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Abstract

This paper critically examines Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s reinterpretation of Buddhism and the socio-
philosophical motivations behind his conversion. Unlike conventional religious conversions driven by
spiritual concerns, Ambedkar’s embrace of Buddhism was a strategic and ethical act of resistance against
the caste system deeply embedded in Hinduism. He rejected Hinduism for its sanction of caste-based
inequality and sought a religion aligned with justice, rationality, and human dignity. Among various
alternatives, Buddhism appealed to him for its egalitarian ethos, rational principles, and compatibility with
democratic values. Ambedkar, however, did not accept traditional Buddhism uncritically. He questioned
metaphysical elements such as karma, rebirth, and nirvana, offering revised, socially meaningful
interpretations. His redefined version, called Navayana or the “New Way,” emphasized morality, social
justice, and the empowerment of the marginalized. Dukkha (suffering) was interpreted not as a personal
psychological state, but as a consequence of systemic social and economic injustice. Similarly, Dhamma
was seen not as religious ritual but as a moral and ethical path rooted in compassion and justice. The paper
also explores the mixed reception of Ambedkar’s reinterpretation. While traditional Buddhists criticize
Navayana as a deviation from canonical teachings, many modern scholars and activists view it as a timely
and necessary reform that aligns Buddhism with contemporary social realities. Ambedkar’s rational and
ethical interpretation transforms Buddhism into a dynamic force for social change. Ultimately, this study
argues that Navayana is a legitimate and philosophically grounded development in Buddhist thought,
offering a powerful framework for combating caste, inequality, and injustice in modern India.

Keywords: Ambedkar, Navayana Buddhism, Social Justice, Caste System, Rational Religion, Dhamma,
Buddhist Reinterpretation.

Introduction

The Indian Renaissance gave birth to many great thinkers and ideas, and among them, Dr. Ambedkar
holds a very high position. Unfortunately, due to his limited role in the freedom movement, he is often
underappreciated. However, as the new India began to take shape, his thoughts gained increasing
importance, and gradually his core ideas gained recognition (Spini, 2023). We are all familiar with his
role in the making of the Indian Constitution and the Hindu Code Bill. However, his final philosophical
book “Buddha and His Dhamm” 1is less widely read and known compared to his other works
(Khiamniungan, 2023).

This article attempts to reflect on some important questions related to this. The first question is: Why did
Ambedkar, born into a Hindu family, finally decide to renounce Hinduism? The second question: Among
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many available religions, why did he choose Buddhism? The third question: What were the traditional
Buddhist principles that he chose to reform, and why?

Another related question is whether Ambedkar’s reinterpretation of Buddhism can be accepted as part of
the original teachings of Buddhism or should it be considered a separate tradition? Lastly, can the
contemporary and future relevance of Ambedkar’s efforts be assessed? What would be the possible role
of neo-Buddhism in India’s current socio-political context?

