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“Civic rights will certainly be protected by law if they are to be worth anything. There is 

no question of the ‘Harijans’ existing on the sufferance of anybody. But law is one thing, 

cultivation of public opinion wholly another. Society holds together on the strength not of 

law but of mutual goodwill, and unless the majority of the caste-Hindus are converted, 

there is not much use in the law protecting rights, which the majority is not prepared to 

recognise. The whole of the present campaign is directed towards cultivating and 

ascertaining the opinion of the caste-Hindus. The legal guarantees and all that they mean 

are bound to be there, but they will be an expression of the will of the majority and not a 

superimposition.”2 – Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) 

[1] 

andhi’s epic fast against untouchability was a sudden and a rapid “traumatogenic 

change.”3 Although a long and complex historical process prepared the background 

for it, but, in that “miraculous autumn,” it certainly acquired “tremendous acceleration,” 

embracing politics, society, economics, and culture in the everyday life of the Hindus, including 

the Untouchables. Nobody seemed to be exempted from its impact. In fact, the whole Hindu 

population experienced it as hitting the foundations of untouchability in Hinduism signifying a 

complete reversal of the premises on which the Hindu social life rested. The change was 

unexpected, not only for the caste-Hindus but also for the Untouchables. 

What makes Gandhi’s epic fast against untouchability a particularly interesting example of 

traumatogenic change is that it was a trauma that resulted in victory. The importance of the Poona 

Pact, rather of the fast that Gandhi undertook to make it possible, lay in the fact that it helped to 

unite the Untouchables politically and socially with the Hindu community. Allowing the 

Untouchables to enter the temples was symbolic of the social integration of the Untouchables with 

the Hindu community. Gandhi believed that “temple-entry was a spiritual act, transforming the 

whole society by one single act of admission,”4 as it was one way of achieving equality by taking 

                                                           
1  This paper was developed as part of the European Commission’s CORDIS Project SPeCTReSS (Social 

Performances of Cultural Trauma and the Reestablishing of Solid Sovereignties) fellowship at the Faculty of Political 

Science, University of Zagreb, Zagreb, Croatia, under the supervision of Dr. Nebojša Blanuša, between 1st October 

2016 and 31st December 2016. http://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/110607_en.html  
2 ‘Letter To S. D. Nadkarni’, 27th January 1933, M. K. Gandhi, The Collected Works Of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. 53, 

Delhi, Publications Division, Ministry Of Information And Broadcasting, Government Of India, 1971, p. 164. 

Hereafter cited parenthetically in the text as CWMG followed by volume and page(s). 
3 For the traits of a ‘traumatogenic change’, see P. Sztompka, ‘The Ambivalence Of Social Change: Triumph Or 

Trauma?’, Polish Sociological Review, No. 131 (2000), pp. 278-81. 
4 CWMG, Vol. 59, p. 103. 
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steps that would enable the Untouchables to become equals of the caste-Hindus. With regard to 

the former, Gandhi in his writings and speeches repeatedly emphasised that the caste-Hindus 

should atone and “make reparations … for the untold hardships to which the caste-Hindus have 

subjected the Untouchables for centuries.” It was due to his strong emphasis on “penance, which 

largely explains why the caste-Hindus born and brought-up in post-1947 India so readily accepted 

large scale reservations in jobs, enrollment in professional colleges, and so on, for the Scheduled 

Castes and Scheduled Tribes after independence.” 5  The change was judged as beneficial, 

progressive, and also welcomed with enthusiasm, yet it produced a trauma. On the one hand, the 

caste-Hindus were traumatised with the possibility to accept the Untouchables as equals within the 

Hindu fold; at the other end, the Untouchables despite their victory were unable to seek parity with 

the caste-Hindus. This trauma is an ongoing process. The transformation that it implies is still in 

the making. The change is still unfinished, thus providing an opportunity to place the topic within 

the realm of studying it as a “cultural trauma.”6 

[2] 

The story of Gandhi’s epic fast against untouchability has been told in two opposing ways. 

The optimistic, heroic narratives describing it as an epochal success in the re-building of solid 

bonds between the caste-Hindus and the Untouchables, and the beginning of a process of liberation 

and emancipation for the Untouchables from disrepute perpetuated by the caste-Hindus in the 

name of Hindu religion. While the pessimistic, gloomy narratives see the same process as a 

sequence of failures leading to excessive social hardships, growing inequalities, perpetuation of 

untouchability, and as an unfinished revolution. In social life, nothing is entirely white or 

completely black.7 There is a grain of truth in both the pictures. 

The Hindu caste system, as it is usually known today, is a corruption of the varnashram-

dharma or chaturvarna mentioned in the Hindu scriptures. The caste system hierarchically ranks 

the numerous endogamous Hindu castes and sub-castes into four varnas – “the Brahmins (priests), 

the Kshatriyas (warriors), the Vaishyas (traders) and the Shudras (servants)” – according to a 

prescribed hereditary occupation. Outside the system of the four varnas are the avarnas (without 

varna) – the Untouchables, the Unseeables, the Unapproachables, also ranked hierarchically – 

whose presence, touch, and even whose shadow causes pollution to the savarna (with varna) 

Hindus. In Hinduism, the word ‘Untouchable’ is synonymous with ‘pollution’. Having social 

intercourse with the Untouchables pollutes a savarna Hindu.8 As A. M. Shah aptly puts it: “The 

                                                           
5 B. Chandra, et al., India’s Struggle For Independence, New Delhi, Penguin Books, 1989, p. 293. 
6 Jeffrey C. Alexander argues that “cultural trauma occurs when members of a collective feel that they have been 

subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories 

forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways.” J. C. Alexander, et al., Cultural 

Trauma And Collective Identity, Berkeley, California University Press, 2004, p. 1. 
7 U. Beck, The Cosmopolitan Vision, (trans., Ciaran Cronin), Cambridge, Polity Press, 2006. 
8 P. Kolenda, Caste, Cult And Hierarchy, New Delhi, Hans Raj Gupta & Sons, 1981, pp. 22-23; B. R. Ambedkar, Mr. 

Gandhi And The Emancipation Of The Untouchables, New Delhi, Critical Quest, 2006, p. 6. 
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Hindu civilisation is sometimes called a civilisation of purity and pollution, and the Hindu psyche 

is believed to be pathologically obsessed with them.”9  

The Untouchables by no means form a homogeneous category, but are divided into 

hundreds of castes, distributed all over the country. Even within a single region, there are likely to 

be several Untouchable castes, which are all strictly endogamous and sometimes quite fastidious 

about avoiding each other. The Untouchables lie at the bottom of the Hindu society. Economically 

poor and often living in dire poverty, their inferior position is explained by the permanent ritual 

impurity ascribed to them deriving from their association with death and organic pollution. They 

are employed in occupations considered impure, such as sweepers, scavengers, grave-diggers and 

tanners. ‘Scheduled Castes’, ‘Harijans’, ‘Untouchables’, ‘Depressed Classes’, ‘Pariahs’, 

‘Panchamas’, etc., are the several names for the same people, the common factor being their very 

low economic and social condition. 

For centuries untouchability has been a taboo in India. Untouchability stands for the 

traumatising humiliations imposed generation after generation by the caste-Hindus on the 

Untouchables. Traditionally, the Untouchables were coerced to live in separate colonies. They 

were prohibited from using public roads used by the caste-Hindus. They were prohibited from 

drawing water from public wells, and were barred from entering into the caste-Hindu temples. 

They were also denied admission into the upper-caste-Hindu schools. In some places, the 

Untouchables had to bare their bodies from the waist up, and there were also restrictions to their 

wearing particular kinds of clothes and jewelleries. Moreover, the theory of karma was used to 

justify such treatments. It was alleged that the Untouchables were born into the lowest castes 

because they were being penalised for the sinful acts they had committed in their previous lives. 

They were thus serving a prison sentence. Insubordinate behaviour would only result in an 

increased imprisonment, thus leading to one more cycle of being born again as an Untouchable. 

This reminds one of apartheid in India being practiced by the members of the same community.  

The discrimination and exclusiveness exercised through the practice of untouchability 

remained the ‘benchmark’ of the caste-Hindu identity as “we” opposed to “them,” that is, the 

Untouchables. This attitude reverberated with the denial of equal status to the Untouchable 

population among the Hindus, thus keeping alive their trauma. All these issues were present earlier 

but they became more acute in the colonial period as the colonial state perpetuated untouchability. 

The traumatic relationship between the caste-Hindus and the Untouchables reached a crisis in 

British India during the constitutional negotiations of 1931-32, prefaced and introduced by the 

                                                           
9 A. M. Shah, ‘Purity, Impurity, Untouchability: Then And Now’, Sociological Bulletin, Vol. 56, No. 3 (September-

December 2007), p. 356. A. M. Shah argues that “ideas of purity/impurity were present all over Hindu society for 

centuries: In domestic as well as public life, in exchange of food and water, in practising occupations, in kinship and 

marriage, in religious action and belief, in temples and monasteries, and in a myriad different contexts and situations. 

These ideas played a crucial role in separating one caste from another, and in arranging them in a hierarchy, that is to 

say, in ordering the basic structure of the society.” Shah, ‘Purity, Impurity, Untouchability’, pp. 355-56. 
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British, that drove the wedge further between them. This got accentuated and reached a climax 

when the British announced the Communal Award in 1932. 

