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Abstract 
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Abstract: During the 1950’s the Dalit leader Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar managed to 

revive Buddhism in India as a protest against, what he considered to be, 

injustices towards low-caste people that were said to be caused by Hinduism. 

This study was done to investigate the presence of Ambedkar Buddhism in the 

holy city of Hinduism Varanasi. By interviewing people and field studies it 

was possible to see how Ambedkar Buddhism has been transferred to 

contemporary Varanasi, how the religion is being practices and whether it is a 

religious or political movement. The results that were found were that 

Ambedkar Buddhism has existed ever since 1956 when Ambedkar held mass 

conversions in Maharashtra and that the religion has been kept and transferred 

within families to today’s generations of Varanasi and also partially because of 

academics associated with Banaras Hindu University who have move to the 

city for work and studies. Ambedkar Buddhists practice their religion like 

most Buddhists with the exception of not having a tradition of monasticism. 

The movement is both religious and political as it was started as a protest 

against Hinduism, which is also both religious and political according to 

Ambedkar. The movement has prospered because it seems that Buddhism is a 

beneficial way for Dalits to gain power and success. 

Keywords: Ambedkar Buddhism, Dalit, Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, Varanasi, History 

of Religions, 2011 
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I – INTRODUCTION 

This is the final thesis for the case study “Dr. Ambedkar’s Legacy – Indian Buddhism in 

Contemporary Varanasi”. The study was conducted within the India Program1 of Karlstad 

University in association with Banaras Hindu University. 

This chapter introduces the thesis. It describes the purpose with this study and the underlying 

background information necessary for understanding the research subject. The interesting 

thing that inspired this study was to look at how a system, which resembles the Apartheid of 

South Africa or the injustices towards the African-American community in the United States, 

has evolved since the 1950’s in one of the up-and-coming leading world economies. 

Purpose 

This study investigates the presence of Ambedkar Buddhism in the Indian city Varanasi. By 

interviewing people who claim to belong to the faith and through field studies this study 

reveals how the post-colonial form of Indian Buddhism has been transferred to contemporary 

Varanasi. Varanasi has been chosen as the location for this study for it is the main site for 

Indian religiosity and the place where Buddhism was founded in the 5th century BCE. 

Because Varanasi is the main site for Indian religiosity perhaps the status of Buddhism there 

might reveal something about Indian Buddhism in the rest of the country. 

Additionally this study offers the possibility of comparing Buddhism’s popularity in 

contemporary India with its expanding presence in the Western world. The study also focuses 

on social injustices and socially engaged Buddhist movements. 

Subject Background 

While Buddhism, in almost every regard, qualifies as an Indian religion it has not had a very 

significant place on the subcontinent ever since the decline of the Gupta Dynasty when the 

great king Asoka favoured the religion and helped to maintain its prominence. Its 

unpopularity may be because laymen hold a secondary position to institutionalised monastics 

but that only complicates explaining the success of Buddhism in other parts of the world. 

                                                
1  The India Program of Karlstad University, see following link for more information: 
http://www.kau.se/en/religionsvetenskap/india-program (retrieved 21 October 2011) 
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India has however seen the rebirth of Buddhism in the country. In 1961 Buddhism had the 

highest growth rate of all religions in Uttar Pradesh, the state where this study was conducted. 

Buddhism had 11 times more converts that year than it’s competing and second most popular 

religion Sikhism and similar figures were presented decade after decade (Shankar Das, 2011, 

ss. 58-62).  

These figures were due to Dalit2 mass conversions that took place throughout India ever since 

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar denounced Hinduism in 1956 (Sangharakshita, 2006, s. 127). 

The political leader had fought Dalit oppression during his whole career and had come to the 

conclusion that Hinduism was the root of the social injustices that the Dalit community of 

India faced. Furthermore he studied Buddhism and argued that the modern man who believes 

in science can only believe in the religion of the Buddha if he must have a religion. His 

interest in Buddhism began when he was given, considering his Dalit heritage, a very rare 

chance to study as a child and a close friend of his father gave him a book about the Buddha’s 

life (Ambedkar, 2011, ss. 1-3). When it was time for higher education he attended doctoral 

studies in the field of law at Columbia University in New York and after that he reached the 

same success in the field of economics at the London School of Economics (Sangharakshita, 

2006, ss. 4-5). 

The first mass conversion was arranged by Ambedkar himself on 14 October of 1956 in 

Chandrapur in Maharashtra when he made 500 000 followers condemn Hinduism and convert 

to Buddhism. The leader died later the same year but his legacy inspired great numbers of 

converts and similar mass conversions occurred at numerous occasions during the 21st century 

(The Guardian, 2006) (BBC News, 2007). 

This new Buddhist movement can be viewed as merely political rather than religious but it 

has been an established institution ever since Ambedkar started it. In some western literature 

it is referred to as the Dalit Buddhist Movement but it’s not only controversial but also partly 

incorrect as it’s mostly referred to as Ambedkar Buddhism or Ambedkarised Buddhism in 

India. The Ambedkar Buddhists are small in numbers compared to the immense Indian 

population but their dogma is far from obsolete in the, according to Ambedkar, oppressive 

environment. Before his death Ambedkar compiled a collection of Buddhist text, The Buddha 

and His Dhamma, for his followers to provide a basic grasp of the religion he preached.   

                                                
2 Dalit, Sanskrit for ”Suppressed”. Self-appointed term used by many people considered to be 
casteless or of untouchable castes.  
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 Previous Research and Problem Discussion 

This study aims at investigating the presence of Ambedkar Buddhism in post-colonial 

Varanasi. It also aims to investigate how Ambedkar Buddhism is practiced in contemporary 

India as 55 years have passed since Ambedkar’s death. Though Maharashtra is the state where 

Ambedkar Buddhism specifically was founded it is relevant to see how the religion has 

manifested itself in Varanasi where Buddhism once was founded. It is said that most 

Ambedkar Buddhists don’t actually know very much about Buddhism but that they see Dr 

Ambedkar as the fourth jewel3 (Jacobsen, 2002, s. 263). That theory is however not held as 

automatically true and it is put to test in this study. 

The development of the movement is well documented. There are numerous books about 

Ambedkar’s Buddhist doctrines and his life. Other milestones such as the mass conversions in 

Maharashtra and the protests in Bodh Gayā4 are well documented but there is little that gives 

any complete picture of how Ambedkar Buddhism has manifested itself and how it’s being 

practiced in the holy city Varanasi5. Therefore it is impossible to discuss the research topic 

any further until any new data is found. 

That being said there is research that by all means have been useful to this study. In that 

regard Shiv Shankar Das’ research from 2011 cannot go unmentioned for the population 

census figures presented there have been immensely useful for demonstrating the relevance of 

this study. 

