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PREFACE 

 

I warmly commend this text to the Mahatma Gandhi Mission community. 
The author’s unbiased ‘third-eye’ pursuit of historical truth has yielded fresh 
insights into how two great co-founders of our Republic collaborated, with 
deep mutual regard notwithstanding some disagreements and tensions be-
tween them, in seeking moral truths as to what it should be like, socially 
and culturally. 

 Ankushrao N. Kadam     
Chancellor, MGM University, Aurangabad     
Secretary, Mahatma Gandhi Mission Trust     

 
 



 
AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION 

 

here in Aurangabad. The MGM University (where I mainly teach) emerged in 
2019 from a set of colleges harbored warmly for nearly 40 years by BAMU (where 
I have served as a visiting professor). This essay pays tribute to the fruitful though 
sometimes troubled and yet entirely nonviolent dialogue between Gandhi and 
Ambedkar – a search for truth in which (1) the brilliance of Ambedkar’s analysis, 
in the 1930s, of what was mistaken in Gandhi’s notions in those days in regard to  
caste showed clearly that Ambedkar would be the right man to draft the Consti-

one day learn the “nonviolence of the strong”.   

It is an honor for me to contribute this essay to the Gandhi-Jubilee celebrations

tution of the Republic of India, and then (2) Ambedkar included in it a set of
Directive Principles framed implicitly in the Gandhian precept that India might
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A Westerner’s Account of the Dialogue between 
Mahatma Gandhi and Babasaheb Ambedkar   

  
  

Everyone knows that India has castes, and those of us who have studied Gan-
dhi know that after advocating for many years that the caste system be main-
tained, albeit with reforms, he became in the 1940s “a social revolutionist” 
advocating intermarriage between Brahmins and Untouchables in order to 
do away entirely (“root and branch”) with the caste system.   

 

And, those of us who study political science know that there is something un-
usual about the Constitution of the Republic of India, inasmuch as it includes a 
list, in the section entitled “Directive Principles”, of precepts which the govern-
ment is explicitly prohibited from enforcing (i.e. they are “non-judiciable”). 



This seems odd to me as a Western student of political science. Practically all 
of us Westerners who are interested in political science accept Max Weber’s 
definition (1919) of a national government as "an organized social community   

 

                                                            which      welche,                               
       within a certain [geographical] area      innerhalb eines bestimmten Gebietes  
                  claims for itself (with success)   
                      the monopoly of legitimate     das Monopol legitimer   
                      use of physical compulsion"    physischer Gewaltsamkeit       
                                                                            für sich (mit Erfolg) in Anspruch nimmt   

  

– whereas Gandhi would have preferred a certain kind of local governance 
without any local or national government resorting to physical compulsion.   

 

 



Everyone knows that Gandhi never believed in Untouchability; and yet it is 
a fact that for many years he nonetheless regarded the caste system, with its 
far stronger sense of duties than of liberties, as being characteristic of a cul-
ture spiritually superior to that of the West.  He said in the 1920s that every 
Hindu ought to “follow the hereditary profession” and that “prohibition of 
intermarriage” with someone of a different varna was “necessary for a rapid 
evolution of the soul” (in its progress toward moksha).  But then he became, 
in the 1940s, “a social revolutionist” (he used this phrase in an interview with 
an American journalist, Louis Fisher) advocating “root and branch” eradica-
tion of caste, partly by means of Dalit-Brahmin intermarriages; and he said 
that “when all become casteless, monopoly of occupations would go”.  

    

 



The change was due saliently to the influence of Ambedkar in the 1930s and 
'40s (as well as to the influence, in the mid-1940s, of a Brahmin-born opponent 
of the caste system whose integrity Gandhi respected just as much as he did 
Ambedkar’s).  This essay will trace the change in some detail, with citations 
showing fluctuations in Gandhi’s views. Those views derived from deeply held 
precepts, and so his path to advocating eradication of the entire caste system 
was hardly simple and direct. The first few citations will show that Gandhi in 
the 1920s believed that the caste system had important virtues, notwithstan-
ding the blemish of the doctrine and practice of Untouchability. The citations 
will be in the left column; my comments on them will be in the right column.  
 