Gandhi was aware that the Government’s reworking of the Hindu social organisation 

through legalism would have the disastrous consequence of leaving the Untouchables, situated in 

faraway “rural settlements,” unprotected and to the worst persecution of the caste-Hindus. It “took 

a ‘fast unto death’ by Gandhi to stop a breach pregnant with the most disastrous possibilities for 

India.”10 He was remarkably successful in averting the eventuality of a ‘disastrous’ division within 

the Hindu community. He performed brilliantly and succeeded to defeat the very purpose of the 

British policy in augmenting divisions within the Hindu community by taking recourse to 

constitutional provisions. The breach was mended with the Poona Pact of 1932 between Gandhi 

and Ambedkar.11 Pyarelal has called the fast “epic” and it is as the epic fast that it has since come 

to be known. The fast was important not merely because it changed the Communal Award in 

relation to the Untouchables. It was much more important because it created a deep feeling against 

untouchability. As Louis Fischer rightly commented:  

“A cold political agreement between Gandhi and Ambedkar, without a fast, would have 

had no such effect on the nation; it might have redressed a legal ‘Harijan’ grievance, but it 

would have remained a dead letter as far as the Hindu’s personal treatment of the 

Untouchables was concerned. … The fast could not kill the curse of untouchability, which 

was more than three thousand years old. … The ‘Harijans’ remained the dregs of Indian 

society. Nor did segregation end when Gandhi slowly drank his orange juice. But after the 

fast, untouchability forfeited its public approval; the belief in it was destroyed. A practice 

deeply imbedded in a complicated religion full of mystic overtones and undercurrents was 

recognised as morally illegitimate. A taboo hallowed by custom, tradition and ritual lost its 

potency. … Gandhi’s epic fast snapped a long chain that stretched back into antiquity and 

had enslaved tens of millions. Some links of the chain remained. Many wounds of the chain 

remained. But nobody would forge new links; nobody would link the links together again. 

The future promised freedom.”12 

If the Communal Award had not been re-negotiated in the segments concerning the 

Untouchables, it was probable that “a civil war would have broken out in the Hindu community.” 

In all the villages and hamlets of India, “the caste-Hindus would have utilised their local power to 

break up the Depressed Classes as a separate political entity.”13 In order to stop the caste system 

from spilling a disaster, Gandhi emphasised that it was absolutely necessary to change the social 

                                                           
10 R. Kumar, ‘Gandhi, Ambedkar And The Poona Pact, 1932’, in J. Masselos, (ed.), Struggling And Ruling: The Indian 

National Congress, 1885-1985, New Delhi, Sterling Publishers Private Limited, 1987, p. 88. 
11 Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar  (1891-1956), popularly known as Babasaheb, was an Indian jurist, economist, 

politician and social reformer who inspired the Dalit Buddhist movement and campaigned against social 

discrimination against Untouchables (Dalits), while also supporting the rights of women and labour. He was 

Independent India’s first law minister and the principal architect of the Constitution of India 
12 L. Fischer, The Life Of Mahatma Gandhi, New York, Harper And Brothers, 1950, pp. 408-09, (emphasis mine). 
13 Kumar, ‘The Poona Pact’, p. 99. 
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outlook and the ethical point of view of the caste-Hindus. This change in the caste-Hindu outlook, 

which according to Gandhi, was a crucial and necessary pre-condition for the emancipation of the 

Untouchables, was to be achieved through coaxing and personal example. Gandhi was bent on 

saving the Hindu community from caste conflict of the greatest terrible magnitude, and also to 

protect the Untouchables from “social extermination.” The outcome of the Poona Pact thus had 

the greatest and far reaching implications for the Hindu community. It prevented “a community 

from turning into itself and committing collective suicide.” In fact, the Poona Pact also symbolised 

Gandhi’s triumph over the British policy of ‘divide and rule’.14 

In the year 1932, the Hindu world changed in British India. It was a year of “modern 

miracles”15 for it marked the beginning of the final process of emancipation of the Depressed 

Classes from the disparagement perpetuated by the caste-Hindus. 16  Soon the practice of 

untouchability itself disintegrated and collapsed. Such events can be termed “revolutionary,” even 

though they were not accompanied by the usual means of revolutions: The barricades, violence 

and bloodshed. Nevertheless, such changes were clearly epochal in a historiosophical sense.17 

These constituted a radical break in the practice of untouchability at all levels of the social life of 

the Hindu population, affecting the Depressed Classes most profoundly. 

At the political level, Gandhi’s fast resulted in the signing of the Poona Pact between the 

caste-Hindu leaders and the representatives of the Depressed Classes providing constitutional 

provisions for the Depressed Classes through their inclusion within the Hindu community. At the 

economic level this meant the Untouchables’ (1) access to basic services, particularly health and 

education, and (2) access to other economic opportunities, such as industrial training among the 

‘Harijans’ in khadi, tanning, carpentry, weaving, tailoring, homeopathy, Ayurveda, mat-weaving, 

printing, leather work and other crafts, to reduce their poverty and vulnerability. At the socio-

religious level, it meant nothing short of a complete revolution in the Hindu thought, to result in 

the disappearance of a horrible doctrine based on inequality and high and low ranking from birth 

that had poisoned Hinduism and was slowly undermining its very existence. 

The signing of the Poona Pact was also revolutionary in an emotional sense. It was a time 

of tremendous popular enthusiasm and collective elation with a hard-won victory. The pictures of 

Vile Parle and of Mahad (Bombay Presidency), where the caste-Hindu masters had abrogated the 

                                                           
14 N. Mansergh & P. Moon, (eds.), The Transfer Of Power: 1942-47, Vol. 3: Reassertion Of Authority, 21st September 

1942 – 12th June 1943, London, His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1971, pp. 390 & 633. 
15 ‘Cable to C. F. Andrews’, 25th September 1932, CWMG, Vol. 51, p. 137. 
16 Quoted in B. Ray, (ed.), Gandhi’s Campaign Against Untouchability, 1933-34: An Account Of The Raj’s Secret 

Official Report, New Delhi, Gandhi Peace Foundation, 1996, p. 1. 
17 See, M. Mukherjee, ‘Peasant Resistance and Peasant Consciousness In Colonial India: ‘Subalterns’ And Beyond’, 

Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 23, No. 41 (Oct. 8, 1988), pp. 2109-2120, for an analysis that the implicit 

assumption that violence is equal to revolutionariness and its adoption or use is proof of the existence of revolutionary 

objectives and intentions cannot be sustained on many counts. 
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rules of untouchability by fraternising with the Untouchables;18 or the temples across India, which 

opened their doors overnight to the Untouchables defying hoary prohibitions; or the city after city 

where the Brahmins and the Untouchables dined together – entered the Hindu iconography in the 

twentieth century. Sarojini Naidu’s19 daughter, Padmaja, thought she was witnessing “a ‘catharsis’ 

cleansing of Hinduism from ‘the accumulated corruption’ of centuries.”20 It was a time of great 

national solidarity, regained dignity and pride. There was full support and trust for Gandhi’s Anti-

Untouchability Movement aimed at reforming Hinduism. Freedom and prosperity of the 

Untouchables seemed just around the corner. 

However a transition of that magnitude is not a matter of days, it needs time. Three clocks 

were running at various speeds (to use Ralf Dahrendorf’s concept): The clock of politics and 

changes in laws – the fastest;21 the clock of economic uplift – slower; and the clock of the civil 

society, that is, changes in values, mentalities, “habits of the heart” of the people – the slowest, 

beating the rhythm in decades or even generations.22 The Annual Report of the Harijan Sevak 

Sangh for 1933-34, published after the Poona Pact, said with regret: “It is difficult to say that there 

has been a great change of heart among the caste-Hindus. The cause has made a seven-League 

stride but the step to the heart of a class or caste will require many more such strides.”23 The Report 

furthered that the progress made was only on the side of the Untouchables. “There is in all the 

provinces a militant and claimant section fighting for equal rights and privileges. Even in the 

general mass of the Untouchables, not excluding women, there is an admirable desire for the 

education of the young, there is a desire for a cleaner and better life.”24 The reform of Hinduism 

within its intangible net of loyalties, attachments, customs, rules of conduct pervading everyday 

life was much more difficult and could not be achieved overnight, as the wall remained in the 

heads.25 Untouchability was not eradicated from the country. Even today untouchability is present. 

More than seventy years after the signing of the Poona Pact, one has to admit with shame that the 

                                                           
18 This is in reference to Gandhi’s epic fast. B. R. Ambedkar, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings And Speeches, (ed., 

V. Moon), Vol. 9, Bombay, The Education Department, Government of Maharashtra, 1991, p. 138. Hereafter cited 

parenthetically in the text as BAWS followed by volume and page(s). 
19 Sarojini Naidu (born as Sarojini Chattopadhyay) also known by the sobriquet as the “Nightingale of India,” was an 

Indian independence activist and poet. Naidu served as the first governor of the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh 

from 1947 to 1949; the first woman to become the Governor of an Indian state. She was the second woman to become 

the president of the Indian National Congress in 1925 and the first Indian woman to do so. (Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarojini_Naidu) 
20 Pyarelal, The Epic Fast, Ahmedabad, Navajivan Publishing House, 1932, pp. 89 & 93. 
21 See, for example, M. Galanter, ‘Untouchability And The Law’, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 4, No. 1/2 

(January 1969), pp. 131-133, 135-137, 139-141, 143-157, 159-170. 
22  Cited in P. Sztompka, ‘The Ambivalence Of Social Change In Post-Communist Societies’, p. 132. (Source: 

http://cejsh.icm.edu.pl/cejsh/element/bwmeta1.element.desklight-cd4dc740-605c-45a6-8da1-

822afe81ac87/c/Piotr_Sztompka_The_Ambivalence_of_Social_Change_In_Post-Communist_Societies.pdf)  
23 Quoted in M. B. Verma, History Of The Harijan Sevak Sangh: 1932-1968, (trans., Viyogi Hari), Delhi, Harijan 

Sevak Sangh, 1971, p. 133, (emphasis mine). 
24 Quoted in ibid., (emphasis mine). 
25 The phrase, “The Wall Remains In The Heads,” was used by Andrew Nagorski, a Newsweek’s Eastern European 

correspondent, as a title to his report from the tearing down of the Berlin Wall. Cited in Sztompka, ‘Post-Communist 

Societies’, p. 132. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarojini_Naidu
http://cejsh.icm.edu.pl/cejsh/element/bwmeta1.element.desklight-cd4dc740-605c-45a6-8da1-822afe81ac87/c/Piotr_Sztompka_The_Ambivalence_of_Social_Change_In_Post-Communist_Societies.pdf
http://cejsh.icm.edu.pl/cejsh/element/bwmeta1.element.desklight-cd4dc740-605c-45a6-8da1-822afe81ac87/c/Piotr_Sztompka_The_Ambivalence_of_Social_Change_In_Post-Communist_Societies.pdf
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Untouchables have not been accepted as equal and honourable members of the Hindu community. 