Research Question 

To fulfil the purpose of this research it is focused on answering the following main and 

secondary questions of investigation to which the answers can be found in chapter IV: 

How has Ambedkar Buddhism manifested itself in post-colonial Varanasi? 

1. How has Ambedkar Buddhism been transferred to contemporary Varanasi? 

2. How is Ambedkar Buddhism being practiced in contemporary Varanasi? 

3. Is Ambedkar Buddhism in Varanasi a political or religious movement? 
                                                
3 Fourth Jewel, meaning Dr Ambedkar is as important as the three jewels Buddha, Dharma, Sangha.  
4 In 1992 eight hundred Ambedkar Buddhists from Maharashtra protested at the Mahabodhi Temple 
site in Bodh Gayā because the grounds where the Buddha once had reached nirvana (enlightenment) 
was under the jurisdiction of a Hindu mahant (abbot). It had angered them that one of the foremost 
Buddhist pilgrim sites in India had been viewed as a Hindu temple (Doyle, 2003, ss. 249-251). 
5 Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh, the holy city of Hinduism and centre of Indian religiosity where the 
Buddha once went to preach his message. Today the absolutely main site for Hindu pilgrimage and 
also a significant site for Buddhist pilgrims. 
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II – METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the methodology that was used to accomplish this study. It also 

describes what type of study it is and the study approach. 

Type of Study and Study Approach 

This is a descriptive and explorative case study about Ambedkar Buddhism in contemporary 

Varanasi. Two methods were used to accomplish this study. By interviewing Ambedkar 

Buddhists about their religious practices and investigating the field that is Varanasi this study 

will describe and explore the realms of the Ambedkar Buddhism dogma and principles. 

This study has a qualitative approach so the interview questions have been designed to allow 

the subject to answer and give as much useful information as possible.  

Field Studies 

To find the interview subjects it was necessary to investigate the possible geographical fields 

where the study could be done. Obviously the Dalit communities of Varanasi were a first 

choice when looking for followers of Ambedkar. It was also helpful to explore the 

communities with followers of Ravidas. But this was also done to observe and experience the 

field to see if there are any signs of Ambedkar Buddhist presence. 

This work was done with the local interpreter Ashish Yādav for he has very good knowledge 

of the city’s culture. There was also more specific information about the Ambedkar Buddhists 

of Varanasi provided by the assistant research supervisors Dr Rajesh Kumar Mishra and Dr 

Abhishek Tiwari of the Pali and Buddhist Studies Department at BHU and that was the most 

successful way of initiating contact with Varanasi’s Ambedkar Buddhist community. 

Interview Questions 

The interview questions are presented below in the order that they were supposed to be asked. 

They have been the foundation for the interviews but many times follow-up questions were 

asked if it was necessary for the subject to understand the question or if the subject said 

something that was of extra relevance and would be of value for the study. Sometimes the 

subjects may have led the interview in such a direction that the order of the questions was 

changed naturally.  
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The first questions were necessary to ask to attain the background information about the 

subject. The social background was very much of interest because this study focuses on a 

religion that is closely linked to the followers’ social status.  

It is also very relevant to know what neighbourhood or Muhalla the subject is from because 

the Muhalla-identity, though as well as the inter-communal identity, is very important to the 

people of Varanasi (Katz, 2007, ss. 217-218). 

Questions 6 to 8 let the subject explain and define his or her religion. Questions 9 to 12 were 

asked to map the heritage of Ambedkar Buddhism that was anticipated to have been 

transferred between the generations of the subject’s family ever since the late 1950’s. The 

purpose of questions 9 to 12 was also to broaden the understanding of how the religion is 

practiced. However, questions 11 and 12 were only asked if the subject didn’t convert to 

Buddhism but was Buddhist because a parent had converted during the time of Ambedkar’s 

life.  

Question 13 was asked as a very open question to see how much of Ambedkar’s specific 

doctrines were kept sanctified. When Ambedkar first converted the 500 000 Dalits in 1956 he 

made the followers take 22 vows6 additional to the Three Jewels and Five Precepts7. 

Question 14 was asked because Ravidas was a very special bhakti poet8 to the Dalits of 

Varanasi. He was from the city and he is now very popular among all Hindus there but the 

                                                
6 22 Vows of Ambedkar, see Appendix I 
7 Five Precepts, central principles in Buddhist doctrine.  

9. What is the religion of your parents? 
10. How do they practice their religion? 

a. Do they do Puja? 
b. Do they celebrate any festivals? 
c. Do they visit any temples? 

11. *What is the religion of your grandparents? 
12. *How do they practice their religion?  

a. Do they do Puja? 
b. Do they celebrate any festivals? 
c. Do they visit any temples? 

13. Tell me about B.R. Ambedkar. 
14. Tell me about Ravidas. 

1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 
2. How old are you? 
3. For how many years did you attend 

school? 
4. What is your occupation? 
5. What is the occupation of your parents? 
6. What is your religion? 
7. Why are you Buddhist? 
8. How do you practice your religion? 

a. Do you do Puja? 
b. Do you celebrate any festivals? 
c. Do you visit any temples? 
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Untouchables venerate him as their own patron because he was of the untouchable Chamār9 

caste (Stratton Hawley & Juergensmeyer, 2004, s. 11). It is therefore interesting to see if the 

Ambedkar Buddhists share this symbol with the Hindus of the same castes. 

Selection 

With the help of the local field assistants in Varanasi the Ambedkar Buddhists were possible 

to locate and interview. There were no requirements other than that the subject must be an 

adult and Ambedkar Buddhist. It wasn’t possible to know what people were to be found in 

advance because no similar work has been done in Varanasi before. The ones who were found 

and voluntarily wanted to participate and met the requirements had to suffice. 

The subjects that were selected to be interviewed were adult Ambedkar Buddhists regardless 

of gender who either had a family of their own or lived with their childhood family so as to 

see how the religion is practiced within the boundaries of an Indian tradition household. The 

selection was successful because the interviews managed to answer the research question. 

Ethical Considerations 

The interviews were done in accordance to the requirements made by Vetenskapsrådet (The 

Swedish Research Council). There are four basic requirements for interviewing people when 

conducting research in the fields of humanities and social sciences. The subjects needed to be 

informed of the purpose of the research. The subjects participated voluntarily and had the 

right to end the interview at any time. The personal information about the subjects that could 

reveal their identity is confidential and has been handled with utmost sensitivity. The last 

requirement is that the interview results are only allowed to be used for this study. The 

requirements were published in (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). 