 
 



 
Don’t be shocked when you see that the comments include some sharp criti-
cisms (prepared with the benefit of distant hindsight) of what Gandhi was say-
ing. The main point of the essay is that when he realized that he was mistaken 
and Ambedkar was right and had argued the case very well, he changed radi-
cally his own view of the caste system and then – this next fact is not proven 
with documents, but the historical evidence weighs in favor of it – he was 
instrumental in arranging for Ambedkar to be put in charge of writing the 
Constitution of the Republic. (These are hallmarks of a great soul.)  







(It is notable that whereas Gandhi believed that the alternative to the caste system would 
have to be a market economy, an eminent economist in Vienna, Otto Neurath, envisaged a 
non-monetary way of managing a modern national economy (without any social institution 
like caste). While serving as a government economist under conditions of galloping inflation 
during World War I, Neurath had found that “As a result of the War, in-kind calculus was 
applied more often and more systematically than before.... It was all too apparent that war 
was fought with ammunition and with the supply of food, not with money.” He had thus 
come to believe in the feasibility of a modern economy with planning done in terms of 
quantitative amounts of specified goods and services, and with no need for monetary cur-
rency. He debated these matters in the 1920s with some Socialist theoreticians (such as 
Karl Kautsky, who insisted on the necessity of money in a socialist economy), and mean-
while an aristocrat bitterly opposed to socialism, Ludwig von Mises, criticized him in an 
essay of 1920 which gave rise, in Western economic thinking, to the “Socialist-Calculation 
Debate”. The inadequacy of economic evaluation exclusively in terms of money is nowa-
days a pivotal issue in ecological economics.) 



Here is where I am heading in this essay:   

• I will suggest that Gandhi was clinging to the caste system (though with 
some proposed reforms which he would nudge it gently toward the pristine 
beauty of an imagined golden age thousands of years ago) because he re-
garded it as a shield against what seemed to him to be the only alternative: 
a social system characteristic of a mere “nine-days’ wonder” based on greed.  
(It seems clear to me, as an ecological economist, that we are now on Day 8.)   

• I will suggest as well that Ambedkar, after focusing for many years on the 
wrongs of the caste system, began, after his conversion to Buddhism, to see 
why a socio-economic system based implicitly on glorifying greed (though 
based explicitly on liberty, equality and patriotic fraternity) would also be 
wrong.      



1920, Gandhi: “As we all know, change comes 
very slowly in social life, and thus, as a matter of 
fact, caste has allowed new groupings to suit the 
changes in lives. But these changes are [as] quiet 
and easy as a change in the shape of the clouds. 
It is difficult to imagine a better [i.e. more] har-
monious [kind of] human adjustment.     
“Caste does not connote superiority or inferiority. 
It simply recognizes different outlooks and corre-
sponding modes of life. But it is no use denying the 
fact that a sort of hierarchy has been evolved in the 
caste system; yet it cannot be called the creation 
of the Brahmins. When all castes accept a common 
goal of life, a hierarchy is inevitable, because all 
castes cannot realize the ideal in equal degree.”  

This is generally true.  
  

This was not true enough.   
  

This is a beautiful ideal.  
  

This opinion was too conservative.  
  
 

This argument is not credible; it 
exaggerates a small grain of truth. 
What if some of the differences 
in modes of life are very unfair?  

 Are we to believe that the Brahm-
ins didn’t strive to be regarded as 
superior?  





  



   



   





 

 
I can find in these citations three reasons for why Gandhi was clinging to the 
caste system (or, as he called it, a varna system with hereditary occupations): 



 

 
I can find in these citations three reasons for why Gandhi was clinging to the 
caste system (or, as he called it, a varna system with hereditary occupations): 

• He was afraid of bad spiritual and social consequences resulting from a money-
based economy.  

 

• He wanted social changes to take place by universal consent rather than by 
one group feeling forced.   

  

• He believed in the doctrine of transmigration and successive reincarnations 
of the soul with a hope of progressing, by means of good karma, up to Brah-
minhood and then having the possibility of taking the final further step of 
achieving moksha (which, as everyone who has read the preface to his auto-
biography knows, was his professed wish).  (Whether he retained that belief 
in the 1940s could perhaps be debated; he used the word “moksha” far less 
often then than he had in the 1920s; but that is another matter.)   