Neither the constitution drafted by Ambedkar, nor Gandhi’s constructive programme has been able 

to ensure this. Gandhi’s Harijan Sevak Sangh, established to eradicate untouchability, is active 

even today, and so are many Untouchable organisations. Hundreds of thousands of Untouchables 

in protest have converted to other religions. Even then the practice persists. Today the roots of 

untouchability are in the minds of the people. 

The triumphant and the jubilant mood that followed the signing of the Poona Pact post-

Gandhi’s fast soon passed away, and a sort of “morning after” syndrome set in.26 The eradication 

of untouchability was proving to be an uphill task, and at times a frustrating undertaking in British 

India. Gandhi had realised that the first flush of popular enthusiasm following his epic fast of 

September 1932 was waning, whereas the aggressiveness of the Sanatanists was increasing. 

Moreover, there was tardy progress of reform and the ‘Harijans’ were showing impatience. Gandhi 

felt himself to be in the midst of ‘a raging fire’. He wrote: “Hindus had become delirious and done 

acts which, when they became sober, they undid. They opened temples and wells to the ‘Harijans’ 

freely during the fast. Some of these were closed soon after the end of the fast. A very large number 

of educated caste-Hindus in Bengal do sincerely feel that a grave injustice was done to Bengal in 

the allotment of seats to the ‘Harijans’. I know, too, that in some other provinces the pact was 

assented to, under the pressure of the fast. I certainly had not anticipated it all when I embarked on 

the fast.”27 Gandhi’s trauma had set in.  

 [3] 

It is a truism that all societies are shaped by their particular history and tradition. Earlier 

events leave the traces and imprints – in material infrastructure, in institutions and in memories. 

They may derive from near history or be transmitted through generations from quite distant history. 

In the case of India, a particularly strong impact was exerted by the British colonial rule. The 

British presence became effective, producing various obstacles, barriers, blockages and frictions 

in the process of transformation. The impact of colonialism was predominantly negative; it must 

be counted on the side of liabilities. Colonialism was hoped to be a project of modernisation; but 

it was an incomplete modernisation and a “fake modernisation.”28 The route to modernisation was 

not through colonialism but required its overthrow.29 

In the case of British India, the balance sheet may be formulated as follows. At the time of 

the British conquest, the Hindu community was caught in a vicious web created by religious 

superstitions and social obscurantism. One of the most debilitating factors was caste because of 

which a system of hierarchical segregation among the Hindus was maintained. Caste not only 

                                                           
26 P. Sztompka, ‘Dilemmas Of The Great Transition’, Sisyphus, Social Studies, 1992,Vol. 2, pp. 9-28. 
27 CWMG, Vol. 54, p. 414. 
28 Sztompka, ‘Post-Communist Societies’, p. 137. 
29 A. Mukherjee, ‘Empire: How Colonial India Made Modern Britain’, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 45, No. 

50 (December 11-17, 2010), p. 73. 
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hampered social mobility but fostered social divisions and sapped individual initiative. It was the 

humiliation of untouchability that militated most against human dignity. There was an historically 

inherited, pervasive repertoire of cultural rules shaped under the influence of Hindu parampara 

and achar in the form of beliefs, practices and institutions that were handed down over generations. 

These values had enjoyed widespread endorsement and had an important place in informing and 

directing the social practices dominated by caste.30 Caste affected the cultural-mental sphere, as 

rules, values, norms, shared beliefs, and ingrained “habits of the heart.” Even sub-conscious 

reflexes against untouchability were perhaps the most resistant to change.  

But the British conquest and the consequent dissemination of colonial culture and ideology 

had led to an inevitable introspection about the strengths and weaknesses of the indigenous culture 

and institutions. The response was varied, but the need to reform social and religious life was a 

commonly shared conviction rooted in principles of social equality. However, relatively few 

people were culturally prepared for operating in the new organisational context. To paraphrase a 

concept introduced by Jeffrey C. Alexander, 31  one may say that the “cultural discourse of 

untouchability” was radically opposed to the “discourse of emerging modernisation.” During the 

period of colonial rule, the incompatibility of the inherited cultural mores of the Hindu “bloc 

culture,” typified by the orthodox caste-Hindus, and the opposite principles functionally demanded 

by the new socio-political system engendered a cultural shock for the caste-Hindus. 

Disorganisation at the level of cultural precepts and the disorientation of the internalised personal 

habits was the first result of this. But it was only a phase in the traumatic sequence. It was not yet 

a trauma in the full sense. It merely established a background of conducive conditions for the 

emergence of the post-Poona Pact trauma. There also existed alternative cultural complexes in 

Hinduism – the rooted cultural traditions,32 and the “modern democratic culture.” These two 

alternatives developing alongside exerted a salutary, mitigating influence against the cultural 

shock brought about by Gandhi’s epic fast, which was to result in the obsolescence of accustomed 

meanings, symbols and rules in Hinduism. 

At the political level, the British role was crucial because they held state power that was 

aimed to affect the economic and socio-cultural sphere in India. The British followed the strategic 

policy of dividing the Indians on communal lines from the end of the nineteenth century and 

supporting the communalists. “Divide and rule” tactic was an important instrument of the colonial 

policy to thwart the rising tide of the Indian National Movement ever since the Indian National 

Congress was founded in 1885. A key device for this strategy that meant to divide the people was 

the ‘separate electorates’. In effect, this was a benefit, which a group could avail only by asserting 

                                                           
30 V. Rodrigues, ‘Reading Texts And Traditions: The Ambedkar-Gandhi Debate’, Economic and Political Weekly, 

Vol. 46, No. 02, (January 08, 2011), p. 60. 
31 J. C. Alexander, ‘Citizen And Enemy As Symbolic Classification: On The Polarising Discourse of Civil Society’, in 

M. Lamont & M. Fournier, (eds.), Cultivating Differences: Symbolic Boundaries And The Making Of Inequality, 

Chicago, The University Of Chicago Press, 1992, pp. 289-308; J. C. Alexander & P. Smith, ‘The Discourse Of 

American Civil Society: A New Proposal For Cultural Studies’, Theory and Society, No. 22, pp. 151-207. 
32 See, T. Fernée, Enlightenment And Violence: Modernity And Nation-Making, New Delhi, Sage Publications, 2014. 
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its separateness. Separate electorates were used most surreptitiously with the Muslims that 

wrenched the Muslims away from the rest of the Indians. It was Viceroy Lord Minto (1905-1910) 

who had made a delegation of Muslims themselves to submit a demand for separate electorates, 

and then veiled the British role by agreeing to concede the demand. Later, the British 

administrators would target the Untouchables much more than the Muslims, as that would divide 

the Hindus themselves. In this context, Eleanor Zelliot aptly argues that “the granting of separate 

electorates for Muslims, in which they alone would vote, brought the idea of communal electorates 

for minorities to the forefront. ... It also made numbers important.”33 

This dimension of the British policy was starkly clear when the British Prime Minister, 

Ramsay MacDonald, defended His Majesty’s Government’s decision on the granting of the 

Communal Award (1932) by stating that “the contrast between these intermingled populations 

extends far beyond a difference in religious faith. Differences of race and of history, a different 

system of law, widely opposed social observances and absence of inter-marriage, set up barriers 

which have no analogy ... in any other existing state. It is not therefore altogether surprising that 

… separate representation, namely, the grouping of a particular category of voters in territorial 

constituencies by themselves, so as to assure to them an adequate number of members of their ... 

faith and race, has been favoured.”34 The Communal Award made no mention to remove the 

scourge of untouchability.35 On the other hand, it completely splintered the Indian electorate by 

giving statutory recognition to the minorities not only on the basis of religion but also on the basis 

of community, class and caste divisions. The Award gave a distinct recognition to the Muslims, 

the Sikhs and the Christians, including the Untouchables as minorities, in addition to the Anglo-

Indians and the Europeans. It also created new minorities such as the commercial and industrial 

classes, landholders, labour, the universities and the Mahrattas. 

The ‘pernicious concept of separate electorates’ introduced by the British, writes Aditya 

Mukherjee, “divided the Indian society irreparably at the very initial stages of modern electoral 

politics. Inherent in it was the two-(or more) nation theory.”36 The separate electorates were to turn 

elections and Legislative Councils into an arena of communal conflict. The voters in particular 

constituencies were exclusively drawn from the followers of one community, while the candidates 

did not have to get votes from the members of other community. In this situation many leaders 

made communal speeches and appeals making the community members to think and vote 

communally and to perceive in terms of communal power and also to express their socio-economic 

grievances in communal terms.37 This would have retarded the progress of the entire country. 

                                                           
33 Quoted in M. Galanter, Competing Equalities: Law And The Backward Classes In India, Delhi, Oxford University 

Press, 1984, p. 26, (emphasis mine). 
34 IOR, L/PO/78(i) cited in B. Chakrabarty, ‘The Communal Award Of 1932 And Its Implications In Bengal’, Modern 

Asian Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3 (1989), p. 494. 
35 M. K. Gandhi, My Life Is My Message: Satyapath: 1930-1940, Vol. III, (trans. Narayan Desai), New Delhi, Orient 

BlackSwan, 2009, p. 160. 
36 A. Mukherjee, ‘Challenges To The Social Sciences In The 21st Century: Some Perspectives From The South’, 

Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 48, No. 37, (14 Sep., 2013), p. 34. 
37 B. Chandra, Communalism In Modern India, New Delhi, Har-Anand Publication, 2008, p. 310. 
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Gandhi was convinced that separate electorates for the Depressed Classes would help divide the 

Hindus and would help the British Raj. He did not consider the creation of ‘special interests’ for 

the Depressed Classes within the Indian society as “equitable.” 