Translation and Transcription  

Some of the interviews were held with people who had too little proficiency in the English 

language so an interpreter was used to translate their answers during the interview. The 

interpreter, Ashish Yādav, speaks both English and Hindi which is the language majorly 

spoken in Uttar Pradesh. In chapter III the interviews are presented. When the interviews were 

                                                                                                                                                   
8 Bhakti Poets, Bhakti means “passionate love for God”. This group of poets wrote poems about God 
from the perspective of human beings and are therefore very popular and held dear by the people of 
India. (Stratton Hawley & Juergensmeyer, 2004, ss. 3-4) 
9  Chamār, a low, considered untouchable, caste. See Appendix II for further details on caste 
placement.  
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transcribed no further translation was done, only the translated parts spoken by Yādav were 

written down and used for analysis. Yādav has been involved with the India Program for 

numerous years and is therefore trusted to have done the job well enough.  

However, the language barrier, on all involved parties’ parts, cannot be ignored and the 

possibility that important points were lost in translation cannot be eliminated. The results 

though prove that the method used has been efficient enough for the purposes of this study. 

The interpreter does speak English well enough to make him understood but it was necessary 

to paraphrase his translations in correct English to make the output as clear as possible.  
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III - RESULTS 

In this chapter the results are presented. The results are analysed and used to answer the 

research questions in the next chapter but in this chapter they are solely presented as they 

were found. 

Field studies 

Here are the results from the field studies done in Varanasi. The relevant information found is 

presented under name place respectively. 

Ravinder Puri 

On Pandit Manmohan Malviyan Road in Ravinder Puri near Durga Kund there is an 

Ambedkar statue (see photo 1, Appendix III). The statue clearly marks the neighbourhood as 

a Dalit community. Though going there gave no progress towards finding the desired 

interview subjects. When speaking to the people there it became obvious that these Dalits are 

Hindus and not Buddhists even though the statue was decorated with a Buddhist flag10. They 

are Hindu followers of Ambedkar.  

The man who had had the statue made assured that Ambedkar was held very dear by the 

people living in the area but that are were no Buddhists there. It is also important to mention 

that the statue had a Tilak11. This means that Hindus venerate Ambedkar and that he possibly 

has a religious significance to them as well. 

Ravinder Puri was visited twice. The first investigation took place on 7th October 2011 and 

the purpose was to see if there were any signs of Buddhist religious activity in the area. The 

second investigation took place on 21st November 2011 and the purpose was to take a closer 

look at the statue. 

Karaudi 

South west of the BHU campus there is a Muhalla named Karaudi. In Karaudi there is a very 

small Ambedkar statue. It is unclear how old the statue is because now it is in very poor 

condition and the field on which it stands is full of trash and it seems to have been let go some 

                                                
10 Buddhist flag, a flag with six vertical bands that represent Buddhism universally.  
11 Tilak, a Hindu ornaments mark on forehead that can represent many different things of Hindu 
symbolism. 
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time ago. No Buddhists were found there but the field assistant assured that it was a Dalit 

area. The statue itself can also be seen as acknowledgement of that fact. 

Seer Govardhanpur 

Seer Govardhanpur is a Muhalla in southern Varanasi where Ravidas was from. Today the 

Muhalla is the home of many low-caste, mostly Yādav and Chamār, Ravidas followers. There 

is a temple in Ravidas’ honour but it is more than a temple for the saint. The temple is the 

meeting place for low caste people from the Muhalla and there are even posters of Ambedkar 

inside the main hall of the temple. Photography is prohibited in the temple though so there is 

no photographic record of it in this thesis. 

When speaking to people who visited the temple it turned out that most of the people in Seer 

Govardhanpur were very fond of Ambedkar even though most of them were Hindu. Upon 

investigating the Muhalla, and in interviews held with people around the city, there were 

claims that Ambedkar Buddhists do in fact live in Seer Govardhanpur even though none of 

the people who visited the temple claimed to have any affiliation with Buddhism. 

Seer Govardhanpur was investigated on 7th October and 2nd November 2011. 

Sarnath 

Sarnath was investigated on numerous occasions during the autumn of 2011 because it’s the 

main site for Buddhism in Varanasi and some of the interviews were held there. At a first 

glance Sarnath appears to only host foreign Buddhist traditions. The foreign Buddhists who 

have built temples in Sarnath do constitute the mainstream of Buddhism in Sarnath but upon 

closer inspection Ambedkar Buddhism is also prevalent there. 

Imagery of Ambedkar can be found among ethnically Indian parts of Sarnath. One can find 

images of Ambedkar in tea stands, on mural paintings and posters for sale at stands with 

Buddhism souvenirs (see photo 2, Appendix III). But imagery of Ambedkar can also be found 

on more unexpected places in Sarnath. In the Vajra Vidya Temple (Tibetan Buddhist temple) 

in northern Sarnath there is a poster of Ambedkar in the cafeteria that might suggest that even 

foreign Buddhists view him as a respectable Buddhist thinker (see photo 3, appendix III). This 

is interesting for the fact that foreign Buddhists have a record of dissociating themselves with 

socially engaged neo-Buddhism in India in the past (Doyle, 2003, s. 253). 

Furthermore there is a school association in Sarnath called Da. Ambedkar Shiksha Samiti (Dr 

Ambedkar Education Committee) (see photo 4, appendix III). There are many memorials to 
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the political leader throughout India and Utter Pradesh today such as Agra University that 

later was renamed Dr. B. R. Ambedkar University or the Ambedkar Stadium in Delhi that 

opened in 2007 but Dr Ambedkar Education Committee in Sarnath seems to also have a 

Buddhist religious theme since it’s located across the street from the Chaukhandi Stupa and 

there is a Buddha statue on the school property as well as the two Buddhist flags hanging 

from the sign. 

Interviews 

Here are the transcribed interviews along with all necessary information about them such as 

the specifics about how they were done. 

Interview I 

This interview was done on the 2nd November 2011 in the living room of the subject’s home. 

The subject had a limited amount of time so the interpreter had to ask the questions without 

translating during the interview. The interview was recorded and the interpreter got to listen 

to the tape at a later occasion and answered the questions in English for the subject. The 

interview did not follow the structure standardised for this study but the results were not less 

useful to answer the research questions. 

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

Gilet Bazaar 

Q2. How old are you? 

70 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

12 years.  

Q4. What is your occupation? 

Retired writer. 

Q5. What is the occupation of your parents? 

My father did physical labour and my mother was a government hired street cleaner. 
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Q6. What is your religion? 

I have no religion. I follow the dhamma of the Buddha but that is not religion. It is only an 

eternal truth. 

Q7. Why are you Buddhist? 

I converted to Buddhism because Hinduism was causing so much discrimination and it was 

pointless to turn to avatars of God. The only thing greater than man is the Buddha and not 

even he was a God. 

Q8. How do you practice your religion? 

I do not practice religion. I do not go to any festivals, pujas or temples. I recognise the 

teachings of the Buddha and I try to live accordingly but I would not consider myself a 

religious man. 

