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1 Here I am referring to the Buddhists I interviewed, who likely, in Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar’s perspective, would be 
seen as the New-epoch Builders. They are the ideological descendants of Dr. Ambedkar’s vision. This phrase 
alludes to the devotional poem, “Lord Beema” by C.M. Wagh. See Eleanor Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit: 
Essays on the Ambedkar Movement (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1996), 54.  
Lord Bheema 
The Emancipator-Spartacus 
The Philosopher-Socrates 
The Law-giver-Aristotle 
The Orator-Demosthenes 
The Samson of Intellect 
The Nation’s Architect  
The New-epoch Builder 
Lincolon-Lenin-Ambedkar  
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Abstract  

 This paper explores the personal experiences and perspectives of a small sample of Dalit 

Buddhists in the Ambedkar Movement in Maharashtra, India. I begin by surveying the history 

leading up to the conversion, which paves the way for an ethnographic account of some themes 

and diversities in the movement—primarily as they relate to varied conceptions of Buddhist 

identity and contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists’ respective relationships with Hinduism and 

Hindu rituals and symbols. I will argue that despite diversity and contradictions in the 

movement, the conversion has been unifying and efficacious in that it has provided many 

Ambedkarite Buddhists with a reoriented self-perception—one largely defined by a greater sense 

of self-respect, a belief in the value of critical thinking and a more profound consciousness of 

personhood—or in Marathi, manuski.  
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MAP OF MAHARASHTRA 

 
 
*Key places where interviews were: Mumbai, Chiplun, Kalambaste Village (both in the Ratnagiri district,) Pune.  
The black dots on the map indicate the locations of universities in Maharashtra. The pink dots on the map indicate 
the locations I have added: Chiplun (my base for my interviews,) Kalambaste Village, and Ambavade (Ambedkar’s 
ancestral village). 
Universities in Maharashtra (Education Info India), http://www.educationinfoindia.com/maharashtra.gif.  
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Forward 
 

If you want to gain self-respect, change your religion. 
If you want to create a cooperating society, change your religion. 
If you want power, change your religion. 
If you want equality, change your religion. 
If you want independence, change your religion. 
If you want to make the world in which you live happy, change your religion. 
— Dr. Bhimaro Ambedkar 2 

 

In 1935, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar, a lawyer and an “Untouchable” leader from 

Maharashtra, India, declared that he would not die a Hindu.3 This moment was pivotal in the 

lives of many in the lower castes in Maharashtra, as it was followed by a twenty-year period in 

which their beloved leader diligently researched various other religious options that could 

provide the respect he sought for his community. He scrupulously investigated the possibilities 

of converting to Christianity and Islam, and paid special attention to Sikhism. Ultimately, he 

opted for Buddhism in part because of its tenets of equality and in part because of its legacy as 

an indigenous religion in India. Furthermore, at the time, there was no major Buddhist institution 

in India to which Ambedkar would have to be subordinate. In the quotation above Ambedkar 

puts forth his own theory of religion—that one’s religion should provide self-respect, 

cooperation, equality, independence and power. In 1956, twenty-one years after declaring that he 

would not die a Hindu, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar, born into the Untouchable sub-caste of the 

Mahars in Mhow, in the present state of Madhya Pradesh, converted to Buddhism in Nagpur 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Christopher S. Queen and Sallie B. King, Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1996), 51. 
3 The quotes around “Untouchable” indicate that this a term that “high castes” have historically applied to the 
“Untouchable” community. Even though henceforth I will use the term without quotes, it is important that readers 
know that I do not condone this language, and that many in this community find the term offensive.  
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along with three hundred eighty thousand followers; in the coming days thousands more 

followed suit.4 

The conversion, though seemingly only a religious action, also had serious social, 

political, economic and psychological goals and implications, since it attempted to end thousands 

of years of social and economic exploitation faced by those at the bottom of the social hierarchy 

and outside of the four-fold caste system. For Ambedkar, Buddhism was the only Indian religion 

that solved and did away with the graded social inequality of caste—the only faith that met his 

conditions for a religion centered on morality, rationality, liberty, equality and fraternity. Over 

the last fifty-nine years, the Ambedkar movement has continued to change and adapt, navigating 

its way through the changing landscape of contemporary India. At the sixty-year mark since the 

conversion, there are now two or three generations of Buddhists whose families converted under 

Ambedkar, either in 1956, or in subsequent years. The Ambedkar movement is both a religious 

liberation movement and a lived religious tradition, replete with nuance, contradictions and 

complexity.5 

 In this paper, I will explore the personal experiences, narratives and perspectives of a 

small sample of Buddhists in the Ambedkar movement. My overarching research question began 

as: “What have been the social, political, economic, psychological and spiritual impacts of the 

mass Buddhist conversion in 1956 on contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists?” I soon learned, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Johannes Beltz defines the Mahars as an “untouchable sub-caste, commonly defined as, ‘balutedars, public 
servants of the village who lived in huts outside the village with the Chambhars, Dhors, and Matangs. They disposed 
of the animal carcasses from the village and collected wood for cremations. They delivered messages, guarded the 
village, accompanied visitors and inspectors, and helped the police . . . As musicians and actors, they entertained the 
village.’” See Johannes Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit: Religious Conversion and Socio-Political Emancipation 
(New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 2005), 26. 
5 I should note that this Buddhist conversion movement is not the only low-caste conversion movement in which 
religion has functioned as a tool to seek liberation. All over India, various Dalit or low-caste communities have 
converted away from Hinduism in order to achieve equality and liberation. In South India, for instance, there is a 
large community of Dalit Christians. Elsewhere, there are Dalits who have converted to Islam. Still however, there 
are Dalit communities all throughout India who have decided to remain in the Hindu tradition.  
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however, that it is not so simple to assess the impacts of a movement or tradition that is still 

developing. Other sub-questions evolved into: What does it mean to be Buddhist within this 

particular community today? How do people within the movement talk about and conceptualize 

their Buddhist identity? What do recently created Buddhist rituals look like? And finally, how 

much was the Buddhist conversion of 1956 a conversion to something, rather than a conversion 

away from something?6 In other words: was it truly a conversion to Buddhist ideals of equality, 

interdependence and compassion, or merely a conversion away from Hindu paradigms?7 

 My thesis comes in three parts. First, I argue that there is diversity within the Ambedkar 

movement that can only be accounted for by looking at individual narratives and perspectives. 

This is why I chose to conduct my research ethnographically. Second, based on this ethnographic 

research, I argue that this diversity manifests in two overarching ways: 1) the ways in which 

Buddhists conceptualize their Buddhist identity and 2) more specifically, the ways in which 

Buddhists relate to Hinduism, which is still India’s most dominant national religious tradition.8 

Third, I will demonstrate that the conversion has been efficacious for psychological reasons. 

Despite the fact that some non-Buddhists, i.e. upper-castes, and the government still 

conceptualize Buddhists as within the caste framework, today many Ambedkarite 

Buddhists have a reoriented self-perception—one largely defined by a greater sense of self-

respect, a belief in the value of critical thinking, and a more profound consciousness of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 This question in particular will serve as a framework to understand parts of the ethnography. I will explore the 
efficacy of this question more in depth in the section entitled, “A Conversion Away from Hinduism or a Conversion 
to Buddhism? A Framework to Understand the Interviews.” 
7 My research falls within a legacy of the undertakings of historians, anthropologists and ethnographers who have 
either studied Ambedkarite Buddhism in Maharashtra or abroad. I follow in the footsteps of scholars such as 
Christopher Queen, Gail Omvedt, Eleanor Zelliot and Johannes Beltz to name a few.  
8  Within these categories I will situate other relevant themes. 
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personhood—or in Marathi, manuski.9 This sense of empowerment in regards to self-perception 

serves as a unifying factor among a diverse set of interviewees. In writing this paper, I want to 

bring different voices into the discourse to allow for understandings of complexity and 

contradictions within the Ambedkar movement. My project is less about critiquing the dominant 

scholarly narrative of this community, and more focused on adding individual case studies and 

narratives to supplement it. 

Method and Methodology  

This summer, I spent seven weeks completing ethnographic work in Chiplun, a 

developing industrial city on the Konkan coast of Maharashtra in the Ratnagiri district, on the 

Mumbai-Goa highway. I also completed interviews in various villages outside of Chiplun (such 

as Kalambaste) as well as in Pune, a large center of learning and academia, and in Mumbai, the 

capital of Maharashtra and one of India’s most booming urban centers.10 

In my fieldwork, I completed a total of thirty-three interviews, though only fourteen have 

been quoted in this paper. When my interviewees only spoke Marathi (which was often the case,) 

I relied on the help of two translators—cousins Sulakshana ‘Pinky’ Kadam and Sameer Mohite. 

Pinky and Sameer are both Ambedkarite Buddhists from Chiplun. Throughout the course of my 

ethnographic work, they became great friends and mentors. It is in part due to my close working 

and personal relationships with them that they are featured prominently in my ethnography. They 

were both my translators and two of my primary informants. As will soon become clear in the 

section on ethnography, in many ways, Pinky and Sameer’s views on Buddhism are at opposite 

ends of the spectrum, which ultimately provided a balanced set of translations, because they 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Marathi is the local language of the Indian state of Maharashtra where I completed my interviews. Maharashtra is 
also home to the largest population of Ambedkarite Buddhists in all of India.!In English, the Marathi word manuski 
translates to humanity or dignity.  
10 For an understanding of the geographic relationship between interview locations, see map on page 4.  
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challenged one another’s interpretations.  

 My interview questions evolved throughout the course of my research. I began with 

broad questions such as: What does Buddhism mean to you? Is Buddhism a religion? And what 

Buddhist practices do you do (if any)? After some trial and error, I was able to refine my 

questions. I began probing my interviewees’ opinions of their relationships between their 

Buddhist and Indian identities and about the relationships between the words Buddhist, Mahar, 

and Dalit.11  

 I chose to complete my research on the Konkan coast of Maharashtra because of the 

sizeable Buddhist community there and the fact that Ambedkar’s family was originally from 

Ambavade, a town on the Konkan coast in the Ratnagiri district.12 My interviews took place at 

people’s homes in villages, city flats, and slums, at various Buddhist Viharas and at the 

University of Pune.13 I primarily relied on interviewing to conduct my research because I wanted 

to learn about how Buddhists themselves narrate the conversion (if they were present for it) and 

how they describe their relationship to their Buddhist identity and Ambedkar. I found that though 

I did a fair amount of textual research prior to departing for India, I was best able to learn about 

contradictions and diversity within the movement through talking to individuals about their lived 

experiences. I relied on taking notes during interviews because I found the pen and paper to be 

less invasive than a tape recorder. This is a widely accepted ethnographic practice, especially 

when working in more underprivileged rural communities or villages where the presence of an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 The Marathi word, “Dalit,” is commonly defined as downtrodden or oppressed. As Ambedkarite Buddhist Vasant 
Moon writes, “The word was used first by Jyotiba Phule in the mid-nineteenth century. The word gained currency as 
a self-chosen, proud name with the early1970s development of the Dalit Panthers and Dalit literature. Today it has 
replaced most other names in the vocabulary of politically aware ex-Untouchables and the press.” See Vasant Moon, 
Growing Up Untouchable in India: A Dalit Autobiography (Laham Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers 
Inc, 2001), 181. 
12 Though Ambedkar’s family was originally from Ambavade, Dr. Ambedkar himself, was born in Mhow, a town in 
the state of Madhya Pradesh. 
13 A Buddhist Vihara is a Buddhist temple.!
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iPhone might have negative implications.  

 It took me a fair amount of practice to get my footing in the realm of interviewing.  Only 

after going into the field did I realize the complex connotations behind the words “Mahar,” 

“Buddhist” and “Dalit,” and I found that this weighted distinction presented serious 

complications when it came to conversing and interviewing. Ultimately, because of the 

complexity and unpredictability of people’s reactions to the words “Dalit” and “Mahar,” I ended 

up relying on the word “Buddhist” in my interviews.14 

I use the term Ambedkarite Buddhism in this essay for the sole purpose of classifying this 

Buddhism as one in relation to Ambedkar and the Dalit movement. However, in using this 

classification, I by no means wish to project the term onto the community to qualify their 

Buddhist practice as being less “authentic” or less “Buddhist” than other strands within the 

tradition. From my observations, aside from a few exceptions, most people within the 

community just call themselves Buddhist.   

Positionality 

 Though as a researcher and as an individual I approach this work from an etic 

standpoint, my informants address the topic from an emic perspective, since they are 

commenting on their own lived experiences.15 In completing my ethnographic work, I was often 

acutely aware of my privilege and positionality—my identity as a white Western woman. During 

my fieldwork, I was particularly interested in my positionality as it related to my access to 

information and my scholarly credibility. While conducting interviews, I noticed that often 

informants perceived me as a curious foreigner rather than someone who has studied Ambedkar 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 I will explore the complexities and the relationships between these three terms in a separate section within the 
ethnography.!
15 The etic perspective corresponds to fieldwork done from outside the social group and the emic perspective is 
fieldwork done from within the social group. 
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extensively. This assumed naiveté about me may have worked in my favor, however, as often, 

my interviewees felt inclined to begin right at the start of the Ambedkar movement —assuming I 

did not know the history of the conversion. For this reason, I was provided multiple accounts of 

the origins of caste and the history leading up to the conversion.   

When interviewing women, I felt as though I was closer to being an insider. I likely got 

more extensive and authentic responses in interviews with women than a male ethnographer 

would have. Often with female interviewees, my gender served as a commonality that crossed 

cultural boundaries. Conversely, however, when it came to interviewing a husband and wife 

together, as was often the case, because of conventional gender roles, and the fact that the men 

often, but not always, are the ones in the house to speak more English, men tended to dominate 

the discussion.  

 Finally, though many scholars and laypersons alike view outsider positionality as a 

barrier to the completion of ethnographic work, in ways it has provided me the critical distance 

to approach this topic and build strong relationships with those within the community. According 

to one of my primary interviewees’ friends and collaborators, Sameer Mohite, because I am not 

within the framework of Sameer’s system of oppression (I am not Indian and do not readily fall 

within the framework of the caste-system), he has an easier time relating to me than he does with 

upper-caste people who share his own nationality, ethnicity, or arguably, cultural history. He 

shared with me that when I approached him about collaborating on my social-work project, he 

was less skeptical and more trusting than he would have been of a North Indian Brahmin girl, 

because, according to Sameer, a “Brahmin can never be Dalit . . . can never internalize or fully 
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empathize with Dalit oppression.”16 And it is true, I too, can never be Dalit, but the key factor 

here is that I do not have a historical tradition of oppressing his community.17 

Format 

To understand contemporary issues and viewpoints, there is basic information we need to 

know, which is why I begin with a comprehensive account of the history of Ambedkarite 

Buddhism from scholarly sources to pave the way for the heart of my essay—which is an 

exposition of some of the lived experiences within the movement, many of which have gone 

undocumented. I choose to situate my work this way so that one will be able to perceive the 

tensions or parallels between interpretations of scholars and lived experiences. In order to fully 

comprehend the movement’s impacts, it is necessary to understand how the movement began in 

the first place—what its goals and impetuses were. Rather than integrate these two parts and put 

them in direct conversation, I want to honor my interviewees by giving them their own space to 

discuss their experiences. Finally, because we are shaped by our experiences and backgrounds, it 

would be a mistake to selectively summarize my interviewee’s viewpoints without accounting 

for crucial information that informs their convictions. For this reason, although I will organize 

my ethnographic work thematically, I will tie in personal information and background about the 

interviewees when relevant.!

Background on Caste  

 Before delving into the grievances Ambedkar had with the exploitation of his 

community, it is necessary to provide a brief overview of the caste framework or social milieu on 

which he is commenting. In his essay, “Caste and Class,” Ambedkar defines caste as “a social 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16!Sameer Mohite, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, June 28, 2015.!
17 I recognize that as a White person in a post-colonial country, one could argue that I do in fact have a history of 
oppressing Sameer’s community (if the community he is referring to were India and not Dalits specifically,) but here 
Sameer is focusing on caste rather than colonialism. In any case, most Ambedkarite Buddhists such as Sameer 
recount that British rule actually provided their community with opportunities previously closed to them.  
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group having a) a belief in the Hindu religion and bound by certain regulations as to b) marriage 

c) food and d) occupation. To this one more characteristic may be added, namely a social group 

having a common name by which it is recognized.”18 He later goes on to say, “it is the name 

which the caste bears which gives it fixity and continuity and individuality.”19 Scholar of Indian 

religions, Johannes Beltz gives a basic overview of the origin of notions of caste in his book, 

Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit. He notes that, “The varnas represent a sociological model, a 

classification of human beings into a functional system,” and goes on to list the four main varna 

categories—brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya and shudra. He explains the caste-specific duties of the 

varnas when he writes that “the Brahmins are engaged in studying, teaching, and protecting the 

Vedas. The warriors [Kshatriyas] guard the wealth, protect the subjects, and are engaged in 

politics, whereas agriculture, cattle breeding and trade form the duties allotted to the Vaishyas. 

The Shudras work for others.”20 He then notes the source of this ritually-sanctioned hierarchy 

and perhaps the origins of Untouchability—or rather, the placement of those regarded most 

impure outside of the four-fold varna system when he says that according to the Manusmriti, “the 

Candalas (those whose life is stigmatized) [were] forced to live outside the village, wear clothes 

of the dead, eat in broken utensils, and wear black or iron jewelry.”21 He then notes that they are 

compared to menstruating women, pigs, or dogs. 

 But what about the Mahar narrative of origin more specifically?22 One of the most widely 

accepted accounts is directly linked to the community’s consumption of carrion and their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Bhimrao Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, ed. Valerian Rodrigues (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 101. 
19 Ibid,102. 
20 Johannes Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist, and Dalit: Religious Conversion and Socio-Political Emancipation (New 
Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 2005), 22, 25.!
21 The Manusmriti (Sanskrit name for the Laws of Manu) is an ancient Hindu law book. See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist, 
and Dalit, 25.  
22 In order to situate the Mahars, it should be noted that within India’s four-tiered caste system (with Untouchables 
located in their own category beneath the caste system), there are various sub-castes. There are three-thousand plus 
Untouchable sub-castes or jatis, and the Mahars are just one of these sub-castes.  
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subsequent ritual profession of dragging carcasses out of the village. As scholar Eleanor Zelliot 

astutely observes, 

 The Mahar myths of origin, as do those of other Untouchable castes, reflect the idea 
 that an innocent, misunderstood, or mistaken action caused their untouchability. Unlike 
 many other myths, however, they concern not occupation but the eating of forbidden 
 food. A common myth was the story of four cow-born brothers who were asked by 
 their mother how they would treat her after she died. Three brothers said they would 
 worship her; the fourth said he would bear her inside him just as she had borne him, and 
 he, of course, was the ancestor of the carrion-eating Mahar.23 
 
Ambedkar’s origin story for the newly converted Buddhists however, is vastly different from the 

common myth mentioned above. In his 1948 work, “On Untouchables,” he argues that his 

community was originally the “Broken Men”— groups of defeated tribes. As Zelliot 

summarizes, in “On Untouchables,” Ambedkar argues that, “The Broken Men were not absorbed 

in India as they were in Europe, because they were Buddhists who clung to their religion and to 

their beef-eating in the face of Brahman hatred. Untouchability was born in India around A.D. 

400, out of the struggle for supremacy between Buddhism and Brahmanism.”24 Evidently, then, 

in Ambedkar’s origin story, beef-eating and Buddhism were closely tied to the ancient identity of 

his community.  

 This theory of Ambedkar’s is plausible in that it offers rationale for the separate dwelling 

areas of the Mahars outside of the village. It should be noted here however, that Ambedkar does 

make room for the potential fallibility of his claims and all claims as to the origins of 

Untouchability. In “On Untouchables,” he writes, “we are dealing with an institution the origin 

of which is lost in antiquity . . . It is a case of reconstructing history where there are no texts, and 

if there are, they have no direct bearing on the question.” He ultimately concludes, “The origin of 

Untouchability lies buried in a dead past which nobody knows,” and that, “it is therefore 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 89. 
24 Ibid, 72. 
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unnecessary for me to apologize for having resorted to constructing links where they were 

missing.”25  

Setting the Stage for the Conversion: The Mahars of the Village 
 

In making sense of Ambedkar’s grievances with the treatment of his community, we must 

first understand the Mahars’ ritual profession and situation in society. As scholar R.J. Miller 

observes, “The Mahars were an essential part of the village administration.” He notes that the 

Mahar was a “spy, an expert witness with the ability to harm others’ interests, a tool of the Patil 

(typically a Maratha landowner), beholden to the Patil for favors, and contaminated not only by 

birth but by contact with dead animals and persons.”26 He enumerates the Mahar’s ritual 

profession as that of a village servant, whose duties included but were not limited to “message 

carrying, guard duty, removal of dead cattle, collection of revenue, cleaning of stables and the 

open spaces between houses, and occasionally the furnishing of fire wood.”27  

To understand the discrimination towards the Mahar community that Ambedkar 

responded to in his texts and in his ultimate conversion, it will be useful to cite Ambedkar’s 

essay “Outside the Fold,” in which he enumerates the disadvantages and prejudices faced by his 

community. In this essay, Ambedkar points out the code that Untouchables were required to 

follow in every village: he documents how the Untouchables were required to live separately 

from Hindus—how it was mandatory that Untouchable quarters were located towards the south, 

since south was regarded as the most inauspicious of the four directions. Additionally, he 

describes how it was regarded as an offense for an Untouchable to acquire wealth, build a house, 

or wear clean clothes. Furthermore, Untouchables were excluded from giving “high-sounding 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 117. 
26 Marathas are a group of castes in India found predominantly in Maharashtra. They are generally land-owning 
castes and above the Dalits in the caste hierarchy. See R. J. Miller, “They Will Not Die Hindus: The Buddhist 
Conversion of Mahar Ex-Untouchables,” Asian Survey 7 (1967): 639.    
27 Ibid, 638. 
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names to their children,” and from speaking a “cultured languages.”28 These prohibitions 

demonstrate that Untouchables were not only prohibited from succeeding but they were also 

denied access to the means with which to accrue wealth, status or prestige. 

Evidently then, Ambedkar was not responding to a subtle sort of discrimination. Rather, 

the Mahars were subject to discriminatory codes that were intended to ostracize, devalue and 

humiliate them. After this brief survey of the caste framework and the situation of the Mahar 

community pre-conversion, I will turn to examine Ambedkar’s proposed solution to the social 

ills faced by the Mahars.  

Background on Ambedkarite Buddhism and Dr. Ambedkar 

Ambedkarite Buddhism is a unique type of Buddhism because of its complex history and 

leader.29 Scholars Christopher Queen and Sallie King define the Ambedkar movement as a 

movement of Engaged Buddhism, as well as an “ongoing experiment in urban economic 

development and grass roots religious revival.”30!In the words of Queen and King, Engaged 

Buddhism can be defined as embodying 

a fundamental commitment to making Buddhism responsive to the suffering of 
 ordinary Buddhiss. . . . [It is] concerned with mobilizing the laity to address their own 
 economic, social, political, and spiritual needs; to contribute to the amelioration of 
 conditions that produce suffering for all living beings; and finally, to reform, in light of 
 the demands of modernity, Buddhist doctrines and institutions. . . . In the socially 
 engaged Buddhism of Modern Asia, the liberation sought has been  ‘mundane 
 awakening,’ which includes individuals, villages, nations, and ultimately all people.31 

 
 Ambedkarite Buddhism is also a liberation movement, as defined by Queen and King: “a 

voluntary association guided by exemplary leaders and a common vision of a new society or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 This prohibition barred Untouchables from learning the ancient and holy Indian language of Sanskrit. See 
Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 325-326. 
29 Buddhists have long recognized that their religion takes multiple forms. On the most basic level, there are 
distinctions between the Theravada tradition, the Mahayana tradition, and the Vajrayana tradition. Some 
Ambedkarite Buddhists call their religious practice Navayana, which translates to New Tradition.  
30 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 3.   
31 Ibid, 9. 
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world based on peace, justice, and freedom.”32 Those in the movement tend to conceptualize the 

Buddha not as a far off spiritual presence, but rather, an engaged human actor in this world. For 

instance, in a poem, Dalit writer and Ambedkarite Buddhist Daya Pawar writes, 

Siddhartha 
Never do I see you 
in the Jetawana 
sitting in the lotus position 
with eyes closed 
or in the caves of Ajanta or Werule 
with your stony lips touching 
sleeping your final sleep. 
I see you 
Speaking and walking 
amongst the humble and the weak 
soothing away grief . . . 33 
 

The above poem suggests that in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community, the historical Buddha is 

not viewed as a removed spiritual guide or god-figure, but is rather conceptualized as an active 

healer or saint-figure participating in the happenings of this world.  

 In the Ambedkar movement however, it is not just the Buddha who occupies a central 

role. In many ways, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar is the face of the movement. Ambedkar was not 

with his community long after conversion, however. Two months after the mass conversion 

ceremony where “Dr. Ambedkar took refuge in the Three Jewels, pledged to observe the Five 

Precepts, and in a litany of Twenty-Two vows, pledged to avoid the beliefs and practices of the 

Hindu religion,” Ambedkar died and his community was left in the midst of a leadership 

vacuum. 34 Ten days after Ambedkar’s death however, in Mumbai, another mass conversion was 
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32 Ibid,10. 
33 “Daya Pawar, “Buddha" translated by Jayashree Gokhale in 1993. See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 116.  
34 The Three Jewels are The Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, and the Five Precepts are vows to not kill, steal, to avoid 
sexual misconduct, refrain from lying, and abstain from intoxicants. See Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 54. 
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held. By the time of the 1961 Census, eighty percent of the Mahars in Maharashtra had 

announced their new Buddhist identity.35 

But what led Ambedkar to this pivotal moment where he rejected the national tradition in 

favor of one that had largely died out in India?36 To understand this, we have to go back in time. 

Ambedkar lived during the collision between colonialism and nationalism. His ancestral village 

was Ambavade in the Ratnagiri district of Maharashtra. He was born in 1891 in Mhow, where 

his father was a teacher at a local military school. Despite being from a relatively well-off Mahar 

family, Ambedkar notes the pangs of discrimination and casteism he encountered as a child. In 

one of his most famous essays entitled, “On The Way to Goregaon,” he writes that, “not one of 

the [bullock-carts] was prepared to suffer being polluted and to demean himself carrying 

passengers of the untouchable classes. We were prepared to pay double the fare but we found 

that money did not work.”37 He then goes on to say, “this incident had a very important place in 

my life. . . . it has left an indelible impression on my mind.” 38 Ultimately he concludes that this 

instance sparked in him a profound consciousness of his Untouchability and of its implications; it 

filled him with shame.  