Gandhi emphasised that the community of the Untouchables and that of the caste-Hindus, 

distributed in every single of the millions of Indian villages, were interdependent on each other by 

means of a close economic and social networking, and their severance would result in a disruption 

of catastrophic magnitudes. In addition, he also emphasised with certainty that no outside 

intervention, regardless of having or showing good intentions, could be successful in emancipating 

the Untouchables. Their emancipation had to take roots, so believed Gandhi, inside the Hindu 

community. In other words, the answer was to be found, and was dependent on “a change of heart 

among the caste-Hindus,” who were, for hundreds of years, responsible for “a system of social 

exploitation.” Ravinder Kumar aptly argues that “if Gandhi’s perception of the Hindu community 

was valid, then his fears about the possible consequences of separate electorates were probably 

equally valid.”38 The endowment on the Muslims with such an arrangement of electing their 

representatives to the various Legislatures had revealed that separate electorates “divided the 

Indian society irreparably.” Furthermore, the situation of the Depressed Classes was completely 

dissimilar to that of the Muslim community in India. Unlike the Muslims, the Untouchables were 

an integral part of the Hindu community regardless of to whatever lowest extent their social status 

was within the community. To bestow on them the “dubious privilege of separate electorates was 

to condemn them forever to the status of Untouchables.” As Gandhi said: “Should Untouchables 

be regarded as such for eternity?”39 

[4] 

Three strategic decisions taken by Gandhi determined the course of transformation for the 

Hindu community as these strongly influenced the social “climate” and the mood of both the caste-

Hindus and the Untouchables. The first decision pertained to the political domain where the joint 

electorate system allowing for reservation of seats for the Untouchables was adopted in the Poona 

Pact.40 This agreement was reached between the caste-Hindu leaders and the representatives of the 

Depressed Classes41 making a significant change in the system of elections in British India. The 

change was the manner in which the Untouchable legislators were to be elected. Their election 

was to be in two stages. In the first round, only the Untouchables were to elect a panel of four 

                                                           
38 Kumar, ‘The Poona Pact’, pp. 98-99.  
39 Quoted in ibid., p. 99. 
40 A joint electorate is one where the entire voting population of a country or region is part of a single electorate, and 

the entire electorate votes for the candidates who contest elections. On the contrary, in the system of separate 

electorates only the members of a particular community can vote for the candidates of that community. See, B. R. 

Ambedkar, Thoughts On Pakistan, Bombay, Thacker And Company Limited, 1941, Appendix XIII, pp. 374-75, for 

the terms of the Poona Pact. 
41 Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya, M. R. Jayakar, Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, Chunilal Mehta, B. R. Ambedkar, M. C. 

Rajah, Dr. Solanki, a lieutenant of Ambedkar, C. Rajagopalachari, G. D. Birla and twenty others signed the Poona 

Pact on 24th September 1932. 
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Untouchable candidates. In the second round, all voters belonging to the Depressed Classes as 

well as the non-Depressed Classes, irrespective of their caste background, were to elect their 

representatives jointly. In this scheme benefits were for both the communities thereby minimising 

the possibility of manipulation. The critical point to note in this context was that the Indians had 

arrived at this decision by themselves without the intervention of the British. The caste-Hindu 

leaders and the representatives of the Depressed Classes had aimed at a compromise as a way of 

extricating from the British policy to divide the Hindu community permanently. The Poona Pact 

was an agreement among the Hindus, which followed a pattern on the lines that Gandhi had 

maintained all along, that is, he would give any concession whatsoever to thwart the maneuver of 

the British to divide the Hindus themselves. 

The second crucial decision was taken at a large public meeting of the caste-Hindus held 

on 30th September 1932, at the Cowasji Jehangir Hall in Bombay under the Presidentship of 

Madan Mohan Malaviya.42 The meeting decided through a resolution that an All-India Anti-

Untouchability League, later renamed as the Harijan Sevak Sangh, be established for the purpose 

of carrying on propaganda against the observance of untouchability. The Sangh was to have its 

headquarters at Delhi along with different centres in the provinces. The meeting appointed 

Ghanshyam Das Birla43 as the President and Amritlal Thakkar44 as the General Secretary of the 

All-India Anti-Untouchability League. The resolution authorised these leaders to take all the 

necessary steps to organise the League to fulfill its objects and also to organise fund collection for 

its work. For this purpose the following steps should be immediately taken: (1) All public wells, 

dharmashalas, roads, schools, crematoriums, burning-ghats, etc., be declared open to the 

Untouchables, and (2) all public temples be opened to members of the Untouchables.45 

The third decision taken was fundamental to the creation of a conducive “social climate,” 

something faced by all revolutions: How to adjust the majority Hindu population to the new 

situation? How to treat the caste-Hindus still in the grip of Hindu parampara and achar? Gandhi 

was fully alive to the difficulty of removing untouchability from the minds of the Hindu majority. 

He wrote: “An evil like untouchability, which has found its way into the very marrow of people’s 

                                                           
42 Madan Mohan Malaviya (1861-1946) was an Indian educationist and politician notable for his role in the Indian 

independence movement and as the two-time President of Indian National Congress (1909 & 1918). (Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madan_Mohan_Malaviya)  
43 Ghanshyam Das “G. D.” Birla (1894-1983) was an Indian businessman and member of the Birla Family. Birla was 

a close associate and a steady supporter of Gandhi, whom he met for the first time in 1916. (Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghanshyam_Das_Birla)  
44 Amritlal Vithaldas Thakkar, popularly known as Thakkar Bapa (1869-1951) was born at Bhavnagar, Gujarat. 

“Bapa” in Gujarati means Father in English. He was an Indian social worker who worked for upliftment of tribal 

people in Gujarat state in India. He became a member of the Servants of India Society founded by Gopal Krishna 

Gokhale in 1914. In 1922, he founded the Bhil Seva Mandal. Later, he became the General Secretary of the Harijan 

Sevak Sangh founded by Gandhi in 1932. The Bharatiya Adimjati Sevak Sangh was founded on the 24th October 

1948 on his initiative. When Indian Constitution was in process, Thakkar Bapa visited remotest and most difficult 

parts of India and conducted probe into the situation of tribal and Harijan people. He added valuable inputs in the 

process of constitution. Gandhi would call him ‘Bapa’. (Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thakkar_Bapa)  
45 Pyarelal, Epic Fast, pp. 194-95. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madan_Mohan_Malaviya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghanshyam_Das_Birla
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thakkar_Bapa
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bones, and that too, in the name of religion, cannot be removed forcibly.”46 Gandhi understood 

that the conservative but articulate and powerful section of the Hindus was not yet ready for 

reforms. He also realised that he could not sustain his movement for political and social reforms 

without their help. For example, in 1920, following the launching of the Non-Cooperation 

Movement for Swaraj, Gandhi was criticised by orthodox Hindus in threatening speeches because 

he declined to stop the Untouchables from getting admissions to the national schools opened 

during the movement. These men warned Gandhi by means of the press, in telegrams sent to him, 

and through a “whispering campaign” that they would destroy the movement by backing the 

British Raj unless the Untouchables were kept out. For Gandhi not conceding the sentiments of 

the majority of the conservative Hindus would have been suicidal. A change among the caste-

Hindus was the critical element of his anti-untouchability programme. 

Dennis Dalton argues that Gandhi’s constructive programme relied solely upon the use of 

non-violent means for the creation of a social and political revolution in India. The right means, 

for Gandhi, could only be non-violent; only these would produce his ideal of a non-violent social 

order:47 “They say ‘means are after all means’. I would say ‘means are after all everything’. As 

the means so the end. Violent means will give rise to violent Swaraj.”48 Thus the objective of the 

Harijan Sevak Sangh was “the eradication by truthful and non-violent means of untouchability in 

the Hindu community with all its incidental evils and disabilities suffered by the Untouchables in 

all walks of life, and to secure for them absolute equality of status with the rest of the Hindus.”49 

The reform work “must be free of all violence, even mental.”50 Gandhi wanted injustices to be 

resisted not only non-violently but also with empathy for and service to the goodness inherent in 

all. “If you want to convert your opponent you must present to him his better and nobler side. The 

appeal is never to his fear; it is, and must be, always to his heart. Work on, round, upon that side. 

Do not dangle his faults before him.”51 Gandhi believed that the inevitable result of this rising tide 

of opinion in favour of reform would convince the orthodoxy among the Hindus.52 

[5] 

The leaders of the national movement, prominent among them being Gandhi, saw 

untouchability as constructing a ‘cultural trauma’. He not only identified the sufferings of the 

Untouchables but also “took on board” significant responsibility for it. For Gandhi, religion was 

at the core of the untouchability problem. It was Hinduism which had created untouchability, it 

                                                           
46 Harijan, 9th June 1942, (emphasis mine). 
47 D. Dalton, Indian Idea of Freedom: Political Thought of Swami Vivekananda, Aurobindo Ghose, Mahatma Gandhi 

and Rabindranath Tagore, Haryana, The Academic Press, 1982, p. 173. 
48 Young India, 17th July 1924, (emphasis mine). 
49 ‘Draft Constitution Of The Harijan Sevak Sangh’, 9th March 1933, CWMG, Vol. 54, p. 18. 
50 ‘Interview To S. M. Mate, P. N. Rajbhoj and Limaye’, 21st September 1932, CWMG, Vol. 51, p. 126, (emphasis 

mine). 
51 Quoted in M. Slade, Gleanings Gathered At Bapu’s Feet, Ahmedabad, Navajivan Publishing House, 1949, p. 17, 

(emphasis mine). 
52 Ibid. 
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was the Hindus who had acted upon these divisions within society, and it was therefore the Hindus 

who had to remove the taint on Hinduism. Gandhi tried to loop the trauma through his efforts to 

bring in the concept of ‘equality’ to transform the perspective of the caste-Hindus for the 

Untouchables named ‘Harijans’ by Gandhi. For Gandhi, the removal of untouchability was “one 

of penance and purification by the caste-Hindus, and one of the penances they have to do is to 

open the Hindu temples and invite the ‘Harijans’ to them.”53 He believed that “temple-entry is 

necessary for the Untouchable if he is to be an integral part of the Hindu (community) and an 

equal partner with the caste-Hindus.” 54  He pushed hard for the opening of temples for the 

Untouchables. Gandhi said that the throwing open of temples would be an admission of religious 

equality of the ‘Harijans’ and “it will be the surest sign of their ceasing to be the outcastes of 

Hinduism.” 55  As Franklin A. Presler aptly observes: “Because of the wealth of the temple, 

primarily in the form of land endowments, because of the patronage which control of wealth 

brings, because of the significance of the temple in culture and society, and because of the deities 

residing in them, temples create economic and political power, and social and ritual status.”56 

According to Susan Bayly, “Gandhi looked to the Hindu temples as the domain in which to attack 

the ‘evil’ aspects of caste and untouchability.” 57  As Anupama Rao argues, “as the locus of 

Brahminical authority, the temple had become a symbol of Dalits’ exclusion from religious 

worship and the most potent site of Dalits’ denigration by the caste-Hindus.”58 To Gandhi, temple-

entry was the means for the ‘Harijans’ to attain social equality with the caste-Hindus. 