Q9. What is the religion of your parents? 

They were Hindus. 

Q10. How do they practice their religion? 

They weren’t allowed to enter the temples and the Brahmins forbade them from being 

cremated at the same burning ghats. So they could not really practice their religion even 

though they still considered themselves Hindus. 

Q11. Tell me about B.R. Ambedkar. 

Ambedkar was and is still the leader of the Dalits. He was an educated man and proved that 

even the Dalits were capable of higher intellectual work. As a follower of Ambedkar you 

naturally recognise the same truths as him and he converted to Buddhism and 500 000 people 

chose to follow him. 

Q12. Tell me about Ravidas. 

Ravidas was a Buddhist. His writings are not Hindu writings but Buddhist writings. It is 

obvious that he proclaimed the same message as both the Buddha and Ambedkar and 

therefore the Dalits follow him. 



 

 13 

Interview II 

This interview was done on 4th November 2011 at the BHU campus with one of the university 

students. The standardised interview method was used at this occasion except that the subject 

was able to answer most of the questions himself in English without the help of the 

interpreter.  

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

My birthplace was Sarnath, where I went to school at the Mahabodhi Society of India School 

after which I moved to the BHU campus to study there. 

Q2. How old are you? 

22 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

14 years. 

Q4. What is your occupation? 

I have no job; I am a student of Archaeology at BHU. 

Q5. What is the occupation of your parents? 

My father was an agricultural labourer and my mother was a housewife. 

Q6. What is your religion? 

Buddhist 

Q7. Why are you Buddhist? 

My whole family and my community was Buddhist. 

Q8. How do you practice your religion? 

I practice my religion by meditation that I learned in Nāgpur. I do many Buddhist rituals too. 

My life revolves around going to temples, mainly the ones in Sarnath. My favourite is the 

Thai temple and the temple of The Mahabodhi Society of India. Every year I go to Bodh Gayā 

to attend mass meditation. 
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Q9. What is the religion of your parents? 

Buddhist 

Q10. How do they practice their religion? 

They celebrate and do the most rituals of Buddhism. 

Q11. What is the religion of your grandparents? 

My grandparents were Hindu. 

Q12. How do they practice their religion? 

Like most Hindus. 

Q13. Tell me about B.R. Ambedkar. 

Dr Ambedkar was a foreign mission of India. He was working for equality and social justice. 

He held the mass conversions for the community of people who were exploited by the 

powerful Hindus. I think Dr Ambedkar was the person who improved the Indian society and 

is recognised as a gift from God by many Dalits. Though I think that Dr Ambedkar was a 

great intellectual person. He was the greatest social reformer and political power because he 

was against the divided India unlike many other parties of his time.  

Q14. Tell me about Ravidas. 

Guru Ravidas was a social reformer. He was a person, not a messenger of God. Ravidas was 

self-taught and thought that every person has Karma. No one, no matter from what 

community or caste, is better than anyone else in any other way than his or her Karma. 

I think Guru Ravidas was the founder of humanism in India. 
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Interview III 

This interview was also done on the 4th November 2011. The subject was a BHU lecturer and 

the interview was done in the faculty office where he works. His English was almost flawless 

so the interpreter was not used during this interview. The questions did follow the 

standardised questionnaire except for one occasion when a question had already been 

answered partly so it didn’t have to be asked again. 

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

I am from Lucknow. It’s been six years since I moved here to the BHU campus.  

Q2. How old are you? 

37 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

I have a PhD from Lucknow University that I finished in 2002 so I’ve been in school almost 

during my whole career.  

Q4. What is your occupation? 

I’m an assistant professor.  

Q5. What is the occupation of your parents? 

My father was a professor of Asian and Indian History and he was a renowned Ambedkar 

Buddhist scholar. He is regarded as one of the basic figures in the Buddhist movement in 

northern India. My mother was from Maharashtra and her father was an associate of Dr 

Ambedkar. Because of that she and her elder sister were able to graduate from high school 

and they were the first women to do so in their district. She was an officer of the Ministry of 

Culture in Lucknow before she retired.  

Q6. What is your religion? 

There is really no religion called Ambedkar Buddhism. We call ourselves Buddhists. 

Ambedkar Buddhism isn’t officially used but those Buddhists that are Indian and that are 

converts believe in Dr Ambedkar. They feel that Ambedkar is their liberator, their Messiah. 
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These people are mostly Dalit converts and you can call them Ambedkar Buddhists but the 

term isn’t used officially. 

Q7. Why are you Buddhist? 

I am Buddhist because I was born in a Buddhist family, sure, logically. I am happy to say that 

my father was a revolutionary man but he never pressured me to embrace Buddhism. I have 

from my own logic, my own reasoning, my own studying come to the conclusion that among 

all the religions of the world I think that Buddhism is the only religion which is very scientific 

in it’s nature, very logical and rational. I’m talking about Theravada Buddhism, not Mahayana 

though Mahayana is like that too. 

So it is from my own beliefs I am Buddhist, I have compared Buddhism with all of the 

religions and come to the conclusion that Buddhism is the solution to many of our problems 

today. 

Q8. How do you practice Buddhism? 

The Dalits that converted to Buddhism are opposed to tradition. Sure, they bow before statues 

of the Buddha. They chant, not every day, but sometimes. The Dalits aren’t very rigid 

Buddhists. They follow the Buddha ideologically and Buddhist principles but it doesn’t show. 

They don’t light candles for the Buddha every day. They follow Buddhism in their minds. 

They are fans of Buddha but they don’t show it. They are not hypocrites, this is what 

Ambedkar has told us, he told us not to go into all of this superstitious rituals. One should 

follow it mentally. So regarding me, and many of my friends, we go to the temples and the 

Puja occasionally. Whenever we Ambedkar Buddhists have gatherings we do a very small 

Puja for only a minute or two before we start the meetings. It’s a token of solidarity and not 

superstition. It is superstition that we are highly opposed of. 

Q9. What is the religion of your parents and how do they practice it? 

Both my father and mother were Buddhists. My father was also a Kabir panthi, follower of 

saint Kabir. Kabir was a revolutionary kind of saint. He denounced all of the supernatural 

kinds of things such as God and he was a very rational and logical man. At his time, 

religiosity was at its peak and he denounced everything. So this revolutionary saint my father 

was a follower of. 
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Varanasi is the birthplace of two revolutionary saints that have worked for the uplifting and 

enlightenment of Dalits – Kabir and Ravidas. So even historically Varanasi has been the place 

where solidarity and consciousness has offered to uplift the Dalit community. 

Q11. Tell me about B.R. Ambedkar. 

Whenever I speak about Ambedkar I don’t want to present him as a God or a supernatural 

man because that would defeat the purpose. I try to present him as an intellectual leader. He 

was trying to uplift this poor community that he himself was from. So that is what he was 

working so hard for. 