 
Gandhi first met Ambedkar in Bombay, in preparation for the London “Round 
Table Conference” of 1931. Historians have said, evidently on the basis of an 
account by someone who was not present at that initial meeting between the 
two of them, that it went sour because Gandhi made a remark which Ambed-
kar regarded as insulting to Untouchables. However, the leading modern his-
torian of 20th-century India, Ramachandra Guha, has, in his biography of Gan-
dhi, cited a hitherto unnoticed historical source indicating that the meeting 
was cordial throughout. If we accept this latter hypothesis, then we could 
suppose that the difficulties between Gandhi and Ambedkar would have 
begun a little later, in England, where Gandhi, alert to British divide-and-rule 
tactics, took to saying that he, Gandhi, was the sole representative of all the  



poverty-stricken people in India. He knew that their welfare was not really a 
concern of most of the British imperialists, and he regarded Congress as the 
only effective anti-imperial force in India. But Ambedkar naturally did not take 
kindly to being put aside, and was not inclined to trust the Congress landown-
ers’ intentions toward the Untouchables.  
 

Then, back in India, Gandhi’s “Epic Fast” pressed Ambedkar into negotiating 
with him an alternative to separate electorates for the Untouchables. The al-
ternative was fair, however, and the Pune Pact included a theoretical commit-
ment by high-caste people to foreswear Untouchability.   
  

In a letter of 1933 to Gandhi, Ambedkar addressed him as “Dear Mahatmaji”, 
albeit as “M.K. Gandhi Esq.” in the postal address: 
 
  

















Ambedkar knew more than Gandhi did about the history of the caste system. 
The quality of that knowledge was first displayed in an essay, “Castes in India: 
Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development”, which he wrote in New York at 
Columbia University in 1916 and which is (IMHO) still today worth reading. He 
also wrote a good deal about caste in the 1930s.  
 
In 1935-36, the Jat-Pat-Todak Mandal invited and then disinvited Ambedkar 
to address them. On the next page is shown the title page of his own publica-
tion, issued in May 1936, of the text which the Mandal had rejected. (See 
https://frontline.thehindu.com/static/html/fl2815/stories/20110729281509500.htm  
for an abstract of what it said and commentary on its historical significance.)   



 



 
Gandhi invited Ambedkar to express his views in Harijan as well. Ambedkar 
declined, but Gandhi called attention to them anyway, and proceeded to pub-
lish (in July of 1936, in two issues of the journal) some relevant comments of 
his own, in which he went so far as to declare that Dr Ambedkar had made 
a “profound mistake” (while actually describing not just one but two such 
alleged mistakes; this slip indicates to me that Gandhi was writing too hastily). 
Ambedkar responded with a carefully composed virtuoso display of academic 
and barrister-like disputation. It is almost a pity merely to print the extracts 
that are to be found on pages 36-45 below; they ought rather to be delivered 
by a powerful actor in a dramatic setting. 



   



   

 
 





















 
 
             



 

The effect on Gandhi of these brilliantly elaborate arguments was strength-
ened by the appeal of a simple argument stated by a Brahmin-born atheist, 
named Gora, whom Gandhi admired because Gora had, upon deciding that 
certain basic Hindu doctrines were incorrect, thrown away his Brahmin thread 
and dedicated himself for years to educating and encouraging Untouchables. 
Gora believed that the alleged “untouchables” deserved no more to be looked 
down on than he as a Brahmin had deserved to be looked up to. For Gandhi, 
who retained at heart a residue of his varna-vocation sentiment, Gora had in 
effect become truly a Brahmin teacher (to be admired as such by Gandhi the 
Bania), and thus a good spiritual comrade, by discarding the thread (at the cost 
of being ostracized) and dedicating himself to the eradication of the caste sys-
tem and of every kind of unfairness caused by it.  
  



1946, Gandhi (writing to Gora): “Though there is a resemblance between 
your thought and practice and mine superficially, I must own that yours is far 
superior to mine.”  

  

Gora was straightforward (though impeccably courteous). With regard to caste 
he would say:   

  

Gora: “This thorn bush is in our path. It is useless to argue about who put it there, 
why, and when; the whole thing is against the interest of the people and we must 
simply remove it.”  

  

Gora in 1946 suggested to his 18-year-old daughter, Manorama, that she trust 
her parents to select, for her to marry, an Untouchable young man of suitable 
age and character.  