On many occasions, Gandhi would point out that there were many individual ‘Harijans’ 

(Untouchables) who were economically well off and were members of the Legislative and 

Municipal bodies, but to the orthodox caste-Hindu, they were just Untouchables meant to be 

prohibited and segregated in perpetual-degradation. Gandhi believed that as long as the ‘Harijans’ 

did not enter the caste-Hindu temples, “their helplessness will never end, their Hinduism will 

remain incomplete; … they will only remain uncared for.” No Hindu should doubt therefore that 

the “first and all-comprehensive sign of their admission into Hinduism was temple-entry.”59 By 

being forced to remain outside the temples, the ‘Harijans’ had remained outside everything, while 

the attempts made by the Sanatani caste-Hindus to keep them out of the temples suggested that 

they wanted to perpetuate this exclusion. “When that was lifted, and only then,” according to 

Gandhi, “would religious untouchability be said to have been abolished.”60 When temples would 

be thrown open to the ‘Harijans’, he added, schools, wells, and many similar facilities would be 

                                                           
53 ‘Statement On Untouchability-IX’, 26th November 1932, CWMG, Vol. 58, p. 73. 
54 ‘Letter to Abdur Rahim’, 25th March 1933, CWMG, Vol. 60, p. 158, (emphasis mine). 
55 Harijan, 2nd September 1933. 
56  F. A. Presler, Religion Under Bureaucracy: Policy And Administration In Hindu Temples In South India, 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008, p. 2. 
57 S. Bayly, Caste, Society, And Politics In India: From The Eighteenth Century To The Modern Age, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 248. 
58 A. Rao, The Caste Question: Dalits And The Politics Of Modern India, Ranikhet, Permanent Clack, 2010, p. 88. 
59 ‘What Does A Hindu Temple Mean?’, 19th March 1933, CWMG (CD), Vol. 60, p. 91. 
60 Harijan, 8th April 1933. 
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automatically open to the ‘Harijans’.61 Gandhi said: “Temple-entry is definitely a spiritual act,” 

and he believed that “it must bring about a revolution in society.”62 Anupama Rao aptly observes 

that “in making claims to the temple, Dalits too were identifying themselves, and demanding that 

the caste-Hindus acknowledge them as Hindus.”63 

But Gandhi would not tolerate any violence in the name of religion. ‘Harijans’ should not 

forcibly make their way to a temple, they should not stage any dharna in front of the temples to 

claim a right of entry in it. Force should not be used, he warned, against the trustees of the temples. 

He said, “if non-‘Harijan’ Hindu community wants, let them take the ‘Harijans’ to their temples 

and shrines with due regard and respect. If not, let the ‘Harijans’ stay in their homes and sanctify 

themselves by purifying in the Ganga of their devotion. They don’t have need to squat or sit on 

dharna before any temple. In my opinion such dharna carries no merit – it is irreligious, sinful and 

fit only to be eschewed.”64 It was for the caste-Hindus to see that the ‘Harijans’ had been treated 

badly through exclusion, and should welcome them into the temples. 65  Gandhi’s ‘Harijan’ 

Movement started a rapid process of structural and organisational reform of the Hindu social order, 

building anew institutions that reshaped the environment of everyday Hindu life.  

As a result of such influences, a number of adverse conditions and situations soon emerged. 

The orthodox caste-Hindus found themselves embroiled in a completely reshaped environment 

that focused on different set of beliefs, rules and values. A striking contrast emerged between the 

Hindu parampara and achar, traditionally dominating the mentality of the caste-Hindus, and the 

simultaneous culture of modernity necessitated by the new environment. To this split in culture, 

and its adverse tension-producing consequences for the caste-Hindus, I give the name “initial 

trauma.”66 Its symptoms were: Disorientation, chaos with lack of clarity about what is right and 

wrong, what is proper and improper, good and bad – and consequently the lack of clear guidelines 

for conduct. It bred feelings of uncertainty and insecurity. 

The initial trauma produced some turbulence and even blocked the smooth progress of 

transformation in the early phases. In spite of the relative insulation of some groups, the majority 

of the Hindu community was still in the grip of “inherited culture.” As long as the “old culture” 

prevailed, the potentially traumatising events and situations, for example, temple-entry of the 

Untouchables, were easily defined as traumatic, as these violated the learned cultural expectations 

of the dominant culture. There was considerable frustration and even signs of helplessness among 

the caste-Hindus. One particular component of the dominant culture that aggravated the perception 

of change as “painful,” or even unbearable, was the taken-for-granted expectations and claims. 

                                                           
61 Harijan, 2nd September 1933. 
62 ‘Discussion With C. Rajagopalachari And Others’, 30th January 1933, CWMG, Vol. 59, Appendix VIII, p. 503, 

(emphasis mine). 
63 Rao, The Caste Question, p. 89. 
64 Harijan, 1st February 1948. 
65 CWMG, Vol. 59, pp. 29, 98, 492 & 510. 
66 P. Sztompka, ‘The Trauma Of Social Change: A Case Of Post-Communist Societies’, in Alexander, Cultural 

Trauma, pp. 155-195; K. Thompson, Moral Panics, London, Routledge, 1998. 
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The ‘no-change’ Shastris began to spearhead the resistance against Gandhi’s temple-entry reform 

and began to assert that untouchability was an integral part of the Hindu religion; that the 

Untouchables were unclean; and that their entry in temples would pollute the temples and the 

people in the temples.67 Moreover, Gandhi’s demand that the Untouchables should be treated 

absolutely on the same terms as the higher castes was most uncompromising to the Sanatani 

Shastris. Further, Gandhi’s statement that it was the caste-Hindus who were the sinners and were 

to perform prayashchitta (atonement, penance, expiation) and not the Untouchables, gave the 

Sanatani Hindus an even greater affront, as this inverted the conventional meanings of sin and 

penance in Hindu dharma. In dictating like this Gandhi’s “usual humility had entirely deserted 

him and made him an avatar of haughtiness.”68 This was how the Sanatani Hindus expressed their 

belief that Gandhi was bent on destroying Hinduism. 

The caste-Hindus were practically habituated in the belief that they were justified in 

claiming that untouchability was an integral part of the Hindu religion and that the Untouchables 

were unclean and would pollute temples. When Gandhi’s Temple Entry Movement embraced on 

a process of structural reform of the Hindu social order and reshaped the environment of everyday 

Hindu life – the caste-Hindus perceived this as an unforgiven breach of their religion. The caste-

Hindus so indoctrinated thus exhibited “civilisational incompetence,” 69  (to refer to Piotr 

Sztompka’s concept) indicating that they were unprepared for the onset of a modern and 

democratic civilisation. They were missing the modern citizen’s ethos of responsibility and 

inclusive participation. The institutional environment exerted a strong influence on the caste-

Hindus enforcing certain standards of behaviour for them.70 Moreover, the Hindu parampara and 

achar did not affect the caste-Hindus equally. There were other intellectual, academic, artistic and 

                                                           
67 CWMG, Vol. 57, pp. 118-19. 
68 ‘Letter To S. Neelakanta Ayyar’, 16th December 1932, CWMG, Vol. 58, fn. 1, p. 215. 
69 Sztompka, ‘Post-Communist Societies’, p. 138. 
70 Ernest Gellner writing in the late twentieth century distinguished between man’s larger genetic possibilities and 

narrower social possibilities: “Human beings are not genetically programmed to be members of this or that social 

order.” There are of course genetic constraints, but “these constraints are far wider than the constraints imposed by 

any one society. Each society narrows them down for itself.” (E. Gellner, Anthropology And Politics: Revolutions In 

The Sacred Grove, Oxford, Blackwell, 1995, pp. 29-31) That is to say, any society would circumscribe the genetic 

possibilities of an individual to suit its needs. That, in fact, is the function of that indispensable process called 

socialisation which every society has to resort to for its continuity. Gellner says a child whose ways have not yet been 

hardened by socialisation of any particular society, can grow up in any society and adapt herself to the requirements 

of that society’s culture and mores. Gandhi thought it was true of adults as well. An adult, however strong is the impact 

of socialisation that she has undergone, would still be left with some capacity for readjustment if she is in another 

society or culture. Gandhi believed although we are conditioned by our social possibilities, the genetic possibilities 

can still be resorted to. The constraints imposed by community identity an individual can negotiate or even overcome 

to fulfil higher obligations through the application of reason, for not everything that a religious community habitually 

believes or indulges in is a necessity and therefore, unchangeable or unchallengeable. Hence, even a deeply religious 

individual had the right, indeed an obligation, to interpret religion rather than depend on Shastries and Mollahs (Hindu 

and Muslim priests respectively). Neither communal identity nor national identity should be allowed to imprison the 

human person in a steel cage. As Amartya Sen has said, even encumbered individuals can make choices: “The ability 

to doubt and to question is not beyond our reach … not everything is drowned in a single-minded celebration only of 

the community.” (A. Sen, Identity And Violence, London, Allen Lane, 2006, pp. 32-39) It is reasonable to assume that 

it is always possible to discover and to act upon a common ground across communities. 
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cosmopolitan caste-Hindus who were able to insulate themselves against the Hindu parampara 

and achar, and had embraced in their imaginations, dreams and aspirations, the values of a “free 

world.” They were the carriers of the new mentality. They were followed by the young generation, 

born, raised and educated in the new system. They would affect change. In other words, 

Untouchability in the Hindu society has assumed many forms. A person considers that another 

person’s touch causes ‘pollution’. Untouchability and impurity in this sense is felt less acutely 

today as compared to Gandhi’s times. Today, the caste-Hindus do not take ritually purifying baths 

after a journey by a bus or train. The caste-Hindus considered even a shadow cast upon them by 

the Untouchables to be polluting. The practice is now history. Not dining in the company of the 

Untouchables was a common practice. Even this practice has all but disappeared from the public 

circles. It is perhaps more prevalent in the private spaces. 