He was a very intellectual man of many qualities. He wrote books and articles on many 

different subjects. He was also a good diplomat and politician. There are many faces of 

Ambedkar. The Dalit leader is only one of those many faces and many times people forget 

about that. 

Q12. Tell me about Ravidas. 

We are followers of Ravidas but there are certain reservations. Generally the Dalit 

communities say that they are followers of Ravidas simply because he was from a Dalit 

community. Saint Ravidas opposed himself the caste system and the political system but he 

has not denounced God. That is a focal point of the Ambedkar movement. He is trying to 

break Brahmin hegemony but on the other hand he is acknowledging the basic pillar of the 

Brahmin hegemony. 

So yes, we are followers of Ravidas because he has raised his voice against atrocities, he has 

advocated equality among the people, he has defeated the pundits and the intellectuals and all 

of this has shown the intellectual capability of the Dalit people. That is an honour for us but 

ultimately he believed in God and that defeats our mission. So we Ambedkarites admire 

Ravidas but we don’t follow him.  
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Interview IV 

Interview IV was done on 8th November 2011 with a student on the Thai Temple ground in 

Sarnath. The interview was done relatively well in accordance to the standardised method. 

The interpreter translated the subject’s replies to the questions asked from the questionnaire.  

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

I am from the countryside, 10 kilometres from Sarnath. 

Q2. How old are you? 

22 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

14 years. 

Q4. What is your occupation? 

I am a student. I study history, politics and sociology at Sarnath Bodhisattva College. 

Q5. What is your religion? 

I am Buddhist. 

Q6. Why are you Buddhist? 

I had to become Buddhist because when I was Hindu I could not get the opportunity to go to 

school. 

Q7. How do you practice your religion? 

70 km from here there is a place where I go once a year to meditate. Otherwise I meditate in 

my home. I also go to the temples in Sarnath on Sundays. 

Q8. What is the religion of your parents? 

Once my parents were Hindu but they converted to Buddhism because of an Ambedkar 

speech they heard in the 1950’s. 

Q9. How do they practice their religion? 
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They also practice Buddhism but they have a lot of things to do. My mother takes care of the 

house and my father takes care of the farm so they don’t do it as much as me but they also 

practice Buddhism. They are busier. 

Q10. What is the religion of your grandparents? 

They were Hindu. 

Q11. How did they practice their religion? 

They practiced Hinduism. 

Q12. Tell me about Ambedkar. 

The things Ambedkar have done for the people have created an opportunity for me that I am 

proud of. I think everyone should do what Ambedkar did. 

Q13. Tell me about Ravidas. 

Ravidas has also done many things to improve my community. 
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Interview V 

Interview V was also done on 8th November 2011 with a young man at the mobile repair shop 

where he works in Sarnath. The interview was done in accordance with the standardised 

method. The interpreter translated the subject’s replies to the questions asked from the 

questionnaire.  The subject had answers to all questions but he kept it short. Despite that 

interview V is still useful for this study. 

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

Sarnath 

Q2. How old are you? 

22 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

14 years. 

Q4. What is your occupation? 

Mobile phone repairer. 

Q5. What is your parent occupation? 

They own the shop I work in. 

Q6. What is your religion? 

Buddhism. 

Q7. Why are you Buddhist? 

Ambedkar has improved the Indian society and I follow his path. 

Q8. How do you practice your religion? 

I meditate. I do not visit any temples though. 

Q9. What is the religion of your parents? 

They are Hindu. 
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Q10. How do they practice their religion? 

They are Hindus and practice Hinduism. I am the one in my family who have converted to 

Buddhism. 

Q11. What is the religion of your parents? 

They were Hindu. 

Q12. Tell me about Ambedkar. 

I think very highly of him. He has done many good things for the Untouchables. 

Q13. Tell me about Ravidas. 

I like Ravidas as well. He has written a poem that states that if your heart is clean you don’t 

have to purify yourself in the river Ganges. You can bring the Ganga into your home. 
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Interview VI 

Interview VI was held outside the Vishwanath Temple at the BHU campus. The interview 

was done with the standardised questionnaire but without the help of the interpreter because 

the subject spoke English well enough. 

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

I am not from Varanasi, I am from Bharatpur in Rajasthan. I live and work at BHU. 

Q2. How old are you? 

30 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

20 years. 

Q4. What is your occupation? 

I am a professor of Agriculture. 

Q5. What is your parent occupation? 

They were teachers. 

Q6. What is your religion? 

By birth I am Hindu but I practice Buddhism. They are two different concepts. I was born 

Hindu but do not practice the religion, I ideologically I practice the religion which Ambedkar 

proclaimed.  

Q7. Why are you Buddhist? 

There are many practices in Hinduism that are not available to the Dalit community. It is a 

religion of and for the Brahmins. Not for all people. In Hinduism all are not equal, you could 

say Hinduism is a vertical religion, not a horizontal religion. People are on different levels 

vertically instead of being on one and the same horizontal level as in Buddhist ideology. 

Buddhism is a religion that is available to all people and people are in the same horizontal 

level no matter from what community or part of the country they come from. That is why I 

follow Buddhism and not Hinduism. 
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Q8. How do you practice your religion? 

There are three kinds of Buddhists in India and the world. There are those who are traditional 

followers of Buddhism in countries such as China, Sri Lanka and Japan. They do the 

traditional practices of Buddhism. The second kind is the Brahmanism Buddhists from the 

past. The ones that share practices with Hinduism such as wearing the Tilak. The third kind of 

Buddhists are the Ambedkar Buddhists. 

The third kind follows the ideology of Ambedkar. We adapt to the social, political and 

cultural practices that Ambedkar told us to adapt to. As Ambedkar Buddhists we have three 

festivals, Buddha Purnima, Ambedkar’s birthday and Ambedkar’s death anniversary. 

We don’t necessarily do any other practices because we are connected to Ambedkar and the 

Buddha ideologically. Us talking here is also a practice, which is following Buddhism 

ideologically. 

Q9. What is the religion of your parents? 

My parents were also born Hindus but they too follow Buddhism. 

Q10. How do they practice their religion? 

They practice Buddhism the same way as me. Buddhism only revolves around messengers. 

The role of Ambedkar and the Buddha is that they are meant to inspire individuals and the 

society. It is not a religion on necessary practices. It is a religion of only an ideology. 

Q11. What is the religion of your grandparents and how do they practice their religion? 

They were Hindus as they were from the times before Ambedkar. They practiced Hinduism as 

anybody else. However they were of the Chamār Jāti so there were restrictions to the Brahmin 

religion for them. 

