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Abstract: 

This paper is an attempt to understand and analyze the approach of Gandhi and Ambedkar 

on the question of Dalits religion and conversion. Gandhi’s ideas on religion, caste and 

conversion were greatly influenced by the social reformers of the nineteenth century. It is 

well known that Gandhi was opposed to conversion and that the theme was one he held 

onto throughout his political life.   It is also clear, though rarely discussed in this manner, 

that his opposition to conversion also embodied his position on the caste issue.  This, he 

argued, was an evil practiced by caste Hindus, to be remedied by caste Hindus through 

personal penance. Whereas Ambedkar, in total contrast, supports the conversion movement 

emphasizing that conversion offers Dalits social-respect, social mobility, social justice, 

equality, fraternity and liberty and finally that it emancipates Dalits from the oppressive 

caste-based hierarchical Hinduism. Ambedkar strongly felt that there was no scope for 

social equality prevailed in the Hinduism. Therefore, he appealed Dalits to convert from 

Hinduism to any other religions such as Buddhism, Islam, Sikhism and Christianity. He 

felt that all religions promised universal brotherhood except Hinduism. 
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Gandhi persistently expressed his criticism of conversions of Hindus to both Christianity 

and Islam.1   He was vehemently opposed to the idea of religious conversion itself. Gandhi wrote 

these interesting lines in his famous autobiography, My Experiments with Truth: “when I was a 

youth, I remember a Hindu having become a convert to Christianity. The whole town understood 

that the initiation took the shape of this well-bred Hindu partaking of beef and brandy in the 
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name of Jesus Christ. These things got on my nerves.”2  Thus, his upbringing was conspicuously 

from the influence of braminical reformists (e.g. Ram Mohan Roy, Veeresalingam) and proto-

nationalist thinking (Dayananda, Vivekanada) will be quite evident to the reader. 

Thus he writes in the Harijan: 

I have met them [‘untouchables’] in Malabar and Orissa and am convinced that if 

they ever rise it will not be by reservations of seats but … by the strenuous work 

of Hindu reformers in their midst, and it is because I feel that this separation 

would have killed all prospect of reform that my whole soul has reveled against 

it.3 

And again: 

Harijan workers should ... devote all their energy to: 1) promotion of cleanliness 

and hygiene among the Harijans  2) improved methods of carrying on what are 

known as unclean occupations, e.g. scavenging and tanning, 3) giving up of 

carrion and beef if not meat altogether (iv) giving up of intoxicating liquor.4 

Gandhi’s Approach on Religious Conversion 

Gandhi’s views on conversion begin with a conflation of Vivekananda’s and Dayananda 

Saraswathi’s views, both of which were strongly present in public life in the early decades of the 

twentieth century.  He affirms varna, seeks to reform caste, and assails untouchablility as an 

excrescence of Hindu society. I do not want here to simply reproduce Gandhi’s statements on 

caste and untouchablility, some of which are astonishing and offensive; rather I want to analyse 

his arguments on conversion. 

David Hardiman says that although Gandhi was brought up in an environment of 

religious tolerance, he developed an early antipathy to Christianity, which he experienced as a 

colonial subject. Gandhi writes in his autobiography that when he was studying in a school in 

Rajkot, he had paused to hear a missionary who was preaching in the street and was disgusted by 

the way he poured abuse on Hindus and their gods. Hardiman says that Gandhi was also 

“sickened by stories he heard that converts were made to eat beef, drink liquor and wear western 

dress.”5 

Hardiman points out that Gandhi’s attitude to conversion changed to a certain degree 

when he stayed in London to study law. A Christian gave him the Bible to read, and he was very 
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impressed by the New Testament. He was particularly struck by the Sermon on the Mount, 

which he believed to be equal in moral authority to the Bhagavad-Gita.6 This might seem as he 

was open to other religions. But in reality he was totally opposed to conversion. His strong 

conviction about conversions led him to say:  “if I had the power and could legislate, I should 

certainly stop all proselytizing”7 

 

