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Abstract
„Untouchability‟ raises a number of difficulties to universal conceptions of liberty, equality,
fraternity and justice. In India, the protest movement and social reformers had fight for justice of
the socially weaker sections, where Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar (1891-1956) was famous leader of
the untouchables in India and a symbol of rebellion against all the oppressive features of Hindu
society. Ambedkar‟s systematic idea of „untouchability‟ stems not only from his book „The
Untouchables: Who Were They and Why They Became Untouchables (1948)‟, but also through
from his own life experience of injustice over three decades. Gandhi, on the other hand, had his
own ideas on untouchability. He was ideologically loyal to the religious traditional Hindu
society. The communal award in 1932, the untouchable problem became controversial
(Ambedkar-Gandhi) and further led to polarizing Indian politics. In this context, the current
article tries to do a critical evaluation and see how many different points of view in
contemporary there are.
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Introduction
The History has identified Ambedkar and Gandhi as adversaries. Their conversations in the
public regarding the „Hindu Varna system‟ were marked by unfriendliness. Most of Citizen in
India knows Babasaheb Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956) as a father of the Indian
constitution, but he is also as the leader of untouchables and work as crusade for social justice.
His views can be summarized as social justice. On the other hand, many of us know Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) as Mahatma Gandhi, the father of the nation, the champion of
satyagraha, ahimsha or non-violence. Three important and overlapping issues are the main cause
of controversy among them- i) the problem of representation of the oppressed class ii) the
elimination of untouchability and iii) the Caste questions. In this article, we will only focus on
the relevant issue of „untouchability‟. Before going into the issue of untouchability, we will first
look at the background of Ambedkar and Gandhi. Then it will be clear why they had such a
different opinion about untouchability. Ambedkar‟s conception of untouchability and action
comes from his caste status of Hindus. He was born on 14th April 1891 in a Mahar community
(untouchable caste) family (Keer, 1954; Ray, 2013) located at the city of Mhow in Madhya
Pradesh. He was the first to complete schooling in his community when educational
opportunities were largely denied to the „untouchables‟. He completed his Bachelor degree from
Elphistone College He graduated from Elphiston College in 1912 at Bombay and he joined
Columbia University in 1913 for higher education on a scholarship awarded by the Maharaja.
Sayoji Rao of Baroda. At Columbia University, he enriched his learning and perspectives from
great teachers such as John Dewey, Edwin Seligman and A. A. Goldenweiser. Later he joined
London School of Economics and obtained M. Sc (Master of Science) and D. Sc (Doctor of
Science) degrees in Economics. At some stage in his London School of Economics days, he
imbibed Fabianism from Sidney Web and Beatrice Web. Not only was the west, Ambedkar also
influenced by the ideals of Buddhism and the works of Jyotiba Phule, Narayan Guru and Periyar.
Coupled with this influence and shaped Ambedkar whole social and political philosophy.
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, on the other hand, was born in the coastal city of
Porbandar (Gujarat) and grew up in a liberal religious family. His parents were largely devout
followers of Vishnu (or Vaishnava city). South Africa was a turning point in Gandhi‟s life
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(Parekh, 1997), when he was dropped off from a train at midnight on his way from Durban to
Pretoria. During his 21 years of experience in South Africa, his thinking and lifestyle changed
completely. In particular, the Upanishads, the Gita and Hindu cultural tradition and Buddhism
(Bhattacharya, 1969) and three books that have profoundly influenced Henry Thoreau‟s On the
Duty of Civil Disobedience (1847), Tolstoy‟s The Kingdom of God is Within You (1893). And
John Raskin‟s Unto this Last (1862). Combined with this, it influenced and formed Gandhi‟s
social and political philosophy.