Though according the Manu’s Code of Law everyone is Chamār because if you break it down 

the word Chamār stems from the three words skin, flesh and blood. Every human being 

consists of skin, flesh and blood so therefore everyone is Chamār in a sense. Also Chamār is a 

very powerful caste nowadays because many Chamār people have been very successful in the 

fields of intellectual work. 

Q12. Tell me about Ambedkar. 

I consider him to be an intellectual leader to the Dalit community. 

Q13. Tell me about Ravidas. 
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Ravidas claimed that all people were the same and that they should be united. But he was 

tormented by his surrounding for being the impure Chamār. According to him one should be 

identified by the personality and not by the profession one has. Ambedkar said the same 

thing, one should be judged based on ones’ personality and not ones’ profession but it is 

because of Hinduism that people first look at the profession that is indicated by the caste. 

Then how can one say that we are one united nation? How can we compete with any other 

country if our profession divides us? 

At his time Ravidas was the perfect intellectual and he was opposed to the practices that 

prevailed in Hindu religion. Both he and Kabir were great poets who fought Hinduism. 

Ravidas was not a Hindu. There is a belief that he was a follower of Krishna but he did not 

visit temples in fact because he was a Chamār as they were not allowed to visit temples. How 

could he then be a follower of Krishna? 
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Interview VII 

Interview VII was also held outside the Vishwanath Temple at the BHU campus. The 

interview was done with the standardised questionnaire with some deviations but the 

interview subject had a limited amount of time so the interpreter did the interview in Hindi. 

He then listened to the audio recording at a later occasion and translated the answers to the 

interview. 

 

 

Q1. What is your neighbourhood (Muhalla)? 

I am originally from the Mau district in Uttar Pradesh but I live and work at BHU now. 

Q2. How old are you? 

I am 27 years old. 

Q3. How many years did you attend school? 

20 years. 

Q4. What is your occupation? 

I am preparing for PhD studies. I am a student of Hindi. 

Q5. What is your parent occupation? 

My mother was a housewife and my father was a teacher. 

Q6. What is your religion? 

I am a born and registered Hindu but I follow Buddhism. Maybe in the future I will be able to 

register as a Buddhist. 

Q7. Why are you Buddhist? 

According to Buddhism everyone has an equal value and everyone have the same opportunity 

in life as well. Everyone is free and one has the right to say no and question anything. In 

Buddhism the follower is given time to develop a belief by pursuing the truth on his or her 

own. In Hinduism it’s different. People have to believe what is written in the scriptures and 

what other followers say. Therefore they have no power and opportunity of their own. It is 

hard to follow Hinduism when there are high and low casts also. I come from a village family 
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and we were not able to go to school. I moved to Varanasi to find the right religion and found 

Buddhism. Also Ambedkar meant that the Shudras were Buddhists from the beginning. 

Q8. How do you practice your religion? 

I celebrate Ambedkar’s birthday, Buddha Purnima and other festivals according to the way 

that the Buddha and Ambedkar preached.  

Q9. What is the religion of your parents? 

My parents were registered Hindus but they weren’t practicing the religion unlike my 

grandparents. I was the first to learn about Buddhism and I taught it to my parents and ever 

since then they have denounced Hinduism also. 

Q10. Tell me about Ambedkar. 

Ambedkar was the one who gave us a new life. He is the one who have moved us to where we 

are today. His fighting is an inspiration and we follow his ideology. Thanks to Ambedkar we 

have freed us from that label that forbade us from visiting temples or going to school. Today 

it’s different and things were a lot more difficult for Ambedkar when he was alive but he has 

still accomplished so much. He pursued an academic career and he worked abroad and we all 

have the same opportunities today thanks to him. 

Q11. Tell me about Ravidas. 

We also follow Ravidas because he also had difficulties with the Brahmins. He made a path to 

follow for Shudras when he wrote his poetry that proclaimed that all humans are equal. 

According to Ravidas, Karma is the most important thing, not the caste. As Ravidas was one 

of the untouchables even they can have talent. However he means that we should worship 

Gods. 
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IV – CONCLUSION 

In this chapter the answers to the research questions from chapter I are presented. The main 

question that this study focuses on is “How has Ambedkar Buddhism manifested itself in 

post-colonial Varanasi?”. To answer that question it was broken down into secondary 

questions that are the following. 

How has Ambedkar Buddhism been transferred to contemporary Varanasi? 

There are Ambedkar Buddhists in Varanasi still today so it is safe to say that Ambedkar’s 

movement of Buddhist conversions was not a temporary phenomenon. This can be said with 

certainty because most of the interview subjects were of later generations and had parents 

who converted to Buddhism during the years of Ambedkar. The parents then had their 

children practicing Buddhism or at least maintaining Buddhist doctrines as superior to Hindu 

doctrines. A common belief among Ambedkar Buddhists seems to be that a low-caste person 

cannot achieve success if he or she stays Hindu. This is evident as there are people among the 

interview subjects that claim that they follow Buddhism precisely for this reason. 

Though being a holy city of Hinduism, Varanasi has had Ambedkar Buddhists ever since the 

leader started the movement and it seems that Ambedkar Buddhists are keen to preserve the 

legacy in their families. But many of the interview subjects were associated with BHU and 

some of them had moved to Varanasi for work and studies so their families are not originally 

Ambedkar Buddhists of Varanasi. 

How is Ambedkar Buddhism being practiced in contemporary Varanasi? 

Jacobsen (2002) claims that Ambedkar Buddhists do not know much of Buddhism and that 

they are only followers of Ambedkar. In this study it is found that it is not necessarily true. In 

Ravinder Puri there seem to be Ambedkar followers who in fact don’t know much of 

Buddhism but they are practicing Hindus. 

The Buddhist followers of Ambedkar do know enough of Buddhism to be able to be called 

Buddhists. Some of the interview subjects meditate, some visit temples and some do none of 

the traditional Buddhist practices but they were all well-informed Buddhists who could argue 

for their choice of religion. But it can be discussed whether or not the Ambedkar Buddhist 

movement is an actual Buddhist community or not.  
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One of the three jewels is Sangha. Sangha comes from Pali and means The Buddhist Order or 

the Community of Buddhist believers. Originally the word refers to the order of monks and 

nuns who have rejected a secular life but it can also be interpreted as to include laymen and 

whoever believes in the teachings of the Buddha (Soka Gakkai, 2009, s. 561). The Ambedkar 

Buddhists in Varanasi do not have a temple of their own and there seem to be no tradition of 

monasticism either. If Sangha only includes monks and nuns then Ambedkar Buddhism 

clearly misses one aspect of Buddhism that otherwise exists in the rest of the Buddhist world. 

If one on the other hand would consider laymen and people living secular lives to be a part of 

the Sangha then the Ambedkar Buddhist in Varanasi certainly are Buddhists. 

Is Ambedkar Buddhism in Varanasi a political or religious movement? 