Gandhi has provided several reasons for his opposition to conversions. First, there is no 

scope for conversion if one truly believes that all paths lead to the same god and that all paths 

offer salvation.8 Like Ramakrishna Paramahamasa, Gandhi too believed firmly that all religions 

are equally true, and that god can be realized through any path of true devotion and social 

service, whatever the banner under which it is done. This should have led to the conclusion that 

conversions are irrelevant, but Gandhi certainly did not think so.  He was against conversions 

because he wants to see Ram Raj established in India. Ambedkar counters the argument by 

saying that all religious faiths are not one and the same as Gandhi propagates. I will return to this 

point more elaborately in the last part of this paper. Gandhi also thought that it was bad ethics 

and unfair for missionaries to take advantage of the poverty, ignorance and weakness of the poor 

with inducements of food, education and medical aid to convert the Dalits. In Gandhi’s own 

words: 

Instead of confining themselves purely to humanitarian work such as education, 

medical services to the poor and the like, they would use these activities of theirs 

for the purpose of proselytizing… India stands in no need of conversion from one 

faith to another.9 

Gandhi believed that the ignorance of the people was taken advantage of for conversions. 

It is important to note his opinion of the ordinary people of India: He observed the vast masses of 

people of India would not understand the pros and cons of Christianity better than a cow. 

…the vast masses of Harijans and for that matter of Indian community, cannot 

understand the presentation of Christianity, and that, generally speaking, 

conversion, wherever it has taken place, has not been a spiritual act in any sense 

of the term. They are conversions of convenience. They (the Harijans) can no 
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more distinguish between the relative merits than can a cow. Harijans have no 

mind, no intelligence, no sense of difference between God and no-God.10 

Another reason for Gandhi’s opposition to conversion is the issue of alienation. The 

argument is that the convert is torn apart from his/her parents, family, society, customs and 

culture.  The process of conversion, thus, is also a process of alienation. Gandhi’s next 

contention is that the humanitarian work done with the motive of conversion is demeaning to the 

dignity of the receiver. It explicitly involves contempt for him/her and his/her society and 

superiority and arrogance on the part of those who give such a service. And finally Gandhi was 

opposed to conversion because it involves violence. He said, “it is the cause of much avoidable 

conflict”.11 Ironically, above all, Gandhi wants all religions to come together and build bridges of 

understanding between them. 

Gandhi’s views on conversion and Indian nationalism 

As M.K. Gandhi emerged as the leader of the nationalist movement and the leading 

figure in Indian politics, he became increasingly aware of the need to mobilize Indian masses 

against the British Raj.  He also knew that such a national unity was not possible unless there 

was peaceful coexistence of the different religious communities in India.  The interesting thing is 

that he considered the conversion of Dalits—by then officially termed “Depressed Classes”—a 

threat to the very concept of the Indian nation. Thus, Gandhi’s opposition to Christianity and 

conversion stems from his desire to confine Dalits to Hinduism. 

Examining Gandhi’s notion of swadeshi will help us further to understand his position on 

conversion. Scholars like Sumit Sarkar, Sebastain C.H. Kim, Chandra Mallampalli, who have 

written extensively on social reforms and conversion, have argued that Gandhi strategically 

deployed the concept of swadeshi to argue against conversion.12 For instance, Chandra 

Mallampalli points out that Gandhi outlined his philosophy of swadeshi in his address to a crowd 

in front of Madras Christian College in February of 1916. It was during this speech that Gandhi 

interpreted swadeshi not only materially but also spiritually. In addition to the boycott of foreign 

products, Gandhi argued, swadeshi stood for the protection of traditional institutions and 

“Hinduism” from Christian proselytizing. Kim argues that, for Gandhi, “Christianity was 

something un-Indian that was imposed upon the people against their will, and even more, it was 

the religion of the oppressors—the enemies of the swadeshi movement.13  Mallampalli observes 
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that Gandhi promoted the Swadeshi agenda by insisting that “Indian” religions were best suited 

for India’s spiritual and national development. Therefore, he insisted that by reason of the 

swadeshi spirit, a Hindu refuses to change his religion. He strongly upheld the idea that 

conversion to Christianity “denationalized” Indians by causing them to deride their own gods 

and identify more strongly with Western culture. Armed with this logic, Gandhi demanded that 

the missionaries stop their proselatisation of the Untouchables. 14 

 

Mallampalli points out that it was during Gandhi’s satyagraha against separate 

electorates, the Poona Pact and his stand-off with Ambedkar over the depressed classes question, 

he aggressively reacted against conversion, particularly with respect to Dalits. In a fit of extreme 

rage against conversion, he labeled Christianity “the deadliest poison that ever sapped the 

fountain of truth.”   Mallampalli rightly argues that such an oppositional response stems from 