Still, despite encountering caste prejudice, Ambedkar excelled in his studies. He attended 

Elphinstone High School in Mumbai (at the time, Bombay). Upon graduation from college in 

1912, he received a scholarship from the Maharaja of Baroda for backward caste students to 
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35 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 73.  
36 As Johannes Beltz points out, pre-conversion, “there was no Buddhist institution or community in India which 
[Ambedkar] could have contacted which also meant that there was nobody on whom he would have to depend if he 
became a Buddhist. . . . In becoming a Buddhist he would be free to realize his ideas without submitting himself to 
an already existing religious institutional body.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 54.  
37 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 49.  
38 Ibid, 52.  
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study abroad. Accordingly, Ambedkar was the first Mahar to study abroad at Columbia 

University and the London School of Economics.39 

 While abroad, Ambedkar became acquainted with the ideals of the French Revolution 

such as liberty, equality and fraternity; he notes his exposure to these ideals as part of what 

pushed him to leave the Hindu fold. After internalizing the ideals of freedom and independence, 

he came to believe that the only way for the Untouchable community to gain self-respect and 

respect from others was to convert away from Hinduism because he believed Hinduism was 

institutionalized casteism. Ambedkar was as much a philosopher of religion as he was a political 

figure, and he interrogated the function of religion and its social value. As Queen and King 

astutely observe, “Ambedkar’s was the faith that religious symbols and values are indispensible 

for lasting social change and that self-respect and personal dignity—(in Marathi, manuski,) could 

only come with religious identity and commitment.”40 To best understand the Ambedkar 

movement however, it is key to understand both why Ambedkar valued conversion as a path to 

liberation, and his reasons for choosing Buddhism.  

 Aside from his collection of writings on Untouchability, the rupee and India’s 

dysfunctional and inequitable governing system, Ambedkar wrote extensively on the utility of 

religion and faith’s ultimate social value.41 In doing so, it becomes clear why Ambedkar used 

religion, or in essence, conversion, as a social tool.  In his essay entitled “Conversion,” 

Ambedkar writes that,  

 It is an error to look upon religion as a matter which is individual, private and 
 personal . . . The correct view is that religion like language is social for the reason that 
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39 “Backward caste” is a collective term used by the government of India to classify castes that are socially and 
educationally disadvantaged. 
40 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 67.  
41 I reference the rupee here to indicate Ambedkar’s breadth of knowledge and expertise. Ambedkar was an 
economist in addition to being a social reformist and lawyer. He wrote an essay entitled “The Problem of the 
Rupee.” The rupee is the basic monetary unit in India.  
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 either is essential for social life and the individual has to have it because without it he 
 cannot participate in the life of the society.”42  
 
Here, we see Ambedkar’s rationale for converting to Buddhism rather than declaring atheism, 

since he believed that religious identity is crucial to participating in society. In this same essay, 

Ambedkar goes on to quote Charles Ellwood’s sociological essay on religion in which Ellwood 

writes, 

 Religion projects the essential value of human personality and of human society into 
 the universe as a whole. . .What the reason does for ideas, religion does, then, for the 
 feelings. It universalizes them. . . .The function of religion . . . is a means by which 
 society exercises its control over the conduct of the individual in order to maintain the 
 social order . . . . religion is the most powerful force of social gravitation without which 
 it would be impossible to hold the social order in its orbit.43  
 
Based on the above quotations, it is clear that both Ambedkar and Ellwood view religion as an 

integral part of both the individual’s social life and the society at large.   

 Accordingly then, based on Ambedkar’s staunch belief in religion’s social value, 

Ambedkar sought a religion whose founder’s views aligned with his own—a religions whose 

tenets could serve to liberate his community from the exploitation they faced in the name of 

Hinduism. In his essay “The Buddha and the Vedic Rishis,” Ambedkar writes that, “[The 

Buddha] repudiated [the] thesis that the Vedas are infallible and [that] their authority could never 

be questioned. In his opinion, nothing was infallible and nothing could be final. Everything must 

be open to re-examination and reconsideration whenever grounds for reexamination and 

reconsideration arise.”44 He then goes on to infer that the Buddha openly critiqued caste and 

graded social inequality:  

 The organization of society set up by Brahmanism in the name of Chaturvarna did 
 not appear to [the Buddha] a natural organization. Its class composition was 
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42 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R. Ambedkar, 225. 
43 Charles A. Ellwood, The Reconstruction of Religion: A Sociological View (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1925), 39-40 as cited by Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 227. 
44 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 212-213. 
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 compulsory and arbitrary. It was a society made to order. [The Buddha] preferred  an 
 open society and a free society.45 
 
In the quotation above, Ambedkar justifies the conversion by suggesting that the Buddha did not 

agree with the hierarchical nature of caste within Brahmanism. 

 In his essay entitled, “Conversion,” Ambedkar further justifies the conversion to 

Buddhism by putting forth the idea that “Hinduism [does not] universalize the value of life 

without distinction . . . On the contrary the wrongs to which the Untouchables are subjected by 

the Hindus are acts which are sanctioned by the Hindu religion. . . . Why should we 

Untouchables adhere to Hinduism which is solely responsible for [our] degradation?”46 In this 

quotation, Ambedkar appeals to the pride and dignity of the Untouchables, pushing them to think 

critically about the state of their oppression and marginalization. 

 Though I have merely surveyed a select few of the views Ambedkar puts forth in his 

essays, these assumptions and perspectives are key when interrogating the goals of the 

conversion because they provide a framework with which to measure the conversion’s impacts. 

In choosing Buddhism, Ambedkar made use of what he believed to be the integral function of 

religion in social life—he chose a religion that in his view, unlike Hinduism, universalizes the 

value of life without distinction.  

In converting to Buddhism, however, Ambedkar reconstructed various parts of the 

Buddhist world-view, rejecting doctrines such as karma and reincarnation which had often been 

used to justify the caste system and blame victims for their own suffering.47 Queen and King 

eloquently and succinctly summarize Ambedkar’s redefining of the four noble truths:  
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45 Ibid, 213. 
46 Ibid, 228-229. 
47 As Johannes Beltz summarizes, “For Ambedkar the notion of dukkha [or suffering], does not have esoteric 
dimensions, as the concepts of penitence, reincarnation, and the soul are absent. The virtues or the sins of the past 
lives are not responsible for the present social status of a person.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 65.  
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For Ambedkar, the first noble truth for the present age was the widespread 
 suffering of injustice and poverty. The second truth was the social, political, and  
 cultural institutions of oppression—the collective expression of greed, hatred, and 
 delusion; the third truth was expressed by the European ideals of liberty, equality,  and 
 fraternity; and the fourth truth was the threefold path of Ambedkar’s famous slogan, 
 ‘Educate! Agitate! Organize!48 

 
In addition to reimagining the four noble truths, Ambedkar re-conceptualized the notion of 

nirvana, or Buddhist enlightenment. Queen and King define Ambedkar’s concept of nirvana as a 

“kingdom of righteousness on earth,” going on to describe the Buddha’s enlightenment “not as 

the ripening of an individual’s cosmic potential, but as a simple realization of the plight of 

others.”49 It appears then, that this-worldliness, equality and empathetic understanding of the 

plight of others were at the heart of Ambedkar’s belief system and furthermore, central to his 

understanding of Buddhism. 

Now that I have briefly surveyed the origins of the Ambedkar movement and some of 

Ambedkar’s key beliefs regarding religion and its social value, we will move to the ethnographic 

section—or rather, the heart of this paper. It will be useful to draw parallels between the 

ethnography and this first section when possible, especially for clarification of certain key terms.  

***** 

 
ETHNOGRAPHIC CONCEPTIONS OF BUDDUHIST IDENTITY  

Defining Ambedkarite Buddhism 

Amongst those I interviewed, I observed uniformity in that for all my informants, 

Buddhist identity is a crucial facet of their self-conception. There is, however, a distinction 

between those who view Buddhism as a philosophy or way of life (and explicitly not a religion) 
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48 The standard four noble truths of Buddhism that Ambedkar redefined are as follows: 1. Duhkha: all existence is 
suffering, 2. Samudaya: suffering is caused by craving, 3. Nirodha: suffering can have an end, and 4: Marga: the 
way to the end of suffering is the Noble Eight Fold Path. See Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 63. 
49 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 56. 
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and those who view Buddhism as a religion. The question here is less “why do certain Buddhists 

view Buddhism as a religion?” but rather, why are certain Buddhists so quick to renounce this 

association? I would posit that many of the Ambedkarite Buddhists who view their Buddhist 

identity as more of a philosophy than a religion are responding to what they deem to be the 

excessive religiosity in Hinduism: the centrality of ritual, god worship, festivals and 

“superstition.” Radical Dalit activist and Ambedkarite Buddhist, Sameer Mohite, is 

representative of this opinion. For Sameer, part of Buddhism’s merit is that it does not require 

the sort of faith in gods or rituals that he believes are warranted by standard Hindu tradition.50 

For him, identifying Buddhism as a philosophy rather than a religion is just another way in 

which he can define Buddhism in opposition to Hinduism.51  

In contrast to Sameer’s way of conceptualizing his Buddhist identity, for Pinky, Sameer’s 

thirty-eight year-old cousin from Mumbai, “Buddhism is a religion.” Furthermore, Pinky 

considers herself Buddhist despite the fact that she celebrates Hindu festivals and holds onto 

some Hindu beliefs.52 Others, such as Rina Sagare, a thirty-one-year-old Ambedkarite Buddhist 

from Mumbai now residing in Pune, merge Pinky and Sameer’s views.53 For Rina: 

Buddhism is a religion and a way of life. Buddhism is about the mind. It is about being 
okay to accept people as they are, without using judgment or prejudice . . . . Buddhism 
also is proper understanding, because if you understand differences properly, you can 
accept the differences.  
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50 I do not have a direct quote here because Sameer emphasized this point so many times—it was a reoccurring 
theme in our conversations.  
51 Sameer Mohite, June 29, 2015. Sameer’s opinion here is a common one within the Ambedkarite Buddhist 
community. For instance, in his book, Beltz documents how in his introduction to Buddhism, Buddhist scholar, 
Walpola Rahula argues that Buddhism is fundamentally different from a religion: “A Buddhist is not obliged to 
perform any superficial rites and ceremonies. Buddhism is a way of life.” See Beltz, Buddhist, Mahar, Buddhist and 
Dalit, 185.  
52 Sulakshana “Pinky” Kadam, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, June 30, 2015. I will explore this point further 
in the section on Hindu rituals and symbols in the Buddhist community. 
53 Rina is a graduate student studying Pali and Engaged Buddhism at the University of Pune.!
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Evidently, Rina’s understanding of Buddhism acknowledges that binary oppositions are 

insufficient. For this reason, Rina is able to view Buddhism as both a religion and a philosophy.54  

 Other informants parallel the views of Queen and King, choosing to define Ambedkar’s 

Buddhism as falling within the realm of Engaged Buddhism—an example of a religious 

liberation movement grounded in the concerns of this world—for instance, the alleviation of 

poverty, economic disparities and discrimination. When defining Buddhism, Shupra Sagar, an 

Ambedkarite Buddhist and professor at the University of Pune, focuses on the social aspects of 

Buddhism—its implications for interpersonal relations. During a conversation at the University 

of Pune, he said, “Dr. Ambedkar and the Buddha taught that all the world’s sorrow can be solved 

by good human relations and values. This is the social, not spiritual aspect of the dhamma . . . 

This is Engaged Buddhism.”55  

 Finally, how do today’s Maharashtrian Buddhists conceptualize Ambedkar in the 

Buddhist worldview? How does he operate as a part of my interviewees’ Buddhist identities? For 

many informants, including, for instance, Sameer, Ambedkar is a leader, a brilliant scholar, and a 

hero, but not a god-figure. A smaller sampling of my informants, however, view Ambedkar as a 

god-figure, a reality that is perplexing in light of the fact that he desired that no one divinize him 

or elevate him to a pedestal. For instance, on Ambedkar’s fiftieth birthday in 1941, he announced 

to his community, “You have been celebrating my birthday for some fifteen years past. I have 

never attended them. I have always been opposed to them.” He also once said, “Do not venerate 

me. You should accomplish the objective, which I fought for my entire life.”56 An Ambedkarite 

Buddhist named D.R. Waghmare criticizes the fact that some have deified Dr. Ambedkar within 
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54 Rina Sagare, interview by Emma Leiken, University of Pume, July 18th, 2015.  
55 Shupra Sagar, interview by Emma Leiken, University of Pune, July 19th, 2015. In Buddhism, dhamma, (a Pali 
word) is commonly defined as the teachings or religion of the Buddha, whereas in Hinduism, dharma is often 
translated as code for conduct, duty, or principle of cosmic order. 
56 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 178.  
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the Buddhist community. Waghmare does not participate in the celebration of Ambedkar’s 

anniversary because he believes it has “been transformed into a cult of a hero.”57 I too, observed 

Ambedkar’s cult-like following and divinization in some sectors of the community, because 

some interviewees told me that they pray to the Buddha and Ambedkar when hoping for good 

fortune and relief from illness. Finally, even though Pinky said, “For me, Babasaheb is not a God 

. . .  He is more of a mentor—a  guide  . . .  Some people are so grateful for him that they treat 

him like a God,” she uses the rhetoric of “making puja” to the Buddha and Ambedkar, a 

distinctly Hindu phrase that is commonly defined as the act of showing reverence to a god or 

spirit through prayers, song, rituals and offerings.58 

 

Intersecting Identities: Buddhist Identity Versus Indian Identity 

 In trying to understand the complexities of Buddhist identity, I probed the relationships 

between my informants’ identities as both Buddhist and Indian. With the exception of two 

informants, I observed a pattern that most Buddhists I interviewed identify more with being 

Buddhist than with being Indian. 

Most interviewees expressed similar sentiments to those of Dalit feminist author and 

Ambedkarite Buddhist, Urmila Pawar. When I asked Urmila about her relationship to her Indian 

identity as compared with her Buddhist one, she laughed, and said, “We are staying in India, but 

India did nothing for us.” She went on to question, “What is India?”  Before I could respond, she 

exclaimed, “India does not mean the hills, the mountains, the rivers. It means the people. The 
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57 Ibid,177.  
58 Pinky Kadam, July 1, 2015. In his book, Beltz writes, “Zelliot finds also that the Buddhists offer neither prayers 
nor puja to Ambedkar or the Buddha, and, it is in this way that the Buddhist ritual practices differ from those of the 
Hindus.” He goes on to observe that,“[Zelliot’s] conclusion seems exaggerated as she ignores the difference between 
ideology and practice.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 187. Pinky’s use of the term puja in the above section 
is a prime example of a case that Zelliot’s supposed conclusion would overlook.  
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people make India—not nature, and Indian people from many years ago gave us casteism.” She 

then added that she sees evidence of casteism in India’s greatest epics, such as The Ramayana 

and The Mahabharata. “I am first an Ambedkarite, and then an Indian,” she unwaveringly 

concluded.59 

  Similarly, Rina prioritizes her Buddhist identity over her Indian one. “My Buddhist 

identity is more important to me, because as a Buddhist, I can connect with people all over the 

world,” she said.60 In a similar vein, Chandrakant Gamre, an Ambedkarite Buddhist rickshaw-

driver from Kalambaste said, “I am first and foremost a Buddhist. Before we were Buddhists, 

when we were just Indian, we did not have a good place in society. I am grateful to Buddhism, 

because it brought us a sense of humanity.”61 Chandrakant sees his Buddhist identity as 

providing him with a greater sense of self-respect—or in Marathi, manuski—than does his Indian 

identity.  

Pinky, however, was an exception to this pattern of preferences. It is important to note that 

her unique upbringing informs her various identities. Growing up, Pinky’s father was in the 

Indian Air Force. For that reason, she spent most of her childhood on army bases, studying in 

English-medium-schools with children of various religions. On these bases, Hindi was the 

official language rather than Marathi, the local language of Maharashtra, and Hindu festivals 

were celebrated alongside Buddhist observances. On these bases, Pinky described that there was 

a prioritization of India as a country over its constituent parts—state allegiances, religious 

identities etc. It is in part due to these elements of her upbringing, Pinky says, that she feels very 

connected to India. Alongside Indian cuisines and literature, Pinky loves Indian culture, fashions, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59 Urmila Pawar, interview by Emma Leiken, Mumbai, July 29, 2015.  
60 Rina Sagare, July 18, 2015.  
61 Chandrakant Gamre, interview by Emma Leiken, Kalambaste, July 5, 2016. Kalambaste is a village ten minutes 
outside of Chiplun.  



  Leiken 27 

cinema and the vastness of the country. In responding to the question of intersecting identities—

being both an Indian and a Buddhist—Pinky said, 

When someone asks me who I am or where I am from, I don’t say Maharashtrain or Buddhist 
first. I say that I am Indian. I think we should respect India first and then our religion, and 
then our state. I always stand up during the national anthem. Our country is the most 
important. I could go anywhere in India and feel connected to people.62  
 

Evidently, though Pinky in some ways prioritizes her Indian identity, she is able to hold both her 

Indian identity and her Buddhist identity close to her heart.  

 In a similar category to Pinky’s view is that of Rina’s husband, thirty-eight-year-old IT 

professional and Ambedkarite Buddhist from Pune, Praveen Sagare. For him, being Buddhist 

and being Indian are “one and the same.”  “For me,” he said, “Within Buddhism and the Indian 

constitution are the same principles. Both are dependent upon equality.”63 I should say however, 

that it is no coincidence here that Dr. Ambedkar was Chairman of the Indian Constitution’s 

Drafting Committee. Accordingly, many of Ambedkar’s principles were infused into the 

preamble of the Indian Constitution, such as the ideals of justice, liberty, equality and 

fraternity.64 I observed in my interviews that many Ambedkarite Buddhists have pride in the fact 

that Ambedkar played such an integral and noteworthy role in crafting India’s constitution.  

 

What’s in a Name?  Buddhist, Mahar, or Dalit? 

As I alluded to in the section on methodology, during the completion of my fieldwork, I 

observed significant diversity among Buddhists’ relationships to the terms “Buddhist,” “Mahar” 

and “Dalit.” As Beltz articulates, “[the three words] are markedly different from each other 
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62 Pinky Kadam, July 5, 2015.  
63 Praveen Sagare, interview by Emma Leiken, Pune, July 18, 2015.  
64 Though Ambedkar’s values are infused into the Indian constitution, they are not always followed. For instance, 
even though Untouchability was prohibited in the constitution, in many ways it is still practiced to this day. 



  Leiken 28 

because each word has a history and represents specific experiences and identities.”65 I 

encountered the least complications with the term Buddhist, as virtually all informants identify as 

Buddhist and take pride in their Buddhist identity.  

A common sentiment is that of Rupali Mohite, forty-year-old Ambedkarite Buddhist 

from Kalambaste village, who told me, “I feel very proud to be a Buddhist . . . For me, the words 

Dalit and Mahar have been erased.” She went on to explain, “North Indians use the word Dalit 

but we do not use it in the Konkan region because here, mainly all Dalits are Buddhist.”66 

Similarly, Shirish Pawar, a Buddhist actor, folk-singer and social activist from Mumbai, has 

pride in his Buddhist identity. Shirish speaks disapprovingly about the few famous Buddhist 

actors who opt to change their surname and renounce their Buddhist identity for the sake of fame 

and simplicity.67  

Similar to the positive uniformity I witnessed in reactions to the word Buddhist, I 

observed uniformly negative responses to the word, “Mahar.” Whereas some of the more 

educated and activism-oriented informants such as Sameer and Mangesh had no issue using the 

term when talking about pre-Ambedkar India and the history of their community, most other 

informants avoided the term entirely, even when talking about the history of their community 

before conversion.68 I observed that most Buddhists I spoke to view the term as a derogatory 

word of the past—a name projected onto their community because of their ritual profession. “We 
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65 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and, Dalit, 33. 
66 Rupali Mohite, interview by Emma Leiken, Kalambatse, July 6, 2015. This is not entirely true. There are some 
Chambhars in the Konkan region that did not convert and are still Hindu.  
67 Shirish Pawar, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 2, 2015. Shirish lives in a Mumbai slum in Wadala. He 
sings devotional folk songs to Dr. Ambedkar for a living. He attended Siddharth College in Mumbai (a college 
founded by Dr. Ambedkar) and has recently starred in an enormously successful film, Court, which is now India’s 
entry to the Oscars. He married between castes, to Shweta, who comes from a Hindu Mali family (historically a 
“Shudra” caste, often also labeled “other backwards class.”) 
68  Mangesh is an Ambedkarite Buddhist scholar and activist from Pune. He is chair of the Manuski Center in Pune. 
Amongst other things, some of the aims of the center are to transcend caste barriers through social development 
programs and to develop leadership amongst Dalit women.  
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are Buddhist now . . . . We are no longer Mahars,” Pinky once said, and I saw her cringe at the 

word.69 Similarly, Seema Gamre, Ambedkarite Buddhist from Kalambaste village, said, “After 

the conversion, there is no Mahar. Those who have converted are now Buddhist. We dislike the 

other words.”70 In a similar vein to Seema’s opinion is that of Praveen Sagare, who said, “There 

is no such thing as a Buddhist Mahar.”71 Evidently, then, for many of these Buddhists, their 

historical caste name and their newfound Buddhist identity are wholly incompatible. With the 

conversion to Buddhism, these Buddhist have shed internal perceptions of caste and the name 

Buddhist has superseded the name Mahar. 

 Whereas I observed uniformity in that most of my informants strongly identify with the 

term “Buddhist” and harbor distaste for the word “Mahar,” I saw diversity in my informants’ 

relationship to the term “Dalit.” As a pattern, most activists and highly educated Buddhists I 

interviewed do identify with the term Dalit, although there are exceptions to this pattern. Pinky 

for instance, who was educated up to the eleventh standard (the equivalent of junior year of 

college) does not like the term Dalit because she believes it connotes a sense of caste or impurity. 

In a similar response, college educated IT Professional, Praveen Sagare, said,  “I don’t think we 

are Dalit. We are Buddhist. Even the word Dalit implies caste, but Buddhism is completely 

outside of caste.”72 

Sameer, on the other hand, very much identifies with being a Dalit. “Dalits are all those 

who are oppressed,” he once said: “I like the word Dalit—broken people.” He went on to explain 

that the word is less confining than Buddhist—which is mainly linked to those who used to be 

Mahars in Maharashtra. “Without the word Dalit,” he ponders, “how will a Buddhist from 
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69 Pinky Kadam, June 30, 2015.  
70 Seema Gamre, interview by Emma Leiken, Kalambaste, July 5, 2015.  
71 Praveen Sagare.  
72 Ibid.!!
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Maharashtra connect with a lower caste person from South India?”73 Sameer is knowledgeable 

enough of the writings and opinions of Ambedkar to know that Ambedkar advocated for unity 

amongst oppressed groups. In other words, Ambedkar wanted the Mahars, Matangs, Chambhars, 

Bhangis and all depressed classes to unite in a common effort to assert their basic human 

rights.74 For this reason, Sameer is not partial to those who used to be regarded as Mahars (and 

have now converted to Buddhism), but rather feels connected to all people who were previously 

considered Untouchable or lowly by the Hindu majority, including Adivasis or tribals. Sameer’s 

complex knowledge of and familiarity with Ambedkar’s essays and speeches informs his 

viewpoints. He closed this conversation with, “I am proud of being a Dalit because behind the 

word ‘Dalit’ is my struggle against caste.” For Sameer, embracing the word ‘Dalit’ is an act of 

self-assertion and resistance.  

Overall, Sameer views the term Dalit as a weapon, because it acknowledges the existence 

of an oppressor. The translation of “downtrodden” implies that someone has pushed Dalits down 

and is responsible and accountable for their exploitation. He is proud of being a Dalit pursuing 

his PhD at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, a reputable research university in Mumbai, and of 

having excelled despite the structural discrimination and lack of resources faced by those in his 

community. Sameer is a self-proclaimed radical, fiercely devoted to Ambedkar. He is an activist-

social worker who has dedicated his life to improving the social and economic situation of his 

community through increasing the accessibility of education. In this interview, Sameer proudly 

noted that he is amongst basically the first generation of Dalits to go to college. “My dad only 

finished up to the tenth standard,” he said.  
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73 Sameer Mohite, July 1, 2015.  
74 Historically deemed Untouchable castes. 
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Similar to the way in which Sameer identifies with the term Dalit, Urmila Pawar, has a 

basically positive relationship to the term, though when I asked her about its place in the title of 

her book, The Weave of my Life: A Dalit Woman’s Memoir, she expressed that the term is 

situational and perhaps dated.  In our interview, she said,  

If I were writing the memoir in this day in age, I might not include the word ‘Dalit’ in the 
title because as more progress is being made in the community, people are beginning to 
identify less with the term ‘Dalit.’ Some people think Dalit means those who are poor or 
downtrodden—beggars. They say, ‘Now we live in nice homes and we wear nice clothes, 
so why you call us Dalit? I believe though, that the words ‘Dalit’ or ‘Ambedkarite’ are all 
showing that though we are part of an oppressed community, we are able. The word is 
not degrading us. It’s showing strength. It’s showing the situation of society. No one is 
saying Dalit like it’s okay – oh we like Dalit—no, we are against that situation. 
Nowadays, though, Ambedkarite feels more accurate. But when I wrote the book, Dalit 
seemed more appropriate.75  
 

The term Dalit functions in a similar way for Urmila as it does for Sameer—as a sort of 

weapon—an acknowledgement of the oppression historically faced by the Dalit community, but 

also as an expression of their capabilities and progress despite not having had a level playing 

field. For both Urmila and Sameer, the word Dalit shows a fighting spirit, a lack of complacency 

and a profound act of resistance. 

 

Origin Stories: Why Did Buddhism Disappear From the Country it was Born in? 

Now that I have examined conceptions of Buddhist identity and “naming,” I will explore 

the ways in which contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists have reclaimed their history. Part of 

this historically oppressed community conceptualizing a new communal identity involved a 

taking back of the narrative—of the history that had thus far neglected and portrayed their 

community as lowly. In reconstructing their contemporary identities, often marginalized groups 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75 Urmila Pawar.  
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have to construct counter-narratives—narratives that implement a history from below approach, 

which incorporates the study of the non-elite, or in the case of the Dalits, the non-meritorious.76 

 I first explored the subject of origin stories while interviewing various Ambedkarite 

Buddhist professors in the Pali Department of the University of Pune. Shupra Sagar, one of the 

professors at the university, is perplexed by the question: “Why did Buddhism disappear from 

the country it was born in and spread everywhere else?”77 This question presupposes that 

something suspicious happened to wipe Buddhism out. After conducting my fieldwork, I learned 

that Shupra, (and many of my interviewees), like Ambedkar, link the origin of Untouchability 

and the prominence of Brahmanism to the disappearance of Buddhism in India.  

Additionally, whereas many Ambedkarite Buddhists use the rhetoric of conversion to 

describe their turn towards Buddhism, others within the community, such as Sameer, refer to this 

step as a reclamation of their true religion—a taking back of their indigenous identity as original 

Buddhists. Sameer makes sense of his original Buddhist identity, the Aryan invasion and the rise 

of the caste system as follows:78  

When the Aryans came to India, there was no caste system. However, when the Aryans 
came, they started fighting with tribals and the original inhabitants. The Aryans became 
Brahmins and those that continued to fight started to be treated as slaves, and became the 
Shudras, and those that never stopped fighting became outcasts who were sent out of the 
village.”  
 