Gandhi’s concept about Untouchability
According to Gandhi, Hinduism has committed the sin of untouchability. It has degraded
us, defeated us in the empire (Guha, 2012). At the age of 12, in 1881, Gandhi disagreed with his
mother's warning to not to touch Uka, an „untouchable‟ who used to clean the latrines in their
home. According to Gandhi, untouchability contradicts the Advaita or Vedanta view of the
world, which considers human life as a unit. Since Hinduism is basically based on Vedanta,
untouchability, he argues, anti-Hinduism. In other words, this social practice, according to
Gandhi, represents a perversion rather than the actual nature of Hinduism (Bandyopadhyaya,
2000). Untouchability, moreover, is the denial of humanity of a human being. It fights against
non-violence, freedom and equality in society. There can be no Swaraj in Indian society as long
as untouchability and its perverse distortions such as invisibility or obsolescence persist. If this
social evil is not completely eradicated, Hindu society will inevitably collapse. The abolition of
untouchability is the first and foremost necessary step to the revitalization of Hindu society
(Bose, 1969). He claims that „untouchables‟ were not only an essential aspect of Hinduism, but
also a plague that all Hindus had to fight (Bhattacharyya, 1969). Of course, from the beginning
of his socio-political career in India to the end of his life, Gandhi campaigned for the eradication
of untouchables. He believed that only a change in the mind of the Hindu caste would eradicate
the untouchable. However, he also believed that this was an imminent change. In 1933, he began
publishing the weekly journal Harijan on behalf of the Untouchables Society‟s servants. This
term literally means the man of God. He general this phrase, as recommended with the aid of
using an untouchable, instead of the Sanskrit phrase aspirshya (which turned into historically
used and actually manner untouchable) to designate the untouchables, because “All religions of
the arena describe God pre-eminently because the Friend of the friend-less, Help of the helpless,
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and Protector of the weak.” As regards the time period asprishya or untouchable, “I flinch with
horror from that phrase and all it implies.” stated Gandhi. Although the alternate of call could
now no longer result in any alternate within side the repute of the untouchables, “one might also
additionally as a minimum be spared the usage of the time period that is itself one in every of
reproach” (Bandyopadhyaya, 2000). From a strictly humanitarian and non-secular standpoint,
Gandhi uttered: “If we tend to believe that we are all kids of one and same God which God is
Truth and Justice, however will there be untouchability amongst us, His children? God of Truth
and Justice can never produce distinctions of high and low among His own children. I, therefore,
invite all while not distinction of race and faith to help this movement by praying for its
complete success, in order that we might all board peace and friendship”(Omvedt, 2004).

Ambedkar Concept of Untouchability
Babasaheb Dr B. R. Ambedkar was the foremost philosopher and strategist of the
liberation movements of Indian untouchables. According to him, the root cause of Indian
untouchability fabrication in the Hindu religious philosophy and the Hindu way of life.
Ambedkar‟s logical theory of „untouchability‟ not only comes from „The Untouchables: Who
Were They and Why They Became Untouchables (1948); but it had developed over three
decades through his own life experience of injustice. His vision can be summed up as social
justice; to him social justice is another name of liberty, equality and fraternity. He emphasized
the Buddhist religious roots in his philosophy of social justice. Ambedkar‟s basic position seems
to be that untouchables must be seen as a minority, as a separate people, so long as they are
treated as a separate people. Like John Rawls view of „Maximine‟ or „Difference principles‟ in
his theory of justice, Ambedkar identified the principle of „special protection‟ to address the
question of social justice in polity and administration. The notion of „untouchability is a far
difference between Ambedkar and Gandhi. Ambedkar famously held that untouchability is a
stigma on “our” body and we “untouchables” shall remove it. On the other hand, Gandhi pointed
out that untouchability was a sinful practice for which perpetrators, that is, the caste Hindus were
responsible. In his book, The Untouchables (1948) Ambedkar specifically denied a racial, ethnic
or occupational basis for the origin of untouchability and uses anthropocentric and
ethnographical evidence. He believed that only untouchables could lead untouchables. Ambedkar
formed „Bahishkrit Hitkari Sabha‟(1924). The main objective of the Sabha to promotes and
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spread education among the untouchables and to improve their economic conditions. He
launched active movements in 1927 against untouchability. He started with marches and public
movements for water resources available for public use. He also initiated a struggle imposed on
untouchables for entering Hindu temples. Manusmiriti, the classic Hindu text, has been publicly
condemned and burned by Ambedkar in 1927 because it ideologically justified the practice of
untouchability and caste discrimination. Mahad conference (1927) the real beginning a leader of
untouchable, and delegates of three Round Table Conference (1930-32) it is proof that he is the
only and real representative of the untouchable community of India. At the second Round Table
conference, he came into a direct clash with Gandhi over separate versus joint electorates.
Ambedkar argue if the raj could provide a separate electorate for Muslims, Sikhs and India‟s
Europeans, why not a separate Dalit electorate? One Indian Gandhian scholar pointed out that
“the Ambedkar-Gandhi debate is a very important part of that relationship and in the important
subject in itself‟‟ (Gandhi, 2015) When the communal award came in 1932 the issue of the
separate electorate is a part of Ambedkar‟s immediate political strategy to mobilize and empower
the depressed class. It is doubtful if the Poona Pact (1932) with Gandhi can be understood as
damaging his political project of emancipation of the depressed classes. One Indian scholar
argues that separate electorates were not a critical element of Ambedkar‟s political project
(Palshikar, 2015). In a Buddhist way Ambedkar is ultimate answer the questions of how to
eradicate the practice of untouchability? i) Untouchables must possess pride and self-respect,
must disassociate themselves from the traditional bonds of untouchable status .ii) Untouchables
must become educated, not only in literacy but to the highest level. iii) Untouchables must be
represented by their own representatives at all levels of government. iv) The government with a
transparent concern of welfare and creating special rights for the untouchables. v) All forms of
caste must be abolished. He rejected the fourfold varnashrama system (Zelliot, 1986). Ambedkar
has not only provided the vision of new order but also has shown the means to achieve it. He has
made a big contribution to the development of „a grammar of social justice‟.