As stated in the answer to the previous question it can be debated whether or not Ambedkar 

Buddhists are Buddhists or not. If one sees the Ambedkar Buddhist movement as incomplete 

for not having any tradition of monasticism, is it then also possible to say that the movement 

isn’t even religious but rather strictly political? 

The answer is that it’s both political and religious. According to the Indian constitution India 

is a secular nation (Government of India, 1976). Though the government’s indifference 

towards religion India is not an irreligious society. There were mainly political reasons for the 

emergence of the Ambedkar Buddhist movement but according to the results found in this 

study it is evident that the Dalit converts who denounced Hinduism never denounced religion. 

Except for Interview I where the subject claims that Buddhism isn’t a religion but an eternal 

truth, atheism or irreligion is not mentioned once. The religious aspect of the movement may 

very well remain because of India’s high religious activity and little room for irreligion. 

There is no doubt about Ambedkar’s own Buddhist convictions; he studied the religion 

closely during his whole life (Ambedkar, 2011, ss. xxv-xxviii). But it is impossible to say 

how he expected his followers to relate to the religion. The political aspect is clear, he made 

500 000 Dalit followers denounce the religion that was the very reason for the injustices they 

were experiencing and it is also clear that todays Ambedkar Buddhist are religious people. 
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V – DISCUSSION 

This chapter discusses the study. The point is to discuss the results further and to present and 

respond to criticism on how the study was conducted. 

The results that this study was set out to find revolve largely around the issue of defining 

Buddhism. Nārada Thera’s The Buddha-Dhamma or The Life and Teachings of The Buddha 

has been used as a comparison to Ambedkar’s point of view. Thera was a very influential 

Theravada Buddhist monk of Sri Lanka whose mission and literature has been a substantial 

part of the Buddhist religion worldwide. 

There are aspects of Ambedkar’s definition of Buddhism that differ from Thera’s. Ambedkar 

doesn’t claim that Buddhism is irreligion or that it is solely a philosophy but he means that 

Buddhism is a Dharma and that Dharma differs from what is traditionally called religion. This 

matter has also come up during one of the interviews. Ambedkar means that Dharma is 

something that reveals itself in a social context, that is Dharma is for people because they are 

social beings. Dharma dictates how the society should be governed while religion is the 

relation that exists between man and God. Society cannot do without Dharma while it can 

certainly do without religion in the absence of God12 (Sontakke, 2004, ss. 226-228). 

Thera on the other hand uses a different approach when defining Buddhism. Thera discusses 

Buddhism’s relation to philosophy, religion and ethical systems. A philosophy is in a sense a 

complete set of ideas while Buddha claims that he only taught the slightest bit, only the 

absolutely essential, of his immense knowledge. A philosophy can be born any day and it can 

just as easily die the day next. Buddha’s Dharma does not present anything new that doesn’t 

have to do with people’s emancipation and pursuit for Nirvana. So Dharma has its differences 

with the term philosophy. Neither is it a religion in a classical sense because it does not rely 

on prayer and blind belief rather than confidence based on knowledge. And it is more than 

just an ethical system (Thera, 2002, ss. 87-97). Buddhism is the way of emancipation, it is a 

necessity and that is where Ambedkar and Thera are most importantly united. 

Emancipation from the suffering of life or the pursuit of Nirvana is the absolutely most 

central idea in Buddhist doctrines and it is in a sense the only thing that would make 

                                                
12 There are many different ideas about Gods’ existence within the realms of Buddhism. Vināyaka, or 
Ganesha as he is known in Hinduism, is one of deities that Buddhists widely offer to for fortune while 
others don’t engage in such activities because of the belief that only the individual can help him- or 
herself in the pursuit for Nirvana. 
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Ambedkar’s doctrines correct by Buddhist standards. Ambedkar’s definition of Buddhism 

does not differ from Thera’s enough so the followers of Ambedkar who have denounced 

Hinduism can very well be considered to be Buddhists in my personal opinion. 

The Dalits of India might have seen a chance to overcome their stalemate when hearing their 

leader Ambedkar speaking of emancipation and the correct path towards Nirvana or Moksha. 

This is perhaps the reason why so many of the interview subjects were associated with higher 

education and intellectual work. Ambedkar’s recipe for success for the Dalits seems to have 

been beneficial then. The Dalits overall have not taken back their lost power because there are 

still reports of discrimination and harassment towards them (The Times of India, 2011), but it 

seems that the Dalits who have followed Ambedkar’s advice to convert to Buddhism have 

managed to improve certain aspects of their lives with higher education and that is prevalent 

when looking at this study’s interview subject’s professional and academic accomplishments. 

Another issue that this study focused on was whether the Ambedkar Buddhists movement was 

a religious or political movement. The conclusion is as mentioned in the previous chapter that 

it is both religious and political. Ambedkar claimed that Hinduism is in fact a political 

ideology with the same characteristics as Nazism and Fascism. According to him Hinduism is 

a system that is meant for separating people instead of uniting them. Furthermore he denies 

that Hinduism is the religion of India because the contemporary religion called Hinduism 

emerged from Brahmanism that is both its and Buddhism’s common root (Sontakke, 2004, ss. 

257-258). In a sense he is saying two things. He is saying that religion is inseparable from 

politics and he is saying that Buddhism is the religion that was meant to be and unite the 

peoples of the Indian subcontinent. Therefore he wanted to revive the religion that was meant 

to be for his fellow compatriots and since Hinduism also was political his movement naturally 

had a prominent political component. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the presence of Ambedkar Buddhism in Varanasi 

55 years after the death of Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar. The study was started with very 

little prior knowledge about what results were to be expected. There were few leads that 

confirmed that Ambedkar Buddhists were to be found in Varanasi apart from census figures 

that only confirmed with certainty that Indian Buddhists did reside in the second most 

populous Indian state India Uttar Pradesh. 

With the help of local contacts interview subjects were eventually found but the low numbers 

of Ambedkar Buddhists in total does constitute the study’s main weakness. The low number 

of Ambedkar Buddhists in Varanasi forbade the selection of interview subject from being too 
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narrow and it is also the reason why there were only seven interviews done. It does not 

necessarily mean that the frames of selection were too broad or that the number of people who 

were interviewed was too low but it has to be kept in mind. This study gives some insight into 

a few Ambedkar Buddhists’ lives and it reveals many things about the presence of Ambedkar 

Buddhism in Varanasi but it should not be used as a generalisation for the movement 

nationally. 

All people who were interviewed were men. There was no contact with female Ambedkar 

Buddhists and it is therefore important to point out that this study only speaks with certainty 

for the male practitioners of Ambedkar Buddhism. This could mean that most of the 

Ambedkar Buddhist are men but many of the interview subjects mentioned having mothers 

with the same religious convictions. The women cannot be neglected so the study does only 

say very little with certainly about female Ambedkar Buddhism.  