Sameer then clarified that those who were ultimately sent out of the village were the original 

Buddhists—the present day Dalits, or Ambedkarite Buddhists.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76 History from below is commonly defined as a type of historical narrative, which attempts to account 
for historical events from the perspectives of the common people or the oppressed rather than political leaders and 
the privileged.  
77 Shupra Sagar. 
78 It is beyond the scope of this paper to fully analyze and deconstruct the accuracy of these Buddhist origins stories 
and claims about history. Many contemporary scholars question whether there was any Aryan invasion at all. Still, 
many low-caste groups, such as the Dravidians in South India (the followers of E.V. Ramasamy) believe in this sort 
of narrative. For a more robust analysis, see Giovanni Verardi, Hardships and Downfall of Buddhism in India 
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2011.)  
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 After explaining the Aryan invasion, Sameer commented, “The Mahars have always been 

fighters,” ultimately using this as evidence as to why the British favored having the Mahars in 

their battalion. Then, moving back to the origins of the caste system, Sameer explained that 

because the Brahmins created rigid groups (castes), other groups started imitating them. “I am 

most curious though, to know what happened before the Aryans . . .  during the time of 

Nalanda,” Sameer concluded, asking a similar question to that of Shupra Sagar.79 Though 

Sameer’s chronology might not be entirely accurate, he does conceptualize a similar conflict 

between Buddhism and Brahmanism that Ambedkar wrote about. As Beltz notes, 

In [Ambedkar’s] opinion, the brahmans lost their superior position due to competition 
 from the Buddhists. In order to gain dominant status, the brahmans decided to become 
 vegetarian, to prohibit beef-eating, and to reject the Buddhists. As a result, the Buddhist 
 broken men who ate beef like the rest of the  world, were stigmatized as ‘impure.’ This is 
 how untouchability came into being around AD 400.”80  
 
Evidently, a reoccurring theme in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community is the notion of an 

ancient conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism.  

In a similar tone to the one Ambedkar takes on in his famous speech, on “Krishna and his 

Gita,” Sameer then declared that Hindus stole concepts and sites from the original Buddhists 

after they wiped out Buddhism. Then, Sameer echoed Ambedkar further, saying, “Brahmins 

gave birth to Rama and Krishna in Uttar Pradesh . . . What a coincidence that the Buddha’s 

birthplace was close to that.” He went on to note, “Many Hindu temples were once Buddhist 

temples,” citing that he personally has seen Hindu temples where there are old statues of the 

Buddha outside. Finally, he cited the Mahabodi temple in Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India as further 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
79 Nalanda is an ancient Buddhist monastery and teaching institution from the fifth century C.E. Its ruins are located 
in present day Bihar.  
80 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 69-70. 
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evidence of Hindus trying to reclaim for themselves historically sacred Buddhist sites.81 Sameer 

went on to explain that Ambedkar used The Ramayana and the Bhagavad Gita to prove that the 

Buddhists were in India first and that the Hindus borrowed Buddhist concepts in their epics and 

philosophies.82 Correspondingly, in Ambedkar’s essay entitled, “Krishna and His Gita,” 

Ambedkar writes, “How greatly the Bhagavad Gita is permeated by Buddhistic ideology and 

how much the Gita borrowed from Buddhism.”83 

 Mangesh Dahiwale, a highly educated Ambedkarite Buddhist activist and scholar from 

Pune expressed similar opinions to those of Sameer. In an interview, Mangesh said, “Indian 

history is nothing but conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism.” Then, almost echoing 

Sameer, Mangesh said, “In any city, you will find Buddhist caves,“ implying that Buddhism was 

in India long before Hinduism. “Hinduism,” he said, is a “Persian word with a negative 

connotation.” He went on to explain that the notion of Hinduism came to be when Muslims 

invaded India. “Hinduism is essentially Brahmanisim and Brahmanism is casteism,” Mangesh 

said, going on to explain that, “54% of India’s population (OBCs) are slaves according 

scripture.” Mangesh holds the same belief as Sameer that “Untouchables were originally 

Buddhists but were enslaved in the conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism.”84 Again this 

sentiment echoes the beliefs and writings of Ambedkar. For Sameer and Mangesh, Hinduism is 

an outsider’s construct that encompasses Brahmanism whose essence is caste.85  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 The Mahabodi temple is an auspicious Buddhist pilgrimage site where the historical Buddha is said to have 
achieved enlightenment. It is located in Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India. 
82 Sameer Mohite, July 21, 2015.  
83 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 204. 
84!Mangesh Dahiwale, interview by Emma Leiken, Pune, July 20, 2015.  
85 Interviewee Sanchita Das, a Hindu OBC (“Shudra”) from Calcutta also said, “In India there is no religion—only 
casteism. Hinduism is a very recent construct.” Sameer, who was translating this interview, then added that when he 
interviews young schoolchildren in villages for his PhD thesis, “The children say they do not know their religion—
they only know their caste.” Clearly then, what is translating to the students is not the cosmology, but the hierarchal 
social structure. Sanchita Das and Sameer Mohite, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 14, 2015.  
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 It is beyond the scope of this paper to fully examine the accuracy of these Buddhist origin 

stories and claims about Hinduism, but regardless of the accuracy of Ambedkar’s claims that 

Ambedkarite Buddhists were original Buddhists who were enslaved in the conflict between 

Buddhism and Brahmanism, it is key to examine these claims because they demonstrate the way 

in which historically disadvantaged groups are able to reclaim their history. In crafting their own 

narrative and origin story, Ambedkarite Buddhists are taking back a history that has been 

primarily dominated by their oppressors.  

*** 

ETHNOGRAPHIC UNDERSTANDINGS OF BUDDHISM IN RELATION TO 

HINDUISM  

A Conversion Away from Hinduism or a Conversion to Buddhism?  
 

A Framework to Understand the Interviews  
 

In his 1967 article “They Will Not Die Hindus: The Buddhist Conversion of Mahar Ex-

Untouchables,” scholar R.J. Miller poses a poignant but reductionist question regarding the 

conversion:  

What is withdrawal from the Hindu system in real terms? Is it refusal to collect wood 
 and light a fire for Holi celebrations in a village; refusal to collect dead cattle from the 
 fields, removal of Hindu images from the houses and meeting places . . . ? Is it a group 
 of elderly women memorizing long Buddhist chants in Pali? Or cessation of pilgrimage 
 to traditional Hindu-Mahar sites. Or suspicion of the Brahmin convert to Buddhism.86  

 
Though Miller attempts to frame the conversion as an overall “withdrawal from the Hindu 

system,” he is grappling with defining it. Does removing oneself from the Hindu system involve 

completely doing away with Hindu rituals and customs, or does it involve turning to Buddhist 

ones? In other words, is “withdrawal from the Hindu system” refusal to collect wood and light a 

fire for Holi, or a group of elderly woman memorizing Buddhist chants? It seems that Miller is 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 Miller, “They Will Not Die Hindus,” 644. 
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suggesting that the converts either converted away from Hinduism or converted to Buddhism. 

There is an element of mutual exclusivity to this question. Though this question is reductionist in 

nature, this oscillation of converting “away from or to” can serve as a lens through which to 

examine the Buddhist experiences and perspectives in my ethnographic sections. As we will 

soon see, for informants like Sameer, and perhaps also for Ambedkar, at least through the lens of 

this question, the conversion functions primarily as a turning away from Hinduism. 

Consequently, then, for Sameer, Hindu rituals are entirely incompatible with Buddhist practice. 

For Sameer’s cousin Pinky on the other hand, the conversion is more of a turning towards 

Buddhism. For this reason, Hindu rituals are not entirely incompatible with her Buddhist 

practice: her Buddhism is not crafted in opposition to Hinduism. In the following sections, I will 

demonstrate that rather than an either/or (“a conversion away from or to”) approach, it is best to 

acknowledge that there is a spectrum of views in the contemporary Buddhist community on the 

topic of Hindu rituals and symbols. This latter approach allows for fluidity and multiple 

perspectives in regards to making sense of my ethnography. The coming sections will situate 

Sameer and Pinky on opposite extremes of this spectrum.  

 According to my ethnography, though in the most basic, reductive sense, the 

conversion was both a turning away and a turning to, the conversion transcends the question of 

“converting away from or to” entirely. It is imperative that we recognize a broader and more 

holistic understanding of Ambedkarite Buddhist identity—one that is not grounded in specific 

rituals practiced or (not practiced) but rather in self-perception. From my observations, the 

mechanics of Buddhist practice and the presence of specific (Hindu) rituals and symbols are a 

less unifying factor for contemporary Buddhists than the fact that all Buddhists I interviewed 

claim their Buddhist identity with pride and regard themselves as outside of the caste system.  
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 Still, the question of converting away from or to is important to work with and in doing 

so, problematize. The question must be problematized, in part, because it is not emic question. It 

is not the lens through which the insiders—contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists—view or talk 

about their conversion. So for the most part, in the coming sections, through relaying quotes 

from interviews, I will allow Buddhists to talk about the presence of Hindu rituals and symbols 

in the Buddhist community on their own terms. I will use the question of “converting away from 

or to” just as a stepping-stone to begin making sense of certain diversities in the Ambedkar 

movement. For instance, an informant from Chiplun who was born in 1956 told me that, at the 

local conversion in Chiplun, “all the Mahars brought Hindu idols and statues of gods to the river 

and threw them in . . . [We] drowned them as a way of symbolically breaking ties with 

Hinduism.”87 This account indicates a very active rejection of Hinduism—a moving away that 

was necessary in order for some people to embrace their Buddhist faith. In other words, at least 

in a symbolic sense, many had to do away with their statues of Ganesh, Shiva and Lakshmi to 

make room for the statues and photos of the Buddha and Ambedkar. Many contemporary 

Buddhists view god-worship as counter to Buddhist principles. This reality, however, should not 

negate or overshadow the fact that there are still some Buddhists who view certain Hindu rituals 

and symbols as compatible with their Buddhist identity and practice.  

Ambedkar’s own rejection of Hinduism is reflected in the twenty-two vows he created 

for his community upon conversion. However, while the first half of the vows stipulate what the 

community is leaving behind, the latter half of the vows point to what the community is moving 

towards—or rather, converting to. The first half of the vows are indeed anti-Hindu pledges such 

as:  

I will not believe in the gods Brahma Vishnu, and Mahesh and I will not observe rituals 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87 Chandrakant Gamre.  
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in their honor or fast in their name.  
I believe it to be a mischievous rumor that the Buddha is an incarnation of Vishnu.   
I will not get Brahmins to perform funeral rites. 
 

However, the later vows are actually positive declarations, that symbolize a turning to, such as: 
 

I believe that all human beings are equal and I will try to treat all equally. 
I will adopt the eightfold path of the Buddha in all my deeds. 
I will obey the ten commandments of the Buddha. 
I will treat all creatures with kindness and make friends with them. 
I will not steal, commit adultery, tell lies, or drink alcohol. 
I will live my life according to the three principles of the Buddhist faith: Pradnya, Sheel, 
and Karuna88 
I pledge from now on that I will behave according to the teachings of the Buddha.89   
 

In these latter oaths, specifically the ones related to treating humans equally and with kindness, 

Ambedkar distills what for him is the essence of Buddhist doctrine. His reading of Buddhism has 

far-reaching implications for interpersonal relations. To overlook the positive elements of these 

oaths and to focus only on the anti-Hindu oaths is to overlook the fact that the newly converted 

Buddhists had to differentiate their old faith (Hinduism) from their reclamation of Buddhism, 

due to the risk of others trying to claim that their Buddhism was just simply a type of 

Hinduism—that the Buddha was merely an incarnation of Vishnu.90   

For Ambedkar and for this community, then, the conversion was more than just a 

shedding of the Hindu faith and its worldview. It was intended to be a conversion to a new way 

of living, entailing new beliefs about themselves and new modes of testing their convictions—

based on logic and reason. Ambedkarite Buddhists converted away from being Untouchables, 

but they did so based on a new understanding of reality—grounded in fierce devotion to 

Ambedkar and rationalistic beliefs in equality, compassion and logic. Accordingly then, theirs 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
88 Intellect, character, and compassion. 
89 Urmila Pawar, We Also Made History: Women in the Ambedkarite Movement (New Delhi: Zubaan, an imprint of 
Kali for women, 2008), 186-187.  
90 Here, I am using the words of my informants. I do not have the evidence to prove that in fact, conversion to 
Buddhism was a reclamation of their ancient religion. 
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was not just a reactionary project—an attempt to counter the Hindu worldview. If they merely 

wanted to remove themselves from the caste system, beliefs in karma and reincarnation that were 

used to justify their low place in society, and the overarching Hindu fold, they could have 

become atheists, like the followers of E.V. Ramasamy in South India.91 

 Finally, to qualify this community as “not truly” Buddhist, as some upper caste critics 

have done, is to misunderstand the essence of Ambedkarite Buddhism and to overlook 

discrepancies in resources—or in other words, the contemporary framework of structural 

discrimination faced by this community.92 I urge the critics whose cynicism pushes them to 

claim that Ambedkarite Buddhism was purely a political move and not a true religious 

conversion to Buddhism to consider the fact that access to Buddhist teachings, guidance on 

meditation, Pali and ‘scripture’93 often come with access to educational resources that many in 

this community (especially in villages and slum areas) do not have.94 These Buddhists should not 

be ostracized or devalued and their practice should not be delegitimized for not knowing the 

translations of Pali texts or not having read The Buddha and His Dhamma or various Sutras 

when in fact, they are practicing what Queen and King argue is the essence of Buddhist 

teachings in their every day lives—in the ways they perceive themselves and those they interact 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 E.V. Ramasamy, the founder of the Self-Respect or Dravidian Movement in South India, and a social reformer of 
Ambedkar’s time, opposed religion and preferred atheism because he thought religious people invented myths and 
superstitions intended to exploit the low-castes. In a sense, one could argue that Ambedkar was an atheist because 
Buddhism advocates for no god or goddess worship. Still however, Ambedkar’s community converted to an 
organized religion, whereas Ramasamy urged his followers to declare atheism. 
92 For instance, in his book, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, Beltz documents the views of a Brahman political activist 
from Pune who argues that Ambedkarite Buddhists are not real Buddhists: “Ambedkar’s thoughts are all of British 
and American origin . . .  His Buddhism is not the true Buddhism. True Buddhism does not preach hatred for other 
castes. Ambedkar invented a religion that is based on hatred for the Hindu ‘touchables.’ The Buddha never hated 
anyone . . . That is why educated people never follow Ambedkar.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 105. Yes, 
one could argue that the Buddha did not hate anyone, but one could also argue that the Buddha did not tolerate caste 
hierarchy and social stratification, and that Ambedkar’s reading of Buddhism is not grounded in hate, but rather 
grounded in a rejection of caste hierarchy and systemic and ritually-sanctioned social inequality. 
93 Because there is really no such thing as Buddhist “scripture.” 
94 The likes of whom Ambedkar critiques in his essay, “Conversion.” See Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R 
Ambedkar, 219.  
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with. As Queen and King argue, for Ambedkar, “the center of the Buddha’s dhamma is [hu]man 

and the relation of [hu]man to [hu]man in his life on earth.”95 Perhaps then, what Ambedkar did 

was not deviate from “true Buddhism,” but rather, as Queen and King argue, shift its emphasis 

from one of orthodoxy (tenets of doctrine), to one of orthopraxy (moral practice) in lived 

religious experience. 

 

Is There Room For Hindu Rituals within the Buddhist Community? 

I will begin this section on Ambedkarite Buddhism in relation to Hinduism with a 

selection of quotes exemplifying that the conversion to Buddhism did not erase Hindu gods, 

rituals and symbols entirely from Buddhist homes. In her memoir, The Weave of my Life, 

interviewee Urmila Pawar recounts her experience at the time of conversion when she was 

eleven years old. In describing the conversion, she writes, 

Crowds of people from the surrounding villages marched to the grounds of Gogate 
College in Ratnagiri until it resembled a sea of humanity . . . . Several instructions were 
being issued from the loudspeakers hanging overhead. Then came the reverberating 
sound of Buddham Saranam Gachhami, and we too joined in the chanting of the crowd. 

 
 She then describes that after the ceremony, “the villagers collected the idols and various pictures 

of the gods and goddesses adorning our walls, which Aaye [mother] used to worship every day 

and threw them into a basket” ultimately bringing them into the river.96 She recounts the 

villagers chanting an invocation on the way: 

 
 O ye Gods, 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja 
 Go back to your own place. 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja, 
 You never did any good to us. 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
95 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 56 
96 Pawar, The Weave of My Life, 92. 
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 Now our Lord Buddha has come. 
 Yes, that’s right Maharaja. 
 Now we aren’t scared of anyone. 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja.97 
 
Years later, however, Urmila notes that she went back to Ratnagiri only to find that the homes 

that had once discarded Hindu gods now had the altars back in them.98 Similarly, while 

completing fieldwork, ethnographer Johannes Beltz notes, 

 Many [Buddhists] explained that they did not worship Hindu deities. But I 
 discovered in their kitchens that kuladevata [images of family deities] or other gods 
 continued to exist. Did they want to hide these gods’ from the visitor’s eyes? When I 
 found them, I asked informants why they responded differently earlier . . . They gave 
 excuses such as ‘my son brought me these things from Gujarat,’ or ‘this does not belong 
 to us.’ They insisted that they no longer worshipped Hindu gods and that these idols were 
 just children’s toys or decorative objects. Some of them said only the mother performed 
 the rituals.99 

 
This point corresponds to one of the primary marks of diversity I observed within the Ambedkar 

movement—the presence of Hindu rituals in Buddhist homes. 

 As previously alluded to, the subject of Hinduism is a controversial topic within the 

Buddhist community and studies of the Ambedkar movement in part because outsiders, and 

certain Buddhist critics are quick to delegitimize a person’s particular Ambedkarite Buddhist 

practice at the sight of shrines of Hindu gods, goddesses and symbols in Buddhists’ homes.100 

Whereas Beltz provides evidence that many within the community are critical of Hindu rituals 

outlasting the conversion, I observed others who were more sympathetic—who conceptualized a 

potential compatibility between certain Hindu rituals or symbols and Buddhist practice. Beltz, 

however, tends to focus on the critiques, documenting a scathing critique of those Buddhists who 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
97 Maharaja is the term for an Indian prince in Hindi. It is also a term of respect. See Pawar, The Weave of my Life, 
93.  
98 Ibid, whole book. 
99 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 187.  
100 Often times, staunch Dalit activists such as Sameer, are the quickest to criticize those Buddhists who continue to 
practice Hindu rituals. This is because often times, these activists are purists. They believe that continuing Hindu 
rituals is in essence, being complicit in the caste system and the Hindu religion that oppresses them.   
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still worship Hindu gods and practice Hindu rituals from an interview with Ambedkarite 

Buddhist Baby Kamble. In the interview, Baby says,  

You, you knowledgeable generation of today, you have completely thrown Babasaheb 
out of your lives. Babasaheb who has done so much for you . . . On the fourth day after 
the full moon, on Saturdays and Thursdays, you fast. You familiarize your children with 
Ganapati, Lakshmi and other divinities. Since when are you wasting your energy on 
banging your foreheads on the steps of shrines, whereas not one god has ever had the 
courtesy of showing you some pity?”101 
 

Though I understand the agitation Baby is experiencing and even the perceived hypocrisy she is 

commenting on, Baby’s opinion here is one that I only sometimes encountered in my 

ethnography. Both Baby and Sameer fall on an extreme end of the spectrum. In a sense, they are 

purists. They openly criticize the presence of anything remotely Hindu in the Buddhist 

community. Though many of my informants had strong opinions on whether or not it is 

acceptable for Buddhists to participate in Hindu rituals or hold on to Hindu symbols, Pinky is my 

most complex informant when it comes to this topic.  

During a conversation on Buddhist identity, both Pinky and Vikrant said that for them, a 

central part of being Buddhist is that they do not worship Hindu gods or participate in Hindu 

rituals.102 Soon after agreeing on this point, however, Vicky chided Pinky for hypocrisy—saying 

that Pinky liked to participate in ancient Hindu wedding rituals. As usual, Pinky laughed off this 

critique, not because she is trying to hide something, but because she really sees no 

incompatibility with her Buddhist identity and the practice of a few select Hindu rituals.103 

Whereas Sameer defines his Buddhism in stark opposition to Hinduism, Pinky’s Buddhist 

practice is not necessarily crafted as an antithesis to Hinduism. This reality allows Pinky to 

selectively practice certain Hindu rituals without compromising her Buddhist identity.  
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101 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist, and Dalit, 189. 
102 Pinky and Vikrant are not family but they know each other well because they both have family in the Chiplun 
area. 
103!Vikrant Sawant and Pinky Kadam. interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 10, 2015. 
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During an interview with Pinky, we discussed her perception of her Buddhist identity in 

light of having Hindu friends. I soon learned that Pinky’s Buddhism transcends boundaries and 

does not lead her to resent Hindus or their religion, despite what many in her community believe 

to be the oppressive rituals and observances it forced Untouchables into. In regards to having 

Hindu friends, she said, 

I never talk badly about other religions—even Hinduism, because I believe in love and 
compassion. I do not talk badly about their Gods. In college I would go to the Hindu 
temples in Dadar, Mumbai with my friends because I wanted to support them. I also 
support my friends in Ganpati festival because we are friends. Sameer would never go to 
these Hindu festivals. He thinks all Dalits and OBCs should convert to Buddhism . . . . He 
won’t step foot into a Hindu temple.104 

 
Evidently, Pinky’s understanding of Buddhism is one grounded in compassion and friendship, 

whereas, at least in her opinion, Sameer’s understanding of Buddhism is grounded in a sort of 

divisiveness. His Buddhism is actively anti-Hindu.105 

Rather than discuss in full each Hindu practice or symbol Pinky holds onto, I will use the 

example of the Mangalsutra as representative of Pinky’s approach to this complex tension. 

Pinky, a lover of fashion and all things glamorous, once got into a heated argument with her 

cousin, Sameer, about the Mangalsutra (an ornament many Hindu women wear around their neck 

to indicate that they are married.) Many Buddhist women, such as Rina Sagare, have 

symbolically thrown off their Mangalsutras in a response to the gender inequality they believe 

the Hindu tradition advocates (in part, through requiring women to wear the Mangalsutra). 

However, Pinky says that when she gets married, she will look forward to wearing the 

Mangalsutra. “I have no problem with people wearing the Mangalsutra — even Buddhists,” 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
104 Pinky Kadam, July 11, 2015.  
105 In his ethnography, Beltz quotes a young Buddhist from Nagpur who, like Pinky was wont to do, “explains that 
all religions, in some way, would be the same.” Similar to Pinky, his interviewee said, “I participate in the festivals 
of all the religions. I think religion should not act as a barrier between men. I also go to Hindu temples.” See Beltz, 
Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 190. This illustrates that though Pinky is somewhat of an outlier in my ethnography in 
terms of her views on Hindu rituals and symbols, there are, in fact, others in the community whose views correspond 
with hers.   
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Pinky said.  “It is just a fashion piece and it should be the woman’s choice whether she wants to 

wear one or not.”106 Pinky made this comment while recounting how Sameer dissuaded his wife 

from wearing one because he thought it was oppressive and a mark of gender inequality. Pinky 

believes that regardless of what a husband believes the Mangalsutra’s implications are, it should 

be the wife’s decision as to whether she wears one or not.  

While Pinky views the Mangalsutra out of context of its gender implications, Rupali 

Mohite, an Ambedkarite Buddhist from Chiplun, has a starkly different view. In an interview, 

Rupali said,   

I feel connected to my Buddhist identity because I follow all Buddhist practices, and no 
Hindu ones. That is what Babasaheb wanted us to do. Why should we Buddhist women 
wear the Hindu black Mangalsutra? Here, in the village, I only wear one because I know I 
will be criticized if I don’t. My husband is okay with me if I do not wear Mangalsutra or 
green bangles (markers of marriage.)  I want to wear white bangles, and not green, 
because I am a Buddhist.107 
 

Similarly, in her memoir, interviewee Urmila Pawar writes,  
 
When I saw the bare necks of the activists in the women’s movement, I always asked 
myself, why should I wear the mangalsutra? I am a Buddhist! My religion does not tell 
me to wear one. It suggests only a white string, both for the husband and wife, to be tied 
on their wrists! Then why not do away with these ancient symbols of subservience? I 
resolved to get ride of the mangalsutra. But it was easier said than done. I went to the 
women’s programs without wearing the mangalsutra, but for marriages or naming 
ceremonies I would invariably wear it. Sometimes my troubled conscience made me go 
to the office and elsewhere with a bare neck. If somebody asked me why, I would deliver 
a lecture on women’s liberation. And sometimes, when my heart overflowed with love 
for my husband, I found myself wearing it again. In the beginning, my husband would 
throw a fit if he found me without the mangalsutra. But, later on, even he vacillated 
between the Buddhist and Hindu ways!108 
 

This quotation demonstrates Urmila’s conflict in regards to the Mangalsutra. More than that, 

however, it demonstrates the difficulty in doing away with ancient Hindu symbols and the social 

implications of taking a stance.  
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106 Pinky Kadam, July 11, 2015.  
107 Rupali Mohite. White is regarded as a Buddhist color. 
108 Pawar, The Weave of my Life, 211-212.  
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Similar to Rupali and Urmila’s aversions to the Mangalsutra is Sameer’s critical 

perspective on it. Whereas Pinky has held on to some Hindu beliefs, rituals and traditions, 

Sameer refuses to do anything remotely Hindu. Sameer opposes the Mangalsutra based on the 

grounds that 

First: the original shape of the Mangalsutra symbolizes the breast of the woman, which 
 recognizes a woman as only a sexual object. Second: why should women only wear the 
 mangalsutra?  Why do not men have to wear it?  That is not equal.109 

 
Sameer’s perspective here is unique. Not only does he reject the Mangalsutra because of its 

Hindu origin—he is also uncomfortable with the symbol because he believes it points to a 

profound gender inequality. Sameer is a very progressive and forward-thinking interviewee. Not 

all men in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community are so quick to recognize and condemn gender-

based inequality. Sameer was my only male interviewee who expressed this view.  

Finally, aside from participating in certain Hindu festivals for “fun,” such as Holi and 

Rakhi, Pinky adheres to other value-laden Hindu customs.110 For instance, she deliberately does 

not do puja to the Buddha or Ambedkar when she is menstruating because she feels that she is 

“impure, and should not be with the Buddha or Ambedkar when she is impure.”111 This believed 

impurity and seclusion of a woman on her period is actually a Hindu tradition that she still holds 

onto and believes, based in the purity-impurity dichotomy which is the foundation of caste. Also, 

here the terminology of puja harkens back to Hindu tradition of god and goddess worship.    

Urmila Pawar has a significant amount to say about the presence of Hindu rituals and 

symbols within the Buddhist community. Urmila was born before the conversion, in 1945, 

making her eleven in 1956, the year her family converted to Buddhism. In an interview, she 
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109 Sameer Mohite, July 12, 2015.  
110 Holi is an ancient Hindu religious festival, otherwise known as the Festival of Colors. Rakhi is a Hindu festival 
that celebrates love and duty between brothers and sisters.  
111 Pinky Kadam, July 11, 2015.!!
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described what it was like to grow up Hindu and then have to make the abrupt shift to a new 

religion at such an age.  

In a funny but poignant story, Urmila explained how before the conversion, her family 

worshipped the Hindu monkey-God, Hanuman:112 “There was a Hanuman temple by my home, 

and I used to give holy leaves to it,” she said. She explained that even after conversion, she 

continued to skip school and go to the Hanuman temple because it was her favorite place. Then, 

however, she said, “my mother caught me going back to the Hanuman temple after the 

conversion. She beat me and said, ‘We are Buddhist now!’” Urmila concluded that it took her 

until she was thirteen or fourteen to really understand that she was now a Buddhist.  

When I asked her how she feels about the presence of Hindu rituals in the Buddhist 

community, Urmila explained to me that,  

When conversion happened, people created new rituals . . . . Even still though, many 
 of us follow Hindu rituals. Every person behaves with the subconscious mind. We are 
 Buddhist, but in the subconscious mind, we may think of God . . . . It’s socialization. 
 Though we’ve converted, many Hindu rituals remain. For instance, during the 
 husband’s death in Hinduism, a girl must break her green bangles on her dead husband’s 
 leg. Some Buddhists still do that. During death within the Hindu tradition, women used to 
 wipe their forehead with their dead husband’s toe.  