[6] 

The aftermath of the Poona Pact was interpreted in positive light during the National 

Movement. The nationalist resources explained, rationalised, and helped diminish the potentially 

traumatising situations as inevitable but as temporary “pains of transition,” a necessary price for 

major victory. The change was expressed in the slogan, “the Poona Pact saved a community from 

turning into itself and committing collective suicide.” Such an outlook de-emphasised all 

inconveniences and discomforts. The orientation of social reform and the creation of a climate for 

modernisation allowed the caste-Hindus to forget about the obstacles. The elation linked with the 

realisation of these aspirations provided a kind of insulation against the “pains of transition.” 

Rejecting untouchability as the feature of a decadent Hindu society, Gandhi’s social reform 

movement sought to create a social climate for modernisation. In doing so, he referred to a “Golden 

Age” when no such malaise existed. The twentieth century situation was the result of an 

accretionary process; a distortion of a once ideal past. The reformers’ vision of the future, however, 

was not based on this idealisation. It was only an aid and an instrument – since practices based on 

faith cannot be challenged without bringing faith itself into question. Hence, Gandhi demonstrated 

that untouchability had no religious sanction. These strong cultural themes provided the resources 

to interpret the post-Poona Pact changes within the “progressivist narrative.”71 This was made 

more complicated by another trauma, one, which appeared in the second phase of transformation, 

as the colonial state sought to uphold, rather than change the Indian customary practice of 

untouchability.72 This produced a new type of traumatising condition, giving rise to a situation that 

may be termed as “secondary trauma.” The transformation effected by the Temple Entry 

Movement had touched many caste-Hindus, but the malaise of untouchability in India did not 

                                                           
71 Alexander, Cultural Trauma. 
72 Scholars have shown, however, that in doing so, it intervened and altered these practices all the while. See, for 

example, N. Bhattacharya, ‘Remaking Custom: The Discourse And Practice Of Colonial Codification’, in R. 

Champakalakshmi & S. Gopal, (eds.), Tradition, Ideology And Dissent: Essays In Honour of Romila Thapar, Delhi, 

Oxford University Press, 1996; N. Dirks, The Hollow Crown: The Ethnohistory Of An Indian Kingdom, Ann Arbor, 

University of Michigan Press, 1993; L. Carroll, ‘Law, Custom And Statutory Social Reform: The Hindu Widow’s 

Remarriage Act of 1856’, Indian Economic and Social History Review, Vol. 20, No. 4, 1983, pp. 363-88. 
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vanish. It was perpetuated through the intervention of the British Indian Courts in colonial India, 

which gave recognition to Indian “customs and usages” under the force of law,73 unjustifiable on 

humanitarian and equitable grounds. 

The caste-Hindus enjoyed active support of the British run courts in upholding their claims 

for upper-caste exclusiveness, whereas the courts granted injunctions to restrain members of 

particular castes, the Untouchables in particular, from entering temples – even ones that were 

publicly supported and dedicated to the entire Hindu community.74 The courts awarded damages 

to the upper-castes to perform purificatory ceremonies necessitated by the pollution caused by the 

presence of lower castes in the temples. Such perceptions of pollution became actionable as a 

trespass on the person of the higher caste worshipper,75 and became a criminal offence for a 

member of an Untouchable caste who knowingly polluted a temple by his presence.76 In such 

cases, “the courts were giving effect to an overarching, differentiated Hindu ritual order in which 

the various castes were assigned, by text or by custom, certain prerogatives and disabilities to be 

measured by notions of varna, pollution and required ceremonial distance.”77 

To achieve the object of temple-entry for the Untouchables, therefore, amending the law 

was absolutely necessary to remove the obstacles created by the British Indian Courts. The courts 

gave legal recognition to Hindu customs and usages, which were beginning to be regarded as unjust 

and anti-social by the progressive Hindus. It was believed that once obstacles were removed, the 

British Indian Courts would refuse to lend legal support to such regressive customs and then the 

Hindu community would be left free to adjust to its own differences by an appeal to the 

consciousness and good sense of the community.78 Because the legal obstacle arose through the 

rule of law, leading lawyers of the country pleaded that it could be removed only by legislation. 

To remove the legal bar to temple-entry, M. C. Rajah, a popular Untouchable leader, and C. S. 

Ranga Iyer introduced two separate Bills in the Central Legislative Assembly. These sought to 

empower the Hindu residents, in any locality, to secure an alteration in the established practice 

regarding the admission of the ‘Harijans’ to local public temples by a majority vote.79 

                                                           
73 See, Galanter, ‘The Law’. 
74 Anandrav Bhikiji Phadke vs. Sankar Daji Charya, ILR, 7, Bombay, p. 323, (1883); Sankaralinga Nadan vs. Raja 

Rajeswara Dorai, 35, IAC, p. 176, (1908); Chathunni vs. Appukuttan, AIR, 1945, Madras, p. 232, cited in ibid., p. 

131. 
75 S. K. Wodeyar vs. Ganapati, AIR, 1935, Bombay, p 371, where damages were awarded although the parties agreed 

there should be no finding on the question of pollution, cited in ibid. 
76 Atmaram vs. King-Emperor, AIR, 1924, Nagpur, p. 121, cited in ibid. 
77 On this and contrasting conceptualisations of caste, see M. Galanter, ‘The Displacement Of Traditional Law In 

Modern India’, Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 24, Issue 4, October 1968, pp. 65-90, (emphasis mine). 
78 In the Madura Temple and the Guruvayur Temple, where by an overwhelming majority, the Hindu voters had 

desired the opening of the temple, but, because of the legal bar, the trustees could not open the temple to the ‘Harijans’. 

Harijan, 18th February 1933. 
79 See, C. Rajagopalachari, Plighted Word: Being An Account Of The History And Objects Of The Untouchability 

Abolition And Temple Entry Bills, Delhi, Servants of Untouchable Society, 1937. 



18 | Page| Sujay Biswas 

 

The Temple Entry Movement received direct support from a section of the Depressed 

Classes. M. C. Rajah and other Depressed Classes leaders of his thinking, too, lent their support to 

the Bills. Mainly because of Rajah’s efforts, forty associations sent their memoranda to the 

Government in favour of the Temple Entry Bill.80  Under his leadership, a deputation of the 

Depressed Classes also met the Viceroy, Lord Willingdon, and presented him a memorandum on 

29th March 1933 at Delhi, in which they petitioned the Government not to adopt an attitude of 

neutrality to their sufferings. Rajah explained in his speech that the root cause of their worst 

position was that trade, professions and other similar opportunities were not open to them, but he 

thought this could be remedied only by a change in their socio-religious status. The opening of 

temples was a matter of ‘the greatest importance’ to the social emancipation of the Depressed 

Classes. Rajah regretted that legal machinery of the British Government placed the state power at 

the disposal of the caste-Hindus in keeping the temple doors closed to the Depressed Classes. He 

said that by giving recognition to the institution of untouchability, the courts were in fact assisting 

enforcement of the superstition. And, even if the Government could not interfere in the religious 

practices of the caste-Hindus, it should at least refrain from assisting in the prosecution of a 

practice, which was apparently opposed to humanity and public welfare.81 

However, the British Government was in no mood to grant sanction to the Bills introduced 

in the Central Legislative Assembly. The British officials in India expressed strong reservations 

against the proposed temple-entry legislations. The Home Secretary in his communiqué to the 

Government of India expressed fear that the Viceroy’s sanction to the Bills could disrupt relations 

between the British Government and the conservative Hindus. It would alienate the conservative 

supporters of the British Raj and strengthen the hold of the Congress over the Indian masses.82 

Dhananjay Keer argues that the British rulers suspected foul play in this move. They thought that 

it was Gandhi’s political design to arouse the Depressed Classes against the British Government. 

Non-intervention in religious matters being their declared policy, the Government feared that any 

intervention in religious matters would add to the bitterness of the people who were already 

estranged politically.83 The Viceroy of India also gave interviews at Calcutta to the Sanatani caste-

Hindu leaders of Madras, who induced the Viceroy not to give sanction to introduce the Temple 

Entry Bill. Moreover, the leaders of the All-India Varnashram Swarajya Sangh sent a deputation 

to the Viceroy and presented him their case. Their memorandum stated that the orthodox Hindus 

were “unanimously and uncompromisingly opposed to the agitation in favour of temple-entry by 

the Untouchables started by Mr. Gandhi and carried on by certain of his misguided followers.” 

They urged the Government to make a statutory provision against all administrative and legislative 

interference in religious beliefs and institutions of any community in India. Protesting against 
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giving special facilities to Gandhi to launch “the most mischievous” campaign against Hindu 

religion, the memorandum deplored that the Government, both in India and England, were misled 

by Gandhi and his admirers to accept the Poona Pact.84 The Government juggled with options 

while dealing with the Bills. Its refusal to sanction the introduction of the Bills in the Assembly 

could have been interpreted in India and abroad as a desire to obstruct a highly desirable 

humanitarian reform. On the other hand, introducing the Bills would intimately affect the Hindu 

religious practices. Also, the Hindu orthodox section was opposed to any legislative interference 

in such matters.  

The Viceroy of India, after considering the expert opinion, as well as views of the local 

Governments, resolved to withhold his sanction to introduce the Bills in the Assembly. The 

decision was conveyed to the Secretary of State for India, Sir Samuel Hoare, for his approval. The 

Secretary of State for India, however, held a different opinion on the matter. Though he appreciated 

the importance, and the necessity, of the Government of India to abstain from interfering in 

religious matters in the colony, he believed that “strict neutrality” by the colonial state would not 

be observed by maintaining and enforcing the status quo. A balance had to be evenly held between 

the two sides, and a full discussion of the Bills, from all points of view be allowed. M. G. Hallet, 

Secretary, Home Department, Government of India, supported Sir Samuel Hoare, but for entirely 

different reasons. Hallet believed that post-sanction, the Bills would be circulated to all provinces, 

where he hoped opposition to the Bills would be justifiably consolidated.85 Eventually, the Bills 

were sanctioned to be introduced in the Assembly. 