Gandhi planned to perform himself the wedding ceremony; he vowed never 
again to approve of any marriage between two Hindus unless one of them 
was high-caste and the other one a Harijan; he accompanied Manorama’s 
betrothed to Sevagram and put him in charge of the kitchen so that everyone 
would have their meals prepared by a Harijan (albeit with assistance from 
others); and he told him:  

  

1946, Gandhi to Arjun Rao: “You should become like Ambedkar. You should work 
for the removal of Untouchability and of caste. Untouchability must go, at any 
cost.”*   

  

 

  

* The source for this information is my personal interview in 1994 with Arjun Rao.  



What did Gandhi mean by that word, “cost”? I think he meant that the eradi-
cation of the caste system would, in his opinion, deprive India of a hedge 
against the pitfalls of capitalism. But meanwhile he became so urgently oc-
cupied with countering religious strife that he had very little time in his few 
remaining months to do anything substantial about countering the evils, 
characteristic of capitalism, of greed and thoughtless consumerism.   

(Gandhi did have another notion – apart from his ideal of dharma as embodied (he 
believed) in the concept of varna – as to how to hedge against the inherent evils of 
capitalism: a notion of patriotic “trusteeship”, in the Republic of India, by people 
like Birla and Tata. He hoped that this notion might be institutionalized by some 
novel laws. It wasn’t done (because most of the elite people in India accepted 
the Western concept of an “invisible hand” ensuring that greedy individuals auto-
matically, without ever attempting to do so, shower benefits on everyone else).  



Had it been done, India might have become better equipped institutionally to cope 
with the environmental problems which are beginning nowadays to become acute. 
However, the relation between humankind and the rest of Nature on the planet 
was an issue which only a few civilized people in the first half of the 20th century 
worried about: not Keynes, not Lenin or Mao, not the presidents of the USA, not 
Nehru, not Ambedkar…. And yet Gandhi did worry about it. In the 1930s he de-
clared: “God forbid that India should ever take to industrialism after the manner 
of the West” and he noted that “The economic imperialism of a single tiny island 
kingdom”, Britain, was “keeping the world in chains” and that “if an entire nation 
of 300 millions” (such as India was in those days) “took to similar economic ex-
ploitation, it would strip the world bare like locusts”. Such was the breadth of his 
social concerns: they included not only political independence from the Raj, and 
religious harmony and social justice in India, but also a biologically sustainable 
way of life for humankind.)  
  



Let me, however, come back now to how Gandhi’s views on caste and the 
chaturvarna system had, in the 1920s and '30s, differed from Ambedkar’s 
views, but by the mid-'40s evolved radically toward agreement with Am-
bedkar’s views on those issues:   

  

1945, Gandhi: (in the preface, requested from him, of a reissue of a book, Varna-
vyavastha, which he had written back in the 1920s): “I do not have the time to 
read this book again. I do not even wish to. I have many other things to do. In my 
opinion a man daily moves either forward or backward. He never stands still. The 
whole world is moving and there is no exception....  

   “Where are the four varnas of the Gita today?... There prevails only one varna 
today, that is, of ‘Shudras’, or, you may call it, ‘Ati-Shudras’.... If I can bring round 
the Hindu society to [this] my [present] view, all our internal quarrels [among the 
Hindus] will come to an end....  



   “A man should consider himself not the owner of his property but its trustee ... 
for the service of society. He will accept only that much for himself as he has 
earned with his [own physical ‘bread’-]labour. If that happens, no one will be poor 
and no one rich. In such a system, all religions will naturally be held equal.… This 
is the swaraj of my dreams. I yearn for that. I want to live for the attainment of it. 
I am devoting every breath of my life to that effort.  

   “The reader is therefore requested to discard anything in this [old] book [of 
mine] which may appear to him incompatible with my views given above.”  

 
1946, Q: In your recent correspondence ... you have said that caste ought to 
go, root and branch, if Untouchability is to be completely eradicated. Then, why 
do you not make anti-Untouchability work part of a wider crusade against the 
[whole] caste system itself? If you dig out the root, the branches will wither by 
themselves.  
 