Ambedkar’s Journey to Buddhism
In Ambedkar’s life, personal experience and social life were full of sorrow, insult, oppression, and
exclusion. Seeing this condition, Ambedkar came to the conclusion that the root of this problem is the
Hindu religion, which legitimized the caste system and made Dalits (untouchables) slaves of the so-called
upper castes. He believed that this system was a barrier that could never let India attain true unity and
independence (Raibhole, 2023).
Hence, he called upon Dalits and other backward communities to renounce this religion. His slogan was
not only religious but also political and social. Ambedkar made it clear that no one should convert just for
name’s sake or for any worldly benefit. He clearly declared: “I was born a Hindu, but I will not die a
Hindu” (1935). Accordingly, in the later years, he adopted different religions-Buddhism, Christianity,
Islam for comparative study (Ayub, 2025).
Ambedkar deeply studied Islam and Christianity and came to the conclusion that Buddhism is the best.
Consequently, before his death, in 1956, along with many of his close followers in Nagpur, he embraced
Buddhism and gave up Hinduism and all other religions. Among all the religions, why did Ambedkar only
adopt Buddhism? The background to this lies in his opposition to Hinduism and the caste system, for
which there were many reasons. Since Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, Jainism, etc., do not focus as much
on caste issues, they did not attract him (Thepa, 2024).
The first reason was that Ambedkar wanted to politically empower the Dalits by converting them, and
among the options, Buddhism was more closely connected to Indian traditions. The second reason was
that Ambedkar did not want to adopt a religion rooted in a foreign land. Islam and Christianity were seen
as foreign religions in India (Chaudhary, 2025). While this perception may not be entirely accurate, the
truth remains that Ambedkar’s choice of Buddhism was not driven by spiritual or religious motives but
by its social and political implications (Sravanthi & Vamseedhar, 2025).
If political power had been his only goal, then Islam or Christianity might have been better options. But
since Buddhism emphasizes peace and compassion, and its foundation lies in rationality and science, it
was a more suitable choice for Ambedkar. Also, because of its Indian origin, it could help Ambedkar
establish a new identity and strengthen social unity (Queen, 2021).
Thus, we must understand that among all Indian religions, Ambedkar chose Buddhism over Sikhism and
Jainism. The decision was not taken lightly-it was based on deep reflection, and the specific features of
Buddhism played a vital role. These features have been elaborated upon by Ambedkar in his book 7he
Buddha and His Dhamma:
1. Buddhism gives importance to reason and logic rather than faith and blind belief.
2. Buddhism, based on rationality, does not believe in soul, God, miracles, etc., and focuses more on life-
centred issues than other religions.
3. Buddhism strongly opposes the caste system.
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4. Buddhism emphasizes morality and social responsibility. Its ethics are not based on fear of heaven or
hell but on human values.
5. Buddhism teaches equality, friendship, compassion, renunciation, and service (Ambedkar, 1957).
Therefore, we can say that due to the rational, ethical, and egalitarian nature of Buddhism, Ambedkar
found it the most appropriate alternative to Hinduism. However, Ambedkar did not accept traditional
Buddhism blindly-he also rejected its supernatural elements. He reinterpreted it according to modern
sensibilities, yet, even today, many of his interpretations are debated and not universally accepted. This
suggests that traditional Buddhist texts also need reinterpretation (Gokhale, 2020).
In his book The Buddha and His Dhamma, Ambedkar presented a new interpretation of Buddhism.
Ambedkar called his reinterpretation Navayana (the “New Way”). Under this framework, he critically
examined many aspects of traditional Buddhism and presented his own rational views. For example, he
rejected the idea that people are born poor, diseased, or suffering because of their karma in a previous life.
Influenced by his studies of Buddhism and other religions, he asserted that these teachings were later
additions and not part of the original doctrine (Kumar, 2019).
Historically, it is said that during Buddha’s time, the Rohini River was a disputed boundary between the
Shakya and Koliya tribes. According to Buddhist texts, Buddha persuaded both sides to resolve the conflict
peacefully. He did not advise them to flee but guided them through ethical and moral reasoning to avoid
war (Lewis & Tuladhar, 2010). According to Ambedkar, this shows Buddha was not an escapist, but rather
someone who sought practical and moral solutions to worldly issues. Thus, when political and social
conflict intensified, Ambedkar searched for resolutions through ethical and rational reform (Sampath,
2021).
While accepting the four noble truths, Ambedkar rejected their traditional metaphysical interpretation. He
believed human suffering does not arise from desire in a spiritual or religious sense but from the social
and economic injustices in human life. His efforts were aimed at addressing social inequalities, injustice,
and human suffering. His path was not based on pessimism, but on a rational and humanitarian foundation
(Debnath, 2024).
Ambedkar also emphasized the importance of morality in Buddhism. He rejected the notion of rebirth,
karma, heaven, hell, and other metaphysical elements. His vision was to interpret Buddhism as a social
and moral movement aimed at uplifting the oppressed (Rodrigues, 2024).
In the introduction to his book, Ambedkar raised the question: Should the Four Noble Truths be accepted
or not? He believed that moral teachings were the essence of Buddhism, and because traditional Buddhism
promoted pessimism and escapism, it had lost relevance for the masses. In contrast, Ambedkar’s version
viewed Buddhism as a proactive and practical philosophy (Oza, 2019).
He did not see sorrow (dukkha) as limited to individual life experiences, but as a social issue arising from
structural problems. Ambedkar argued that suffering exists not only in human life but also in the systems
that perpetuate inequality. Buddha, in Ambedkar’s interpretation, did not preach to escape the world, but
to transform it (Deokar, 2020).
So what did Buddha mean by “dukkha” (suffering)? According to Ambedkar, it was not metaphysical but
practical-poverty, exploitation, and injustice caused by one person or class to another. That’s why he did
not focus on spiritual liberation (nirvana), but on social emancipation (Kramer, 2020).
Ambedkar redefined the Noble Eightfold Path and called it a method “fo remove injustice and inhumanity
that man does to man” (Verma, 2010, pp. 56-57) rather than to attain nirvana. If the traditional path
focused on metaphysical escape, Ambedkar’s version emphasized ethical living and social responsibility.
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Thus, the basis of Ambedkar’s reinterpretation of Buddhism was morality and the upliftment of society
(Loftus, 2021).