 
In a similar sentiment to Baby Kamble, Urmila said, “I reject this.”  Sameer, who was translating 

this interview, then added that his mother’s village forced his mother to perform this ritual when 

his father passed away. Urmila then spoke about other Hindu rituals that she rejects. She said,  

To this day, Hindus put small stones or pictures of gods on the road. Whenever I see 
 someone put garlands on a stone, I pick the stone up and throw it away, especially when 
 I see Buddhists do it. I tell Buddhists who do that, ‘you will make a stone temple in 
 your mind, and then not be allowed to go into the real one.  Follow Science!’113  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 It comes as no surprise that Hanuman, the beloved monkey-god, was Urmila’s family’s deity before conversion 
because some scholars have observed that he is a symbol of strength and resilience—a potentially effective resource 
for low-caste rural groups seeking to legitimize their connection with gods and the divine. See Lutgendorf, Philip, 
“Monkey in the Middle: The Status of Hanuman in Popular Hinduism,” Religion 27 (1997): 311-332. 
113 Urmila Pawar and Sameer Mohite, July 29, 2015.  
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I found this remark very powerful. This quotation relates back to Baby’s previous statement: 

“Since when are you wasting your energy on banging your foreheads on the steps of shrines, 

whereas not one god has ever had the courtesy of showing you some pity?” In both of these 

comments, Urmila and Baby are critiquing Buddhists who continue to practice a religion or 

worship gods who are dominated by upper-castes. They point out the contradictions in 

performing Hindu rituals and worshipping Hindu gods and goddesses when in reality, they will 

be barred from entering Hindu temples.  

 It is important to note that whereas those like Baby, Sameer and Urmila reject and 

criticize the presence of all Hindu rituals and symbols in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community, 

others, like graduate student Rina Sagare from Pune, believe that, “if a person is following the 

Five Buddhist Precepts, there is no problem with them worshipping Hindus gods.” In an 

interview, Rina said, “The Five Precepts are more important than secondary rituals.”  During this 

conversation, however, her husband, Praveen, interrupted her and said, “But Dr. Ambedkar said 

not to worship Hindu Gods. I personally think we shouldn’t do that.”114 Praveen is more of a 

purist in relation to Buddhism and believes that Buddhists should do away with Hindu ritual 

completely.  

 Clearly, within this sampling of Buddhists in the Ambedkar movement, there is not much 

consensus or uniformity in regards to whether or not it is acceptable to hold on to Hindu rituals 

and symbols since conversion.115 Rather, my informants are on a spectrum that allows for a 

range in perspectives. That being said, however, it is my view that those who practice certain 

Hindu rituals are no less “Buddhist” than their counterparts. For them, Buddhist identity 
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114 Rina Sagare and Praveen Sagare, July 18, 2015.  
115 In his ethnography, Beltz also observes an “ongoing conceptual differentiation amongst Buddhists,” in regards to 
the acceptability of Hindu rituals and symbols in Buddhist homes. See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 189.  
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transcends Hindu ritual practice and has more to do with self-perception—if I am Buddhist, I am 

Buddhist, regardless of whether I practice certain Hindu rituals.   

 

Hindu or Upper Caste Responses to the Conversion 

 Though it is clear that there is no consensus on the place of Hindu ritual in contemporary 

Ambedkarite Buddhism, through my interviews, I learned that Buddhist identity and the impacts 

of the conversion transcend ritual and the question of “converting away from or to.”116 Though 

Pinky and Sameer may at first glance appear vastly different in their conceptions of Buddhist 

identity, ultimately, their Buddhist identity has provided both of them with more or less the same 

mindset in regards to self-perception. A unifying factor amongst all my interviewees (regardless 

of whether they still practice Hindu rituals or not) is that Buddhism has provided them a greater 

sense of agency and self-respect—in other words, the Marathi term manuski. Overall, it appears 

that these Buddhists have accomplished the inner transformation that Ambedkar wanted. 

Unfortunately, however, in ways, outsiders are lagging behind in their perception of these 

Buddhists. Ambedkarite Buddhists are not necessarily always respected in the greater social 

context— one that is compromised of upper castes, the government and even tribals.117 

 Take for instance the fact that though the practice of Untouchablity was outlawed in the 

Indian constitution, the government still documents ex-Mahars as “scheduled castes.” 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
116 For the purpose of basic classifications, still, Sameer would be in the realm of converting away from Hinduism 
(which explains his aversion to Hindu ritual,) and Pinky would fall into the category of converting to Buddhism (and 
because she did not deliberately convert away from Hinduism, she holds on to certain Hindu rituals).  
117 Most Ambedkarite Buddhists I interviewed believe that caste discrimination in the contemporary framework is 
still prevalent, albeit subtle or concealed. Most Buddhists voiced that caste-based discrimination is more prevalent in 
the private sphere than in the public sphere (for instance, in the private job sector where the policies of quotas and 
reservations are not in place for Scheduled Castes). Interviewees such as Urmila emphasized discrimination against 
Dalits in high-tech institutions and Sameer emphasized the structural discrimination against the Dalit community. 
Shirish, on the other hand, recounted the blatant casteism he faces in the film industry—the preference for light-
skinned actors and the lack of Dalits playing leading roles. “If they do hire Buddhists, they often make them play 
sweepers or menial workers,” he said. In India, those wanting to appear upper caste are often concerned with making 
themselves look fairer, because it is believed that if you are darker, you have spent time toiling in the fields—and 
that you are less well-off. Shirish Pawar.  



  Leiken 49 

Furthermore, Sameer once said, “My hamlet used to be known as Maharwada.  But now we 

changed the name to Buddha-wari . . . The government documents still say Maharwada.”118 

Evidently, the government still conceptualizes Buddhists within the caste-framework. 

 Other interviewees emphasized the ways in which certain upper castes still treat them as 

though they are impure, or Untouchable. For instance, Ambedkarite Buddhist school principal 

Anjeli Kadam describes having experienced overt caste-based discrimination in the work place. 

In an interview, she explained the complexities and setbacks of being a Buddhist woman in a 

place of power in a traditional government school. In our interview, she spoke quickly, with 

volume, animation and warmth.  “I began working as principal at Jilla Parishad Kalambaste in 

2003,” she said.119 She went on to explain that 

At the time, all the other female teachers were either Marathas or Brahmins.  I went to 
lunch on the first day with the other ten lady teachers and the environment felt tense and 
strange because no one was sharing their food. I sensed that they had made a plan for no 
one to share so that they wouldn’t have to share with me, whom they considered 
‘Untouchable.’ They didn’t want food from my tiffin because they did not want to 
become impure. 
 

 Anjeli told the story with such a sense of joviality—as though she had empathy for these women 

still bound up in the shackles of casteist thought. She then explained, that rather than backing 

away and leaving the job altogether at the face of this roadblock and caste prejudice, she used her 

power in a productive way—to achieve respect. Following this lunch and various other 

manifestations of disrespect she faced during her first month as principal, she made a rule that 

teachers had to stay with their students during lunch. Finally teachers began to let go of their 

caste prejudices (at least on the outside). They began sharing with her. Because the other female 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
118!Sameer Mohite, July 16, 2015.  
119 Jilla Parishad is the name for government schools in Maharashtra. Government schools are often some of the 
lowest quality schools in the state and they generally receive less funding than their private school counterparts.  
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teachers specifically, doubted her qualifications since they knew she was a Dalit, she started 

being overly disciplined. This, she explained, “is how I gained respect.”120  

 Through my ethnography I learned that caste stigma transcends geographic locale, as 

both urban and rural Buddhists expressed having encountered it. Most villagers who I 

interviewed about caste-based discrimination had similar responses to those of the Gamres, so I 

will quote the Gamre family as being somewhat representative. The Gamres are a Buddhist 

family from Kalambaste, a village ten minutes outside of Chiplun. During a discussion on caste-

prejudice, Chandrakant Gamre, Ambedkarite Buddhist and rick-shaw driver said,  

In the villages, though conversion has happened, in other people’s mind we are still 
Untouchable. Many of the Marathas in particular do not respect the fact that we are now 
Buddhist . . . There is much tension. Years back, even, OBCS like Kunbis and Marathas 
wanted the Scheduled Caste benefits that Buddhists have…They think we Buddhists are 
not qualified. . . . Amongst Kunbis and Marathas it’s 50/50.121 
 

When I asked him what the statistic was in reference to, he explained, “half will allow us to eat 

in their homes, and half won’t.” Then, he added other forms of discrimination as being, “When 

they don’t invite us to their houses for functions.” He went on to explain,  “in public, they treat 

us equally, but privately people display their casteism.”122  

 

Assessing the Impacts Sixty Years Out: Self-Perception and the Reclamation of Manuksi 
 

 Based on these accounts of caste discrimination from my interviewees, one could come to 

the rash conclusion that the conversion, on the whole, did not afford Buddhists more respect 

from others. Whether or not that is true, however, is not the point, and beyond the scope of this 
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120 Anjeli Kadam, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 9, 2015.  
121 Kunbis are a group of farming castes in Maharashtra, who are lower in caste than the Marathas, who are 
generally land-owning castes. The salient point here is that though Kunbis are not that much higher on the status 
hierarchy than Dalits (Kunbis fall into the “Shudra” caste,) some Kunbis discriminate towards Dalits just like upper 
castes do.  
122 Chandrakant Gamre.  
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paper. In his many speeches and writings, though Ambedkar stressed gaining social equality 

through conversion, his emphasis was on the Untouchable community gaining more self-respect.  

 In order to begin assessing the impacts of the Buddhist conversion, it is useful to reflect 

on Ambedkar’s goals upon deciding to convert. In his essay entitled, “Conversion,” Ambedkar 

observes, “Untouchables need [two] things. First, they need to end their social isolation. The 

second thing is that they need to end their inferiority complex.”123 He then goes on to say that, 

“The inferiority complex of the Untouchables is the result of their isolation, discrimination, and 

the unfriendliness of the social environment.”124 Evidently, Ambedkar hoped that in converting, 

new Buddhists would shed their inferiority complex and gain a sense of worth and personhood. 

Later on in “Conversion,” Ambedkar poses the question: “What does it mean for an Untouchable 

to say that he believes in Hinduism? It means that he accepts that he is an Untouchable [and that 

it is] a result of divine dispensation.”125 He goes on to say that the fact that 

 Hinduism is inconsistent with the self-respect and honor of the Untouchables is the 
 strongest ground which justifies the conversion of Untouchables to another and nobler 
 faith.126  
 
Evidence points to the fact then, that the reorientation of Untouchables’ self-perception and the 

reclamation of personhood, or in other words, manuski, were key factors in Ambedkar deciding 

to convert. Overall, however, the above quotations demonstrate that Ambedkar anticipated the 

positive psychological impacts of the conversion.  

Based off my interviews, I observed that the most profound impact the conversion has 

made, (and the largest point of unity amongst my interviewees) at least in the eyes of the 

Buddhists I interviewed, is the internal impact—the one that has its basis in the self-perception of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
123 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 230.  
124 Ibid, 235. 
125 Ibid, 229.  
126 Ibid, 221.!
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contemporary Buddhists. Throughout my research, I have observed that Buddhist identity has 

provided many of my informants a greater sense of self-respect, self-esteem, agency, 

empowerment and a belief in the value of critical thinking.  

 Zelliot discusses Ambedkar’s legacy and the impacts of the conversion in her book, From 

Untouchable to Dalit. In an essay entitled, “The Leadership of Babasaheb Ambedkar,” Zelliot 

enumerates some of the impacts as 

 a [greater] sense of self-respect, opportunities for education and employment in high 
 places, organization on the basis of local leadership for large goals, a militant claim 
 to human rights, a tie between the new elite and the still-suffering masses, a sense  of 
 belonging completely to a rich Indian religious heritage.127  
 
While all of these points deserve attention, in this section, I will focus on the self-respect 

component of her appraisal. Zelliot emphasizes the importance of the psychological dimensions 

and impacts of the conversion when she observes, “the psychological impacts of Buddhism, the 

matter of changed identity, cannot be judged by visible signs. One way of gauging it is from the 

Buddhist literature, writings, and songs.”128 She then references a song by Ambedkarite Buddhist 

Waman Kardak that exemplifies the psychological dimension of the conversion: 

 Here there is no caste, no useless black-white splits, 
 My Gautam Buddha loves each one.  
 The door is open for all—Shudra, Chandala, Weave, Gardener, Brahman, Fisherman, all 
 merge in the triad of Buddha, Sangha, Dhamma.  
 There are no separate paths, all are brothers. 
 There is no pollution, no harassment, in Buddha’s religion. 
 There is no shelter for hypocrisy in the place of my Buddha. 
 There are no gods; there is no fate, no deed binding one to a fatal direction.129  
 
This song sounds eerily similar to the responses of my informants when I asked them about the 

impacts of the conversion. Like Waman Kardak, informants such as Sameer also emphasized the 
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127 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 73. 
128 Ibid, 218.  
129 Gangadhar Pantavane, “Waman Kardak,” Amru  23 (1975). Translated by Eleanor Zelliot with Vidyut Bhagwa. 
See Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 218.   
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lack of hypocrisy in Buddhism and solace in the fact that there are no gods, no fate, and no 

karma. 

 Zelliot also demonstrates that other leaders in the Dalit movement emphasize the 

psychological dimensions of the conversion. For instance, Namdev Dhasal, a poet and past 

leader of the Dalit Panthers130 is reported to have said in an interview, 

 Conversion to Buddhism . . . freed the scheduled castes from mental and psychological 
 enslavement . . . .  Religion [has] an attraction for the common man and it was not easy to 
 change his attitude towards it. . . . [The Buddhists have] liberated themselves from old 
 ideas of karma and destiny and from worship of Hindu gods. To the extent this facilitated 
 their adopting rational attitudes to their condition in society, the chances of their actively 
 striving to change their conditions were better.131 
 
Likewise, Zelliot cites an article in The Times of India, which confirms my conviction that the 

conversion freed many Buddhists from a sense of inferiority, impurity or pollution. The article 

says,  

 They [Buddhists] seem to have got rid of their age-old inferiority complex. They have a 
 fresh sense of identity and a newly acquired confidence. What is more, the youth among 
 them have completely shed the superstitions that had cramped their existence and have 
 adopted a more rational view of life.132 
 
Zelliot further observes some of the self-perception laden aspects of the conversion when she 

writes, “What has happened is that even in areas where observers report ‘no change at all,’ one 

finds that Buddhists no longer carry out what they feel are ritually submissive, degrading, or 

impure duties.”133 Evidently, the psychological changes had practical implications, as a surge in 

self-respect amongst Buddhists contributed to them giving up their demeaning ritual professions. 

In her book, Zelliot also writes that, “A Brahman teacher who was at Siddharth College in 1956 
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130 The Dalit Panthers was an anti-caste organization founded by Namdeo Dhasal and J.V. Pawar in 1972. The 
revolutionary organization was inspired by the Black Panthers, a revolutionary movement amongst African 
Americans in the US.  
131 The Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. VIII, Nos. 31.33 p1398. See Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 219.  
132 Arun Sadhu, “Neo-Buddhists in Maharashtra—Conversion has Helped,” Times of India 15 (1975). See Zelliot, 
From Untouchable to Dalit, 219. 
133 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 220.  
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reported that his Buddhist (formerly Mahar) students not only threw out their gods and goddesses 

but also were noticeably filled with a new spirit of self-confidence . . . . A sociologist who spent 

seven months in 1962 surveying the situation of Untouchables in the villages stated: ‘The 

Buddhists are still in a gallant mood. They haven’t cooled down yet.’”134 

 But then the question is: Is the fervor of the conversion still aflame among contemporary 

Buddhists? My interviewees indicated that the psychological benefits of the conversion continue 

to play a major role in their thinking. For example, many emphasize their satisfaction because 

“there are no gods” in the Buddha’s religion. One of my informants, Sameer, conceptualized the 

internal impacts of the conversion as being key when he said, 

Growing up as a Buddhist, I was never asked to pray to God blindly. Rather, I have been 
indirectly learning that whatever success you get in life, you must fight for yourself. 
Also, I was never asked to believe in superstitions—for instance, that God caused an 
earthquake because we humans made a mistake. Also, as Buddhist now, we have less 
restrictions. For instance, in Hinduism, you cannot get marriage directly. They consult a 
holy book according to your birth time and they write out your future as prescribed by the 
stars—horoscopes. You see more critical thinking amongst Buddhists . . . so these are the 
psychological changes. Also, now we have knowledge. Now we understand who is 
oppressing us—the Hindus. This knowledge has given me the strength to work to 
eradicate caste.135 
 

Evidently, for Sameer, greater self-awareness and freedom to think critically are key impacts of 

the conversion. He also attributes his sense of work ethic to a newfound understanding of 

success. For him, good fortune is no longer a result of past good karma but rather, a result of 

hard work and determination.  

 Similarly, in her memoir, Urmila Pawar writes that after the conversion, “the people of 

our community went around with a feeling that there was no reason to pray to god for comfort, 
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134 Zelliot writes that, “Dr. M..G. Kulkarni of the Gokhale Institute of Politics and Economics, Pune, has made 
available to me his reports on surveys of villages in Buldana and Nasik districts in 1962. I have quoted only his 
personal remarks, but his detailed knowledge of the village situation has added to my understanding of present 
conditions.” See Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 139. 
135 Sameer Mohite, July 28, 2015.  
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as if all comforts were automatically at their doorsteps.”136 In an interview, Urmila emphasized 

the prevalence of critical thinking amongst Buddhists.137 Rina Sagare, Ambedkarite Buddhist 

from Pune, also commented on the prevalence of critical thinking among Buddhists and the 

psychological impacts of the conversion when she noted, 

Because of Hindu conditioning of the mind, people had lost their reasoning power and 
analysis skills . . . . The conversion brought self-awareness and critical thinking back to 
our community. Self-awareness is very important. You first have to be aware that you are 
being oppressed to become empowered.138 
 

Whereas Sameer, Urmila and Rina all emphasized the psychological impact of the conversion 

from an assessment point of view upon reflection, Pinky exemplified the psychological impacts 

of the conversion in her comment, “Before the conversion, we were Untouchables. Now, we are 

not Untouchables. We are Buddhists. The conversion brought equality to us—and also self-

respect. Because of Buddhism, I am not in the caste-system.”139 Pinky’s comment here 

corresponds to Ambedkar’s belief that the name “Untouchable” corresponded to the way in 

which his community viewed itself—as lowly, impure and unworthy—ie, as Untouchable. In 

shedding the name, many in the community, such as Pinky, lost notions of Untouchability and 

impurity. Correspondingly, in his essay, “Conversion,” Ambedkar comments on the way in 

which names are symbols and have a role in social economy when he writes, “The name 

Untouchable is a bad name. It repels, forbids, it stinks . . . There is a fixed attitude towards 

Untouchables, which is determined by the stink which is embedded within the name 

Untouchable.”140    
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136 Pawar, The Weave of my Life, 93. 
137 Urmila Pawar. 
138 Rina Sagare. 
139 Pinky Kadam, July 29, 2015.  
140 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 236. !
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 I observed further evidence of progress in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community when I 

visited Pinky’s village, or “native place,” as she calls it—Nandevsi. There we met her ninety-five 

year-old grandmother, Parvati, who was born well before the conversion—hence why she is 

named after a Hindu goddess. Pinky explained that Parvati was married at the age of seven, 

because during the time of her upbringing, child marriage was still prevalent. At her pre-

conversion wedding, Pinky added, “there were many Hindu rituals. . . . She had to walk around 

the fire.”141 Pinky explained that Parvati never got the benefits of an education. She cannot read 

or write, so when she signs forms and documents, she uses her fingerprint. Amidst our discussion 

of Parvati, Pinky expressed gratitude for her education and privileges. “I am grateful to 

Babasaheb. Because of him, I am where I am today,” she said.142 Pinky and her grandmother 

span two generations of Ambedkarite Buddhists. 

 Shupra Sagar, Pali professor at the University of Pune, is eager to assess the impacts of 

the conversion. “Buddhism has brought a new life to backward people in India,” he said during 

an interview. He went on to express gratitude for Ambedkar, commenting, “Look at all of us 

who are at this university in positions of power . . . it is because of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar.”  

In his appraisal of the contemporary situation, he expressed gratitude that due to the dhamma, 

Buddhists do not believe in God. He also emphasized the loss of the inferior quality that the 

conversion brought. Distilling what he believes to be the impacts of the conversion and 

Ambedkar’s legacy, Shupra said,  

Dr. Ambedkar gave us two important things: in the spiritual form, he gave us the 
Dhamma, and in the political form, he gave us the constitution of this country . . . 
Because of this conversion, we lost the inferior quality or complex. The dhamma tells us 
that no God inflicted this slavery on us. . . No religion. This then helped us pursue 
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141 Walking around the fire is a traditional ritual in a Hindu wedding. 
142 Pinky Kadam, August 1, 2015. As Amedkarite Buddhist Vasant Moon writes in his book, Babasaheb translates 
to, Father-Master—it is an “affectionate and respectful title given to Ambedkar around 1928. Often shortened to 
Baba.” See Moon, Growing Up Untouchable in India, 179.  
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education—due to the provisions in the constitution, we got reservations.143 This then 
helped our financial status. When people get a steady income source or secure 
government job, poverty as a source of suffering begins to diminish. Now we are able to 
choose our profession of choice. Now you’ll find Dalits in almost every sector.   
  

In the above quote, Shupra emphasizes the interconnectedness of the impacts of the 

conversion—the way in which the political impacts inform the economic impacts, which in turn, 

inform the psychological impacts. Evidently, the effects of the conversion span a wide array of 

categories, ultimately leading to the construction of a new identity for these Buddhists—one that 

is crafted along political, economic, social, psychological and spiritual lines. As Shupra notes, 

with more financial stability and with reservations, many Buddhists have been provided a sense 

of agency. Rather than having to continue the ritual professions of their parents and 

grandparents, many are now able to choose the profession of their choice. !I should note, 

however, that for Shupra, there is still work to be done and progress to be made. During our 

interview, in addition to remarking on the positive impacts of the conversion, he also remarked 

on its shortcomings. Shupra commented “only thirty percent of Ambedkarite Buddhists are now 

financially secure, while seventy percent (mostly in rural areas) often do not receive such 

benefits.”  He then lamented that, “the social movement has mainly been urban.”144 

 Like Shupra, many interviewees I spoke to assessed the political and economic impacts 

of the conversion and Ambedkar’s legacy positively, by referencing reservations, the quota 

system in India for Dalits. For instance, in regards to reservations, Pinky said, 

 Babasaheb didn’t give us reservations as an excuse to not work hard. Everything should 
 be based off merit. I never abuse the idea of reservations, but others use it as shortcut to 
 their success.145 
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143 Reservations, or quotas, can be seen as an acknowledgement that there is still not a level playing field for 
Ambedkarite Buddhists, especially ones from rural areas.   
144 Shupra Sagar.  
145 Pinky Kadam, August 1, 2015.  
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Pinky, being sympathetic to all types of people and not just ones of her own social position, 

views reservation as a privilege and not a right. During this discussion about reservations, Pinky 

said, “Having a caste certificate is an important document for us—like you have your passport.” 

Though on Pinky’s caste certificate, it says Buddhist in the religion category, it says “Scheduled 

Caste” as well. Her being a Scheduled Caste, and therefore, part of a historically underprivileged 

and exploited community, allows her to receive the benefits of reservations or quotas. Here, I 

observe a slight contradiction in rhetoric. Pinky, an Ambedkarite Buddhist, openly views herself 

outside of the caste system. Why then, does the Indian government still document her as within 

the caste framework which she rejects? Evidently, even though the conversion has allowed for 

many Ambedkarite Buddhists to reimagine themselves as outside of the caste system, in many 

ways, upper castes, outsiders and furthermore, the government still regard and document these 

Buddhists as within the caste framework—as “Scheduled Castes.” Regardless, this fact or 

contradiction does not negate the positive impacts of the conversion—the ways in which it has 

contributed to a sort of internal revolution—the loss of an inferiority complex and a greater sense 

of self-respect, agency and manuksi amongst contemporary Buddhists. 

 

Conclusion  

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. 
—! Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, All-India Depressed Classes Conference, 1942146 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
146 Dhananjay Keer, Dr. Ambedkar: Life and Mission (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1995), 351.  
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The Ambedkar movement is a living religious tradition with a profound legacy of 

resistance. The movement is proof that religion – and Buddhism in particular – can be responsive 

to the needs of ordinary communities. Moreso, however, the movement speaks to the ways in 

which naming and re-naming can have a profound impact on conceptions of a communal self.  

Whereas some upper caste critics and others may view the Ambedkarite Buddhist 

community as a homogenous fringe movement, my work illuminates patterns that demonstrate 

that the movement is diverse, elcectic, and hardly univocal. In my ethnograhpy, these diversities 

are shown through the ways in which Buddhists conceptualize their identities and understand 

their own relationships to Hindu rituals and symbols. Nonetheless, for all those I spoke with, 

Buddhism is a meaningful part of their identities and has profoundly impacted their self-

perception. In other words, Buddhism has provided contemporary Buddhists with a profound 

sense of manuski—self-respect or dignity in Marathi. Thus when many of my informants said 

proudly, “I am Buddhist,” I understood them to be talking less about rituals, ontological 

viewpoints and traditions, and more about dignity, reclamation of personhood and their devotion 

to a fearless and pragmatic leader.   

In the process of completing this reserarch, I was asked many times by friends in the 

U.S.: “What does the conversion mean if upper caste people still see Buddhists as within caste?” 