Gandhi’s desire to protect Dalits from an “external” or “foreign” religion. Mallampalli also 

points out that it was in this context, Gandhi repeatedly distinguished “falsely material” from 

“genuinely spiritual” motives for conversion. Gandhi pointed his finger at Dalits accusing them 

that they were greedy for the material “inducements” offered by the “foreign missionaries” and, 

therefore, their desire for Christianity was not born out of a genuine “spiritual hunger.”  15 The 

underlying implication of this charge is that Dalits are mere objects rather than subjects, and 

what is completely obscured by Gandhi here is the Dalits’ conscious attempt to gain human 

dignity and equality through conversion, and also the emanicipatory role that Christianity played, 

in the case of Dalits, as opposed to the oppressive Hinduism. 

 

Many people have challenged Gandhi’s criticism of conversion and his use of 

objectionable terms as ‘fraud’, ‘proselytizing’, ‘inducement’, and ‘cultural alienation’, ‘polluting 

culture’ and ‘creating violence.’ However, these challenges have rarely been brought into 

mainstream discussions.  One such important personality, for instance, was V.S. Azaraiah (1874-

1945), Bishop of Dornakal and Chairman of the National Council of Churches of India, Burma 

and Ceylon, who worked in the Andhra region. He was considered as the most successful leader 

of grassroots movements of conversion to Christianity in Asia during the early twentieth century. 

In a Church Missionary Society pamphlet, he had claimed that about 40,000 people of Dornakal 
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area were asking to be baptized and about a million were moving towards Christianity. Azaraiah 

insisted that people volunteered to become Christians. When Gandhi stated that he had travelled 

in the area often and had never heard of such numbers seeking to be baptized, Azaraiah invited 

Gandhi to come and see for himself, but the latter did not take up the offer.  Azaraiah argued that 

if people expressed a genuine desire to become Christians, then it was his duty as a clergyman to 

baptize them.16 

 

Contemporary scholars like A. Satyanarayana too observes that in general, the Dalit 

understanding is out and out counterposed to Gandhi’s understanding of conversion. He argues 

that Christian missionary schools may have been started as instruments of proselytisation, but 

they became important centres of learning for many generations of lower caste children who had 

been denied education due to the Brahminical maxim, “that the lower classes of the people shall 

not be permitted to learn and to read,” and “a literate sudra is to be avoided like a drunken man 

or mad bull.”17 

Contribution of Social Reformers and Gandhi to Hindutva ideology 

One cannot easily overlook the fact that social reformers and Gandhi provided the 

ideological impetus to the present day Hindutva ideology. Scholars such as Gauri Viswanathan 

and Lancy Lobo point out that Gandhi’s approach and the Hindutva approach have much in 

common as both of them stem from the same religious roots.18 The ideological as well as the 

punitive aggression of the Hindutva forces today such as BJP, VHP, RSS, Shiva Sena, 

Ramnirmana Sena and Bajrang Dal cannot be attributed to their more obvious ideologues Tilak 

and Savarkar alone. It is possible to understand the Hindutva politics only when we situate them 

in the much larger domain of upper caste social reform movements and Indian (Hindu) 

nationalism, to which, as I argued in this chapter, leaders like Gandhi contributed substantially. 

Without this understanding, any analysis of the recent attacks on Christians in states like Orissa, 

the large scale butchering of Muslims in Gujarat, attacks on women in Karnataka, or, on a much 

larger scale, the everyday attacks on Dalits all over India will not hold much water. Without 

going into more details of this line of argument, I would like to move on to Ambedkar and map 

his main arguments in relation to the issue of conversion, which emerged in the context of his 

confrontation with Gandhi on the issue Dalit conversion. 
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Ambedkar’s Approch on Religious Conversion: 

Gandhi’s paternalistic solutions to Dalit problems led many Dalits to seek an alternative vision 

for their liberation. Rather than relying on the goodwill of caste Hindus, many preferred to fight 

for separation and autonomy from Hindu society. In western India, B.R. Ambedkar, a leader 

from the Mahar community, became the spokesperson for this alternative vision. As numerous 

observers of his remarkable career have shown, Ambedkar not only stressed legal, political and 

economic remedies to Untouchability, but also called for a total rejection of Hinduism by Dalits. 

Ambedkar’s call for the annihilation of caste, and his repudiation of Hinduism, drew him into 

heated confrontations with Gandhi over the subject of religious conversion among Dalits. 

