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Abstract 

We live in the midst of suffering. Therefore, the question what is liberation? touches us 

deeply, and evokes within us a quest for liberation above all else. The history of 

Ambedkarite movement teaches us that the goal set up by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar has at times 

been reduced to merely socio-political liberation. Needless to say, Dr. Ambedkar used all 

means of emancipation to liberate humanity from the clutches of inhuman caste system and 

untouchability; and we learn from his teachings that the meaning of liberation for him is 

not merely socio-political, essential though that is. Unlike Marx and other revolutionaries 

in the world, his vision for liberation goes far beyond the socio-political and includes 

cultural, aesthetic, and Dhammic (spiritual) dimensions.  

Key Words: Buddhism, Emancipation, Caste and untouchability, Ambedkar, Prabuddha Bharata.   

Introduction:  

It was 1956, after Independence of India; Dr. Ambedkar embraced Buddhism and opened 

a window to see Indian history in new light for lower castes as well as for others. The process of 

building new India initiated different ideological colours for the task of rebuilding a National 

Culture based on the proud heritage of ancient past and the great promises of the modern future. 

This search led the creative intelligentsia to forge progressive and experimental modernism of art 

and culture, as if this was the common pursuit of modern India across ideological and 

sociological boarders. 

In spite of good intentions and holding a dream of modern India in the present world, 

India remained suffer in the practice of divided caste-cultures and religions. The leaders like 

Kabir, Raidas, Tukaram, Ayothee Dasa, Narayana Guru, Periyar Ramaswamy, Basavanna and 

great social transformer like Mahatma Jyotiba Phuley tirelessly fought for the eradication of 
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untouchability and worked hard, in spite of severe opposition, for the education of Shudras, 

Untouchables and Women in pre modern caste based society. For them the freedom from 

casteist, gender exploitation and cultural liberty, equality and fraternity was of at most 

importance. Without it, the sufferings and exploitation in Indian socio-cultural environment 

would continue to be perpetrated by dominant people of the state. Therefore the forces for 

egalitarian India led by the dominant castes and the vision of new India proclaimed by them 

could provide little inspiration to the cultural and artistic expression of the downtrodden of the 

country.  

This is what made Dr. B. R. Ambedkar chalk out a different course of evolution for the 

downtrodden and progressive masses of the nation. Indian cultural heritage, a matter of pride for 

few, was the pain and hurt for others. The social struggle to demand and get what was due to 

them became essential for most of the lower castes in post- independent India. Ambedkar saw no 

hope for these people in the confines of culturally hierarchical society. His vision for the future 

of the downtrodden and people of India combines the possibilities of democracy with the 

promises of egalitarian Buddhist Philosophy– outside the inhuman caste-system and divided 

cultures. His ideas of free India were based on the Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, which he 

conspicuously enshrined in the preamble of Indian Constitution. His philosophy has the base of 

Buddhism in which he saw the great hope for democratic, egalitarian and caste-less Indian 

society.  

The acute awareness of inequality and exploitation created the need to be a free human 

being from the clutches of all unequal system and integrate them into the central teachings of 

Buddha‟s compassionate humanism. Dr. Ambedkar was of firm opinion that the real reforms 

could take place through change of heart/mind. In his philosophy man is not for the religion but 

religion is for the man and should always give scope for development. His revolution was non-

violent and was meant for peace and harmony among different castes and religions in order to 

establish true humanity in free India. These were the basic ingredients of Ambedkarite cultural 

and socio-spiritual imagination. 



Scholar Critic                                        ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-02, August 2019.                                                                               ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e4
9

 

The artistic expression of these values could not help locating itself outside the bounce of 

Indian Modernism, both leftist and liberalist, as they were not based on firsthand experience of 

caste-culture based inequality.  

The flowering of Dalit creative expression in Independent India came much later 

following the unprecedented liberalization of untouchable castes in 70‟s. It took the form of dalit 

cultural and literary movement which first began in Maharashtra from where it fanned out to 

other region of India. Guided by new aesthetic shaped by spiritual philosophy of Buddhism and 

the humanistic vision of Mahatma Jyotiba Phuley and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar new culture and 

creativity emerged and were trying to give a new egalitarian model and massage to Indian 

society. The awakening of Buddhist creativity which brought about a sea change in the form and 

content of literary and dramatic arts since 70‟s was yet to be re-gathered and expressed in Visual 

and Performing arts which in the present context, has become the most elitist and esoteric of all 

arts. 