I have also been asked: “Has the conversion failed or succeeded?” As I hope my work shows, 

Ambedkar’s conversion has not failed—and by its very nature, it could not. The conversion was 

not just a means—it was also an end in itself. The end was refuge, the exit from and the shedding 

of notions of inferiority, pollution, superstition and caste. The conversion’s very vision is 

grounded in a justice that accrues from a refusal to identify as polluting—as unworthy—as less 

than. Conversion, in this case, is a revolutionary act of resistance and self-assertion. In this mass 
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conversion movement, the unequal and the marginalized (namely, the Mahars) reconstituted and 

reasserted themselves by shattering their previous ‘given’ identity. They do so, however, in order 

to reclaim the right to name themselves again.147 

 It is my hope that this research will lead to further inquiry into the narratives and 

perspectives of Ambedkarite Buddhists—and not just the majority in Maharashtra, but also those 

in all states of India and the few living in the South Asian diaspora.148 I also hope that further 

research focuses on those who encounter the brunt of multiple marginalities or intersecting 

identities—such as those who face the burden of caste and gender-based discrimination, —

Ambedkarite Buddhist women. I hope that this research is valuable not only for scholars of 

South Asian religions, but also for all those seeking to better understand the connection between 

religion and self-perception, and the profound impact that a name change can have—from 

Untouchable to Dalit to Buddhist. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
147 These ideas emerged for me during a series of email correspondence and conversations with scholar Aishwary 
Kumar, who is currently a professor in the history department at Stanford University.  
148 Additionally, it was beyond the scope of this paper to address the international Buddhist community’s response 
to the Ambedkarite Buddhist conversion movement, but I hope this paper prompts further inquiry into the 
relationship between the Ambedkarite Buddhist community and the greater Buddhist global community. 
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!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Here I am referring to the Buddhists I interviewed, who likely, in Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar’s perspective, would be 
seen as the New-epoch Builders. They are the ideological descendants of Dr. Ambedkar’s vision. This phrase 
alludes to the devotional poem, “Lord Beema” by C.M. Wagh. See Eleanor Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit: 
Essays on the Ambedkar Movement (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1996), 54.  
Lord Bheema 
The Emancipator-Spartacus 
The Philosopher-Socrates 
The Law-giver-Aristotle 
The Orator-Demosthenes 
The Samson of Intellect 
The Nation’s Architect  
The New-epoch Builder 
Lincolon-Lenin-Ambedkar  
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Abstract  

 This paper explores the personal experiences and perspectives of a small sample of Dalit 

Buddhists in the Ambedkar Movement in Maharashtra, India. I begin by surveying the history 

leading up to the conversion, which paves the way for an ethnographic account of some themes 

and diversities in the movement—primarily as they relate to varied conceptions of Buddhist 

identity and contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists’ respective relationships with Hinduism and 

Hindu rituals and symbols. I will argue that despite diversity and contradictions in the 

movement, the conversion has been unifying and efficacious in that it has provided many 

Ambedkarite Buddhists with a reoriented self-perception—one largely defined by a greater sense 

of self-respect, a belief in the value of critical thinking and a more profound consciousness of 

personhood—or in Marathi, manuski.  
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ancestral village). 
Universities in Maharashtra (Education Info India), http://www.educationinfoindia.com/maharashtra.gif.  
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Forward 
 

If you want to gain self-respect, change your religion. 
If you want to create a cooperating society, change your religion. 
If you want power, change your religion. 
If you want equality, change your religion. 
If you want independence, change your religion. 
If you want to make the world in which you live happy, change your religion. 
— Dr. Bhimaro Ambedkar 2 

 

In 1935, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar, a lawyer and an “Untouchable” leader from 

Maharashtra, India, declared that he would not die a Hindu.3 This moment was pivotal in the 

lives of many in the lower castes in Maharashtra, as it was followed by a twenty-year period in 

which their beloved leader diligently researched various other religious options that could 

provide the respect he sought for his community. He scrupulously investigated the possibilities 

of converting to Christianity and Islam, and paid special attention to Sikhism. Ultimately, he 

opted for Buddhism in part because of its tenets of equality and in part because of its legacy as 

an indigenous religion in India. Furthermore, at the time, there was no major Buddhist institution 

in India to which Ambedkar would have to be subordinate. In the quotation above Ambedkar 

puts forth his own theory of religion—that one’s religion should provide self-respect, 

cooperation, equality, independence and power. In 1956, twenty-one years after declaring that he 

would not die a Hindu, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar, born into the Untouchable sub-caste of the 

Mahars in Mhow, in the present state of Madhya Pradesh, converted to Buddhism in Nagpur 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Christopher S. Queen and Sallie B. King, Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1996), 51. 
3 The quotes around “Untouchable” indicate that this a term that “high castes” have historically applied to the 
“Untouchable” community. Even though henceforth I will use the term without quotes, it is important that readers 
know that I do not condone this language, and that many in this community find the term offensive.  
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along with three hundred eighty thousand followers; in the coming days thousands more 

followed suit.4 

The conversion, though seemingly only a religious action, also had serious social, 

political, economic and psychological goals and implications, since it attempted to end thousands 

of years of social and economic exploitation faced by those at the bottom of the social hierarchy 

and outside of the four-fold caste system. For Ambedkar, Buddhism was the only Indian religion 

that solved and did away with the graded social inequality of caste—the only faith that met his 

conditions for a religion centered on morality, rationality, liberty, equality and fraternity. Over 

the last fifty-nine years, the Ambedkar movement has continued to change and adapt, navigating 

its way through the changing landscape of contemporary India. At the sixty-year mark since the 

conversion, there are now two or three generations of Buddhists whose families converted under 

Ambedkar, either in 1956, or in subsequent years. The Ambedkar movement is both a religious 

liberation movement and a lived religious tradition, replete with nuance, contradictions and 

complexity.5 

 In this paper, I will explore the personal experiences, narratives and perspectives of a 

small sample of Buddhists in the Ambedkar movement. My overarching research question began 

as: “What have been the social, political, economic, psychological and spiritual impacts of the 

mass Buddhist conversion in 1956 on contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists?” I soon learned, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Johannes Beltz defines the Mahars as an “untouchable sub-caste, commonly defined as, ‘balutedars, public 
servants of the village who lived in huts outside the village with the Chambhars, Dhors, and Matangs. They disposed 
of the animal carcasses from the village and collected wood for cremations. They delivered messages, guarded the 
village, accompanied visitors and inspectors, and helped the police . . . As musicians and actors, they entertained the 
village.’” See Johannes Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit: Religious Conversion and Socio-Political Emancipation 
(New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 2005), 26. 
5 I should note that this Buddhist conversion movement is not the only low-caste conversion movement in which 
religion has functioned as a tool to seek liberation. All over India, various Dalit or low-caste communities have 
converted away from Hinduism in order to achieve equality and liberation. In South India, for instance, there is a 
large community of Dalit Christians. Elsewhere, there are Dalits who have converted to Islam. Still however, there 
are Dalit communities all throughout India who have decided to remain in the Hindu tradition.  
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however, that it is not so simple to assess the impacts of a movement or tradition that is still 

developing. Other sub-questions evolved into: What does it mean to be Buddhist within this 

particular community today? How do people within the movement talk about and conceptualize 

their Buddhist identity? What do recently created Buddhist rituals look like? And finally, how 

much was the Buddhist conversion of 1956 a conversion to something, rather than a conversion 

away from something?6 In other words: was it truly a conversion to Buddhist ideals of equality, 

interdependence and compassion, or merely a conversion away from Hindu paradigms?7 

 My thesis comes in three parts. First, I argue that there is diversity within the Ambedkar 

movement that can only be accounted for by looking at individual narratives and perspectives. 

This is why I chose to conduct my research ethnographically. Second, based on this ethnographic 

research, I argue that this diversity manifests in two overarching ways: 1) the ways in which 

Buddhists conceptualize their Buddhist identity and 2) more specifically, the ways in which 

Buddhists relate to Hinduism, which is still India’s most dominant national religious tradition.8 

Third, I will demonstrate that the conversion has been efficacious for psychological reasons. 

Despite the fact that some non-Buddhists, i.e. upper-castes, and the government still 

conceptualize Buddhists as within the caste framework, today many Ambedkarite 

Buddhists have a reoriented self-perception—one largely defined by a greater sense of self-

respect, a belief in the value of critical thinking, and a more profound consciousness of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 This question in particular will serve as a framework to understand parts of the ethnography. I will explore the 
efficacy of this question more in depth in the section entitled, “A Conversion Away from Hinduism or a Conversion 
to Buddhism? A Framework to Understand the Interviews.” 
7 My research falls within a legacy of the undertakings of historians, anthropologists and ethnographers who have 
either studied Ambedkarite Buddhism in Maharashtra or abroad. I follow in the footsteps of scholars such as 
Christopher Queen, Gail Omvedt, Eleanor Zelliot and Johannes Beltz to name a few.  
8  Within these categories I will situate other relevant themes. 
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personhood—or in Marathi, manuski.9 This sense of empowerment in regards to self-perception 

serves as a unifying factor among a diverse set of interviewees. In writing this paper, I want to 

bring different voices into the discourse to allow for understandings of complexity and 

contradictions within the Ambedkar movement. My project is less about critiquing the dominant 

scholarly narrative of this community, and more focused on adding individual case studies and 

narratives to supplement it. 

Method and Methodology  

This summer, I spent seven weeks completing ethnographic work in Chiplun, a 

developing industrial city on the Konkan coast of Maharashtra in the Ratnagiri district, on the 

Mumbai-Goa highway. I also completed interviews in various villages outside of Chiplun (such 

as Kalambaste) as well as in Pune, a large center of learning and academia, and in Mumbai, the 

capital of Maharashtra and one of India’s most booming urban centers.10 

In my fieldwork, I completed a total of thirty-three interviews, though only fourteen have 

been quoted in this paper. When my interviewees only spoke Marathi (which was often the case,) 

I relied on the help of two translators—cousins Sulakshana ‘Pinky’ Kadam and Sameer Mohite. 

Pinky and Sameer are both Ambedkarite Buddhists from Chiplun. Throughout the course of my 

ethnographic work, they became great friends and mentors. It is in part due to my close working 

and personal relationships with them that they are featured prominently in my ethnography. They 

were both my translators and two of my primary informants. As will soon become clear in the 

section on ethnography, in many ways, Pinky and Sameer’s views on Buddhism are at opposite 

ends of the spectrum, which ultimately provided a balanced set of translations, because they 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Marathi is the local language of the Indian state of Maharashtra where I completed my interviews. Maharashtra is 
also home to the largest population of Ambedkarite Buddhists in all of India.!In English, the Marathi word manuski 
translates to humanity or dignity.  
10 For an understanding of the geographic relationship between interview locations, see map on page 4.  
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challenged one another’s interpretations.  

 My interview questions evolved throughout the course of my research. I began with 

broad questions such as: What does Buddhism mean to you? Is Buddhism a religion? And what 

Buddhist practices do you do (if any)? After some trial and error, I was able to refine my 

questions. I began probing my interviewees’ opinions of their relationships between their 

Buddhist and Indian identities and about the relationships between the words Buddhist, Mahar, 

and Dalit.11  

 I chose to complete my research on the Konkan coast of Maharashtra because of the 

sizeable Buddhist community there and the fact that Ambedkar’s family was originally from 

Ambavade, a town on the Konkan coast in the Ratnagiri district.12 My interviews took place at 

people’s homes in villages, city flats, and slums, at various Buddhist Viharas and at the 

University of Pune.13 I primarily relied on interviewing to conduct my research because I wanted 

to learn about how Buddhists themselves narrate the conversion (if they were present for it) and 

how they describe their relationship to their Buddhist identity and Ambedkar. I found that though 

I did a fair amount of textual research prior to departing for India, I was best able to learn about 

contradictions and diversity within the movement through talking to individuals about their lived 

experiences. I relied on taking notes during interviews because I found the pen and paper to be 

less invasive than a tape recorder. This is a widely accepted ethnographic practice, especially 

when working in more underprivileged rural communities or villages where the presence of an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 The Marathi word, “Dalit,” is commonly defined as downtrodden or oppressed. As Ambedkarite Buddhist Vasant 
Moon writes, “The word was used first by Jyotiba Phule in the mid-nineteenth century. The word gained currency as 
a self-chosen, proud name with the early1970s development of the Dalit Panthers and Dalit literature. Today it has 
replaced most other names in the vocabulary of politically aware ex-Untouchables and the press.” See Vasant Moon, 
Growing Up Untouchable in India: A Dalit Autobiography (Laham Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers 
Inc, 2001), 181. 
12 Though Ambedkar’s family was originally from Ambavade, Dr. Ambedkar himself, was born in Mhow, a town in 
the state of Madhya Pradesh. 
13 A Buddhist Vihara is a Buddhist temple.!
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iPhone might have negative implications.  

 It took me a fair amount of practice to get my footing in the realm of interviewing.  Only 

after going into the field did I realize the complex connotations behind the words “Mahar,” 

“Buddhist” and “Dalit,” and I found that this weighted distinction presented serious 

complications when it came to conversing and interviewing. Ultimately, because of the 

complexity and unpredictability of people’s reactions to the words “Dalit” and “Mahar,” I ended 

up relying on the word “Buddhist” in my interviews.14 

I use the term Ambedkarite Buddhism in this essay for the sole purpose of classifying this 

Buddhism as one in relation to Ambedkar and the Dalit movement. However, in using this 

classification, I by no means wish to project the term onto the community to qualify their 

Buddhist practice as being less “authentic” or less “Buddhist” than other strands within the 

tradition. From my observations, aside from a few exceptions, most people within the 

community just call themselves Buddhist.   

Positionality 

 Though as a researcher and as an individual I approach this work from an etic 

standpoint, my informants address the topic from an emic perspective, since they are 

commenting on their own lived experiences.15 In completing my ethnographic work, I was often 

acutely aware of my privilege and positionality—my identity as a white Western woman. During 

my fieldwork, I was particularly interested in my positionality as it related to my access to 

information and my scholarly credibility. While conducting interviews, I noticed that often 

informants perceived me as a curious foreigner rather than someone who has studied Ambedkar 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 I will explore the complexities and the relationships between these three terms in a separate section within the 
ethnography.!
15 The etic perspective corresponds to fieldwork done from outside the social group and the emic perspective is 
fieldwork done from within the social group. 
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extensively. This assumed naiveté about me may have worked in my favor, however, as often, 

my interviewees felt inclined to begin right at the start of the Ambedkar movement —assuming I 

did not know the history of the conversion. For this reason, I was provided multiple accounts of 

the origins of caste and the history leading up to the conversion.   

When interviewing women, I felt as though I was closer to being an insider. I likely got 

more extensive and authentic responses in interviews with women than a male ethnographer 

would have. Often with female interviewees, my gender served as a commonality that crossed 

cultural boundaries. Conversely, however, when it came to interviewing a husband and wife 

together, as was often the case, because of conventional gender roles, and the fact that the men 

often, but not always, are the ones in the house to speak more English, men tended to dominate 

the discussion.  

 Finally, though many scholars and laypersons alike view outsider positionality as a 

barrier to the completion of ethnographic work, in ways it has provided me the critical distance 

to approach this topic and build strong relationships with those within the community. According 

to one of my primary interviewees’ friends and collaborators, Sameer Mohite, because I am not 

within the framework of Sameer’s system of oppression (I am not Indian and do not readily fall 

within the framework of the caste-system), he has an easier time relating to me than he does with 

upper-caste people who share his own nationality, ethnicity, or arguably, cultural history. He 

shared with me that when I approached him about collaborating on my social-work project, he 

was less skeptical and more trusting than he would have been of a North Indian Brahmin girl, 

because, according to Sameer, a “Brahmin can never be Dalit . . . can never internalize or fully 
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empathize with Dalit oppression.”16 And it is true, I too, can never be Dalit, but the key factor 

here is that I do not have a historical tradition of oppressing his community.17 

Format 

To understand contemporary issues and viewpoints, there is basic information we need to 

know, which is why I begin with a comprehensive account of the history of Ambedkarite 

Buddhism from scholarly sources to pave the way for the heart of my essay—which is an 

exposition of some of the lived experiences within the movement, many of which have gone 

undocumented. I choose to situate my work this way so that one will be able to perceive the 

tensions or parallels between interpretations of scholars and lived experiences. In order to fully 

comprehend the movement’s impacts, it is necessary to understand how the movement began in 

the first place—what its goals and impetuses were. Rather than integrate these two parts and put 

them in direct conversation, I want to honor my interviewees by giving them their own space to 

discuss their experiences. Finally, because we are shaped by our experiences and backgrounds, it 

would be a mistake to selectively summarize my interviewee’s viewpoints without accounting 

for crucial information that informs their convictions. For this reason, although I will organize 

my ethnographic work thematically, I will tie in personal information and background about the 

interviewees when relevant.!

Background on Caste  

 Before delving into the grievances Ambedkar had with the exploitation of his 

community, it is necessary to provide a brief overview of the caste framework or social milieu on 

which he is commenting. In his essay, “Caste and Class,” Ambedkar defines caste as “a social 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16!Sameer Mohite, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, June 28, 2015.!
17 I recognize that as a White person in a post-colonial country, one could argue that I do in fact have a history of 
oppressing Sameer’s community (if the community he is referring to were India and not Dalits specifically,) but here 
Sameer is focusing on caste rather than colonialism. In any case, most Ambedkarite Buddhists such as Sameer 
recount that British rule actually provided their community with opportunities previously closed to them.  
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group having a) a belief in the Hindu religion and bound by certain regulations as to b) marriage 

c) food and d) occupation. To this one more characteristic may be added, namely a social group 

having a common name by which it is recognized.”18 He later goes on to say, “it is the name 

which the caste bears which gives it fixity and continuity and individuality.”19 Scholar of Indian 

religions, Johannes Beltz gives a basic overview of the origin of notions of caste in his book, 

Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit. He notes that, “The varnas represent a sociological model, a 

classification of human beings into a functional system,” and goes on to list the four main varna 

categories—brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya and shudra. He explains the caste-specific duties of the 

varnas when he writes that “the Brahmins are engaged in studying, teaching, and protecting the 

Vedas. The warriors [Kshatriyas] guard the wealth, protect the subjects, and are engaged in 

politics, whereas agriculture, cattle breeding and trade form the duties allotted to the Vaishyas. 

The Shudras work for others.”20 He then notes the source of this ritually-sanctioned hierarchy 

and perhaps the origins of Untouchability—or rather, the placement of those regarded most 

impure outside of the four-fold varna system when he says that according to the Manusmriti, “the 

Candalas (those whose life is stigmatized) [were] forced to live outside the village, wear clothes 

of the dead, eat in broken utensils, and wear black or iron jewelry.”21 He then notes that they are 

compared to menstruating women, pigs, or dogs. 

 But what about the Mahar narrative of origin more specifically?22 One of the most widely 

accepted accounts is directly linked to the community’s consumption of carrion and their 
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18 Bhimrao Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, ed. Valerian Rodrigues (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 101. 
19 Ibid,102. 
20 Johannes Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist, and Dalit: Religious Conversion and Socio-Political Emancipation (New 
Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 2005), 22, 25.!
21 The Manusmriti (Sanskrit name for the Laws of Manu) is an ancient Hindu law book. See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist, 
and Dalit, 25.  
22 In order to situate the Mahars, it should be noted that within India’s four-tiered caste system (with Untouchables 
located in their own category beneath the caste system), there are various sub-castes. There are three-thousand plus 
Untouchable sub-castes or jatis, and the Mahars are just one of these sub-castes.  
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subsequent ritual profession of dragging carcasses out of the village. As scholar Eleanor Zelliot 

astutely observes, 

 The Mahar myths of origin, as do those of other Untouchable castes, reflect the idea 
 that an innocent, misunderstood, or mistaken action caused their untouchability. Unlike 
 many other myths, however, they concern not occupation but the eating of forbidden 
 food. A common myth was the story of four cow-born brothers who were asked by 
 their mother how they would treat her after she died. Three brothers said they would 
 worship her; the fourth said he would bear her inside him just as she had borne him, and 
 he, of course, was the ancestor of the carrion-eating Mahar.23 
 
Ambedkar’s origin story for the newly converted Buddhists however, is vastly different from the 

common myth mentioned above. In his 1948 work, “On Untouchables,” he argues that his 

community was originally the “Broken Men”— groups of defeated tribes. As Zelliot 

summarizes, in “On Untouchables,” Ambedkar argues that, “The Broken Men were not absorbed 

in India as they were in Europe, because they were Buddhists who clung to their religion and to 

their beef-eating in the face of Brahman hatred. Untouchability was born in India around A.D. 

400, out of the struggle for supremacy between Buddhism and Brahmanism.”24 Evidently, then, 

in Ambedkar’s origin story, beef-eating and Buddhism were closely tied to the ancient identity of 

his community.  

 This theory of Ambedkar’s is plausible in that it offers rationale for the separate dwelling 

areas of the Mahars outside of the village. It should be noted here however, that Ambedkar does 

make room for the potential fallibility of his claims and all claims as to the origins of 

Untouchability. In “On Untouchables,” he writes, “we are dealing with an institution the origin 

of which is lost in antiquity . . . It is a case of reconstructing history where there are no texts, and 

if there are, they have no direct bearing on the question.” He ultimately concludes, “The origin of 

Untouchability lies buried in a dead past which nobody knows,” and that, “it is therefore 
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23 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 89. 
24 Ibid, 72. 
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unnecessary for me to apologize for having resorted to constructing links where they were 

missing.”25  

Setting the Stage for the Conversion: The Mahars of the Village 
 

In making sense of Ambedkar’s grievances with the treatment of his community, we must 

first understand the Mahars’ ritual profession and situation in society. As scholar R.J. Miller 

observes, “The Mahars were an essential part of the village administration.” He notes that the 

Mahar was a “spy, an expert witness with the ability to harm others’ interests, a tool of the Patil 

(typically a Maratha landowner), beholden to the Patil for favors, and contaminated not only by 

birth but by contact with dead animals and persons.”26 He enumerates the Mahar’s ritual 

profession as that of a village servant, whose duties included but were not limited to “message 

carrying, guard duty, removal of dead cattle, collection of revenue, cleaning of stables and the 

open spaces between houses, and occasionally the furnishing of fire wood.”27  

To understand the discrimination towards the Mahar community that Ambedkar 

responded to in his texts and in his ultimate conversion, it will be useful to cite Ambedkar’s 

essay “Outside the Fold,” in which he enumerates the disadvantages and prejudices faced by his 

community. In this essay, Ambedkar points out the code that Untouchables were required to 

follow in every village: he documents how the Untouchables were required to live separately 

from Hindus—how it was mandatory that Untouchable quarters were located towards the south, 

since south was regarded as the most inauspicious of the four directions. Additionally, he 

describes how it was regarded as an offense for an Untouchable to acquire wealth, build a house, 

or wear clean clothes. Furthermore, Untouchables were excluded from giving “high-sounding 
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25 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 117. 
26 Marathas are a group of castes in India found predominantly in Maharashtra. They are generally land-owning 
castes and above the Dalits in the caste hierarchy. See R. J. Miller, “They Will Not Die Hindus: The Buddhist 
Conversion of Mahar Ex-Untouchables,” Asian Survey 7 (1967): 639.    
27 Ibid, 638. 
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names to their children,” and from speaking a “cultured languages.”28 These prohibitions 

demonstrate that Untouchables were not only prohibited from succeeding but they were also 

denied access to the means with which to accrue wealth, status or prestige. 

Evidently then, Ambedkar was not responding to a subtle sort of discrimination. Rather, 

the Mahars were subject to discriminatory codes that were intended to ostracize, devalue and 

humiliate them. After this brief survey of the caste framework and the situation of the Mahar 

community pre-conversion, I will turn to examine Ambedkar’s proposed solution to the social 

ills faced by the Mahars.  

Background on Ambedkarite Buddhism and Dr. Ambedkar 

Ambedkarite Buddhism is a unique type of Buddhism because of its complex history and 

leader.29 Scholars Christopher Queen and Sallie King define the Ambedkar movement as a 

movement of Engaged Buddhism, as well as an “ongoing experiment in urban economic 

development and grass roots religious revival.”30!In the words of Queen and King, Engaged 

Buddhism can be defined as embodying 

a fundamental commitment to making Buddhism responsive to the suffering of 
 ordinary Buddhiss. . . . [It is] concerned with mobilizing the laity to address their own 
 economic, social, political, and spiritual needs; to contribute to the amelioration of 
 conditions that produce suffering for all living beings; and finally, to reform, in light of 
 the demands of modernity, Buddhist doctrines and institutions. . . . In the socially 
 engaged Buddhism of Modern Asia, the liberation sought has been  ‘mundane 
 awakening,’ which includes individuals, villages, nations, and ultimately all people.31 

 
 Ambedkarite Buddhism is also a liberation movement, as defined by Queen and King: “a 

voluntary association guided by exemplary leaders and a common vision of a new society or 
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28 This prohibition barred Untouchables from learning the ancient and holy Indian language of Sanskrit. See 
Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 325-326. 
29 Buddhists have long recognized that their religion takes multiple forms. On the most basic level, there are 
distinctions between the Theravada tradition, the Mahayana tradition, and the Vajrayana tradition. Some 
Ambedkarite Buddhists call their religious practice Navayana, which translates to New Tradition.  
30 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 3.   
31 Ibid, 9. 
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world based on peace, justice, and freedom.”32 Those in the movement tend to conceptualize the 

Buddha not as a far off spiritual presence, but rather, an engaged human actor in this world. For 

instance, in a poem, Dalit writer and Ambedkarite Buddhist Daya Pawar writes, 

Siddhartha 
Never do I see you 
in the Jetawana 
sitting in the lotus position 
with eyes closed 
or in the caves of Ajanta or Werule 
with your stony lips touching 
sleeping your final sleep. 
I see you 
Speaking and walking 
amongst the humble and the weak 
soothing away grief . . . 33 
 

The above poem suggests that in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community, the historical Buddha is 

not viewed as a removed spiritual guide or god-figure, but is rather conceptualized as an active 

healer or saint-figure participating in the happenings of this world.  

 In the Ambedkar movement however, it is not just the Buddha who occupies a central 

role. In many ways, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar is the face of the movement. Ambedkar was not 

with his community long after conversion, however. Two months after the mass conversion 

ceremony where “Dr. Ambedkar took refuge in the Three Jewels, pledged to observe the Five 

Precepts, and in a litany of Twenty-Two vows, pledged to avoid the beliefs and practices of the 

Hindu religion,” Ambedkar died and his community was left in the midst of a leadership 

vacuum. 34 Ten days after Ambedkar’s death however, in Mumbai, another mass conversion was 
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32 Ibid,10. 
33 “Daya Pawar, “Buddha" translated by Jayashree Gokhale in 1993. See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 116.  
34 The Three Jewels are The Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, and the Five Precepts are vows to not kill, steal, to avoid 
sexual misconduct, refrain from lying, and abstain from intoxicants. See Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 54. 
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held. By the time of the 1961 Census, eighty percent of the Mahars in Maharashtra had 

announced their new Buddhist identity.35 

But what led Ambedkar to this pivotal moment where he rejected the national tradition in 

favor of one that had largely died out in India?36 To understand this, we have to go back in time. 

Ambedkar lived during the collision between colonialism and nationalism. His ancestral village 

was Ambavade in the Ratnagiri district of Maharashtra. He was born in 1891 in Mhow, where 

his father was a teacher at a local military school. Despite being from a relatively well-off Mahar 

family, Ambedkar notes the pangs of discrimination and casteism he encountered as a child. In 

one of his most famous essays entitled, “On The Way to Goregaon,” he writes that, “not one of 

the [bullock-carts] was prepared to suffer being polluted and to demean himself carrying 

passengers of the untouchable classes. We were prepared to pay double the fare but we found 

that money did not work.”37 He then goes on to say, “this incident had a very important place in 

my life. . . . it has left an indelible impression on my mind.” 38 Ultimately he concludes that this 

instance sparked in him a profound consciousness of his Untouchability and of its implications; it 

filled him with shame.  

Still, despite encountering caste prejudice, Ambedkar excelled in his studies. He attended 

Elphinstone High School in Mumbai (at the time, Bombay). Upon graduation from college in 

1912, he received a scholarship from the Maharaja of Baroda for backward caste students to 
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35 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 73.  
36 As Johannes Beltz points out, pre-conversion, “there was no Buddhist institution or community in India which 
[Ambedkar] could have contacted which also meant that there was nobody on whom he would have to depend if he 
became a Buddhist. . . . In becoming a Buddhist he would be free to realize his ideas without submitting himself to 
an already existing religious institutional body.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 54.  
37 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 49.  
38 Ibid, 52.  
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study abroad. Accordingly, Ambedkar was the first Mahar to study abroad at Columbia 

University and the London School of Economics.39 

 While abroad, Ambedkar became acquainted with the ideals of the French Revolution 

such as liberty, equality and fraternity; he notes his exposure to these ideals as part of what 

pushed him to leave the Hindu fold. After internalizing the ideals of freedom and independence, 

he came to believe that the only way for the Untouchable community to gain self-respect and 

respect from others was to convert away from Hinduism because he believed Hinduism was 

institutionalized casteism. Ambedkar was as much a philosopher of religion as he was a political 

figure, and he interrogated the function of religion and its social value. As Queen and King 

astutely observe, “Ambedkar’s was the faith that religious symbols and values are indispensible 

for lasting social change and that self-respect and personal dignity—(in Marathi, manuski,) could 

only come with religious identity and commitment.”40 To best understand the Ambedkar 

movement however, it is key to understand both why Ambedkar valued conversion as a path to 

liberation, and his reasons for choosing Buddhism.  

