An Indian Scholar Contrasts Gandhi and Ambedkar on the Untouchability Problem

By elevating him to the dizzy heights of a saint and making him appear different from the rest of his contemporaries many Indians have ignored the fact that Gandhi was a 'modern' man with 'modern' goals. If I sound unduly alarmist, somebody should tell me why college and university students kept quiet when Mayawati launched her tirade against the Mahatma? Why the national newspapers failed to highlight the widespread desecration of his statues in Andhra Pradesh on August 15, 1997, in the 50th year of Independence? Why is Gandhi not the symbol of popular
mobilization against the instruments of oppression and exploitation? Why is the landscape in Uttar Pradesh dotted with statues of B.R. Ambedkar and not Gandhi?

True, a wide gulf separated the two men. As the supreme leader of a powerful national organization, Gandhi's chief concern was to weld the different castes and communities into a coherent whole and evolve a nationwide consensus on political and social issues. He acted, though often subtly, as an arbiter of class and caste-based disputes from his own moral and philosophical standpoint. The Socialist or Marxist blueprints did not excite his imagination. Though acutely sensitive to the caste-class contradictions, he was wary of a prescription that would lead to a class war and disturb his vision of a moral order.

Ambedkar was a reformer, an outstanding mobilizer and a major catalyst for social change in India. But he was no fire-spitting radical. He was comfortable in the council chambers, prepared to negotiate with the colonial government to extract concessions for his constituency, and
operate within the institutional framework. He could have easily, occupied a pivotal position in the Congress hierarchy if he was not so violently opposed to the Mahatma's spirited defense of the Varna system. He could well have been an integral part of the Congress establishment had Gandhi not gone on fast against the government's decision to grant separate electorates to the 'Harijans' in 1931. The fast, according to Ambedkar, was the worst form of coercion against a helpless people, "a vile and wicked act". "How can the untouchables", he asked, "regard such a man as honest and sincere?"

Regardless of such recriminations, Gandhi and Ambedkar were not poles apart. Admittedly, they had different roles to play in the political spectrum. At the same time, they had much the same social agenda, though their perception of the ground realities was at variance with each other. They did not differ vastly in their reading of the transformative processes that were at work in Indian society. Although they plotted different strategies to deal with social and economic disparities and inequities, both were passionately committed to the uplift of the poor and the down-trodden. The difference was that, Gandhi appealed to and systematically cultivated a national constituency, whereas Ambedkar was principally concerned with the victims of social degradation, caste violence and discrimination.

Ambedkar's project rested on undermining the traditional social order, while Gandhi's interest was to preserve the traditional social equilibrium in Indian society. The Mahatma's contribution -- one that needs to be reiterated time and again -- was to raise his determined voice against all
forms of oppression perpetrated by the British and their collaborators, i.e. the landlord and the moneylender. He not only energized his countrymen to embark on a program of national regeneration but also fostered, as the social scientist Bhikhu Parekh describes, their cultural and moral autonomy, self-respect and pride. Above all, he lifted "that black pall of   fear... from the people's shoulders, not wholly of course, but to an amazing degree". He brought about "a psychological change almost as if some expert in psychoanalytical methods had probed deep into the patient's past, found out the origins of his complexes, exposed them to his view, and thus rid him of that burden" (Jawaharlal Nehru).

The task of delineating the nature of Gandhi-Ambedkar differences should be left to the social historian and to scholars of Indian nationalism. For the time being, it is possible to benefit from the perceptions and experiences of both these men. There is enough space for different voices to be heard. There are enough people willing to listen to Gandhi as well as Ambedkar. Why, then, set up one against the other? Why repudiate one in favor of the other? A dispirited nation can ill-afford to divide its own rich legacy.
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