At this point, it is important to reflect on how Ambedkar understood “Dhamma.” Ambedkar gave morality
a central place in his reinterpretation of Buddhism. In simple terms, Ambedkar considered Dhamma and
morality to be synonymous. He rejected the presence of peace and divinity in religions based on faith in
God, soul, and supernatural elements (Fuchs, 2019).

Most religions accept morality as based on religious or metaphysical beliefs. But in Buddhism, morality
is not derived from religion; rather, Ambedkar made morality itself the foundation of religion. He wrote:
“In Dhamma morality takes the place of God, although there is no God in Dhamma ... morality is the
essence of the Dhamma.”

(The Buddha and His Dhamma, 1V, 1.4 & 1.5)

In this way, Ambedkar wanted to bring about a moral revolution. Religious beliefs often revolve around
the center of God, but in Ambedkar's Buddhism, morality becomes the center instead of faith. He gave
morality a place of primacy in contrast to traditional religious beliefs that centered around God or the soul
(Mahadevan, 2020).

Ambedkar reinterpreted traditional Buddhist beliefs such as anatma (non-self), karma, and rebirth, with
rational perspectives. He did not deny the effect of karma entirely but separated it from supernatural
beliefs. In Ambedkar’s view, if there is no God, no soul, no heaven, and yet karma and rebirth are accepted,
then how do we understand the consequences of actions? He argued that karma and rebirth should be
interpreted rationally and ethically-not metaphysically. According to him, karma is not the result of past
life deeds but the result of one's present moral actions. He refuted the idea that rebirth is a cosmic or
supernatural process, and instead considered it symbolic of how one's deeds live on and impact society.
Ambedkar asked: If there is no God, no soul, no supernatural karma and rebirth-then on what basis can
morality be justified? His answer aligns with Immanuel Kant’s view, but with a consequentialist approach.
For Ambedkar, morality is not rooted in fear of punishment or desire for reward, but in the benefit it brings
to humanity (Kumar, 2025).

Ambedkar emphasized that moral conduct should lead to the well-being of humanity. In his words:

“Do kusala karma so that humanity may benefit by a good moral order which a kusala karma helps to
sustain, do not do Akusala karma for humanity will suffer from bad moral order which an Akusala karma
will bring about.” (The Buddha and His Dhamma, 111, V1, 25)

Ambedkar divided Buddha’s teachings into three parts-Dhamma, Nibbana, and Sangha. Of these, he
considered Dhamma as the philosophy of life. As explained earlier, he viewed Dhamma as a moral and
ethical way of life, which enables one to live with self-respect without needing the help of God or
supernatural forces (Queen, op.Cit.).

This is a moral perspective that emphasizes the ethical relationships among individuals in society, based
on values rather than divine intervention. Ambedkar calls this sociality or social conscience. According to
his social philosophy, values like compassion, friendship, and love are not occasional or accidental virtues,
but are foundational and widely applicable values (Telang & Kudupale, 2022).