Gandhi: “It is one thing for me to hold certain views and quite another to make 
my views acceptable in their entirety to [Hindu] society at large. My [own] mind, 
I hope, is ever growing, ever moving forward. All may not keep pace with it. I have 
therefore to exercise the utmost patience and be satisfied with hastening slowly. 
... If I live up to 125 years, I do expect to convert the entire Hindu society to my 
view.”  

  

 
(According to Anand Patwardhan, Gandhi's insistence that all members of his own 
ashram do manual scavenging was “a big blow against the caste system”. I think 
Gandhi realized, however, that many more such blows would have to be dealt.)  
  

 



 
For Ambedkar in dealing explicitly with Gandhi, it remained to highlight certain 
economic facts in his well-documented book of 1945, What Congress and Gan-
dhi Have Done to the Untouchables. The book includes, as the title indicated 
would be the case, some angry remarks about Gandhi. I think one reason for 
this was that when Ambedkar in a letter of 31 March 1944 to Gandhi had said, 
“If you are [as] anxious to solve the Hindu-Untouchable problem as you are to 
solve the Hindu-Muslim problem, I shall be glad to formulate points on which a 
settlement is necessary”, Gandhi’s response had been cautious and may even 
have seemed equivocal:  
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economic facts in his well-documented book of 1945, What Congress and Gan-
dhi Have Done to the Untouchables. The book includes, as the title indicated 
would be the case, some angry remarks about Gandhi. I think one reason for 
this was that when Ambedkar in a letter of 31 March 1944 to Gandhi had said, 
“If you are [as] anxious to solve the Hindu-Untouchable problem as you are to 
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It seems to me very likely that the choice of Ambedkar to take the leading role 
in drafting the Constitution was due in part to a behind-the-scenes initiative 
by Gandhi. There is, as far as I know, no documentary proof that Gandhi spoke 
with Nehru about this, but there is strong evidence that Gandhi appreciated 
deeply (perhaps more deeply than Nehru did) Ambedkar’s rare combination 
of abilities, breadth of training, persistent diligence, integrity, and insight into 
social issues.   
 

And it seems clear to me, upon reflection, that Ambedkar demonstrated a 
deep and even sympathetic grasp of Gandhian political thought when he in-
cluded, in his draft of the Constitution, a set of Directive Principles in regard to 
which the government would not be allowed to punish transgressors by means 



of physical compulsion: only the inner voice of the atman must cause the 
citizens of the Republic to obey those principles.  
 

In this way a political collaboration between Mahatma Gandhi and Baba-
saheb Ambedkar persisted into the 1950s notwithstanding the lack of per-
sonal warmth between them after the early 1930s.  
 

Ambedkar in 1956 changed his religious identity and, in the last section of a 
comparative study of Buddha and Marx, cited Buddhist scripture to the effect 
that among the main preconditions for a successful way of life would be the 
blessings of “virtuous conduct”, “liberality” and “wisdom”. He said that “liber-
ality” would consist, first of all, in “living with [the] mind freed from the taint 
of avarice”, whereas “wisdom” would likewise consist of avoiding greed and  
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saheb Ambedkar persisted into the 1950s notwithstanding the lack of per-
sonal warmth between them after the early 1930s.  
 

Ambedkar in 1956 changed his religious identity and, in the last section of a 
comparative study of Buddha and Marx, cited Buddhist scripture to the effect 
that among the main preconditions for a successful way of life would be the 
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avarice (as well as certain other vices such as “ill will”, “sloth”, and “distrac-  
tion and flurry”).  (And he praised what we in the USA call ‘blue-collar’ work, 
by saying that “to acquire wealth legitimately and justly, [to] earn by great 
industry, amassed by strength of the arm and gained by sweat of the brow, is 
a great blessing”.)  He did not foresee 21st-century Humankind’s problematic 
relation to the rest of Nature on the planet, but the vices he warned against 
in that last essay of his are the very same ones that have now begun to cause 
our budding environmental problems (which will soon become, alas, worse  
than our social problems and yet may exacerbate our social problems so much 
as to prevent the kind of cooperation that would be necessary if humankind is 
to survive the mass extinction).  
 



Ambedkar’s religious conversion posed no threat whatever to India, and to the 
extent that it may have weakened the chaturvarna ideology, the result was in 
harmony with Gandhi’s opinion (1945) that “God will remove Untouchability 
or will remove Hinduism.” 





 
.  
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