Announcing its decision to allow the introduction of the Bills, the Government of India 

stipulated that consideration of the Bills should not proceed unless they were subjected to the 

fullest examination in all their aspects, not only in the Legislature, but also outside, by all those 

who were to be affected by their passing. The Government also stated that the purpose could only 

be satisfied if the Bills were circulated in the widest possible manner, for the purpose of eliciting 

public opinion and that adequate time was to be given to enable all the classes of Hindus to form 

and express their opinion on it. Simultaneously, however, it was also made clear that the 

Government would not commit itself to accept the principles contained in the Bills and would 

reserve to itself freedom of action, at later stages.86 The Viceroy also refused to accord special 

facilities for hastening the discussion of the Temple Entry Bill. He was influenced in his decision 

by the fact that while fifteen members of the Assembly urged for immediate discussion of the Bills, 

twenty-seven others signed a counter-representation protesting against undue haste.87 

Apart from the dilatory tactics, to which the British Government appeared to be taking 

recourse to prevent the passage of the Bills, there was a strong Sanatanist lobby, both inside the 

Central Legislative Assembly and outside it, which was opposed to the measures. Even nationalist 
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leaders like Madan Mohan Malaviya expressed his opposition to the Bills in a telegram to Gandhi 

on 15th February 1933, emphasising that legislation to promote temple-entry for the ‘Harijans’ 

was not part of the Hindu pledge taken at Bombay on 25th September 1932. Gandhi drew attention 

to the Bombay Resolution of 25th September, wherein it was resolved that the right of the 

Untouchables to have equal access to public temples, wells, schools, roads, and all other public 

institutions “shall receive statutory recognition at the first opportunity and shall be the first act of 

the Swaraj Parliament if it has not already received statutory recognition.”88 He asserted that not 

only was legislative aid clearly contemplated by the resolution but the resolution also 

contemplated, if at all possible, the removal of legal untouchability even before the establishment 

of a Swaraj Parliament.89  It was in due fulfillment of the pledge given to the ‘Harijans’ that the 

Bills had been brought. Gandhi went a step further. He said that the Temple Entry Bill or an 

equivalent was absolutely necessary if the will of the majority was to prevail. According to legal 

opinion, even one dissentient voice was enough to keep a temple closed to the ‘Harijans’.90 

“Legislation will therefore constitute,” emphasised Gandhi, “the seal of approval of the vast mass 

of Hindus.”91 Moreover, Gandhi re-assured the orthodox caste-Hindus that he would be no party 

even to such enabling legislation being passed, if there was not a clear majority of the caste-Hindus 

in favour of it.92 Tej Bahadur Sapru,93 whose advice Gandhi sought in the matter, was not too 

sanguine about the Bills being pushed through the Assembly. Sapru feared that the motion to 

circulate the Bills might be carried as the forces of orthodoxy inside the Assembly were too strong. 

The Abolition of Untouchability Bill was expected to come up for introduction in the Central 

Legislative Assembly on 27th February 1933, but “owing to protracted discussions on other non-

official Bills by members who were hostile or indifferent to the Anti-Untouchability Movement, 

the opportunity was lost.”94 The Temple Entry Bill, slated to be introduced on 24th March 1933, 

met with a similar fate. As it turned out, the Bills did not even get to the stage of being circulated. 

The symptoms of the “secondary trauma” emerged very soon among the Untouchables. 

There was a dramatic fall of trust for the Untouchables to secure temple-entry or to be welcomed 

into temples in order to attain ‘social equality’ with the caste-Hindus that they had enjoyed since 

Gandhi’s epic fast. On the one hand, there was Gandhi and his reformers, wanting temple-entry to 

be a priority, more superior than improving the economic and educational situation of the 

‘Harijans’, and an attempt to reform Hinduism. On the other hand, there were the Sanatani caste-

Hindus joined by the other orthodox Hindus. They did everything in their power to prevent the 
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destruction of Hinduism by prohibiting the ‘Harijans’ from entering temples. Then there were the 

Untouchables, not being allowed into temples at any cost, Poona Pact or no Poona Pact. 

[7] 

The impact of the “secondary trauma” was meant to be overcome through a series of 

reforms aimed at transforming the community of the Hindus. These were initiated soon after the 

signing of the Poona Pact when Gandhi had impressed upon the Harijan Sevak Sangh that although 

he found little hostility to the cause of the removal of untouchability, he saw everywhere 

indifference and inertia.95 The caste-Hindus were still in the grip of the inherited Hindu parampara 

and achar. “Without fasting,” Gandhi emphasised, “it would be impossible to overcome this 

inertia.”96 No religious awakening could be brought about without fasting unto death,97 which was 

intended as a “shock therapy” for the caste-Hindus, who revered Gandhi as “Mahatma.”98 Whereas 

on behalf of the ‘Harijans’, Gandhi’s decision to go on a “fast unto death” was meant to employ it 

as his “fiery weapon.”99 The whole idea of his fast, Gandhi clarified, was based on the belief that 

“a large section of the caste-Hindus favour temple-entry, but they do not voice it.”100 If Gandhi’s 

“fast unto death” moved the caste-Hindus and if they woke up from their slumber, Gandhi 

believed, their duty of abolishing untouchability “will have served its purpose.”101 If his self-

crucifixion could demonstrate his sincerity to the teeming millions of India with whom Gandhi 

identified, the battle would be more than half-won. This would help motivate the dominant Hindu 

public opinion to throw the temples open to the ‘Harijans’, as the key to the temples was in the 

hands of the Hindu public opinion.102 According to Louis Fischer, Gandhi’s relationship with the 

Indian people was highly emotional, it was not based on logic and legalism. “For the Hindus,” 

Fischer says, “Gandhi was Mahatma, the Great Soul, a piece of God. Were they going to kill 

him”103 by refusing to reckon to his beckoning. 

Gandhi’s fast was therefore an inevitable step in the campaign against untouchability. It 

shook the Indian world by stinging the caste-Hindus into action. Ambedkar, an Untouchable 

leader, recounted that there were cases where the caste-Hindu masters had abrogated the rules of 

untouchability in places like Vile Parle and Mahad (Bombay Presidency) by fraternising with the 
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Untouchables. Pyarelal 104  too recounts that defying hoary prohibitions, temples across India 

opened their doors overnight to the Untouchables. In city after city, the Brahmins and the 

Untouchables dined together. Sarojini Naidu’s daughter, Padmaja, thought she was witnessing “a 

‘catharsis’ cleansing of Hinduism of ‘the accumulated corruption’ of centuries.”105 Rabindranath 

Tagore, the first notable contemporary to refer to Gandhi as Mahatma,106 observed that “the mighty 

liberating forces set in motion by [Gandhi’s] fast still continue to operate and spread from village 

to village …,” and he fervently hoped that those who stood in the way of truth would be converted 

to it.107 Tagore was also delighted at the fact that there could be no more hopeful sign for India 

than the fact that her repressed humanity was waking up as a result of Gandhi’s great fast.108 

Ghanshyam Das Birla, the President of the Harijan Sevak Sangh, too, assured Gandhi that since 

the epic fast there had been wonderful awakening all round, which should have given him (Gandhi) 

nothing but immense satisfaction.109 

At one blow the foundations of centuries old belief and practice seemed to lie in ruins. 

Gandhi’s intimate friend and collaborator in South Africa, Henry Polak had commented at the 

time: “Gandhi had given untouchability a smashing blow, from which it can never recover.”110 

Horace Alexander, another life-long Western observer of Gandhi, wrote, “that is as fair a comment 

as any, when the whole story of the destruction of untouchability comes to be written, … [and] I 

think the decisive date for the beginning of the final process of emancipation will be Gandhi’s fast 

of September 1932.”111 Gandhi himself described the wonderful manifestation throughout India as 

a “modern miracle.”112 A “travail of new birth” both for Gandhi and to the “superstitious ignorant 

Hinduism.”113  Gandhi’s fast opened a new chapter in the struggle against untouchability. 114 

Gandhi’s fast was therefore intended to prepare the ground for the reformer’s work and to make 

the reformer more active than before in the execution of his mission. Evidence so far received 
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showed, Gandhi said, that the fast had operated to quicken the conscience of many workers.115 And 

thus helping eradicate the impact of the “secondary trauma.” 

There were distinct strategies, modes of active adaptations and reactions undertaken by the 

affected groups that may be explained through the typology of adaptive reactions to anomie as 

developed by Robert K. Merton. Merton describes four typical adaptations to anomie: Innovation, 

rebellion, ritualism and retreatism. The first two forms are active, constructive adaptations; the 

second two forms are passive adaptations. Adaptive innovation involves all efforts at improving 

the position of individuals or groups under stressful conditions. One common strategy for this is 

to raise the economic, social, cultural and capital resources of the people, to insulate them against 

trauma by ways that include making advancement through work, extending social networks, 

improving one’s education, etc. Cultural rebellion would indicate a more radical effort at changing 

the stressful cultural incongruence. This could be achieved through purposeful ‘cultural 

reproduction’ aimed at piecemeal modification of traumatic conditions with a completely new 

cultural setup. 116  Gandhi’s anti-untouchability programme was informed by the active, 

constructive adaptations – adaptive innovation and cultural rebellion – to deal with the “secondary 

trauma” among the Hindus, both the ‘Harijans’ and the caste-Hindus. 

Gandhi started a vigorous ‘cultural rebellion’ against untouchability through 

correspondence and a series of statements in the press on untouchability. In the very first of these 

statements Gandhi attacked the religious foundation of the practice by redefining the “Hindu 

dharma” and placed untouchability in a new context. Sanatana Dharma of the caste-Hindus, 

according to him, was “based upon the Vedas and the writings that followed them,” but the Vedas, 

he argued, were “as indefinable as God and Hinduism.” He also drew attention to the fact that 

“historians have testified from the dawn of human wisdom to the unity of God; and the unity of 

all life in God was taught in the earliest hymns that the world first knew – the Rig Veda.” The Rig 

Veda first taught, Gandhi said, that God was one and all; life was created by Him and born in Him. 

He further argued that the Hinduism of the Gita, the Upanishads and the Bhagavata teaches “that 

all life is one, and that in the eye of God there is no superior and no inferior.”117 “Untouchability 

that the caste-Hindus practise today,” thus said Gandhi, “is the very negation of this magnificent 

truth.”118  Further Gandhi said that it would be only partially true to say that “the Vedas are the 

four books which one finds in print.”119 Not all that was contained in works popularly known as 
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the Hindu scriptures “is the gospel of truth,” emphasised Gandhi, and it was not necessary for the 

Hindus to accept everything laid down in the scriptures.120 Untouchability was not sacrosanct as 

the Hindu scriptures themselves were not sacrosanct. 