 

Ambedkar’s challenges to Gandhi on issues of caste and on separate electorates for Dalits are 

well known to students of modern India.  His objection to Gandhi’s hostility toward Christian 

conversion hasn’t received enough attention. Mainstream scholarship has largely ignored 

Ambedkar’s thoughts and the important issues he raised regarding conversion. Thus, in the 

following pages, I focus on some of the most important arguments Ambedkar made on 

conversion issue. 

 

Christopher Jafferlot says that Ambedkar’s first reference to conversion to another 

religion dates back to 1927.  During the Mahad Conference he said, “We want equal rights in 

society.  We will achieve them as far as possible while remaining within the Hindu fold or, if 

necessary, by kicking away this worthless Hindu identity.”19 However, after a critical analysis of 

the principles of Hinduism, Ambedkar declared that Untouchability is part of Hinduism, and 

Hinduism sanctions the wrongs that the Untouchables were subjected to. Therefore, he asks, 

what does it mean for an Untouchable to accept Hinduism? According to Ambedkar, it means 

that the Untouchable accepts that he is an Untouchable, and that it is the result of divine 

dispensation. Thus he rightly claimed that Hinduism is inconsistent with self-respect and honour 

of the Untouchables and this is the strongest reason that justifies the conversion of the 

Untouchables to another and nobler faith.20 The following lines sum up his feelings towards 

Hinduism: 
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The disabilities we have suffered, and the indignities we had to put up with, were 

the result of or being the members of the Hindu community.  Will it not be better 

for us to leave that fold and embrace a new faith that would give us equal status, a 

secure position and rightful treatment?  Unfortunately for me I was born a Hindu 

Untouchable. It was beyond my power to prevent that, but I declare that is within 

my power to refuse to live under ignoble and humiliating conditions. I solemnly 

assure you that I will not die a Hindu.21 

 

In 1933, Ambedkar informed Gavi, with whom he represented the untouchables at the 

Round Table Conference, that he intended to leave the Hindu fold. In 1935, he presided over a 

meeting of representatives of the Depressed Classes at Yeola, which was convened to assess ten 

years of struggle. He then announced his decision to convert.  It is important to note that these 

were also the years when Gandhi’s campaign against conversion was at its height. By 1936 May, 

Ambedkar decided to leave Hinduism and in Bombay he announced his decision to convert: 

Our aim is to gain freedom. We are not interested in anything else at the moment.  

If we can gain freedom by conversion, why should we shoulder the responsibility 

of the reform of Hindu religion?  And why should we waste our energy, time, 

labor and money on that? Let there be no misunderstanding that the object of our 

struggle is our liberation from Hinduism and not reform of Hinduism.  The aim of 

our movement is to achieve freedom, social, economic and religious, for 

untouchables.  So far as untouchables are concerned, this freedom cannot be 

achieved except through conversion.22 

 

Leaving Hinduism, however, was not easy for Ambedkar as well as for other Dalits. As 

we have seen earlier, they had to face innumerable accusations from upper caste leaders like 

Gandhi, who despised Dalits for converting. Let us turn our discussion to how Ambedkar 

responds to some of Gandhi’s criticisms on conversion. 

 

Ambedkar rubbished Gandhi’s claim that Untouchables are no better than a cow and 

dismissed it as “arrant nonsense.” He says that only an ignoramus and arrogant person can make 
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such a statement. Ambedkar also disputed Gandhi’s contention that missionaries had been 

providing material “baits” for conversion. He found it strange that Gandhi wanted missionaries 

to provide material services to Indians but not convert them. He wonders why Gandhi sees the 

services rendered by the missionaries as baits or temptations, and the untouchable conversions as 

conversions of convenience. He asks why not view the missionary service as an essential 

requirement of the Christian religion to suffering humanity? And was it wrong if the 

untouchables were attracted to utilize such services? Ambedkar believed that all these arguments 

of Gandhi were brought forth “to prevent Christian Missionaries from converting the 

Untouchables.”23 Ambedkar points out that the upper caste Hindus neither allow the missionaries 

to extend charity to the suffering humanity nor do they themselves offer it. He writes: 

Historically speaking, service to humanity is quite foreign to Hinduism and to 

Hindus. The Hindu religion consists primarily, of rituals and observances. It is a 

religion of temples. Love of man has no place in it. And without love of man how 

can service to man be inspired? This is well reflected in the purposes and objects 

for which Hindu charities provided by the Hindus.24 

 

Ambedkar claimed that to a great extent caste determines the scope and objects of 

charities provided by the Hindus. Citing from the data collected several years ago in the city of 

Bombay, Ambedkar gives us an instance of how caste influenced doctors in the ministration to 

the sick in Bombay in 1918 during the influenza epidemic. 

