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Abstract

This thesis explores Neo-Buddhist Movement and its implications regarding
conversions by the five hundred thousand Untouchables to Buddhismin 1956 when
India gained its independence from Britain. The paper traces the historical
background of the movement and puts the figure, B.R. Ambedkar, as the focus. B.R.
Ambedkar was the first Law Minister of the Nehru Cabinet, who organized the
Neo-Buddhist movement and contributed to the large-scale conversion movement.

The context of the movement is embedded in Hindu caste system, with which the
Indian society has been rigidly bound for more than two thousand years. Under the
caste system, the Untouchables had to abide to the restrictions specified in the Hindu
scripture “Manusmruti”, and suffered from social segregation and exploitation merely
for the redemption of their inherent sins. However, the Indian society has been
greatly influenced by contemporary ideas in Western democracy. Hence,
hierarchical socia status, the traditional life-styles and occupational restrictions under
the Indian caste system have been directly challenged. Ambedkar seized the
opportunity of the transitional point to carry out a series of the revolution in social
demonstration, legidative proposition to conversion to Buddhism. He integrated the
concepts of freedom, equality and fraternity in democratic principles with the concept
of the equal sentient in Buddhism to strive for the basic rights of the Untouchables.
With the religious belief as a mental antidote to assist the political reform, the
campaign eradicated the ideology of inherent caste system from the mind of the
Untouchables. Therefore, the Neo-Buddhist Movement was not only a revival of
Buddhism in India, but also a movement of liberation for fundamental human rights.

This essay is arranged as follows. Firstly, the paper stated the background of the

Neo-Buddhist movement by giving an overview of the social, political and religious



environment in modern Irdia.  Secondly, an examination of the life of B.R.
Ambedkar provides a better understanding of the origin and progression of the
Neo-Buddhist movement. Thirdly, the analysis of the return of Buddhism to Sri
Lanka and India, and Ambedkar’s perspectives on various Indian religions gives a
clue to the remote causes and the essential conditions to the conversion of the
Untouchables to Buddhism. Finally, the social reform led by Ambedkar, along with
the principles of freedom and equdity is evaluated from the point of view based on
Humanistic Buddhism.  The author also makes comments on his approach to revive

Buddhism in India.
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