Along with this, the fight against caste discrimination and the promotion of social equality were, to him,
essential elements of Buddhism. According to Ambedkar, personal moral life must serve broader social
objectives. That’s why he insisted that religion must aim for freedom, equality, and brotherhood. Before
adopting Buddhism, Ambedkar had made it clear that he would choose a religion that promotes liberty
and equality, and he found those ideals in Buddhism (Lone, 2022).

IJFMR250451801 Volume 7, Issue 4, July-August 2025 4



https://www.ijfmr.com/

m International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

One more significant change Ambedkar made was in the role of the bhikkhu (monk). Traditionally, the
role of a monk was considered to be focused on renunciation and personal spiritual development, avoiding
worldly matters. But Ambedkar gave the monk a new, active social role. He believed that monks should
spread the moral message of Buddhism among the common people, and not just engage in their personal
spiritual goals (Gokhale, op.Cit.).

Ambedkar emphasized that monks should work for justice, peace, and the well-being of society, not just

their own salvation. According to him, renunciation should not be a selfish act, but a selfless commitment

to uplift humanity. He believed monks should not retreat into the forest or isolation, but remain among the
people and work to ease their suffering. He criticized monks who ignored social injustice. He famously
said:

“A bhikkhu who is indifferent to the woes of mankind, however perfect in self-culture, is not at all a

bhikkhu.” (The Buddha and His Dhamma, 11, 1V, 22)

We can see it clearly above, Ambedkar’s reinterpretation of Buddhism clearly shows that he transformed

it from a traditional religion into a rational and ethical philosophy of life. He identified suffering with its

social causes and emphasized the need for social transformation to end suffering.

His primary goal was to build a just society, which is why he deeply rethought the concept of Dhamma

and redefined it with new meaning. In his famous book (1956), Buddha or Karl Marx, Ambedkar studied

many of Marx’s foundational ideas and revolutionary socialist thought in history. He attempted to
understand the origin of suffering and violence through them. However, unlike Marx, Ambedkar did not
see suffering as only the result of economic inequality, exploitation, and poverty. His concept of Dhamma
also included the idea that humans, through their own efforts, could overcome suffering. For him, social
cooperation was key to the elimination of suffering, and he believed that no supernatural power could or
should be relied upon. In this way, Ambedkar’s Dhamma is quite similar to Marxist humanism. However,

beyond activism, he also opened up a space for philosophical reflection (Skaria, 2015).

The interpretation of Buddhism by Ambedkar has been met with various kinds of responses. The main

reactions can be divided into two types:

1. Traditionalist Buddhists who believe that Ambedkar’s reinterpretation is not true to original
Buddhism, especially because he rejected karma and rebirth-elements considered central to traditional
Buddhist belief.

2. Modernist Buddhists who support Ambedkar’s rational reinterpretation and are willing to accept a
version of Buddhism that fits with scientific thinking and human rights values (Fitzgerald, 1997).
According to Ambedkar’s interpretation, the ethical teachings of Buddhism are more important than its
metaphysical or ritualistic aspects. He argued that Buddhism is not just a religion, but a moral and social
guide that should focus on justice, compassion, and social transformation. Thus, in contrast to any other

religion, Ambedkar considered Buddhism as the best alternative (Rajan & Barman, 2025).

Some, however, argue that Ambedkar first created a modern, secular version of Buddhism, and then later

changed or adapted it to suit his political goals. These reactions must be studied carefully, and it is

necessary to examine the logic and context behind them (Sharma, 2022).

Responding to arguments of religious absolutists, Ambedkar believed that religion should serve the

purpose of social reform and human welfare. It should be open to criticism and revision. From a historical

perspective, it is evident that even in traditional Buddhism, there were multiple changes and adaptations.

Therefore, Buddhism too has undergone various phases of transformation in different times and societies

(Mukerji, 2020).
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The difference lies in how these teachings are interpreted and applied. It is difficult to say which version
of Buddhist ethics is the truest representation of the Buddha’s original message. Thus, just as Mahayana,
Hinayana, and Vajrayana traditions are different in content, Navayana (Ambedkar’s version) must also be
seen as a valid continuation if not a complete break (Jaoul, 2016).