 

Ironically, more than the Untouchables, Ambedkar points out, it was indeed the upper 

castes who were benefited more by the missionary services. 

The services rendered by the Missions in the field of education and medical relief 

are beyond the ken of the Indian Christians. They go mostly to benefit the high 

caste Hindus. The Indian Christians are either too poor or too devoid of ambition 

to undertake the pursuit of higher education. High schools, colleges and 

hostels…and…much of the medical aid provided by the Missions go to the Caste 

Hindus. This is especially the case with regard to hospitals.25 
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Ambedkar argued that, through conversion, Untouchables were not really hoping to gain 

wealth. Instead, their intention was to bring in a social transformation in their life. He believed 

that socially, the Untouchables would gain “absolutely and immensely” because by Conversion 

they would be members of a community whose religion had universalized and equalized all 

values of life. Such a blessing, he says, is unthinkable for them while they are in the Hindu 

fold.”26 

 

Ambedkar’s criticism of Gandhi’s views on conversion stem in part from his sense of 

indebtedness to missionaries for the shelter they had extended to Dalits from Hindu tyranny.  His 

criticism, however, should be understood not as a defense of missionaries or of the Christian 

religion as such, “but as part of his larger repudiation of caste and of the religious sanction that 

caste derived from Hinduism.”27  His stand against Hinduism led him to defend conversion as a 

means of escaping the oppressive caste order. “Conversion,” Ambedkar argued, “is as important 

to the Untouchables as self-government is to India… there is not the slightest difference in their 

ultimate goal.”28 Nevertheless, it should not be understood that Ambedkar supported conversion 

to Christianity uncritically. Indeed his primary critique of the Church in India was that it all too 

often had perpetuated caste discrimination. It had merely replaced the dominance of caste Hindus 

with that of caste Christians. However, Jafferlot points out that while Ambedkar does not ignore 

the existence of caste in the Christian and Muslim communities, he draws a sharp distinction 

between these social systems and what he has observed of the role of caste in Hinduism… “If the 

Muslims and Christians start a movement for the abolition of the caste system in their respective 

religion, their religions would cause no obstruction. Hindus cannot destroy their caste without 

destroying their religion.”29 Jafferlot observes that this analysis reflects the central idea in the 

thought of Ambedkar, namely that Hinduism was a religion, in which hierarchy was inbuilt, 

whereas other religions authorize equality. In an open letter written in 1936, Ambedkar set out 

the choice of conversion between three religions—Islam Christianity and Sikhism—each of 

which had different advantages. 

Comparing these three, Islam seems to give the Depressed Classes all that they 

need. Financially the resources behind Islam are boundless.  Socially the 

Mohammedans are spread all over India… Politically, the Depressed Classes will 
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get all rights, which the Mohammedans are entitled to… Christianity seems 

equally attractive.  If Indian Christians are too small numerically to provide the 

financial resources necessary for the conversion of the Depressed Classes, the 

Christian countries such as America and England will pour immense resources if 

the Depressed Classes show their readiness to embrace Christianity… Sikhism 

has few attractions. Being a small community of 40 lakhs, the Sikhs cannot 

provide the finance… They are confined to the Punjab, and as for the majority of 

the Depressed Classes the Sikhs can give them no social support. Politically, 

Sikhism is at a positive disadvantage as compared with Islam or Christianity. 

Outside Punjab, Sikhs are not recognized for special representation in the 

Legislature and in the services…30 

 

Jafferlot says that there was remarkable positive response to Ambedkar’s call for 

conversion.  As soon as Ambedkar made clear his plan to convert to another religion, positive 

responses came from all non-Hindu religions, and counter-reactions from the Hindu Maha Sabha 

and Congress Party. Muslim leaders reacted positively too, including those outside India: the 

Arab Press expressed its interest in Ambedkar’s plans while the Vice-Chancellor of AL Azhar 

University in Cairo—which raised funds to facilitate a possible mass conversion—explained that 

it was not necessary to be circumcised or to wear the veil to become a Muslim.  He even sent a 

delegation to India in December 1936.  From October 1935, Maulana Mohammed Irfan, a 

representative of India’s Khilafat Central Committee, assured Ambedkar that Islam was an 

egalitarian religion and conversion would allow him to become a leader of India’s largest 

minority.  The same month, Maulana Ahmed Said, the head of the Indian Association of Ulemas, 

sent him a similar message.  Sardar Singh Doabia, the Vice-President of the Golden Temple’s 