“They alone rise who strive. Some of you nurse the wrong notion that you will not   rise in 

this world. But remember that the age of helplessness has ended. A new epoch has set in. All 

things are now possible…”
1
               

The road that Dr Ambedkar set out for Indian society to bring about radical 

transformation was at all levels: socio-political, cultural, psychological and spiritual. It is 

noteworthy that according to him, self and culture are both not just unchangeable givens but 

rather dynamic categories. This is where Buddhism, with its emphasis on the basic idea of 

experience as flux, plays a dominant role in bringing about the transformation as this has been 

rightly exemplified by Dr Ambedkar.  

Where to go? 

Ambedkar‟s never ending quest for a new identity as a human being, came to an end just 

before two months before his death. On October 14, 1956 at Dikshabhoomi, Nagpur, now 

referred to as The Great Mass Conversion, he proclaimed and embraced Buddhism along with 

several thousands of his followers. He infused new confidence and inspired his people and whole 

Indian society for humanity. He left behind the old-caste-identity and declared his new Buddhist 

identity as “new-birth.” While delivering his speech and giving twenty-two oath at his 
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conversion ceremony he declared: I am reborn today. It was the result of personal conviction as 

well as a conscious effort to lay down a path his people could follow
2
 and live their lives with 

new human identity or recognize themselves as „Human-Self‟. It is also notable that, in this 

project of transforming and contextualizing identity, Ambedkar had found a religion of Indian 

origin, which could legitimize the claims of the untouchables and Indian heritage. Ambedkar 

firmly admitted that Buddha as an „Enlightened Man‟ not as a „God‟ per se. Ambedkar 

emphasized that a human being has body as well as mind. But mere physical freedom is of no 

use. For human being, freedom of the mind is of prime importance.  

Ambedkar in searching for a new identity thus made a successful attempt to emancipate 

the untouchables from their Identity–crisis, and boost them with new moral confidence along 

with the construction of a new identity.  

What is the role played by Buddhism? 

Undoubtedly, Buddhism is the inseparable part of ancient Indian heritage which erects a 

path of emancipation and get rid of all sufferings for all human beings; irrespective of caste, 

colour, race, and gender. Historical and cultural memories are the indivisible part of the human-

self. Lower castes‟ people are denied from many kinds of right in the Indian caste-culture 

witnessing to the fact that the evil practices of untouchability and the caste-system have resulted 

in the painful degradation of human existence. This is still dominant in the contemporary Indian 

society.  

 Buddhism changed the hierarchical history of Indian culture. As the Buddha says every 

self has an equal capacity to achieve Buddha-hood (sambodhi) and it is not a question of caste. 

Enlightened self is therefore without discrimination of birth, caste, race, colour, gender and so 

on. Each of us can attain enlightenment; self therefore has an equal potential to achieve 

enlightenment, to develop its intrinsic dynamic capacities and cannot be denied on the basis of 

birth, caste, race or gender etc. Dr Ambedkar in this regard truly recognized that the notion of 

caste or all forms of inequality lies in the mind, and undoubtedly acknowledges:  

the greatest thing that the Buddha has done is to tell that the world cannot be reformed except by 

the reformation of the mind of man, and the mind of the world.
3
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It was the great process of reconstruction of Indian culture; by reviving the egalitarian and 

humanistic values from Indian heritage i.e. Buddhism from its own land. 

 As he explains:  

the function of the Dhamma (religion) is to reconstruct the world, is to cleanse the mind of its 

impurities and to make the world the kingdom of the righteousness. Its function must promote 

learning open to all and must break down barriers between man and man, and should teach that 

the Worth not Birth is the measure of man.
4
 

It is important to understand that philosophical position of Ambedkar‟s liberation of all 

human beings is very different from Marx‟s materialistic means of liberation for oppressed 

people. Ambedkar‟s position of struggle for emancipation is not merely for materialistic goal or 

for power, but for transforming humans spiritually like the Buddha himself as an enlightened 

individual. He was confidently leading his struggle by recognizing self-respect and the spiritual 

need of a person.  

