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He has in almost everything the simplicity of a child, with the child’s capacity for
self-deception. Like a child, he can believe in anything he wants to believe. We
must therefore wait till such time as it pleases the Mahatma to abandon his faith
in Varna, as it has pleased him to abandon his faith in Caste. The second source of
confusion is the double role which the Mahatma wants to play—of a Mahatma and
a politician. As a Mahatma, he may be trying to spiritualize politics. Whether he
has succeeded in it or not, politics have certainly commercialized him. A politi-
cian must know that Society cannot bear the whole truth, and that he must not
speak the whole truth; if he is speaking the whole truth it is bad for his politics.
The reason why the Mahatma is always supporting Caste and Varna is because
he is afraid that if he opposed them he will lose his place in politics. . . .

The Mahatma appears not to believe in thinking. He prefers to follow the
saints. Like a conservative with his reverence for consecrated notions, he is afraid
that if he once starts thinking, many ideals and institutions to which he clings will
be doomed. One must sympathize with him. For every act of independent think-
ing puts some portion of an apparently stable world in peril. But it is equally true
that dependence on saints cannot lead us to know the truth. The saints are after
all only human beings, and as Lord Balfour said, “the human mind is no more a
truth finding apparatus than the snout of a pig.”* Insofar as he [the Mahatma

does think, to me he really appears to be prostituting his intelligence to find rea-
sons for supporting this archaic social structure of the Hindus. He is the most in-

fluential apologist of it, and therefore the worst enemy of the Hindus.
[Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar, Writings and Speeches, 20 vols. (Bombay: Education
Department, Government of Maharashtra, 1979), 1:86-93, 95.]

MOHANDAS GANDHI: RESPONSES TO
DR. AMBEDKAR'S INDICTMENT

Gandhi’s two-part reply to Ambedkar appears in his publication Harijan, for July nn
and 18, 1936.

The readers will recall the fact that Dr. Ambedkar was to have presided last May
at the annual conference of the Jat-Pat-Todak Mandal of Lahore. But the con-
ference itself was cancelled because Dr. Ambedkar’s address was found by the
Reception Committee to be unacceptable. How far a Reception Committee is
justified in rejecting a President of its choice because of his address that may
be objectionable to it is open to question. The Committee knew Dr. Ambedkar’s
views on caste and the Hindu seriptures. They knew also that he had in unequivo-
cal terms decided to give up Hinduism. Nothing less than the address that Dr.
Ambedkar had prepared was to be expected from him. The committee appears
to have deprived the public of an opportunity of listening to the original views
of a man who has carved out for himself a unique position in society. Whatever

This content downloaded from
152.2.176.242 on Wed, 18 Feb 2026 12:44:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Mahatma Gandhi and Responses 427

label he wears in future, Dr. Ambedkar is not the man to allow himself to be
forgotten.

Dr. Ambedkar was not going to be beaten by the Reception Committee. He
has answered their rejection of him by publishing the address at his own ex-
pense. He has priced it at § annas. [ would suggest a reduction to 2 annas or at
least 4 annas.

No reformer can ignore the address. The orthodox will gain by reading it.
This is not to say that the address is not open to objection. It has to be read if
only because it is open to serious objection. Dr. Ambedkar is a challenge to
Hinduism. Brought up as a Hindu, educated by a Hindu potentate, he has be-
come so disgusted with the so-called savarna Hindus for the treatment that he
and his have received at their hands that he proposes to leave not only them but
the very religion that is his and their common heritage. He has transferred to
that religion his disgust against a part of its professors.

But this is not to be wondered at. After all one can only judge a system or an
institution by the conduct of its representatives. What is more, Dr. Ambedkar
found that the vast majority of Savarna Hindus had not only conducted
themselves inhumanly against those of their fellow religionists whom they
classed as untouchables, but they had based their conduct on the authority of
their scriptures, and when he began to search them he had found ample war-
rant for their belief in untouchability and its implications. The author of the
address has quoted chapter and verse in proof of his threefold indictment—
inhuman conduct itself, the unabashed justification for it on the part of the
perpetrators and the subsequent discovery that the justification was warranted
by their scriptures.