Managing Committee based in Amritsar wrote to him that Sikhism corresponded completely to 

what he expected from a religion and that untouchables would be welcomed.31 

 

The Hindu Mahasabha feared that by converting to another religion, Untouchables would 

weaken the majority community demographically—and therefore electorally. They also feared 

that such a move might lead to a convergence of Untouchables with India’s religious minorities.  
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Ambedkar had already got support from the minorities for separate electorates for Depressed 

Classes at the second Round Table Conference. Less than a fortnight after the Yeola meeting, a 

delegation from the Hindu Sabha of Bombay met Ambedkar, who assured them that before 

making any final decision he would confer with the leader of the Hindu Mahasabha and other 

Hindu organizations. Also, Moonje, the Nagapur-based leader of the Hindu Mahasabha, along 

with J.K. Birla, a rich orthodox Marwari brother of G.D. Birla, urged Ambedkar to join the Arya 

Samaj rather than any religion. 32 

 

Ambedkar made it very clear that Dalits could no longer continue to be within the Hindu 

fold. He says the aim of Dalits, through conversion, was to gain freedom and self-respect and 

this cannot be secured without conversion. In his article ‘Why conversion?’ he argues that caste 

system was actually part and parcel of Hinduism. Thus destroying caste system meant destroying 

the Hindu religion.33  On the other hand, Islam and Christianity do not sanctify caste. In fact, 

they condemn it. Therefore, destroying caste among Christians or Muslims will not mean 

destroying these religions. They will, in fact, support such a move. He, therefore, gave an open 

call to Dalits to convert by saying that man is not for religion, religion is for man. 

To become human, convert yourselves 

To get organized, convert yourselves 

To achieve strength, convert yourselves 

To secure equality, convert yourselves 

To get liberty, convert yourselves 

To make your domestic life happy, convert yourselves.34 

 

When the upper caste Hindu leaders realized that they could not woo Ambedkar, they 

resorted to conspiracy. The Hindu Sabha, under the chairmanship of its most orthodox leader, 

Madan Mohan Malviya, tried to split the Depressed Classes by propagating that Ambedkar was 

hostile to Gandhi and he is anti-nationlaist. At the same time the Mahasabha co-opted many 

Untouchable leaders in order to further isolate Ambedkar: Jagjivan Ram, J.M. Mandal (a Bengali 

Namsudra leader), Rsiklal Biswas (another Namsudra who had first been part of Ambedkar’s All 

India Depressed Classes’ Congress), a UP Chamar leader, Dharma  Prakash, P.N. Rajboji, a 
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Poona Chambhar who had been one of Ambedkar’s  lieutenants, M.C. Rajah and Palwankar 

Baloo—a Chamar leader and former cricketer—were all appointed to the Hindu Mahasabha’s 

Committee for the uplift  of Depressed Classes.  They started with the support of Mahasabha and 

the Congress. 

 

Although, Ambedkar ultimately chose Buddhism as his alternative to Hinduism, his 

defense of the Untouchables’ conversion to the Christian religion remained consistent as he 

believed that it would at least bring them autonomy from the Hindu social structure. Instead of 

going into a comprehensive discussion of why Ambedkar decided to convert to Buddhism, I 

attempt in the following section to briefly present his views on Christianity, and his criticism of 

the Christian missionary activity in India for their inability to live up to the expectations of the 

Untouchable people. 

 

Ambedkar’s views on Christianity 

Ambedkar probably was the first person, who though not a Christian, yet looked at 

Christianity and its significance for India very seriously. He wrote two long and analytical essays 

on the question of Christianity.  They are: 1. Christianizing the Untouchables and 2. The 

condition of the Converts. He referred extensively to the history of Christian religion and its 

pivotal role in India as well as to its relevance to the suppressed Dalits. He also pointed out 

explicitly the pros and cons of Christianity and showed why more or less the conditions of the 

Christian Dalits   and its practice. He points out that, though Christianity has an egalitarian 

outlook and espouses the doctrine of equality, in practice, it observes the caste system in many of 

the southern Indian churches. He criticized Christianity not only for failing to uproot casteism 

among the converts, but also for encouraging it by permitting the converts to practice some of 

their ‘pagan’ practices as concession to gain conversions. For instance, he blames Robert De 