With justice on our side, I do not see how we can lose our battle. The battle to me is a matter of 

joy…For ours is a battle not for wealth or for power. It is a battle for freedom. It is a battle for 

the reclamation of the human personality.
5
  

Unlike Marx, Ambedkar recognizes the need of religion for self and society and conspicuously 

says in his very celebrated essay Buddha or Karl Marx:   

Religion is necessary for a free society, not every religion is worth having. Religion must relate to 

the facts of life and not to theories and speculations about God or soul or heaven or earth. It is 

wrong to make God…, soul…, animal sacrifice as the centre of religion. Real religion lives in the 

heart of man and not in the Shastras (sacred texts). Man and morality must be the centre of 

religion. If not, religion is a cruel superstition. The function of religion is to reconstruct the world 

and to make it happy and not to explain its origin or its end. Worth and not Birth is the measure 

of man. What is important is high ideals and not noble birth.
6
 

Ambedkar’s ‘Human-Self’ in the Modern Democratic World 

Ambedkar‟s act of conversion to Buddhism is not merely significant for positively 

altering the degraded identity of the untouchables in India, but in his attempt there is deep-seated 

philosophical approach to reconstructing the entire human relationships.  
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 Every individual needs equal stature in public sphere, but the „Untouchable-self‟ was 

blemished undignified presence in the public sphere. Ambedkar‟s conversion to Buddhism was 

an attempt to revive the Indian Culture with a new moral feeling and identity of pride, which is 

comparable to citizenship in the modern state. He wanted each citizen of the nation to recognize 

himself with a modern Human-identity. In his view, all members of the modern nation-state are 

equal vis-à-vis the public law; once an individual identifies himself as a „citizen‟ s/he must not 

be dominated by any other specific rules or obligations of any class or caste-community. 

Citizen‟s identity argues for a common inheritance of public assets, without any discrimination. 

The Indian society which aspire to become a democratic nation, should morally acknowledge 

that the maximum participation of the people in all the spheres of public life is compulsory. But 

in reality, we have seen that in the public sphere the citizens are grouped or nominated into 

separate formulation. We noticed the presence of degraded-inferior identities against the 

superiors or upper caste identities, which do not allow any individual to locate themselves as 

citizen.  But Ambedkar also recognized that mere political reforms are not any solution for the 

social conservativism prevalent in society.  

In this context, Dr.Ambedkar proposed the secular role for religion in creating moral 

values favorable to a modern society. The propagation of Buddha‟s teaching, known as The 

Dhamma could be seen as an effective means used to revolutionalize and transform the culture 

towards a more humane society. He elaborated: 

“Buddhism teaches social freedom, economic freedom, intellectual freedom and political 

freedom…equality not only between man and man but between men and women also”.
7
 

 Ambedkar is of the opinion that Democracy is another name for Equality.
8
 He uses the 

word Maîtri, (Sanskrit: loving-kindness), at a point as synonym for Democracy. In his view, the 

existence of the caste system is a standing denial of the existence of those ideals of society and 

therefore of democracy.
9
 He wanted true nature of democracy to prevail: for the people, of the 

people, by the people; not merely in form, but in facts. 

Ambedkar‟s “Buddha” is in this way not meant for Dalits alone; his true significance is 

much broader. Ambedkar poses a challenge to the cultural common sense of the entire Indian 
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society. In turning to the Buddha, Ambedkar is attempting to „extend the reach of reason‟ into 

the moral sentiments of Indian society at large. 

 Undoubtedly, his turn to Buddhism has given a new social and cultural identity to India. 

Buddhism reformulates the past of Indian golden, glorified, and most human epoch of all times. 

He tried to transform the identity by using Buddhism as a transformative means for modern 

democratic society, which we may call as, “epistemological revolution” in modern times, at the 

centre of the Cultural Revolution needed for India to become truly democratic and secular.
10

 

 Ambedkar, thus, erects a new arc of self, culture and identity for India based on Liberty, 

Equality, Fraternity, and Justice which are true human values for him. He never denied the need 

of morality and sacredness in everyday activities, and tried to define the true sense of Human-

Identity through these ethical values. Buddhism is for him a set of new equal social order for 

modern Indian society; which is also helpful and supplementary to form the democracy in India 

and an ideal for discrimination-less society with true democratic world; which he dreamt for 

India as Prabuddha Bharat. 
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