No Hindu who prizes his faith above life itself can afford to underrate the
importance of this indictment. Dr. Ambedkar is not alone in his disgust. He
is its most uncompromising exponent and one of the ablest among them. He is
certainly the most irreconcilable among them. Thank God, in the front rank of
the leaders, he is singularly alone and as yet but a representative of a very small
minority. But what he says is voiced with more or less vehemence by many lead-
ers belonging to the depressed classes. Only the latter, for instance Rao Baha-
dur M. C. Rajah and Dewan Bahadur Srinivasan, not only do not threaten to
give up Hinduism but find enough warmth in it to compensate for the shameful
persecution to which the vast mass of Harijans are exposed.

But the fact of many leaders remaining in the Hindu fold is no warrant to
disregarding what Dr. Ambedkar has to say. The Savarnas have to correct their
belief and their conduct. Above all those who are by their learning and influ-
ence among the Savarnas have to give an authoritative interpretation of the
scriptures. The questions that Dr. Ambedkar’s indictment suggests are:

1. What are the scriptures?

2. Are all the printed texts to be regarded as an integral part of them or is any
part of them to be rejected as unauthorized interpolations?
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3. What is the answer of such accepted and expurgated scriptures on the ques-
tion of untouchability, caste, equality of status, interdining and intermarriages?
(These have been all ably examined by Dr. Ambedkar in his address.)
I must reserve for the next issue my own answer to these questions and a
statement of the (at least some) manifest Aaws in Dr. Ambedkar’s thesis.
[CWMG 63:134-130.]

Many of the texts that Dr. Ambedkar quotes from the Smritis cannot be ac-
cepted as authentic. The scriptures properly so called can only be concerned
with eternal verities and must appeal to any conscience, i.e. any heart whose
eyes of understanding are opened. Nothing can be accepted as the word of God
which cannot be tested by reason or be capable of being spiritually experienced.
And even when you have an expurgated edition of the scriptures, you will need
their interpretation. Who is the best interpreter? Not learned men surely. Learn-
ing there must be. But religion does not live by it. It lives in the experiences of
its saints and seers, in their lives and sayings. When all the most learned com-
mentators of seriptures are utterly forgotten, the accumulated experience of the
sages and saints will abide and be an inspiration for ages to come.

Caste has nothing to do with religion. It is a custom whose origin I do not
know and do not need to know for the satisfaction of my spiritual hunger. But
[ do know that it is harmful both to spiritual and national growth. Varna and
Ashrama are institutions which have nothing to do with castes. The law of
Varna teaches us that we have each one of us to earn our bread by following the
ancestral calling. It defines not our rights but our duties. It necessarily has refer-
ence to callings that are conducive to the welfare of humanity and to no other.
[t also follows that there is no calling too low and none too high. All are good,
lawful, and absolutely equal in status. The callings of a Brahmin—spiritual
teacher—and a scavenger are equal, and their due performance carries equal
merit before God and at one time seems to have carried identical reward before
man. Both were entitled to their livelihood and no more. . . . Arrogation of a
superior status by any of the varnas over another is a denial of the law. And there
is nothing in the law of varna to warrant a belief in untouchability. (The es-
sence of Hinduism is contained in its enunciation of one and only God as Truth
and its bold acceptance of ahimsa as the law of the human family.)

[ am aware that my interpretation of Hinduism will be disputed by many be-
sides Dr. Ambedkar. That does not affect my position. It is an interpretation by
which 1 have lived for nearly half a century and according to which I have en-
deavoured to the best of my ability to regulate my life.

In my opinion the profound mistake that Dr. Ambedkar has made in his ad-
dress is to pick out the texts of doubtful authenticity and value and the state of
degraded Hindus who are no fit specimens of the faith they so woefully misrep-
resent. Judged by the standard applied by Dr. Ambedkar, every known living
faith will probably fail.
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