born at a place that had enormous influence of Bahinabai’s
thoughts and belonged to the liberal tradition of Saint Ekanath. Fellow
disciples of Shri Syamaraj belonged to various castes. Even a Muslim by the
name Shaikh Sultan was among them. The guru of Shri Syamaraj’s guru
belonged to the caste of goldsmiths (Sonar). The biographer of Gopalnath
has explained this phenomenon of a Brahmin accepting a Sonar as a guru
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in the language of Vajrasiici. “A person is not a Brahmin if he has no knowl-
edge of Brahma and a person who has realized Brahma is a great Brahmin,
whatever may be his caste.”

Even more obvious proof of Vajrasiici’s influence than this indirect ev-
idence is the translation of Vajrasiici done by Shri Syamaraj in just seven
abhangas.® Shri Syamaraj has taken a review of the entire saint tradition
in these seven abhangas and has suggested in the eighth abhanga that the
reader should look at the Marathi saint tradition in light of the earlier seven
because the saints are from all castes and they are Brahma in themselves
because they have experienced the Brahma.

Nathalilamyta of Adinatha-Bhairava

Adinatha-Bhairava was a saint-poet from the Natha sect in the first half
of the 19th century. He wrote a book named ‘Nathalilamrta’ in 1836 that
consisted of the legends of the accomplished men in the Natha tradition.’

The book is a testimony to Adinatha’s erudition. Evidently, Vajrasiiciko-
panisad was very much in the range of his knowledge. While narrating
the life of Sankaracarya, in the 27th chapter of the book, he has included
a translation of Vajrasicikopanisad. Adinatha has described a meeting
between Sankaracarya and Bhairava, the guardian spirit (Ksetrapala) of
Kashi (Varanasi). At that time, Bhairava had assumed the persona of a
Candala and unaware of his true identity, Sankaracarya had refused to talk
to him. At that time, Bhairava preached him not to be proud of the great-
ness of being a Brahmin. This entire discourse is nothing but a translation
of the core message of Vajrasiici.

Vajrasiici and some social reformers of the 19th
and 20th century

The beginning of the 19th century marked a period of rapid development in
hard self-evaluation and cultural analysis in Maharashtra, under the early
British Raj. The thinkers and social reformers of that era were of the opin-
ion that outdated and rubbish concepts ought to be discarded resolutely;
however, while establishing new thoughts in their place, it would be great
if they can get some justification from the tradition.

Accordingly, the ancient piece of literature that offered a strong support
to reformers like Raja Rammohan Roy in their endeavours to eradicate so-
cial disparity was none other than Vajrasici. The principle ‘The high or low
status of a person does not depend on the caste in which he is born but on
his individual qualities or lack of them” was pursued by him with the help
of Vajrasiici. Raja Rammohan Roy wrote a commentary on Vajrasiici in
Bengali language and began publishing it in the form of a series of articles.
Unfortunately, he could not complete it."°
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In Maharashtra, the various movements for social reforms have been
associated with Vajrasiici right since the beginning. A person going by the
name Subaji Bapu had published Vajrasiici along with its English and Mar-
athi translations in the year 1839. ‘Jatibheda -vivekasara’ an article written
by Tukaramtatya Padwal under the name ‘One Hindu’ was from the same
school of thought. Its second edition was published by Mahatma Phule.

The wellspring from which the famous Prarthana Samaj movement origi-
nated was Paramahamsa Sabha and its chief protagonist Dadoba Pandurang
had written a book ‘Dharma Vivecana’ for his brainchild. The book was
published in 1868 and the sixth chapter in it is titled ‘All humans belong to
one caste.” This chapter is in fact, an excellent commentary on Vajrasiici.
This fact becomes clearly evident if one undertakes a comparative study of
the two books.!!

Another reformist leader of the masses in Maharashtra, who was greatly
influenced by Vajrasiici was Svatantrya Veer V. D. Savarkar. Savarkar had
published an elaborate article introducing Vajrasiici and celebrating the
rational thoughts in it, in the monthly magazine Kirloskar.'? It is quite
unfortunate that his thoughts were neglected in the movement for social
equality. However, Savarkar has described Vajrasiici as ‘A book discussing
pros and cons of casteism in stark words.” He has also very clearly advo-
cated the book.

Notes

1 Editor’s note: This is a summary of the chapter, “vajrasiicice aghata” (pp.
92-121) of the Marathi work authored by the late R. C. Dhere (1930-2016):
Santasahitya ani Lokasabitya: Kaht Anubandba, 1st edn (Pune: Shrividya
Prakashan, 1978); the chapter has been summarized by Aruna Dhere in Mar-
athi and the summary is translated into English by Prashant Talnikar. The
works titled Vajrasiici and Vajrasiicikopanisad, though similar in content, are
two different works, not composed by one and the same author. The Vajrasiict
is ascribed to A$vaghosa, although he may not be the same as the well-known
author of the Buddhacarita. The other work, Vajrasiicikopanisad, probably
modelled after the first one, is listed among late Upanisads. R. C. Dhere in this
article is talking about both the works without distinguishing between them.
Dhere here deals with the influence of Vajrasiici/ Vajrasiicikopanisad on the
saints and social reformers/thinkers.

See Mukhopadhyaya (1960).

Two manuscripts in the personal collection of R. C. Dhere.

Bhavisyapurana, Brahmaparva, Chapters 41-42.

Editor’s note: Reference to the book (Shindewadikar, Mahant-Govind-
Charudatta-Teerthankar-Sadhu, Vitthala-Darsana arthat Satyasanka Prakasa,
Mahatma Govind Pathurkar, Solapur) is found in Dhere’s original chapter
without mention of the year of publication.

Dere (1976, 93-121) Appendix, pp. 190-203.

See Dhere (1973).

See Dhere (1973).

See Dhere (1972).
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10 Keskar (1915, 74).

11 Priyolkar (1966, 63-122) (Reprint of ‘Dharmavivechan’ written by Dadoba
Pandurang at the end of this book) (First print of the book, 1868, record of
coming to Mumbai).

12 Savarkar (1993, 130).
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