 Aside from his collection of writings on Untouchability, the rupee and India’s 

dysfunctional and inequitable governing system, Ambedkar wrote extensively on the utility of 

religion and faith’s ultimate social value.41 In doing so, it becomes clear why Ambedkar used 

religion, or in essence, conversion, as a social tool.  In his essay entitled “Conversion,” 

Ambedkar writes that,  

 It is an error to look upon religion as a matter which is individual, private and 
 personal . . . The correct view is that religion like language is social for the reason that 
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39 “Backward caste” is a collective term used by the government of India to classify castes that are socially and 
educationally disadvantaged. 
40 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 67.  
41 I reference the rupee here to indicate Ambedkar’s breadth of knowledge and expertise. Ambedkar was an 
economist in addition to being a social reformist and lawyer. He wrote an essay entitled “The Problem of the 
Rupee.” The rupee is the basic monetary unit in India.  
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 either is essential for social life and the individual has to have it because without it he 
 cannot participate in the life of the society.”42  
 
Here, we see Ambedkar’s rationale for converting to Buddhism rather than declaring atheism, 

since he believed that religious identity is crucial to participating in society. In this same essay, 

Ambedkar goes on to quote Charles Ellwood’s sociological essay on religion in which Ellwood 

writes, 

 Religion projects the essential value of human personality and of human society into 
 the universe as a whole. . .What the reason does for ideas, religion does, then, for the 
 feelings. It universalizes them. . . .The function of religion . . . is a means by which 
 society exercises its control over the conduct of the individual in order to maintain the 
 social order . . . . religion is the most powerful force of social gravitation without which 
 it would be impossible to hold the social order in its orbit.43  
 
Based on the above quotations, it is clear that both Ambedkar and Ellwood view religion as an 

integral part of both the individual’s social life and the society at large.   

 Accordingly then, based on Ambedkar’s staunch belief in religion’s social value, 

Ambedkar sought a religion whose founder’s views aligned with his own—a religions whose 

tenets could serve to liberate his community from the exploitation they faced in the name of 

Hinduism. In his essay “The Buddha and the Vedic Rishis,” Ambedkar writes that, “[The 

Buddha] repudiated [the] thesis that the Vedas are infallible and [that] their authority could never 

be questioned. In his opinion, nothing was infallible and nothing could be final. Everything must 

be open to re-examination and reconsideration whenever grounds for reexamination and 

reconsideration arise.”44 He then goes on to infer that the Buddha openly critiqued caste and 

graded social inequality:  

 The organization of society set up by Brahmanism in the name of Chaturvarna did 
 not appear to [the Buddha] a natural organization. Its class composition was 
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42 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R. Ambedkar, 225. 
43 Charles A. Ellwood, The Reconstruction of Religion: A Sociological View (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1925), 39-40 as cited by Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 227. 
44 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 212-213. 
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 compulsory and arbitrary. It was a society made to order. [The Buddha] preferred  an 
 open society and a free society.45 
 
In the quotation above, Ambedkar justifies the conversion by suggesting that the Buddha did not 

agree with the hierarchical nature of caste within Brahmanism. 

 In his essay entitled, “Conversion,” Ambedkar further justifies the conversion to 

Buddhism by putting forth the idea that “Hinduism [does not] universalize the value of life 

without distinction . . . On the contrary the wrongs to which the Untouchables are subjected by 

the Hindus are acts which are sanctioned by the Hindu religion. . . . Why should we 

Untouchables adhere to Hinduism which is solely responsible for [our] degradation?”46 In this 

quotation, Ambedkar appeals to the pride and dignity of the Untouchables, pushing them to think 

critically about the state of their oppression and marginalization. 

 Though I have merely surveyed a select few of the views Ambedkar puts forth in his 

essays, these assumptions and perspectives are key when interrogating the goals of the 

conversion because they provide a framework with which to measure the conversion’s impacts. 

In choosing Buddhism, Ambedkar made use of what he believed to be the integral function of 

religion in social life—he chose a religion that in his view, unlike Hinduism, universalizes the 

value of life without distinction.  

In converting to Buddhism, however, Ambedkar reconstructed various parts of the 

Buddhist world-view, rejecting doctrines such as karma and reincarnation which had often been 

used to justify the caste system and blame victims for their own suffering.47 Queen and King 

eloquently and succinctly summarize Ambedkar’s redefining of the four noble truths:  
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45 Ibid, 213. 
46 Ibid, 228-229. 
47 As Johannes Beltz summarizes, “For Ambedkar the notion of dukkha [or suffering], does not have esoteric 
dimensions, as the concepts of penitence, reincarnation, and the soul are absent. The virtues or the sins of the past 
lives are not responsible for the present social status of a person.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 65.  
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For Ambedkar, the first noble truth for the present age was the widespread 
 suffering of injustice and poverty. The second truth was the social, political, and  
 cultural institutions of oppression—the collective expression of greed, hatred, and 
 delusion; the third truth was expressed by the European ideals of liberty, equality,  and 
 fraternity; and the fourth truth was the threefold path of Ambedkar’s famous slogan, 
 ‘Educate! Agitate! Organize!48 

 
In addition to reimagining the four noble truths, Ambedkar re-conceptualized the notion of 

nirvana, or Buddhist enlightenment. Queen and King define Ambedkar’s concept of nirvana as a 

“kingdom of righteousness on earth,” going on to describe the Buddha’s enlightenment “not as 

the ripening of an individual’s cosmic potential, but as a simple realization of the plight of 

others.”49 It appears then, that this-worldliness, equality and empathetic understanding of the 

plight of others were at the heart of Ambedkar’s belief system and furthermore, central to his 

understanding of Buddhism. 

Now that I have briefly surveyed the origins of the Ambedkar movement and some of 

Ambedkar’s key beliefs regarding religion and its social value, we will move to the ethnographic 

section—or rather, the heart of this paper. It will be useful to draw parallels between the 

ethnography and this first section when possible, especially for clarification of certain key terms.  

***** 

 
ETHNOGRAPHIC CONCEPTIONS OF BUDDUHIST IDENTITY  

Defining Ambedkarite Buddhism 

Amongst those I interviewed, I observed uniformity in that for all my informants, 

Buddhist identity is a crucial facet of their self-conception. There is, however, a distinction 

between those who view Buddhism as a philosophy or way of life (and explicitly not a religion) 
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48 The standard four noble truths of Buddhism that Ambedkar redefined are as follows: 1. Duhkha: all existence is 
suffering, 2. Samudaya: suffering is caused by craving, 3. Nirodha: suffering can have an end, and 4: Marga: the 
way to the end of suffering is the Noble Eight Fold Path. See Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 63. 
49 Queen and King, Engaged Buddhism, 56. 
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and those who view Buddhism as a religion. The question here is less “why do certain Buddhists 

view Buddhism as a religion?” but rather, why are certain Buddhists so quick to renounce this 

association? I would posit that many of the Ambedkarite Buddhists who view their Buddhist 

identity as more of a philosophy than a religion are responding to what they deem to be the 

excessive religiosity in Hinduism: the centrality of ritual, god worship, festivals and 

“superstition.” Radical Dalit activist and Ambedkarite Buddhist, Sameer Mohite, is 

representative of this opinion. For Sameer, part of Buddhism’s merit is that it does not require 

the sort of faith in gods or rituals that he believes are warranted by standard Hindu tradition.50 

For him, identifying Buddhism as a philosophy rather than a religion is just another way in 

which he can define Buddhism in opposition to Hinduism.51  

In contrast to Sameer’s way of conceptualizing his Buddhist identity, for Pinky, Sameer’s 

thirty-eight year-old cousin from Mumbai, “Buddhism is a religion.” Furthermore, Pinky 

considers herself Buddhist despite the fact that she celebrates Hindu festivals and holds onto 

some Hindu beliefs.52 Others, such as Rina Sagare, a thirty-one-year-old Ambedkarite Buddhist 

from Mumbai now residing in Pune, merge Pinky and Sameer’s views.53 For Rina: 

Buddhism is a religion and a way of life. Buddhism is about the mind. It is about being 
okay to accept people as they are, without using judgment or prejudice . . . . Buddhism 
also is proper understanding, because if you understand differences properly, you can 
accept the differences.  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 I do not have a direct quote here because Sameer emphasized this point so many times—it was a reoccurring 
theme in our conversations.  
51 Sameer Mohite, June 29, 2015. Sameer’s opinion here is a common one within the Ambedkarite Buddhist 
community. For instance, in his book, Beltz documents how in his introduction to Buddhism, Buddhist scholar, 
Walpola Rahula argues that Buddhism is fundamentally different from a religion: “A Buddhist is not obliged to 
perform any superficial rites and ceremonies. Buddhism is a way of life.” See Beltz, Buddhist, Mahar, Buddhist and 
Dalit, 185.  
52 Sulakshana “Pinky” Kadam, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, June 30, 2015. I will explore this point further 
in the section on Hindu rituals and symbols in the Buddhist community. 
53 Rina is a graduate student studying Pali and Engaged Buddhism at the University of Pune.!
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Evidently, Rina’s understanding of Buddhism acknowledges that binary oppositions are 

insufficient. For this reason, Rina is able to view Buddhism as both a religion and a philosophy.54  

 Other informants parallel the views of Queen and King, choosing to define Ambedkar’s 

Buddhism as falling within the realm of Engaged Buddhism—an example of a religious 

liberation movement grounded in the concerns of this world—for instance, the alleviation of 

poverty, economic disparities and discrimination. When defining Buddhism, Shupra Sagar, an 

Ambedkarite Buddhist and professor at the University of Pune, focuses on the social aspects of 

Buddhism—its implications for interpersonal relations. During a conversation at the University 

of Pune, he said, “Dr. Ambedkar and the Buddha taught that all the world’s sorrow can be solved 

by good human relations and values. This is the social, not spiritual aspect of the dhamma . . . 

This is Engaged Buddhism.”55  

 Finally, how do today’s Maharashtrian Buddhists conceptualize Ambedkar in the 

Buddhist worldview? How does he operate as a part of my interviewees’ Buddhist identities? For 

many informants, including, for instance, Sameer, Ambedkar is a leader, a brilliant scholar, and a 

hero, but not a god-figure. A smaller sampling of my informants, however, view Ambedkar as a 

god-figure, a reality that is perplexing in light of the fact that he desired that no one divinize him 

or elevate him to a pedestal. For instance, on Ambedkar’s fiftieth birthday in 1941, he announced 

to his community, “You have been celebrating my birthday for some fifteen years past. I have 

never attended them. I have always been opposed to them.” He also once said, “Do not venerate 

me. You should accomplish the objective, which I fought for my entire life.”56 An Ambedkarite 

Buddhist named D.R. Waghmare criticizes the fact that some have deified Dr. Ambedkar within 
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54 Rina Sagare, interview by Emma Leiken, University of Pume, July 18th, 2015.  
55 Shupra Sagar, interview by Emma Leiken, University of Pune, July 19th, 2015. In Buddhism, dhamma, (a Pali 
word) is commonly defined as the teachings or religion of the Buddha, whereas in Hinduism, dharma is often 
translated as code for conduct, duty, or principle of cosmic order. 
56 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 178.  
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the Buddhist community. Waghmare does not participate in the celebration of Ambedkar’s 

anniversary because he believes it has “been transformed into a cult of a hero.”57 I too, observed 

Ambedkar’s cult-like following and divinization in some sectors of the community, because 

some interviewees told me that they pray to the Buddha and Ambedkar when hoping for good 

fortune and relief from illness. Finally, even though Pinky said, “For me, Babasaheb is not a God 

. . .  He is more of a mentor—a  guide  . . .  Some people are so grateful for him that they treat 

him like a God,” she uses the rhetoric of “making puja” to the Buddha and Ambedkar, a 

distinctly Hindu phrase that is commonly defined as the act of showing reverence to a god or 

spirit through prayers, song, rituals and offerings.58 

 

Intersecting Identities: Buddhist Identity Versus Indian Identity 

 In trying to understand the complexities of Buddhist identity, I probed the relationships 

between my informants’ identities as both Buddhist and Indian. With the exception of two 

informants, I observed a pattern that most Buddhists I interviewed identify more with being 

Buddhist than with being Indian. 

Most interviewees expressed similar sentiments to those of Dalit feminist author and 

Ambedkarite Buddhist, Urmila Pawar. When I asked Urmila about her relationship to her Indian 

identity as compared with her Buddhist one, she laughed, and said, “We are staying in India, but 

India did nothing for us.” She went on to question, “What is India?”  Before I could respond, she 

exclaimed, “India does not mean the hills, the mountains, the rivers. It means the people. The 
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57 Ibid,177.  
58 Pinky Kadam, July 1, 2015. In his book, Beltz writes, “Zelliot finds also that the Buddhists offer neither prayers 
nor puja to Ambedkar or the Buddha, and, it is in this way that the Buddhist ritual practices differ from those of the 
Hindus.” He goes on to observe that,“[Zelliot’s] conclusion seems exaggerated as she ignores the difference between 
ideology and practice.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 187. Pinky’s use of the term puja in the above section 
is a prime example of a case that Zelliot’s supposed conclusion would overlook.  
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people make India—not nature, and Indian people from many years ago gave us casteism.” She 

then added that she sees evidence of casteism in India’s greatest epics, such as The Ramayana 

and The Mahabharata. “I am first an Ambedkarite, and then an Indian,” she unwaveringly 

concluded.59 

  Similarly, Rina prioritizes her Buddhist identity over her Indian one. “My Buddhist 

identity is more important to me, because as a Buddhist, I can connect with people all over the 

world,” she said.60 In a similar vein, Chandrakant Gamre, an Ambedkarite Buddhist rickshaw-

driver from Kalambaste said, “I am first and foremost a Buddhist. Before we were Buddhists, 

when we were just Indian, we did not have a good place in society. I am grateful to Buddhism, 

because it brought us a sense of humanity.”61 Chandrakant sees his Buddhist identity as 

providing him with a greater sense of self-respect—or in Marathi, manuski—than does his Indian 

identity.  

Pinky, however, was an exception to this pattern of preferences. It is important to note that 

her unique upbringing informs her various identities. Growing up, Pinky’s father was in the 

Indian Air Force. For that reason, she spent most of her childhood on army bases, studying in 

English-medium-schools with children of various religions. On these bases, Hindi was the 

official language rather than Marathi, the local language of Maharashtra, and Hindu festivals 

were celebrated alongside Buddhist observances. On these bases, Pinky described that there was 

a prioritization of India as a country over its constituent parts—state allegiances, religious 

identities etc. It is in part due to these elements of her upbringing, Pinky says, that she feels very 

connected to India. Alongside Indian cuisines and literature, Pinky loves Indian culture, fashions, 
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59 Urmila Pawar, interview by Emma Leiken, Mumbai, July 29, 2015.  
60 Rina Sagare, July 18, 2015.  
61 Chandrakant Gamre, interview by Emma Leiken, Kalambaste, July 5, 2016. Kalambaste is a village ten minutes 
outside of Chiplun.  
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cinema and the vastness of the country. In responding to the question of intersecting identities—

being both an Indian and a Buddhist—Pinky said, 

When someone asks me who I am or where I am from, I don’t say Maharashtrain or Buddhist 
first. I say that I am Indian. I think we should respect India first and then our religion, and 
then our state. I always stand up during the national anthem. Our country is the most 
important. I could go anywhere in India and feel connected to people.62  
 

Evidently, though Pinky in some ways prioritizes her Indian identity, she is able to hold both her 

Indian identity and her Buddhist identity close to her heart.  

 In a similar category to Pinky’s view is that of Rina’s husband, thirty-eight-year-old IT 

professional and Ambedkarite Buddhist from Pune, Praveen Sagare. For him, being Buddhist 

and being Indian are “one and the same.”  “For me,” he said, “Within Buddhism and the Indian 

constitution are the same principles. Both are dependent upon equality.”63 I should say however, 

that it is no coincidence here that Dr. Ambedkar was Chairman of the Indian Constitution’s 

Drafting Committee. Accordingly, many of Ambedkar’s principles were infused into the 

preamble of the Indian Constitution, such as the ideals of justice, liberty, equality and 

fraternity.64 I observed in my interviews that many Ambedkarite Buddhists have pride in the fact 

that Ambedkar played such an integral and noteworthy role in crafting India’s constitution.  

 

What’s in a Name?  Buddhist, Mahar, or Dalit? 

As I alluded to in the section on methodology, during the completion of my fieldwork, I 

observed significant diversity among Buddhists’ relationships to the terms “Buddhist,” “Mahar” 

and “Dalit.” As Beltz articulates, “[the three words] are markedly different from each other 
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62 Pinky Kadam, July 5, 2015.  
63 Praveen Sagare, interview by Emma Leiken, Pune, July 18, 2015.  
64 Though Ambedkar’s values are infused into the Indian constitution, they are not always followed. For instance, 
even though Untouchability was prohibited in the constitution, in many ways it is still practiced to this day. 
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because each word has a history and represents specific experiences and identities.”65 I 

encountered the least complications with the term Buddhist, as virtually all informants identify as 

Buddhist and take pride in their Buddhist identity.  

A common sentiment is that of Rupali Mohite, forty-year-old Ambedkarite Buddhist 

from Kalambaste village, who told me, “I feel very proud to be a Buddhist . . . For me, the words 

Dalit and Mahar have been erased.” She went on to explain, “North Indians use the word Dalit 

but we do not use it in the Konkan region because here, mainly all Dalits are Buddhist.”66 

Similarly, Shirish Pawar, a Buddhist actor, folk-singer and social activist from Mumbai, has 

pride in his Buddhist identity. Shirish speaks disapprovingly about the few famous Buddhist 

actors who opt to change their surname and renounce their Buddhist identity for the sake of fame 

and simplicity.67  

Similar to the positive uniformity I witnessed in reactions to the word Buddhist, I 

observed uniformly negative responses to the word, “Mahar.” Whereas some of the more 

educated and activism-oriented informants such as Sameer and Mangesh had no issue using the 

term when talking about pre-Ambedkar India and the history of their community, most other 

informants avoided the term entirely, even when talking about the history of their community 

before conversion.68 I observed that most Buddhists I spoke to view the term as a derogatory 

word of the past—a name projected onto their community because of their ritual profession. “We 
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65 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and, Dalit, 33. 
66 Rupali Mohite, interview by Emma Leiken, Kalambatse, July 6, 2015. This is not entirely true. There are some 
Chambhars in the Konkan region that did not convert and are still Hindu.  
67 Shirish Pawar, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 2, 2015. Shirish lives in a Mumbai slum in Wadala. He 
sings devotional folk songs to Dr. Ambedkar for a living. He attended Siddharth College in Mumbai (a college 
founded by Dr. Ambedkar) and has recently starred in an enormously successful film, Court, which is now India’s 
entry to the Oscars. He married between castes, to Shweta, who comes from a Hindu Mali family (historically a 
“Shudra” caste, often also labeled “other backwards class.”) 
68  Mangesh is an Ambedkarite Buddhist scholar and activist from Pune. He is chair of the Manuski Center in Pune. 
Amongst other things, some of the aims of the center are to transcend caste barriers through social development 
programs and to develop leadership amongst Dalit women.  
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are Buddhist now . . . . We are no longer Mahars,” Pinky once said, and I saw her cringe at the 

word.69 Similarly, Seema Gamre, Ambedkarite Buddhist from Kalambaste village, said, “After 

the conversion, there is no Mahar. Those who have converted are now Buddhist. We dislike the 

other words.”70 In a similar vein to Seema’s opinion is that of Praveen Sagare, who said, “There 

is no such thing as a Buddhist Mahar.”71 Evidently, then, for many of these Buddhists, their 

historical caste name and their newfound Buddhist identity are wholly incompatible. With the 

conversion to Buddhism, these Buddhist have shed internal perceptions of caste and the name 

Buddhist has superseded the name Mahar. 

 Whereas I observed uniformity in that most of my informants strongly identify with the 

term “Buddhist” and harbor distaste for the word “Mahar,” I saw diversity in my informants’ 

relationship to the term “Dalit.” As a pattern, most activists and highly educated Buddhists I 

interviewed do identify with the term Dalit, although there are exceptions to this pattern. Pinky 

for instance, who was educated up to the eleventh standard (the equivalent of junior year of 

college) does not like the term Dalit because she believes it connotes a sense of caste or impurity. 

In a similar response, college educated IT Professional, Praveen Sagare, said,  “I don’t think we 

are Dalit. We are Buddhist. Even the word Dalit implies caste, but Buddhism is completely 

outside of caste.”72 

Sameer, on the other hand, very much identifies with being a Dalit. “Dalits are all those 

who are oppressed,” he once said: “I like the word Dalit—broken people.” He went on to explain 

that the word is less confining than Buddhist—which is mainly linked to those who used to be 

Mahars in Maharashtra. “Without the word Dalit,” he ponders, “how will a Buddhist from 
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69 Pinky Kadam, June 30, 2015.  
70 Seema Gamre, interview by Emma Leiken, Kalambaste, July 5, 2015.  
71 Praveen Sagare.  
72 Ibid.!!
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Maharashtra connect with a lower caste person from South India?”73 Sameer is knowledgeable 

enough of the writings and opinions of Ambedkar to know that Ambedkar advocated for unity 

amongst oppressed groups. In other words, Ambedkar wanted the Mahars, Matangs, Chambhars, 

Bhangis and all depressed classes to unite in a common effort to assert their basic human 

rights.74 For this reason, Sameer is not partial to those who used to be regarded as Mahars (and 

have now converted to Buddhism), but rather feels connected to all people who were previously 

considered Untouchable or lowly by the Hindu majority, including Adivasis or tribals. Sameer’s 

complex knowledge of and familiarity with Ambedkar’s essays and speeches informs his 

viewpoints. He closed this conversation with, “I am proud of being a Dalit because behind the 

word ‘Dalit’ is my struggle against caste.” For Sameer, embracing the word ‘Dalit’ is an act of 

self-assertion and resistance.  

Overall, Sameer views the term Dalit as a weapon, because it acknowledges the existence 

of an oppressor. The translation of “downtrodden” implies that someone has pushed Dalits down 

and is responsible and accountable for their exploitation. He is proud of being a Dalit pursuing 

his PhD at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, a reputable research university in Mumbai, and of 

having excelled despite the structural discrimination and lack of resources faced by those in his 

community. Sameer is a self-proclaimed radical, fiercely devoted to Ambedkar. He is an activist-

social worker who has dedicated his life to improving the social and economic situation of his 

community through increasing the accessibility of education. In this interview, Sameer proudly 

noted that he is amongst basically the first generation of Dalits to go to college. “My dad only 

finished up to the tenth standard,” he said.  
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73 Sameer Mohite, July 1, 2015.  
74 Historically deemed Untouchable castes. 
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Similar to the way in which Sameer identifies with the term Dalit, Urmila Pawar, has a 

basically positive relationship to the term, though when I asked her about its place in the title of 

her book, The Weave of my Life: A Dalit Woman’s Memoir, she expressed that the term is 

situational and perhaps dated.  In our interview, she said,  

If I were writing the memoir in this day in age, I might not include the word ‘Dalit’ in the 
title because as more progress is being made in the community, people are beginning to 
identify less with the term ‘Dalit.’ Some people think Dalit means those who are poor or 
downtrodden—beggars. They say, ‘Now we live in nice homes and we wear nice clothes, 
so why you call us Dalit? I believe though, that the words ‘Dalit’ or ‘Ambedkarite’ are all 
showing that though we are part of an oppressed community, we are able. The word is 
not degrading us. It’s showing strength. It’s showing the situation of society. No one is 
saying Dalit like it’s okay – oh we like Dalit—no, we are against that situation. 
Nowadays, though, Ambedkarite feels more accurate. But when I wrote the book, Dalit 
seemed more appropriate.75  
 

The term Dalit functions in a similar way for Urmila as it does for Sameer—as a sort of 

weapon—an acknowledgement of the oppression historically faced by the Dalit community, but 

also as an expression of their capabilities and progress despite not having had a level playing 

field. For both Urmila and Sameer, the word Dalit shows a fighting spirit, a lack of complacency 

and a profound act of resistance. 

 

Origin Stories: Why Did Buddhism Disappear From the Country it was Born in? 

Now that I have examined conceptions of Buddhist identity and “naming,” I will explore 

the ways in which contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists have reclaimed their history. Part of 

this historically oppressed community conceptualizing a new communal identity involved a 

taking back of the narrative—of the history that had thus far neglected and portrayed their 

community as lowly. In reconstructing their contemporary identities, often marginalized groups 
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have to construct counter-narratives—narratives that implement a history from below approach, 

which incorporates the study of the non-elite, or in the case of the Dalits, the non-meritorious.76 

 I first explored the subject of origin stories while interviewing various Ambedkarite 

Buddhist professors in the Pali Department of the University of Pune. Shupra Sagar, one of the 

professors at the university, is perplexed by the question: “Why did Buddhism disappear from 

the country it was born in and spread everywhere else?”77 This question presupposes that 

something suspicious happened to wipe Buddhism out. After conducting my fieldwork, I learned 

that Shupra, (and many of my interviewees), like Ambedkar, link the origin of Untouchability 

and the prominence of Brahmanism to the disappearance of Buddhism in India.  

Additionally, whereas many Ambedkarite Buddhists use the rhetoric of conversion to 

describe their turn towards Buddhism, others within the community, such as Sameer, refer to this 

step as a reclamation of their true religion—a taking back of their indigenous identity as original 

Buddhists. Sameer makes sense of his original Buddhist identity, the Aryan invasion and the rise 

of the caste system as follows:78  

When the Aryans came to India, there was no caste system. However, when the Aryans 
came, they started fighting with tribals and the original inhabitants. The Aryans became 
Brahmins and those that continued to fight started to be treated as slaves, and became the 
Shudras, and those that never stopped fighting became outcasts who were sent out of the 
village.”  
 

Sameer then clarified that those who were ultimately sent out of the village were the original 

Buddhists—the present day Dalits, or Ambedkarite Buddhists.  
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76 History from below is commonly defined as a type of historical narrative, which attempts to account 
for historical events from the perspectives of the common people or the oppressed rather than political leaders and 
the privileged.  
77 Shupra Sagar. 
78 It is beyond the scope of this paper to fully analyze and deconstruct the accuracy of these Buddhist origins stories 
and claims about history. Many contemporary scholars question whether there was any Aryan invasion at all. Still, 
many low-caste groups, such as the Dravidians in South India (the followers of E.V. Ramasamy) believe in this sort 
of narrative. For a more robust analysis, see Giovanni Verardi, Hardships and Downfall of Buddhism in India 
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2011.)  
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 After explaining the Aryan invasion, Sameer commented, “The Mahars have always been 

fighters,” ultimately using this as evidence as to why the British favored having the Mahars in 

their battalion. Then, moving back to the origins of the caste system, Sameer explained that 

because the Brahmins created rigid groups (castes), other groups started imitating them. “I am 

most curious though, to know what happened before the Aryans . . .  during the time of 

Nalanda,” Sameer concluded, asking a similar question to that of Shupra Sagar.79 Though 

Sameer’s chronology might not be entirely accurate, he does conceptualize a similar conflict 

between Buddhism and Brahmanism that Ambedkar wrote about. As Beltz notes, 

In [Ambedkar’s] opinion, the brahmans lost their superior position due to competition 
 from the Buddhists. In order to gain dominant status, the brahmans decided to become 
 vegetarian, to prohibit beef-eating, and to reject the Buddhists. As a result, the Buddhist 
 broken men who ate beef like the rest of the  world, were stigmatized as ‘impure.’ This is 
 how untouchability came into being around AD 400.”80  
 
Evidently, a reoccurring theme in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community is the notion of an 

ancient conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism.  