Noblili and his ‘Malabar Rites’ movements for its upper caste approach: 

Seated cross legged on a settee the Sanyasi was found by his visitor, conforming 

in everything to Brahman usage. Over his shoulder hung the sacred cord of five 

threads, three of gold to symbolize the Trinity, and two of silver representing the 

body and soul  of our Lord, and from the cord was suspended a small cross… 
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soon not only ordinary Brahmins came to see him, but nobles also; and a great 

bound in his reputation took place.35 

 

Ambedkar then expressed his serious assessment of the Jesuit missionaries and their 

uncritical missionary methodology: 

It was quite shameful and sinful for these Jesuit missionaries in their zeal for 

conversion to have gone to the length they did, namely, not to mind what the 

convert thought and did and how he lived, so long as he was ready to be baptized, 

acknowledge Jesus as his savior and call himself a Christian.36 

 

After lambasting the missionary approach, Ambedkar questioned the social effects of 

Christianity. His answer was that Christianity neither helped to change the attitude of the 

untouchables, nor had it helped to change the mind-set of the upper castes. He did not believe 

that just preaching beautiful ideals could automatically change a society. He came down heavily 

on the missionaries for their overemphasis on the spiritual aspect by sidelining the essential 

importance of the practical, social and political aspects of religious living. 

 

He observed that the saddest part of the conversion process was the lack of desire for 

social emancipation on the part of the Untouchable converts. On the other hand, he points out, “It 

is an extraordinary thing that the movement for the redress of wrongs is carried on by the 

Untouchables who have not become converts to Christianity.” He was surprised at the fact that 

he never noticed the untouchable Christians meeting in conference for the redress of their social 

wrongs.37 He was shocked by this apathy because there was not only higher literacy among the 

Christians, but also there were many Christians with university degrees, which, he says, should 

have given them greater enlightenment and social awareness. His disappointment with 

Christianity is also due to the fact that in spite of its material and social resources and 

international links, it has failed to be a political force to be reckoned with in India. 

 

Ambedkar, however, did not find any fault with Christian religion itself except for its too 

spiritual interpretation, which, he felt evolves from upper caste involvement and perspectives. He 
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says, although the Christian religion rendered a great human service to the nation of India, 

unfortunately this egalitarian religion was held in the grip of the upper castes.  To cite him: 

Even today hundreds and thousands of caste Hindus take advantage of Christian 

schools, Christian colleges and Christian hospitals. How many of those who reap 

these benefits become Christian?  Every one of them takes the benefit and runs 

away and does not even stop to consider what must be the merits of a religion, 

which renders so much service to humanity? 38 

 

Ambedkar, unlike Gandhi, sincerely appraises and appreciates the work done by the 

Christian missionaries, supporting his arguments with data.  He shows how they have worked for 

humanity among children, among young men, among the masses, among women and the sick. 

He totally rejects Gandhi’s underrating of Christianity. While Gandhi merely treats Christianity 

like other religions, Ambedkar distinguishes between the Hindu religion and the Christian 

religion, particularly the latter’s work and the institutions it established for human progress. 

Ambedkar was optimistic that Christianity would, irrespective of the hostility from people like 

Gandhi, continue to do its emancipatory work:  

This attitude of Mr. Gandhi need not deter either the missionaries or the 

Untouchables. Christianity has come to stay in India and, unless the Hindus in 

their zeal for nationalism misuse their political, social and economic power to 

suppress it, will live and grow in numbers and influence for good.39 

 

In conclusion, I would like to point out that the mainstream reformers and Gandhi failed 

to analyze the fundamental reasons for the Dalit conversion initiative into different faiths. While 

they reject the very notion of conversion by propagating the idea that conversion occurs by 

allurements and enticements by the missionaries and that it finally results in disunity, cultural 

alienation, national disintegration and so on, Ambedkar, in total contrast, supports the conversion 

movement emphasizing that conversion gives social-respect, social mobility, social justice, 

equality, fraternity and liberty and finally that it emancipates Dalits from the oppressive caste-

based hierarchical Hinduism. We have seen how reformists and nationalists, barring Ambedkar, 

have formulated and promoted anti-conversion tenets without clearly addressing the gravity of 
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caste system. Moreover, Dalits were merely treated as objects of upliftment and welfare in 

Gandhian nationlist and reformist framework. 
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