Another weakness of this study is the translation. In most cases the interviews were done by 

asking the questions in English and than having the interpreter translating it to Hindi whereon 

the subject answered in Hindi and the interpreter translated it to English. After that it was 

necessary to paraphrase the interpreter’s translation to make it as easy to understand as 

possible for the reader of the thesis. So the information was transferred and translated in 

several stages and it is very possible that important information was lost or that the 

information was not interpreted correctly. 

Therefore the conclusions of this study have been drawn carefully and with upmost 

consideration to the sources of error. It is possible that the conclusions in the previous chapter 

are not absolute but this study confirms that Buddhism has been reborn in it’s country of 

origin and that Ambedkar’s followers have transferred Buddhism to contemporary Varanasi 

and those are points that were not possible to make without uncertainty before. 

 



 

 32 

Terminology 

This segment presents the idea behind the choice of terms in this thesis. The idea throughout 

the whole thesis is to have it as simple and most easily understandable as possible for English 

speaking readers. See the sub-segments below for further details. 

Spelling of Indian terms 

Terms in Sanskrit, Pali and Hindi occur frequently in this text and they have been spelled 

consistently. Most of the terms figure in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and they have 

been spelled accordingly.  

The Sanskrit and Hindi terms that do not figure in the OED have been transliterated from 

Devanagari accordingly to the International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST) 

standard. The Pali terms that do not figure in the OED are spelled in accordance with how 

they are written with the Latin alphabet in (Buddhadatta Mahāthera, 2009). 

However, there are two exceptions. The first being that names of people and places were 

always spelled as the way they are transliterated by the IAST standard. The second exception 

is that terms in Sanskrit, Pali and Hindi appearing in citation paragraphs were spelled the way 

they appeared in the source text (see appendices I & II as examples).  

Sanskrit and Pali Terms 

When discussing Buddhist doctrines Sanskrit and Pali terms occur frequently. Many Sanskrit 

and Pali terms are in a way similar. For example the Sanskrit word Dharma, which has a very 

broad meaning but can be translated as religion (Soka Gakkai, 2009, s. 114), has its 

counterpart Dhamma in Pali. In a comparable manner the Sanskrit word for an enlightened 

being, Bodhisattva, has its counterpart Bodhisatta in Pali.  

Even though many of the oldest and most important Buddhist scriptures are written in Pali, 

Sanskrit has been chosen as the language for expressing most of the Buddhist terms. In most 

Western literature it appears that the Sanskrit terms are used more widely than the Pali 

counterparts and again not to cause any unnecessary confusion the thesis has been fashioned 

this way. 
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Varanasi 

Varanasi is the term used in this thesis for the Indian city where the study was conducted. 

However, in colloquial Hindi Banaras is the name used today. The city has many names but 

in contact with Indian culture throughout the fieldwork it became obvious that Varanasi is the 

correct term for the purposes of this thesis. 

The English name of the city is Varanasi so as to avoid causing any confusion the proper 

English name was used for it is the language in which this thesis was written. Furthermore 

Varanasi is the name used by all Swedish authorities and since the thesis is published by 

Karlstad University, a state university, it is a good idea to use terms with respect to that fact. 

In many cases of contact with Indians it turned out that Indians too use the name Varanasi 

when speaking English with foreigners. That may very well be due to the fact that Varanasi 

also is the official name of the city in India where English is used for official work. 

Caste 

The term caste is controversial and to some extent incorrect because it’s based on Western 

interpretation of Indian society. The terms Varna and Jāti would be more appropriate but this 

thesis does not aim to discuss casteism. And since a Western institution publishes this thesis, 

using other words than caste when mentioning the Indian class society would only risk 

confusing the reader. 
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Appendix I - 22 Vows of Ambedkar 

From (Ambedkar.org, 2000) 

1. I shall have no faith in Brahma, Viṣnu and Mahesh nor shall I worship them. 

2. I shall have no faith in Rama and Krishna who are believed to be incarnation of 

God nor shall I worship them. 

3. I shall have no faith in ‘Gauri’, Ganapati and other gods and goddesses of Hindus 

nor shall I worship them. 

4. I do not believe in the incarnation of God. 

5. I do not and shall not believe that Lord Buddha was the incarnation of Vishnu. I 

believe this to be sheer madness and false propaganda. 

6. I shall not perform ‘Shraddha’ nor shall I give ‘pind-dan’. 

7. I shall not act in a manner violating the principles and teachings of the Buddha. 

8. I shall not allow any ceremonies to be performed by Brahmins. 

9. I shall believe in the equality of man. 

10. I shall endeavour to establish equality. 

11. I shall follow the ‘noble eightfold path’ of the Buddha. 

12. I shall follow the‘paramitas’ prescribed by the Buddha. 

13. I shall have compassion and loving kindness for all living beings and protect them. 

14. I shall not steal. 

15. I shall not tell lies. 

16. I shall not commit carnal sins. 

17. I shall not take intoxicants like liquor, drugs etc. 

18. I shall endeavour to follow the noble eightfold path and practise compassion and 

loving kindness in every day life. 

19. I renounce Hinduism which is harmful for humanity and impedes the advancement 

and development of humanity because it is based on inequality, and adopt 

Buddhism as my religion. 

20. I firmly believe the Dhamma of the Buddha is the only true religion. 

21. I believe that I am having a re-birth. 

22. I solemnly declare and affirm that I shall hereafter lead my life according to the 

principles and teachings of the Buddha and his Dhamma. 
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Appendix II – Caste Placement 

Varna Jāti 

Brāhman Chaturvedi, Upadhya, Tripathi, Pandey, 

Divedi 

Kshatriya Bhūmihār, Jain, Rajpūt 

 

Vaishya 

 

Khatrī, Kāyasth, Mārvārī, Gupta 

----------------------------------------- Low caste dividing line ----------------------------------------- 

Shūdra Koirī, Sonār, Lohār, Kunbī, Telī, Yādav, 

Mālī 

 Mallāh, Chamār, Dhobi, Harijan, Mehtar 

From (Katz, 2007, s. 448) 
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Appendix III – Photos 

Photo 1. Taken 21 November 2011 on Pandit Manmohan Malviya Road in Ravinder Puri, 

Varanasi. 
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Photo 2. Taken 22 November 2011 at a tea stand in close to the Archaeological museum in 

Sarnath, Varanasi. 

 

 

Photo 3. Taken on 22 November 2011 in the cafeteria at the Tibetan Buddhist Vajra Vidya 

Temple in Sarnath. 
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Photo 4. Taken 22 November 2011, the sign of “Dr Ambedkar Education Committee” in 

Sarnath. 