Ambedkar did not see karma and rebirth as central tenets. For him, the essence of Buddha’s teachings was
rationalism, equality, and love. He gave a modern, humanist interpretation of Buddha’s message-one that
emphasized justice and rights over rituals and beliefs (Gombrich, 2009).

This shows that Buddhism, through Ambedkar’s lens, can be seen as one of the most relevant philosophies
of the present era. On this foundation, Ambedkar tried to replace outdated traditions with rational ideas.
We must not forget that Buddhism has had many interpretations in history-and Ambedkar’s is one of the
most transformative. The interpretations made by Ambedkar regarding Buddhism redefine the concept of
“dukkha” (suffering), and from this point of view, Ambedkar's concept of Dhamma is also part of the
Buddhist tradition (Maheshkar, 2018).

Jinano—Mano, a Buddhist scholar, in his book Ambedkar and Buddhism, accepted Ambedkar’s
interpretation of Buddhism as significant and said that Ambedkar tried to understand the constitutional,
religious, and social contexts that led him to adopt Buddhism. However, Jinano—Mano critiques that
Ambedkar’s interpretation puts less emphasis on the metaphysical aspects of Buddhism and rejects them,
saying that social suffering arising from the breakdown of human relationships is more important than
spiritual problems (Panyamanee, 2022).

Ambedkar rejected the concepts of karma and rebirth as metaphysical beliefs and considered them
secondary. Despite this, he attempted to link his moral interpretations with the traditional structure of
Buddhism. Through this effort, he tried to unify modern understanding with Buddhist moral values.
Although he reinterpreted Buddhist teachings and presented the Eightfold Path in a new form, he never
denied the importance of the social dimension of Buddhism (Jal, 2005).

He also included new ideas and interpretations to make Buddhism relevant for social change and public
engagement. However, the challenge remains that many who adhere to traditional Buddhism consider
these reinterpretations to be a deviation. Therefore, reactions to Ambedkar’s reformation of Buddhism
cannot be considered unjustified either (Tartakov, 1990).

Here, we will not discuss the critical responses of traditionalists in detail but do acknowledge that a
significant section of the public also views Ambedkar’s Buddhism as a necessary reform for humanity’s
future. Ambedkar viewed Marx differently. According to him, Marx’s ideas are insufficient for uplifting
humanity because they focus on the material and economic aspects of life (Ong, 2024).

Ambedkar emphasized that the moral system should be rooted in social ethics. Though he appreciated
Marx’s concern for the poor and exploited, he felt Marx lacked spiritual and moral value. In contrast,
Ambedkar’s ethical interpretation of Buddhism deeply aligns with humanitarianism (Meena & Dhayal,
2025).

He consistently emphasized justice and equality, and also advocated for mental liberation. He believed the
difference between dharma and dhamma must be clearly understood. In his view, if religion (dharma)
becomes a tool for power in an unequal society, it loses its essence. But when it becomes a moral force
rooted in values like compassion and justice, then it attains social legitimacy. Thus, religion should serve
ethical and social purposes, not become a tool for oppression. Even when Ambedkar rejected traditional
religion, he never dismissed spiritual effort or ethical struggle. He often focused on morality in action
(Singh, 2023).
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Ambedkar never said that religion should be rejected, but instead insisted that it must be evaluated based
on ethical actions (Chaudhary, 2022).

Dhamma and state are not the same. Ambedkar only stated that Dhamma should be used by the state to
regulate morality. He did not claim that the state and religion (or moral law) are identical or that the rules
of Dhamma should be imposed through law. From this perspective, Dhamma and state cannot be seen as
the same entity. The state functions on the basis of rules and laws, whereas Dhamma is a moral system,
which may inform the state’s vision, but the rules of Dhamma themselves cannot rule society directly
(Ratnam, 2021).

Even within Ambedkarite Buddhism and humanism, there is a consciousness that recognizes the
philosophical compatibility between Ambedkar’s thought and humanism. But one must not forget that
Ambedkar did not entirely reject the historical roots of Buddhism or its spiritual and philosophical
dimensions. In The Buddha and His Dhamma, he acknowledged the importance of ethical values and
moral ideals in the process of building society. He believed that morality is not born out of social contracts,
but is foundational to the social structure itself (Guru, 2020).