In a similar tone to the one Ambedkar takes on in his famous speech, on “Krishna and his 

Gita,” Sameer then declared that Hindus stole concepts and sites from the original Buddhists 

after they wiped out Buddhism. Then, Sameer echoed Ambedkar further, saying, “Brahmins 

gave birth to Rama and Krishna in Uttar Pradesh . . . What a coincidence that the Buddha’s 

birthplace was close to that.” He went on to note, “Many Hindu temples were once Buddhist 

temples,” citing that he personally has seen Hindu temples where there are old statues of the 

Buddha outside. Finally, he cited the Mahabodi temple in Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India as further 
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79 Nalanda is an ancient Buddhist monastery and teaching institution from the fifth century C.E. Its ruins are located 
in present day Bihar.  
80 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 69-70. 
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evidence of Hindus trying to reclaim for themselves historically sacred Buddhist sites.81 Sameer 

went on to explain that Ambedkar used The Ramayana and the Bhagavad Gita to prove that the 

Buddhists were in India first and that the Hindus borrowed Buddhist concepts in their epics and 

philosophies.82 Correspondingly, in Ambedkar’s essay entitled, “Krishna and His Gita,” 

Ambedkar writes, “How greatly the Bhagavad Gita is permeated by Buddhistic ideology and 

how much the Gita borrowed from Buddhism.”83 

 Mangesh Dahiwale, a highly educated Ambedkarite Buddhist activist and scholar from 

Pune expressed similar opinions to those of Sameer. In an interview, Mangesh said, “Indian 

history is nothing but conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism.” Then, almost echoing 

Sameer, Mangesh said, “In any city, you will find Buddhist caves,“ implying that Buddhism was 

in India long before Hinduism. “Hinduism,” he said, is a “Persian word with a negative 

connotation.” He went on to explain that the notion of Hinduism came to be when Muslims 

invaded India. “Hinduism is essentially Brahmanisim and Brahmanism is casteism,” Mangesh 

said, going on to explain that, “54% of India’s population (OBCs) are slaves according 

scripture.” Mangesh holds the same belief as Sameer that “Untouchables were originally 

Buddhists but were enslaved in the conflict between Buddhism and Brahmanism.”84 Again this 

sentiment echoes the beliefs and writings of Ambedkar. For Sameer and Mangesh, Hinduism is 

an outsider’s construct that encompasses Brahmanism whose essence is caste.85  
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81 The Mahabodi temple is an auspicious Buddhist pilgrimage site where the historical Buddha is said to have 
achieved enlightenment. It is located in Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India. 
82 Sameer Mohite, July 21, 2015.  
83 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 204. 
84!Mangesh Dahiwale, interview by Emma Leiken, Pune, July 20, 2015.  
85 Interviewee Sanchita Das, a Hindu OBC (“Shudra”) from Calcutta also said, “In India there is no religion—only 
casteism. Hinduism is a very recent construct.” Sameer, who was translating this interview, then added that when he 
interviews young schoolchildren in villages for his PhD thesis, “The children say they do not know their religion—
they only know their caste.” Clearly then, what is translating to the students is not the cosmology, but the hierarchal 
social structure. Sanchita Das and Sameer Mohite, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 14, 2015.  
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 It is beyond the scope of this paper to fully examine the accuracy of these Buddhist origin 

stories and claims about Hinduism, but regardless of the accuracy of Ambedkar’s claims that 

Ambedkarite Buddhists were original Buddhists who were enslaved in the conflict between 

Buddhism and Brahmanism, it is key to examine these claims because they demonstrate the way 

in which historically disadvantaged groups are able to reclaim their history. In crafting their own 

narrative and origin story, Ambedkarite Buddhists are taking back a history that has been 

primarily dominated by their oppressors.  

*** 

ETHNOGRAPHIC UNDERSTANDINGS OF BUDDHISM IN RELATION TO 

HINDUISM  

A Conversion Away from Hinduism or a Conversion to Buddhism?  
 

A Framework to Understand the Interviews  
 

In his 1967 article “They Will Not Die Hindus: The Buddhist Conversion of Mahar Ex-

Untouchables,” scholar R.J. Miller poses a poignant but reductionist question regarding the 

conversion:  

What is withdrawal from the Hindu system in real terms? Is it refusal to collect wood 
 and light a fire for Holi celebrations in a village; refusal to collect dead cattle from the 
 fields, removal of Hindu images from the houses and meeting places . . . ? Is it a group 
 of elderly women memorizing long Buddhist chants in Pali? Or cessation of pilgrimage 
 to traditional Hindu-Mahar sites. Or suspicion of the Brahmin convert to Buddhism.86  

 
Though Miller attempts to frame the conversion as an overall “withdrawal from the Hindu 

system,” he is grappling with defining it. Does removing oneself from the Hindu system involve 

completely doing away with Hindu rituals and customs, or does it involve turning to Buddhist 

ones? In other words, is “withdrawal from the Hindu system” refusal to collect wood and light a 

fire for Holi, or a group of elderly woman memorizing Buddhist chants? It seems that Miller is 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 Miller, “They Will Not Die Hindus,” 644. 
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suggesting that the converts either converted away from Hinduism or converted to Buddhism. 

There is an element of mutual exclusivity to this question. Though this question is reductionist in 

nature, this oscillation of converting “away from or to” can serve as a lens through which to 

examine the Buddhist experiences and perspectives in my ethnographic sections. As we will 

soon see, for informants like Sameer, and perhaps also for Ambedkar, at least through the lens of 

this question, the conversion functions primarily as a turning away from Hinduism. 

Consequently, then, for Sameer, Hindu rituals are entirely incompatible with Buddhist practice. 

For Sameer’s cousin Pinky on the other hand, the conversion is more of a turning towards 

Buddhism. For this reason, Hindu rituals are not entirely incompatible with her Buddhist 

practice: her Buddhism is not crafted in opposition to Hinduism. In the following sections, I will 

demonstrate that rather than an either/or (“a conversion away from or to”) approach, it is best to 

acknowledge that there is a spectrum of views in the contemporary Buddhist community on the 

topic of Hindu rituals and symbols. This latter approach allows for fluidity and multiple 

perspectives in regards to making sense of my ethnography. The coming sections will situate 

Sameer and Pinky on opposite extremes of this spectrum.  

 According to my ethnography, though in the most basic, reductive sense, the 

conversion was both a turning away and a turning to, the conversion transcends the question of 

“converting away from or to” entirely. It is imperative that we recognize a broader and more 

holistic understanding of Ambedkarite Buddhist identity—one that is not grounded in specific 

rituals practiced or (not practiced) but rather in self-perception. From my observations, the 

mechanics of Buddhist practice and the presence of specific (Hindu) rituals and symbols are a 

less unifying factor for contemporary Buddhists than the fact that all Buddhists I interviewed 

claim their Buddhist identity with pride and regard themselves as outside of the caste system.  
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 Still, the question of converting away from or to is important to work with and in doing 

so, problematize. The question must be problematized, in part, because it is not emic question. It 

is not the lens through which the insiders—contemporary Ambedkarite Buddhists—view or talk 

about their conversion. So for the most part, in the coming sections, through relaying quotes 

from interviews, I will allow Buddhists to talk about the presence of Hindu rituals and symbols 

in the Buddhist community on their own terms. I will use the question of “converting away from 

or to” just as a stepping-stone to begin making sense of certain diversities in the Ambedkar 

movement. For instance, an informant from Chiplun who was born in 1956 told me that, at the 

local conversion in Chiplun, “all the Mahars brought Hindu idols and statues of gods to the river 

and threw them in . . . [We] drowned them as a way of symbolically breaking ties with 

Hinduism.”87 This account indicates a very active rejection of Hinduism—a moving away that 

was necessary in order for some people to embrace their Buddhist faith. In other words, at least 

in a symbolic sense, many had to do away with their statues of Ganesh, Shiva and Lakshmi to 

make room for the statues and photos of the Buddha and Ambedkar. Many contemporary 

Buddhists view god-worship as counter to Buddhist principles. This reality, however, should not 

negate or overshadow the fact that there are still some Buddhists who view certain Hindu rituals 

and symbols as compatible with their Buddhist identity and practice.  

Ambedkar’s own rejection of Hinduism is reflected in the twenty-two vows he created 

for his community upon conversion. However, while the first half of the vows stipulate what the 

community is leaving behind, the latter half of the vows point to what the community is moving 

towards—or rather, converting to. The first half of the vows are indeed anti-Hindu pledges such 

as:  

I will not believe in the gods Brahma Vishnu, and Mahesh and I will not observe rituals 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87 Chandrakant Gamre.  



  Leiken 38 

in their honor or fast in their name.  
I believe it to be a mischievous rumor that the Buddha is an incarnation of Vishnu.   
I will not get Brahmins to perform funeral rites. 
 

However, the later vows are actually positive declarations, that symbolize a turning to, such as: 
 

I believe that all human beings are equal and I will try to treat all equally. 
I will adopt the eightfold path of the Buddha in all my deeds. 
I will obey the ten commandments of the Buddha. 
I will treat all creatures with kindness and make friends with them. 
I will not steal, commit adultery, tell lies, or drink alcohol. 
I will live my life according to the three principles of the Buddhist faith: Pradnya, Sheel, 
and Karuna88 
I pledge from now on that I will behave according to the teachings of the Buddha.89   
 

In these latter oaths, specifically the ones related to treating humans equally and with kindness, 

Ambedkar distills what for him is the essence of Buddhist doctrine. His reading of Buddhism has 

far-reaching implications for interpersonal relations. To overlook the positive elements of these 

oaths and to focus only on the anti-Hindu oaths is to overlook the fact that the newly converted 

Buddhists had to differentiate their old faith (Hinduism) from their reclamation of Buddhism, 

due to the risk of others trying to claim that their Buddhism was just simply a type of 

Hinduism—that the Buddha was merely an incarnation of Vishnu.90   

For Ambedkar and for this community, then, the conversion was more than just a 

shedding of the Hindu faith and its worldview. It was intended to be a conversion to a new way 

of living, entailing new beliefs about themselves and new modes of testing their convictions—

based on logic and reason. Ambedkarite Buddhists converted away from being Untouchables, 

but they did so based on a new understanding of reality—grounded in fierce devotion to 

Ambedkar and rationalistic beliefs in equality, compassion and logic. Accordingly then, theirs 
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88 Intellect, character, and compassion. 
89 Urmila Pawar, We Also Made History: Women in the Ambedkarite Movement (New Delhi: Zubaan, an imprint of 
Kali for women, 2008), 186-187.  
90 Here, I am using the words of my informants. I do not have the evidence to prove that in fact, conversion to 
Buddhism was a reclamation of their ancient religion. 
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was not just a reactionary project—an attempt to counter the Hindu worldview. If they merely 

wanted to remove themselves from the caste system, beliefs in karma and reincarnation that were 

used to justify their low place in society, and the overarching Hindu fold, they could have 

become atheists, like the followers of E.V. Ramasamy in South India.91 

 Finally, to qualify this community as “not truly” Buddhist, as some upper caste critics 

have done, is to misunderstand the essence of Ambedkarite Buddhism and to overlook 

discrepancies in resources—or in other words, the contemporary framework of structural 

discrimination faced by this community.92 I urge the critics whose cynicism pushes them to 

claim that Ambedkarite Buddhism was purely a political move and not a true religious 

conversion to Buddhism to consider the fact that access to Buddhist teachings, guidance on 

meditation, Pali and ‘scripture’93 often come with access to educational resources that many in 

this community (especially in villages and slum areas) do not have.94 These Buddhists should not 

be ostracized or devalued and their practice should not be delegitimized for not knowing the 

translations of Pali texts or not having read The Buddha and His Dhamma or various Sutras 

when in fact, they are practicing what Queen and King argue is the essence of Buddhist 

teachings in their every day lives—in the ways they perceive themselves and those they interact 
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91 E.V. Ramasamy, the founder of the Self-Respect or Dravidian Movement in South India, and a social reformer of 
Ambedkar’s time, opposed religion and preferred atheism because he thought religious people invented myths and 
superstitions intended to exploit the low-castes. In a sense, one could argue that Ambedkar was an atheist because 
Buddhism advocates for no god or goddess worship. Still however, Ambedkar’s community converted to an 
organized religion, whereas Ramasamy urged his followers to declare atheism. 
92 For instance, in his book, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, Beltz documents the views of a Brahman political activist 
from Pune who argues that Ambedkarite Buddhists are not real Buddhists: “Ambedkar’s thoughts are all of British 
and American origin . . .  His Buddhism is not the true Buddhism. True Buddhism does not preach hatred for other 
castes. Ambedkar invented a religion that is based on hatred for the Hindu ‘touchables.’ The Buddha never hated 
anyone . . . That is why educated people never follow Ambedkar.” See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 105. Yes, 
one could argue that the Buddha did not hate anyone, but one could also argue that the Buddha did not tolerate caste 
hierarchy and social stratification, and that Ambedkar’s reading of Buddhism is not grounded in hate, but rather 
grounded in a rejection of caste hierarchy and systemic and ritually-sanctioned social inequality. 
93 Because there is really no such thing as Buddhist “scripture.” 
94 The likes of whom Ambedkar critiques in his essay, “Conversion.” See Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R 
Ambedkar, 219.  
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with. As Queen and King argue, for Ambedkar, “the center of the Buddha’s dhamma is [hu]man 

and the relation of [hu]man to [hu]man in his life on earth.”95 Perhaps then, what Ambedkar did 

was not deviate from “true Buddhism,” but rather, as Queen and King argue, shift its emphasis 

from one of orthodoxy (tenets of doctrine), to one of orthopraxy (moral practice) in lived 

religious experience. 

 

Is There Room For Hindu Rituals within the Buddhist Community? 

I will begin this section on Ambedkarite Buddhism in relation to Hinduism with a 

selection of quotes exemplifying that the conversion to Buddhism did not erase Hindu gods, 

rituals and symbols entirely from Buddhist homes. In her memoir, The Weave of my Life, 

interviewee Urmila Pawar recounts her experience at the time of conversion when she was 

eleven years old. In describing the conversion, she writes, 

Crowds of people from the surrounding villages marched to the grounds of Gogate 
College in Ratnagiri until it resembled a sea of humanity . . . . Several instructions were 
being issued from the loudspeakers hanging overhead. Then came the reverberating 
sound of Buddham Saranam Gachhami, and we too joined in the chanting of the crowd. 

 
 She then describes that after the ceremony, “the villagers collected the idols and various pictures 

of the gods and goddesses adorning our walls, which Aaye [mother] used to worship every day 

and threw them into a basket” ultimately bringing them into the river.96 She recounts the 

villagers chanting an invocation on the way: 

 
 O ye Gods, 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja 
 Go back to your own place. 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja, 
 You never did any good to us. 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja, 
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 Now our Lord Buddha has come. 
 Yes, that’s right Maharaja. 
 Now we aren’t scared of anyone. 
 Yes, that’s right, Maharaja.97 
 
Years later, however, Urmila notes that she went back to Ratnagiri only to find that the homes 

that had once discarded Hindu gods now had the altars back in them.98 Similarly, while 

completing fieldwork, ethnographer Johannes Beltz notes, 

 Many [Buddhists] explained that they did not worship Hindu deities. But I 
 discovered in their kitchens that kuladevata [images of family deities] or other gods 
 continued to exist. Did they want to hide these gods’ from the visitor’s eyes? When I 
 found them, I asked informants why they responded differently earlier . . . They gave 
 excuses such as ‘my son brought me these things from Gujarat,’ or ‘this does not belong 
 to us.’ They insisted that they no longer worshipped Hindu gods and that these idols were 
 just children’s toys or decorative objects. Some of them said only the mother performed 
 the rituals.99 

 
This point corresponds to one of the primary marks of diversity I observed within the Ambedkar 

movement—the presence of Hindu rituals in Buddhist homes. 

 As previously alluded to, the subject of Hinduism is a controversial topic within the 

Buddhist community and studies of the Ambedkar movement in part because outsiders, and 

certain Buddhist critics are quick to delegitimize a person’s particular Ambedkarite Buddhist 

practice at the sight of shrines of Hindu gods, goddesses and symbols in Buddhists’ homes.100 

Whereas Beltz provides evidence that many within the community are critical of Hindu rituals 

outlasting the conversion, I observed others who were more sympathetic—who conceptualized a 

potential compatibility between certain Hindu rituals or symbols and Buddhist practice. Beltz, 

however, tends to focus on the critiques, documenting a scathing critique of those Buddhists who 
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97 Maharaja is the term for an Indian prince in Hindi. It is also a term of respect. See Pawar, The Weave of my Life, 
93.  
98 Ibid, whole book. 
99 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 187.  
100 Often times, staunch Dalit activists such as Sameer, are the quickest to criticize those Buddhists who continue to 
practice Hindu rituals. This is because often times, these activists are purists. They believe that continuing Hindu 
rituals is in essence, being complicit in the caste system and the Hindu religion that oppresses them.   
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still worship Hindu gods and practice Hindu rituals from an interview with Ambedkarite 

Buddhist Baby Kamble. In the interview, Baby says,  

You, you knowledgeable generation of today, you have completely thrown Babasaheb 
out of your lives. Babasaheb who has done so much for you . . . On the fourth day after 
the full moon, on Saturdays and Thursdays, you fast. You familiarize your children with 
Ganapati, Lakshmi and other divinities. Since when are you wasting your energy on 
banging your foreheads on the steps of shrines, whereas not one god has ever had the 
courtesy of showing you some pity?”101 
 

Though I understand the agitation Baby is experiencing and even the perceived hypocrisy she is 

commenting on, Baby’s opinion here is one that I only sometimes encountered in my 

ethnography. Both Baby and Sameer fall on an extreme end of the spectrum. In a sense, they are 

purists. They openly criticize the presence of anything remotely Hindu in the Buddhist 

community. Though many of my informants had strong opinions on whether or not it is 

acceptable for Buddhists to participate in Hindu rituals or hold on to Hindu symbols, Pinky is my 

most complex informant when it comes to this topic.  

During a conversation on Buddhist identity, both Pinky and Vikrant said that for them, a 

central part of being Buddhist is that they do not worship Hindu gods or participate in Hindu 

rituals.102 Soon after agreeing on this point, however, Vicky chided Pinky for hypocrisy—saying 

that Pinky liked to participate in ancient Hindu wedding rituals. As usual, Pinky laughed off this 

critique, not because she is trying to hide something, but because she really sees no 

incompatibility with her Buddhist identity and the practice of a few select Hindu rituals.103 

Whereas Sameer defines his Buddhism in stark opposition to Hinduism, Pinky’s Buddhist 

practice is not necessarily crafted as an antithesis to Hinduism. This reality allows Pinky to 

selectively practice certain Hindu rituals without compromising her Buddhist identity.  
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101 Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist, and Dalit, 189. 
102 Pinky and Vikrant are not family but they know each other well because they both have family in the Chiplun 
area. 
103!Vikrant Sawant and Pinky Kadam. interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 10, 2015. 
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During an interview with Pinky, we discussed her perception of her Buddhist identity in 

light of having Hindu friends. I soon learned that Pinky’s Buddhism transcends boundaries and 

does not lead her to resent Hindus or their religion, despite what many in her community believe 

to be the oppressive rituals and observances it forced Untouchables into. In regards to having 

Hindu friends, she said, 

I never talk badly about other religions—even Hinduism, because I believe in love and 
compassion. I do not talk badly about their Gods. In college I would go to the Hindu 
temples in Dadar, Mumbai with my friends because I wanted to support them. I also 
support my friends in Ganpati festival because we are friends. Sameer would never go to 
these Hindu festivals. He thinks all Dalits and OBCs should convert to Buddhism . . . . He 
won’t step foot into a Hindu temple.104 

 
Evidently, Pinky’s understanding of Buddhism is one grounded in compassion and friendship, 

whereas, at least in her opinion, Sameer’s understanding of Buddhism is grounded in a sort of 

divisiveness. His Buddhism is actively anti-Hindu.105 

Rather than discuss in full each Hindu practice or symbol Pinky holds onto, I will use the 

example of the Mangalsutra as representative of Pinky’s approach to this complex tension. 

Pinky, a lover of fashion and all things glamorous, once got into a heated argument with her 

cousin, Sameer, about the Mangalsutra (an ornament many Hindu women wear around their neck 

to indicate that they are married.) Many Buddhist women, such as Rina Sagare, have 

symbolically thrown off their Mangalsutras in a response to the gender inequality they believe 

the Hindu tradition advocates (in part, through requiring women to wear the Mangalsutra). 

However, Pinky says that when she gets married, she will look forward to wearing the 

Mangalsutra. “I have no problem with people wearing the Mangalsutra — even Buddhists,” 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
104 Pinky Kadam, July 11, 2015.  
105 In his ethnography, Beltz quotes a young Buddhist from Nagpur who, like Pinky was wont to do, “explains that 
all religions, in some way, would be the same.” Similar to Pinky, his interviewee said, “I participate in the festivals 
of all the religions. I think religion should not act as a barrier between men. I also go to Hindu temples.” See Beltz, 
Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 190. This illustrates that though Pinky is somewhat of an outlier in my ethnography in 
terms of her views on Hindu rituals and symbols, there are, in fact, others in the community whose views correspond 
with hers.   
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Pinky said.  “It is just a fashion piece and it should be the woman’s choice whether she wants to 

wear one or not.”106 Pinky made this comment while recounting how Sameer dissuaded his wife 

from wearing one because he thought it was oppressive and a mark of gender inequality. Pinky 

believes that regardless of what a husband believes the Mangalsutra’s implications are, it should 

be the wife’s decision as to whether she wears one or not.  

While Pinky views the Mangalsutra out of context of its gender implications, Rupali 

Mohite, an Ambedkarite Buddhist from Chiplun, has a starkly different view. In an interview, 

Rupali said,   

I feel connected to my Buddhist identity because I follow all Buddhist practices, and no 
Hindu ones. That is what Babasaheb wanted us to do. Why should we Buddhist women 
wear the Hindu black Mangalsutra? Here, in the village, I only wear one because I know I 
will be criticized if I don’t. My husband is okay with me if I do not wear Mangalsutra or 
green bangles (markers of marriage.)  I want to wear white bangles, and not green, 
because I am a Buddhist.107 
 

Similarly, in her memoir, interviewee Urmila Pawar writes,  
 
When I saw the bare necks of the activists in the women’s movement, I always asked 
myself, why should I wear the mangalsutra? I am a Buddhist! My religion does not tell 
me to wear one. It suggests only a white string, both for the husband and wife, to be tied 
on their wrists! Then why not do away with these ancient symbols of subservience? I 
resolved to get ride of the mangalsutra. But it was easier said than done. I went to the 
women’s programs without wearing the mangalsutra, but for marriages or naming 
ceremonies I would invariably wear it. Sometimes my troubled conscience made me go 
to the office and elsewhere with a bare neck. If somebody asked me why, I would deliver 
a lecture on women’s liberation. And sometimes, when my heart overflowed with love 
for my husband, I found myself wearing it again. In the beginning, my husband would 
throw a fit if he found me without the mangalsutra. But, later on, even he vacillated 
between the Buddhist and Hindu ways!108 
 

This quotation demonstrates Urmila’s conflict in regards to the Mangalsutra. More than that, 

however, it demonstrates the difficulty in doing away with ancient Hindu symbols and the social 

implications of taking a stance.  
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106 Pinky Kadam, July 11, 2015.  
107 Rupali Mohite. White is regarded as a Buddhist color. 
108 Pawar, The Weave of my Life, 211-212.  
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Similar to Rupali and Urmila’s aversions to the Mangalsutra is Sameer’s critical 

perspective on it. Whereas Pinky has held on to some Hindu beliefs, rituals and traditions, 

Sameer refuses to do anything remotely Hindu. Sameer opposes the Mangalsutra based on the 

grounds that 

First: the original shape of the Mangalsutra symbolizes the breast of the woman, which 
 recognizes a woman as only a sexual object. Second: why should women only wear the 
 mangalsutra?  Why do not men have to wear it?  That is not equal.109 

 
Sameer’s perspective here is unique. Not only does he reject the Mangalsutra because of its 

Hindu origin—he is also uncomfortable with the symbol because he believes it points to a 

profound gender inequality. Sameer is a very progressive and forward-thinking interviewee. Not 

all men in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community are so quick to recognize and condemn gender-

based inequality. Sameer was my only male interviewee who expressed this view.  

Finally, aside from participating in certain Hindu festivals for “fun,” such as Holi and 

Rakhi, Pinky adheres to other value-laden Hindu customs.110 For instance, she deliberately does 

not do puja to the Buddha or Ambedkar when she is menstruating because she feels that she is 

“impure, and should not be with the Buddha or Ambedkar when she is impure.”111 This believed 

impurity and seclusion of a woman on her period is actually a Hindu tradition that she still holds 

onto and believes, based in the purity-impurity dichotomy which is the foundation of caste. Also, 

here the terminology of puja harkens back to Hindu tradition of god and goddess worship.    

Urmila Pawar has a significant amount to say about the presence of Hindu rituals and 

symbols within the Buddhist community. Urmila was born before the conversion, in 1945, 

making her eleven in 1956, the year her family converted to Buddhism. In an interview, she 
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109 Sameer Mohite, July 12, 2015.  
110 Holi is an ancient Hindu religious festival, otherwise known as the Festival of Colors. Rakhi is a Hindu festival 
that celebrates love and duty between brothers and sisters.  
111 Pinky Kadam, July 11, 2015.!!
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described what it was like to grow up Hindu and then have to make the abrupt shift to a new 

religion at such an age.  

In a funny but poignant story, Urmila explained how before the conversion, her family 

worshipped the Hindu monkey-God, Hanuman:112 “There was a Hanuman temple by my home, 

and I used to give holy leaves to it,” she said. She explained that even after conversion, she 

continued to skip school and go to the Hanuman temple because it was her favorite place. Then, 

however, she said, “my mother caught me going back to the Hanuman temple after the 

conversion. She beat me and said, ‘We are Buddhist now!’” Urmila concluded that it took her 

until she was thirteen or fourteen to really understand that she was now a Buddhist.  

When I asked her how she feels about the presence of Hindu rituals in the Buddhist 

community, Urmila explained to me that,  

When conversion happened, people created new rituals . . . . Even still though, many 
 of us follow Hindu rituals. Every person behaves with the subconscious mind. We are 
 Buddhist, but in the subconscious mind, we may think of God . . . . It’s socialization. 
 Though we’ve converted, many Hindu rituals remain. For instance, during the 
 husband’s death in Hinduism, a girl must break her green bangles on her dead husband’s 
 leg. Some Buddhists still do that. During death within the Hindu tradition, women used to 
 wipe their forehead with their dead husband’s toe.  