Why has Mr. Gandhi failed? According to my, there are three reasons, which have
brought about this failure. The first reason is the Hindus to whom he makes his appeal for the
removal of Untouchability do not respond. Mr. Gandhi‟s sermons on Untouchability have
completely failed to move the Hindus, why people hear his after-prayer sermons for few minutes
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and then. The second reason is that Mr. Gandhi does not wish to antagonize the Hindus even if
such antagonism was necessary to carry out his non-Untouchable programme. The third reason is
that Mr. Gandhi does not want the Untouchables to organize and be strong. For he fears that they
might thereby become independent of the Hindus and weaken the ranks of Hindus. This is best
illustrated by the activities of the Harijan Sevak Sangh. The whole object of the Sangh is to
create a slave mentality among the Untouchables towards their Hindu masters. Examine the
Sangh from any angle one may lie and the creation of slave mentality will appear to be in
dominant purpose. (Ambedkar, 1990). Dr. Ambedkar was of the opinion that the Social Reform
movement under the Congress and Gandhi was not aimed at making the question of social
reform a priority concern as its main aim was political reform. Thus, the socially inferior position
of the Untouchables was never altered. Ambedkar questioned the sincerity behind these efforts.
On Gandhi‟s somewhat oversimplified theory of abolishing untouchability and the caste system
without eliminating the four varnas, Ambedkar bitterly remarked that there was a paradox in
Gandhian thought. It wanted freedom from foreign domination, which meant the destruction of
the existing political structure of the country but sought to maintain the existing in-egalitarian
social structure intact.
The main point of dispute between Gandhi and Ambedkar centred on the place of
Untouchables in independent India. To Ambedkar, the remedy prescribed by Gandhi did not
really go down to the root of the problem and concerned itself only with its symptoms. As
Eleanor Zelliot observed “One way of explaining the conflict between Ambedkar and Gandhi,
perhaps an over-simplification is to say that Ambedkar saw advancement for the Untouchable in
terms of using political means to achieve social and economic equality with the highest classes in
a modern society, while Gandhi held to a more traditional concept of a Varna system cleansed of
untouchability, in which Untouchables would be Shudras and their unclean work honourable”
(Zelliot, 1973).

Conclusion
Gandhiji and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar both intended to abolish the concept of
untouchability from Indian society, but they resorted to various tactics to eradicate this social
evil. The difference in their approach is actually at the root of their different lines of thought and
action. Gandhiji was ideologically committed to the religious traditional Hindu system. On the
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other hand, where Ambedkar was committed to a secular viewpoint, because he had experienced
and faced discrimination from his childhood to his death. For this reason, Ambedkar took a
secular approach to eradicate untouchability from Hindu society. Are their views still relevant
and acceptable in the contemporary times? When asked if Gandhi and Ambedkar‟s views on
untouchability are relevant now, the answer would be „yes‟. Gandhi thought that the upper class
Hindus would understand the plight of the so-called „untouchables‟ and that this would gradually
change the mentality in their minds and bring back equality in the society. Even after seventyfour years of our independence, seeing the atrocities against the Dalit class in Bihar, UP and
other parts of our country, Gandhi did not prove to be completely correct. But there is a section
of the urban middle class, educated and growing in number. This section is mainly because
education is free from all social prejudices, caste divisions and untouchability. This was what
Gandhi expected from the upper class Hindus but unfortunately, it did not happen. On the other
hand, Ambedkar was more inclined towards direct action for the liberation of the untouchables.
His progressive fundamentalist views call for deep attention to address the issues of inequality
and consequent inequality and deprivation. Ambedkar was strongly in favor of identity-based
politics and pleaded for protection in the weaker sections. This identity gives a feeling of pride
and unity to the weaker part, which enables them to get the strength they need to fight against
discrimination. He was in favor of reservation policy for the socially and economically weaker.
The reservation policy that we see in India today has changed a lot in the last few years. Many
additions and changes have been made to the reservation list. There is no doubt that the
opportunities offered by this policy have improved the living standards of those (individuals)
who have used them. Seventy-four years after independence, there is a heated debate over
whether reservation policy should continue. Because initially our national leaders, even
Ambedkar himself, thought that reservation, policy should not continue indefinitely and that it
should only be in the early years of independence. The idea was that if such a policy continued
for a long time, the society would become more divided. Another important policy of Ambedkar
was to reserve seats for the oppressed class in the legislature. His idea was that such type of
reservation would empower the backward sections of society and would end untouchability.
Thus, we see that both Gandhi and Ambedkar‟s approach of eliminating untouchability, which is
still relevant today, has failed to completely alleviate untouchability totally. A big reason for this
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is that the leaders holding constitutional positions have not used reservation policies or other
developmental programmes for the welfare and development of the backward people. However,
politicians to gain political advantage and mileage frequently use „untouchability‟ and
reservation.
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