Ambedkar advocated a universal morality that was free of blind faith and spiritual exploitation. Most
importantly, he continuously emphasized the destruction of the caste system. In his famous work
Annihilation of Caste, he stated that true religion is one that promotes liberty, equality, and fraternity. To
him, this was what Dhamma meant-a religion that upholds these ideals through its precepts (Hiwrale,
2020).

Based on the above analysis, it can be said that where conservative Buddhists view Ambedkar’s
reinterpretation as a deviation from tradition, they may be overlooking that Ambedkar’s Buddhism is
deeply ethical and rational, integrating both moral and socio-political-scientific vision. To discard his
version outright is incorrect. Where Ambedkar reinterprets traditional Buddhism while discarding only its
dogmas and metaphysical speculations, one cannot ignore his moral commitment. That is exactly where
his Navayana should be seen not as a break from Buddhism, but as a refined humanistic model of
Buddhism (Pandya, 2022).

Early Buddhism and Ambedkar’s Buddhism

Despite Ambedkar’s innovations, his Buddhism can still be considered a legitimate reform within the

broader Buddhist tradition. This can be justified on the following grounds:

1. Within Buddhism itself, there are many schools of thought and diversity:

Hence, it is not difficult to say that Ambedkar’s interpretation presents a new perspective, but it can
still be recognized-using Wittgenstein's idea of “family resemblance”-as a legitimate part of the
Buddhist family.

2. From a scientific point of view, Ambedkar’s reinterpretation-like Early Buddhism-emphasizes
rationality and realism. It presents a necessary ethical lens for understanding and resolving the issue
of human suffering (dukkha).

3. The doctrines of karma and rebirth may be part of traditional Buddhism and found in many schools of
thought, but they do not occupy a central place in all of them. The idea that suffering in this life is due
to past bad karma or that good karma can yield a better rebirth is mentioned in texts like the
Satipatthana Sutta, but Ambedkar does not emphasize this.

4. If we are to choose between the doctrine of anatta (non-self) and the karma-rebirth theory as the core
principle of Buddhism, then the people must choose the former. Along with this, the karma-rebirth
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theory’s logical inconsistencies must be exposed. In my view, without the concept of a permanent
soul, the karma-rebirth idea cannot be logically sustained-and in this regard, Ambedkar is right.

5. The uniqueness of Buddhism lies not only in its doctrines but also in its methodology. It is not a
religion of mysticism or mere belief, but a rational approach that encourages critical thinking. Even
the Buddha himself encouraged questioning and verification based on experience. From this
standpoint, Ambedkar’s interpretation aligns with the spirit of Buddhist rationality and inquiry.

Conclusion

In the end, we must not ignore the fact that traditional Buddhism has many internal inconsistencies.
Various philosophical schools emerged in later times, including Sautrantika, Vaibhasika, Yogachara, and
Madhyamika, each with their own interpretations. Ambedkar's Navayana Buddhism can be placed in this
lineage, even though it opposes the karma-rebirth theory, because it still embodies the core moral and
rational spirit of the Dhamma.

Therefore, it can be said that despite rejecting certain traditional doctrines, Ambedkar’s Navayana
Buddhism represents a new synthesis and interpretation within the Buddhist tradition. When we look at
influential Buddhist interpretations today, Ambedkar’s Navayana stands out more prominently than
traditional schools like Hinayana or Mahayana. That’s because it is based on modern values such as
rationality, scientific thinking, liberty, equality, fraternity, and compassion. Hence, it must be emphasized
that his version of Dhamma can be equally placed among other contemporary ethical and philosophical
systems like existentialism, humanism, and postmodernism.

One important point is that, due to his declining health, Ambedkar hurriedly completed The Buddha and
His Dhamma in the final months of his life. This should be acknowledged while evaluating the book.
Nevertheless, Ambedkar’s interpretation of Buddhism is a serious philosophical contribution and deserves
to be compared with other great systems of thought. Buddhist philosophy scholars should further explore
and expand it-for it reflects Ambedkar’s ultimate vision of human liberation and truth.
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