 
In a similar sentiment to Baby Kamble, Urmila said, “I reject this.”  Sameer, who was translating 

this interview, then added that his mother’s village forced his mother to perform this ritual when 

his father passed away. Urmila then spoke about other Hindu rituals that she rejects. She said,  

To this day, Hindus put small stones or pictures of gods on the road. Whenever I see 
 someone put garlands on a stone, I pick the stone up and throw it away, especially when 
 I see Buddhists do it. I tell Buddhists who do that, ‘you will make a stone temple in 
 your mind, and then not be allowed to go into the real one.  Follow Science!’113  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 It comes as no surprise that Hanuman, the beloved monkey-god, was Urmila’s family’s deity before conversion 
because some scholars have observed that he is a symbol of strength and resilience—a potentially effective resource 
for low-caste rural groups seeking to legitimize their connection with gods and the divine. See Lutgendorf, Philip, 
“Monkey in the Middle: The Status of Hanuman in Popular Hinduism,” Religion 27 (1997): 311-332. 
113 Urmila Pawar and Sameer Mohite, July 29, 2015.  
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I found this remark very powerful. This quotation relates back to Baby’s previous statement: 

“Since when are you wasting your energy on banging your foreheads on the steps of shrines, 

whereas not one god has ever had the courtesy of showing you some pity?” In both of these 

comments, Urmila and Baby are critiquing Buddhists who continue to practice a religion or 

worship gods who are dominated by upper-castes. They point out the contradictions in 

performing Hindu rituals and worshipping Hindu gods and goddesses when in reality, they will 

be barred from entering Hindu temples.  

 It is important to note that whereas those like Baby, Sameer and Urmila reject and 

criticize the presence of all Hindu rituals and symbols in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community, 

others, like graduate student Rina Sagare from Pune, believe that, “if a person is following the 

Five Buddhist Precepts, there is no problem with them worshipping Hindus gods.” In an 

interview, Rina said, “The Five Precepts are more important than secondary rituals.”  During this 

conversation, however, her husband, Praveen, interrupted her and said, “But Dr. Ambedkar said 

not to worship Hindu Gods. I personally think we shouldn’t do that.”114 Praveen is more of a 

purist in relation to Buddhism and believes that Buddhists should do away with Hindu ritual 

completely.  

 Clearly, within this sampling of Buddhists in the Ambedkar movement, there is not much 

consensus or uniformity in regards to whether or not it is acceptable to hold on to Hindu rituals 

and symbols since conversion.115 Rather, my informants are on a spectrum that allows for a 

range in perspectives. That being said, however, it is my view that those who practice certain 

Hindu rituals are no less “Buddhist” than their counterparts. For them, Buddhist identity 
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114 Rina Sagare and Praveen Sagare, July 18, 2015.  
115 In his ethnography, Beltz also observes an “ongoing conceptual differentiation amongst Buddhists,” in regards to 
the acceptability of Hindu rituals and symbols in Buddhist homes. See Beltz, Mahar, Buddhist and Dalit, 189.  
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transcends Hindu ritual practice and has more to do with self-perception—if I am Buddhist, I am 

Buddhist, regardless of whether I practice certain Hindu rituals.   

 

Hindu or Upper Caste Responses to the Conversion 

 Though it is clear that there is no consensus on the place of Hindu ritual in contemporary 

Ambedkarite Buddhism, through my interviews, I learned that Buddhist identity and the impacts 

of the conversion transcend ritual and the question of “converting away from or to.”116 Though 

Pinky and Sameer may at first glance appear vastly different in their conceptions of Buddhist 

identity, ultimately, their Buddhist identity has provided both of them with more or less the same 

mindset in regards to self-perception. A unifying factor amongst all my interviewees (regardless 

of whether they still practice Hindu rituals or not) is that Buddhism has provided them a greater 

sense of agency and self-respect—in other words, the Marathi term manuski. Overall, it appears 

that these Buddhists have accomplished the inner transformation that Ambedkar wanted. 

Unfortunately, however, in ways, outsiders are lagging behind in their perception of these 

Buddhists. Ambedkarite Buddhists are not necessarily always respected in the greater social 

context— one that is compromised of upper castes, the government and even tribals.117 

 Take for instance the fact that though the practice of Untouchablity was outlawed in the 

Indian constitution, the government still documents ex-Mahars as “scheduled castes.” 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
116 For the purpose of basic classifications, still, Sameer would be in the realm of converting away from Hinduism 
(which explains his aversion to Hindu ritual,) and Pinky would fall into the category of converting to Buddhism (and 
because she did not deliberately convert away from Hinduism, she holds on to certain Hindu rituals).  
117 Most Ambedkarite Buddhists I interviewed believe that caste discrimination in the contemporary framework is 
still prevalent, albeit subtle or concealed. Most Buddhists voiced that caste-based discrimination is more prevalent in 
the private sphere than in the public sphere (for instance, in the private job sector where the policies of quotas and 
reservations are not in place for Scheduled Castes). Interviewees such as Urmila emphasized discrimination against 
Dalits in high-tech institutions and Sameer emphasized the structural discrimination against the Dalit community. 
Shirish, on the other hand, recounted the blatant casteism he faces in the film industry—the preference for light-
skinned actors and the lack of Dalits playing leading roles. “If they do hire Buddhists, they often make them play 
sweepers or menial workers,” he said. In India, those wanting to appear upper caste are often concerned with making 
themselves look fairer, because it is believed that if you are darker, you have spent time toiling in the fields—and 
that you are less well-off. Shirish Pawar.  



  Leiken 49 

Furthermore, Sameer once said, “My hamlet used to be known as Maharwada.  But now we 

changed the name to Buddha-wari . . . The government documents still say Maharwada.”118 

Evidently, the government still conceptualizes Buddhists within the caste-framework. 

 Other interviewees emphasized the ways in which certain upper castes still treat them as 

though they are impure, or Untouchable. For instance, Ambedkarite Buddhist school principal 

Anjeli Kadam describes having experienced overt caste-based discrimination in the work place. 

In an interview, she explained the complexities and setbacks of being a Buddhist woman in a 

place of power in a traditional government school. In our interview, she spoke quickly, with 

volume, animation and warmth.  “I began working as principal at Jilla Parishad Kalambaste in 

2003,” she said.119 She went on to explain that 

At the time, all the other female teachers were either Marathas or Brahmins.  I went to 
lunch on the first day with the other ten lady teachers and the environment felt tense and 
strange because no one was sharing their food. I sensed that they had made a plan for no 
one to share so that they wouldn’t have to share with me, whom they considered 
‘Untouchable.’ They didn’t want food from my tiffin because they did not want to 
become impure. 
 

 Anjeli told the story with such a sense of joviality—as though she had empathy for these women 

still bound up in the shackles of casteist thought. She then explained, that rather than backing 

away and leaving the job altogether at the face of this roadblock and caste prejudice, she used her 

power in a productive way—to achieve respect. Following this lunch and various other 

manifestations of disrespect she faced during her first month as principal, she made a rule that 

teachers had to stay with their students during lunch. Finally teachers began to let go of their 

caste prejudices (at least on the outside). They began sharing with her. Because the other female 
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118!Sameer Mohite, July 16, 2015.  
119 Jilla Parishad is the name for government schools in Maharashtra. Government schools are often some of the 
lowest quality schools in the state and they generally receive less funding than their private school counterparts.  
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teachers specifically, doubted her qualifications since they knew she was a Dalit, she started 

being overly disciplined. This, she explained, “is how I gained respect.”120  

 Through my ethnography I learned that caste stigma transcends geographic locale, as 

both urban and rural Buddhists expressed having encountered it. Most villagers who I 

interviewed about caste-based discrimination had similar responses to those of the Gamres, so I 

will quote the Gamre family as being somewhat representative. The Gamres are a Buddhist 

family from Kalambaste, a village ten minutes outside of Chiplun. During a discussion on caste-

prejudice, Chandrakant Gamre, Ambedkarite Buddhist and rick-shaw driver said,  

In the villages, though conversion has happened, in other people’s mind we are still 
Untouchable. Many of the Marathas in particular do not respect the fact that we are now 
Buddhist . . . There is much tension. Years back, even, OBCS like Kunbis and Marathas 
wanted the Scheduled Caste benefits that Buddhists have…They think we Buddhists are 
not qualified. . . . Amongst Kunbis and Marathas it’s 50/50.121 
 

When I asked him what the statistic was in reference to, he explained, “half will allow us to eat 

in their homes, and half won’t.” Then, he added other forms of discrimination as being, “When 

they don’t invite us to their houses for functions.” He went on to explain,  “in public, they treat 

us equally, but privately people display their casteism.”122  

 

Assessing the Impacts Sixty Years Out: Self-Perception and the Reclamation of Manuksi 
 

 Based on these accounts of caste discrimination from my interviewees, one could come to 

the rash conclusion that the conversion, on the whole, did not afford Buddhists more respect 

from others. Whether or not that is true, however, is not the point, and beyond the scope of this 
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120 Anjeli Kadam, interview by Emma Leiken, Chiplun, July 9, 2015.  
121 Kunbis are a group of farming castes in Maharashtra, who are lower in caste than the Marathas, who are 
generally land-owning castes. The salient point here is that though Kunbis are not that much higher on the status 
hierarchy than Dalits (Kunbis fall into the “Shudra” caste,) some Kunbis discriminate towards Dalits just like upper 
castes do.  
122 Chandrakant Gamre.  



  Leiken 51 

paper. In his many speeches and writings, though Ambedkar stressed gaining social equality 

through conversion, his emphasis was on the Untouchable community gaining more self-respect.  

 In order to begin assessing the impacts of the Buddhist conversion, it is useful to reflect 

on Ambedkar’s goals upon deciding to convert. In his essay entitled, “Conversion,” Ambedkar 

observes, “Untouchables need [two] things. First, they need to end their social isolation. The 

second thing is that they need to end their inferiority complex.”123 He then goes on to say that, 

“The inferiority complex of the Untouchables is the result of their isolation, discrimination, and 

the unfriendliness of the social environment.”124 Evidently, Ambedkar hoped that in converting, 

new Buddhists would shed their inferiority complex and gain a sense of worth and personhood. 

Later on in “Conversion,” Ambedkar poses the question: “What does it mean for an Untouchable 

to say that he believes in Hinduism? It means that he accepts that he is an Untouchable [and that 

it is] a result of divine dispensation.”125 He goes on to say that the fact that 

 Hinduism is inconsistent with the self-respect and honor of the Untouchables is the 
 strongest ground which justifies the conversion of Untouchables to another and nobler 
 faith.126  
 
Evidence points to the fact then, that the reorientation of Untouchables’ self-perception and the 

reclamation of personhood, or in other words, manuski, were key factors in Ambedkar deciding 

to convert. Overall, however, the above quotations demonstrate that Ambedkar anticipated the 

positive psychological impacts of the conversion.  

Based off my interviews, I observed that the most profound impact the conversion has 

made, (and the largest point of unity amongst my interviewees) at least in the eyes of the 

Buddhists I interviewed, is the internal impact—the one that has its basis in the self-perception of 
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123 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 230.  
124 Ibid, 235. 
125 Ibid, 229.  
126 Ibid, 221.!
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contemporary Buddhists. Throughout my research, I have observed that Buddhist identity has 

provided many of my informants a greater sense of self-respect, self-esteem, agency, 

empowerment and a belief in the value of critical thinking.  

 Zelliot discusses Ambedkar’s legacy and the impacts of the conversion in her book, From 

Untouchable to Dalit. In an essay entitled, “The Leadership of Babasaheb Ambedkar,” Zelliot 

enumerates some of the impacts as 

 a [greater] sense of self-respect, opportunities for education and employment in high 
 places, organization on the basis of local leadership for large goals, a militant claim 
 to human rights, a tie between the new elite and the still-suffering masses, a sense  of 
 belonging completely to a rich Indian religious heritage.127  
 
While all of these points deserve attention, in this section, I will focus on the self-respect 

component of her appraisal. Zelliot emphasizes the importance of the psychological dimensions 

and impacts of the conversion when she observes, “the psychological impacts of Buddhism, the 

matter of changed identity, cannot be judged by visible signs. One way of gauging it is from the 

Buddhist literature, writings, and songs.”128 She then references a song by Ambedkarite Buddhist 

Waman Kardak that exemplifies the psychological dimension of the conversion: 

 Here there is no caste, no useless black-white splits, 
 My Gautam Buddha loves each one.  
 The door is open for all—Shudra, Chandala, Weave, Gardener, Brahman, Fisherman, all 
 merge in the triad of Buddha, Sangha, Dhamma.  
 There are no separate paths, all are brothers. 
 There is no pollution, no harassment, in Buddha’s religion. 
 There is no shelter for hypocrisy in the place of my Buddha. 
 There are no gods; there is no fate, no deed binding one to a fatal direction.129  
 
This song sounds eerily similar to the responses of my informants when I asked them about the 

impacts of the conversion. Like Waman Kardak, informants such as Sameer also emphasized the 
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127 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 73. 
128 Ibid, 218.  
129 Gangadhar Pantavane, “Waman Kardak,” Amru  23 (1975). Translated by Eleanor Zelliot with Vidyut Bhagwa. 
See Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 218.   
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lack of hypocrisy in Buddhism and solace in the fact that there are no gods, no fate, and no 

karma. 

 Zelliot also demonstrates that other leaders in the Dalit movement emphasize the 

psychological dimensions of the conversion. For instance, Namdev Dhasal, a poet and past 

leader of the Dalit Panthers130 is reported to have said in an interview, 

 Conversion to Buddhism . . . freed the scheduled castes from mental and psychological 
 enslavement . . . .  Religion [has] an attraction for the common man and it was not easy to 
 change his attitude towards it. . . . [The Buddhists have] liberated themselves from old 
 ideas of karma and destiny and from worship of Hindu gods. To the extent this facilitated 
 their adopting rational attitudes to their condition in society, the chances of their actively 
 striving to change their conditions were better.131 
 
Likewise, Zelliot cites an article in The Times of India, which confirms my conviction that the 

conversion freed many Buddhists from a sense of inferiority, impurity or pollution. The article 

says,  

 They [Buddhists] seem to have got rid of their age-old inferiority complex. They have a 
 fresh sense of identity and a newly acquired confidence. What is more, the youth among 
 them have completely shed the superstitions that had cramped their existence and have 
 adopted a more rational view of life.132 
 
Zelliot further observes some of the self-perception laden aspects of the conversion when she 

writes, “What has happened is that even in areas where observers report ‘no change at all,’ one 

finds that Buddhists no longer carry out what they feel are ritually submissive, degrading, or 

impure duties.”133 Evidently, the psychological changes had practical implications, as a surge in 

self-respect amongst Buddhists contributed to them giving up their demeaning ritual professions. 

In her book, Zelliot also writes that, “A Brahman teacher who was at Siddharth College in 1956 
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130 The Dalit Panthers was an anti-caste organization founded by Namdeo Dhasal and J.V. Pawar in 1972. The 
revolutionary organization was inspired by the Black Panthers, a revolutionary movement amongst African 
Americans in the US.  
131 The Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. VIII, Nos. 31.33 p1398. See Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 219.  
132 Arun Sadhu, “Neo-Buddhists in Maharashtra—Conversion has Helped,” Times of India 15 (1975). See Zelliot, 
From Untouchable to Dalit, 219. 
133 Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 220.  



  Leiken 54 

reported that his Buddhist (formerly Mahar) students not only threw out their gods and goddesses 

but also were noticeably filled with a new spirit of self-confidence . . . . A sociologist who spent 

seven months in 1962 surveying the situation of Untouchables in the villages stated: ‘The 

Buddhists are still in a gallant mood. They haven’t cooled down yet.’”134 

 But then the question is: Is the fervor of the conversion still aflame among contemporary 

Buddhists? My interviewees indicated that the psychological benefits of the conversion continue 

to play a major role in their thinking. For example, many emphasize their satisfaction because 

“there are no gods” in the Buddha’s religion. One of my informants, Sameer, conceptualized the 

internal impacts of the conversion as being key when he said, 

Growing up as a Buddhist, I was never asked to pray to God blindly. Rather, I have been 
indirectly learning that whatever success you get in life, you must fight for yourself. 
Also, I was never asked to believe in superstitions—for instance, that God caused an 
earthquake because we humans made a mistake. Also, as Buddhist now, we have less 
restrictions. For instance, in Hinduism, you cannot get marriage directly. They consult a 
holy book according to your birth time and they write out your future as prescribed by the 
stars—horoscopes. You see more critical thinking amongst Buddhists . . . so these are the 
psychological changes. Also, now we have knowledge. Now we understand who is 
oppressing us—the Hindus. This knowledge has given me the strength to work to 
eradicate caste.135 
 

Evidently, for Sameer, greater self-awareness and freedom to think critically are key impacts of 

the conversion. He also attributes his sense of work ethic to a newfound understanding of 

success. For him, good fortune is no longer a result of past good karma but rather, a result of 

hard work and determination.  

 Similarly, in her memoir, Urmila Pawar writes that after the conversion, “the people of 

our community went around with a feeling that there was no reason to pray to god for comfort, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
134 Zelliot writes that, “Dr. M..G. Kulkarni of the Gokhale Institute of Politics and Economics, Pune, has made 
available to me his reports on surveys of villages in Buldana and Nasik districts in 1962. I have quoted only his 
personal remarks, but his detailed knowledge of the village situation has added to my understanding of present 
conditions.” See Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit, 139. 
135 Sameer Mohite, July 28, 2015.  
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as if all comforts were automatically at their doorsteps.”136 In an interview, Urmila emphasized 

the prevalence of critical thinking amongst Buddhists.137 Rina Sagare, Ambedkarite Buddhist 

from Pune, also commented on the prevalence of critical thinking among Buddhists and the 

psychological impacts of the conversion when she noted, 

Because of Hindu conditioning of the mind, people had lost their reasoning power and 
analysis skills . . . . The conversion brought self-awareness and critical thinking back to 
our community. Self-awareness is very important. You first have to be aware that you are 
being oppressed to become empowered.138 
 

Whereas Sameer, Urmila and Rina all emphasized the psychological impact of the conversion 

from an assessment point of view upon reflection, Pinky exemplified the psychological impacts 

of the conversion in her comment, “Before the conversion, we were Untouchables. Now, we are 

not Untouchables. We are Buddhists. The conversion brought equality to us—and also self-

respect. Because of Buddhism, I am not in the caste-system.”139 Pinky’s comment here 

corresponds to Ambedkar’s belief that the name “Untouchable” corresponded to the way in 

which his community viewed itself—as lowly, impure and unworthy—ie, as Untouchable. In 

shedding the name, many in the community, such as Pinky, lost notions of Untouchability and 

impurity. Correspondingly, in his essay, “Conversion,” Ambedkar comments on the way in 

which names are symbols and have a role in social economy when he writes, “The name 

Untouchable is a bad name. It repels, forbids, it stinks . . . There is a fixed attitude towards 

Untouchables, which is determined by the stink which is embedded within the name 

Untouchable.”140    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
136 Pawar, The Weave of my Life, 93. 
137 Urmila Pawar. 
138 Rina Sagare. 
139 Pinky Kadam, July 29, 2015.  
140 Ambedkar, The Essential Writings of B.R Ambedkar, 236. !
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 I observed further evidence of progress in the Ambedkarite Buddhist community when I 

visited Pinky’s village, or “native place,” as she calls it—Nandevsi. There we met her ninety-five 

year-old grandmother, Parvati, who was born well before the conversion—hence why she is 

named after a Hindu goddess. Pinky explained that Parvati was married at the age of seven, 

because during the time of her upbringing, child marriage was still prevalent. At her pre-

conversion wedding, Pinky added, “there were many Hindu rituals. . . . She had to walk around 

the fire.”141 Pinky explained that Parvati never got the benefits of an education. She cannot read 

or write, so when she signs forms and documents, she uses her fingerprint. Amidst our discussion 

of Parvati, Pinky expressed gratitude for her education and privileges. “I am grateful to 

Babasaheb. Because of him, I am where I am today,” she said.142 Pinky and her grandmother 

span two generations of Ambedkarite Buddhists. 

 Shupra Sagar, Pali professor at the University of Pune, is eager to assess the impacts of 

the conversion. “Buddhism has brought a new life to backward people in India,” he said during 

an interview. He went on to express gratitude for Ambedkar, commenting, “Look at all of us 

who are at this university in positions of power . . . it is because of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar.”  

In his appraisal of the contemporary situation, he expressed gratitude that due to the dhamma, 

Buddhists do not believe in God. He also emphasized the loss of the inferior quality that the 

conversion brought. Distilling what he believes to be the impacts of the conversion and 

Ambedkar’s legacy, Shupra said,  

Dr. Ambedkar gave us two important things: in the spiritual form, he gave us the 
Dhamma, and in the political form, he gave us the constitution of this country . . . 
Because of this conversion, we lost the inferior quality or complex. The dhamma tells us 
that no God inflicted this slavery on us. . . No religion. This then helped us pursue 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
141 Walking around the fire is a traditional ritual in a Hindu wedding. 
142 Pinky Kadam, August 1, 2015. As Amedkarite Buddhist Vasant Moon writes in his book, Babasaheb translates 
to, Father-Master—it is an “affectionate and respectful title given to Ambedkar around 1928. Often shortened to 
Baba.” See Moon, Growing Up Untouchable in India, 179.  
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education—due to the provisions in the constitution, we got reservations.143 This then 
helped our financial status. When people get a steady income source or secure 
government job, poverty as a source of suffering begins to diminish. Now we are able to 
choose our profession of choice. Now you’ll find Dalits in almost every sector.   
  

In the above quote, Shupra emphasizes the interconnectedness of the impacts of the 

conversion—the way in which the political impacts inform the economic impacts, which in turn, 

inform the psychological impacts. Evidently, the effects of the conversion span a wide array of 

categories, ultimately leading to the construction of a new identity for these Buddhists—one that 

is crafted along political, economic, social, psychological and spiritual lines. As Shupra notes, 

with more financial stability and with reservations, many Buddhists have been provided a sense 

of agency. Rather than having to continue the ritual professions of their parents and 

grandparents, many are now able to choose the profession of their choice. !I should note, 

however, that for Shupra, there is still work to be done and progress to be made. During our 

interview, in addition to remarking on the positive impacts of the conversion, he also remarked 

on its shortcomings. Shupra commented “only thirty percent of Ambedkarite Buddhists are now 

financially secure, while seventy percent (mostly in rural areas) often do not receive such 

benefits.”  He then lamented that, “the social movement has mainly been urban.”144 

 Like Shupra, many interviewees I spoke to assessed the political and economic impacts 

of the conversion and Ambedkar’s legacy positively, by referencing reservations, the quota 

system in India for Dalits. For instance, in regards to reservations, Pinky said, 

 Babasaheb didn’t give us reservations as an excuse to not work hard. Everything should 
 be based off merit. I never abuse the idea of reservations, but others use it as shortcut to 
 their success.145 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
143 Reservations, or quotas, can be seen as an acknowledgement that there is still not a level playing field for 
Ambedkarite Buddhists, especially ones from rural areas.   
144 Shupra Sagar.  
145 Pinky Kadam, August 1, 2015.  
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Pinky, being sympathetic to all types of people and not just ones of her own social position, 

views reservation as a privilege and not a right. During this discussion about reservations, Pinky 

said, “Having a caste certificate is an important document for us—like you have your passport.” 

Though on Pinky’s caste certificate, it says Buddhist in the religion category, it says “Scheduled 

Caste” as well. Her being a Scheduled Caste, and therefore, part of a historically underprivileged 

and exploited community, allows her to receive the benefits of reservations or quotas. Here, I 

observe a slight contradiction in rhetoric. Pinky, an Ambedkarite Buddhist, openly views herself 

outside of the caste system. Why then, does the Indian government still document her as within 

the caste framework which she rejects? Evidently, even though the conversion has allowed for 

many Ambedkarite Buddhists to reimagine themselves as outside of the caste system, in many 

ways, upper castes, outsiders and furthermore, the government still regard and document these 

Buddhists as within the caste framework—as “Scheduled Castes.” Regardless, this fact or 

contradiction does not negate the positive impacts of the conversion—the ways in which it has 

contributed to a sort of internal revolution—the loss of an inferiority complex and a greater sense 

of self-respect, agency and manuksi amongst contemporary Buddhists. 

 

Conclusion  

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. 
—! Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, All-India Depressed Classes Conference, 1942146 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
146 Dhananjay Keer, Dr. Ambedkar: Life and Mission (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1995), 351.  
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The Ambedkar movement is a living religious tradition with a profound legacy of 

resistance. The movement is proof that religion – and Buddhism in particular – can be responsive 

to the needs of ordinary communities. Moreso, however, the movement speaks to the ways in 

which naming and re-naming can have a profound impact on conceptions of a communal self.  

Whereas some upper caste critics and others may view the Ambedkarite Buddhist 

community as a homogenous fringe movement, my work illuminates patterns that demonstrate 

that the movement is diverse, elcectic, and hardly univocal. In my ethnograhpy, these diversities 

are shown through the ways in which Buddhists conceptualize their identities and understand 

their own relationships to Hindu rituals and symbols. Nonetheless, for all those I spoke with, 

Buddhism is a meaningful part of their identities and has profoundly impacted their self-

perception. In other words, Buddhism has provided contemporary Buddhists with a profound 

sense of manuski—self-respect or dignity in Marathi. Thus when many of my informants said 

proudly, “I am Buddhist,” I understood them to be talking less about rituals, ontological 

viewpoints and traditions, and more about dignity, reclamation of personhood and their devotion 

to a fearless and pragmatic leader.   

In the process of completing this reserarch, I was asked many times by friends in the 

U.S.: “What does the conversion mean if upper caste people still see Buddhists as within caste?” 

I have also been asked: “Has the conversion failed or succeeded?” As I hope my work shows, 

Ambedkar’s conversion has not failed—and by its very nature, it could not. The conversion was 

not just a means—it was also an end in itself. The end was refuge, the exit from and the shedding 

of notions of inferiority, pollution, superstition and caste. The conversion’s very vision is 

grounded in a justice that accrues from a refusal to identify as polluting—as unworthy—as less 

than. Conversion, in this case, is a revolutionary act of resistance and self-assertion. In this mass 
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conversion movement, the unequal and the marginalized (namely, the Mahars) reconstituted and 

reasserted themselves by shattering their previous ‘given’ identity. They do so, however, in order 

to reclaim the right to name themselves again.147 

 It is my hope that this research will lead to further inquiry into the narratives and 

perspectives of Ambedkarite Buddhists—and not just the majority in Maharashtra, but also those 

in all states of India and the few living in the South Asian diaspora.148 I also hope that further 

research focuses on those who encounter the brunt of multiple marginalities or intersecting 

identities—such as those who face the burden of caste and gender-based discrimination, —

Ambedkarite Buddhist women. I hope that this research is valuable not only for scholars of 

South Asian religions, but also for all those seeking to better understand the connection between 

religion and self-perception, and the profound impact that a name change can have—from 

Untouchable to Dalit to Buddhist. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
147 These ideas emerged for me during a series of email correspondence and conversations with scholar Aishwary 
Kumar, who is currently a professor in the history department at Stanford University.  
148 Additionally, it was beyond the scope of this paper to address the international Buddhist community’s response 
to the Ambedkarite Buddhist conversion movement, but I hope this paper prompts further inquiry into the 
relationship between the Ambedkarite Buddhist community and the greater Buddhist global community. 
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