Gandhi went further and attacked all fundamentalism and blind faith of the caste-Hindus 

in the literal authority of the Shastras that seemed to uphold untouchability. He held the view that 

Hinduism was Sanatana because it was dynamic and that the Shastras were designed not to 

supersede but to sustain “the universally accepted first principles of morality.”121 They contained 

ample evidence of their “continuous progress and adaptability to the circumstances that arose from 

time to time.” But when Hinduism lost its old vitality arresting its healthy growth and made 

untouchability its base, the Hindu society became “irresponsive to the central call of Hinduism, 

that is, the progressive realisation of the unity of all life, not as a philosophical doctrine but as a 

solid fact of life.”122 Thus the error lay, Gandhi said, in a wrong conception of the Shastras. He 

said, “Shastra does not mean the pronouncements of men of spiritual experience in the past. It 

means the words of living men today who have had first-hand spiritual experience, that is, who 

have realised the Brahman. Shastra is something that is daily embodied in somebody’s life. 

Shastra must be immediately capable of realisation in experience; it must spring from the living 

experience of the person who utters it. It is only in this sense that the Veda is eternal. All else is 

not Veda.”123 Gandhi thus re-defined the “Shastras,” as the “right conduct embodied in a living 

authority.”124 He argued that there was abundant authority in the Shastras themselves “to warrant 

the summary rejection, as being un-Hindu, of anything or any practice that is manifestly against 

the fundamental principles of humanity or morality, of ahimsa or satya.”125 Therefore, “we must 

expunge those texts as apocryphal ... of doubtful authenticity.”126 Gandhi went to the extent of 

proposing that some authoritative body should expurgate the inhumane references to 

untouchability from the scriptures. 127  Dismantling the Hindu scriptures however would have 

resulted in a far more damaging trauma that could have crippled the Hindu society from within. 

Though it is a fact that Gandhi on several occasions had said that he believed in the 

Shastras, but it is also true that he did not accept them as the ultimate authority or the word of 

God. When he was asked “where do you find the seat of authority?,” Gandhi, pointing to his heart 
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said: “It lies here.” He explained, “I exercise my judgment about every scripture, including the 

Gita. I cannot let a scriptural text supersede my reason. Whilst I believe that the principal books 

are inspired, they suffer from a process of double distillation. Firstly, they come through a human 

prophet, and then through the commentaries of interpreters. Nothing in them comes from God 

directly.”128 Gandhi asserted, “it is no good quoting from the Manusmriti and other scriptures in 

defense of the orthodoxy. A number of verses in these scriptures are apocryphal, a number of them 

quite meaningless,” thereby asserting “the duty to weigh ancient verses.”129 According to Anthony 

J. Parel, this position followed from the criterion that Gandhi employed to interpret the scriptures. 

The criterion that Gandhi chose was “conscience, reason, learning, holiness of life, and the inner 

experience of the truths to be interpreted.”130 Gandhi pointedly made clear that the Shastras lay 

down that, “when there is a conflict of interpretation, one must follow the promptings of one’s 

own conscience.”131 That was exactly what he was doing. To Gandhi, verses from scriptures 

“cannot be above reason and morality.”132 

A corollary to the above argument is Bhikhu Parekh’s reading of Gandhi’s “spirit of 

Hinduism.” Parekh writes that for Gandhi, the “spirit of Hinduism” consisted in practicing that 

“there is no religion higher than truth,” “non-violence is the highest religion …,” and “Brahman 

(God) alone is real, the world is trivial or inconsequential.” To these Gandhi sometimes added “the 

unity of man, of life and of all creation, karunā and dayā.”133 Parekh asserts that these values had 

not only been stressed by a long line of sages but also cherished by the Hindu masses. These values, 

which constituted the “spirit of Hinduism,” provided “the hermeneutical canons of the principles 

of the Hindu scriptures.” Hence a religion, which according to Gandhi “preached unity of life, non-

injury and universal compassion could hardly be expected to sanction untouchability.” Therefore 

to Gandhi, Parekh elucidates, “untouchability was and had to be an excrescence, a corruption, a 

perversion of the true spirit of Hinduism.”134 

The attack on untouchability raised the question of caste reform. Gandhi from the 

beginning of his struggle about caste prejudices had rejected the logic of ‘Sanskritisation’ as an 

effective method to deal with the issue of caste differences and hierarchy present in the Hindu 
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society. M. N. Srinivas argues that “the caste system is far from a rigid system in which the position 

of each component caste is fixed for all time. Movement has always been possible, and especially 

so in the middle regions of the hierarchy. A low caste was able, in a generation or two, to rise to a 

higher position in the hierarchy by adopting vegetarianism and teetotalism, and by Sanskritising 

its ritual and pantheon. In short, it took over, as far as possible, the customs, rites, and beliefs of 

the Brahmins, and the adoption of the Brahminic way of life by a low caste seems to have been 

frequent, though theoretically forbidden.”135 This process is called ‘Sanskritisation’. Gandhi’s 

disagreement with such methods was much more fundamental. He rejected it because he could see 

that ‘Sanskritisation’ failed to challenge or weaken the false consciousness of caste differences 

and hierarchies in the Hindu society. ‘Sanskritisation’ did not attack the ideological and moral 

foundations of the caste system but was limited to achieving acceptance of the Untouchables 

within Hinduism’s four-fold division. According to Gandhi, ‘Sanskritisation’ seemed to have a 

reverse effect – by accepting the superiority of the Brahminical tradition, culture, and practices – 

it consciously or unconsciously strengthened, legitimised and validated the false consciousness of 

caste differences and hierarchies rather than weaken or eradicate it.  

On the other hand, Gandhi adopted a method that can be described as ‘downward mobility’ 

for the caste-Hindus. In his struggle against caste differences and hierarchies, Gandhi through 

personal example tried to educate the caste-Hindus to give up their caste prejudices of purity and 

pollution in order to purify themselves. Gandhi said, “I myself have become a ‘Harijan’ by 

choice.”136 He thought that if he could bring the caste-Hindu society around to this view, all their 

internal quarrels would come to an end.137 He therefore urged “the Hindus to become ‘Harijans’ 

not merely in name but in thought, word and deed,”138 “if the canker of caste feeling is to be 

eradicated from Hinduism and Hinduism is not to perish from the face of the earth.”139 He was 

certain that “if the caste-Hindus would become ‘Harijans’ of their own free will, the distinction 

between ‘Harijans’ and caste-Hindus would automatically disappear.”140  This constituted real 

Shuddhi and would make upward mobility real for the Untouchables. He wrote: “I must tell the 

caste-Hindus to wash off the stain of untouchability. This will be true Shuddhi.”141 To Gandhi, 

amalgam of castes at the lowest levels would make the Hindus as one community. “Finally there 

will be only one caste, known by the beautiful name Bhangi, that is to say, the reformer or remover 

of all dirt. Let us all pray that such a happy day will dawn soon.”142  
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In Gandhi’s vision, the position of the Bhangis, who occupied the lowest rung in the caste 

hierarchy, was impalpable and should be incorporated. He asked every Hindu to become a Bhangi 

in his thought, words and action. This perception was very different from the logic of 

‘Sanskritisation’ that accepts the superiority of the Brahminical tradition, culture, and practices, 

and propels caste differences and hierarchy. Gandhi’s vision of making the caste-Hindus to unite 

with the Untouchables through ‘downward mobility’ was something very radical, for by doing so, 

he was refusing to accept the superiority of the Brahminical dominance, which justified caste 

differences. By rejecting the superiority of the Brahminical discrimination, Gandhi indeed attacked 

the very root of the caste system, perhaps better than any other social reform movement or anti-

caste movement. Conversely, this would generate reverse trauma for the caste-Hindus. 

[8] 

Apart from rebelling against the evil of untouchability as a cultural force, Gandhi also 

asked the reform workers to pay more attention to constructive work that was geared towards 

raising the economic, social, cultural and capital resources of the Untouchables in order to insulate 

them against the trauma of untouchability. The most effective moving force, he said, lay in pure 

constructive work, or in Robert K. Merton’s terminology, ‘adaptive innovation’. Gandhi tried to 

improve the lot of the Untouchables in small, concrete ways, primarily working to remove the 

stigma that their vocations carried. For example, Gandhi tried to make the Untouchables physically 

cleaner by suggesting that they avoid eating leftover food and carrion, which were considered both 

filthy and sinful by the caste-Hindus. They were asked to desist from handling carcasses of animals 

and bathe frequently. Gandhi advised those caste-Hindu households, whose latrines were cleaned 

by the Untouchables, to provide them with separate sets of garments for their work. Gandhi asked 

Municipalities to give handcarts to the Untouchables so that they did not carry night soil on their 

head. He advised to clean latrines with dry earth and told volunteers to teach the Untouchables to 

clean hides more effectively.143 Gandhi feared that if only the Bhangis were to remove night soil 

and dead animals, “the work being done among the ‘Harijans’ will stop.”144 He therefore suggested 

that the caste-Hindus do scavenging themselves unhesitatingly, which would make the ‘Harijans’ 

feel that “there is nothing low or undignified about rendering such a service.”145  As Gandhi 

emphasised, “this scavenging mission stands for ... abolishing the distinctions of high and low, 

which untouchability undoubtedly means.”146 

Gandhi even requested the Municipalities and the local administrative bodies to 

immediately undertake the work of training volunteers in scientific skinning and hide-curing. In 

fact, he wanted that they should have a training school for this purpose and invite philanthropic 
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experts and veterinary surgeons for co-operation, suggestions and help.147 Gandhi also donated the 

Satyagraha Ashram, Gujarat, to the Sangh for furthering the work of ‘Harijan’ welfare.148 The 

Ashram among other objects provided “to conduct a technological department for teaching the art 

of skinning carcasses, tanning the hide so obtained, curing it, and manufacturing from the leather 

to prepare shoes, sandals and other articles of daily use.”149 Gandhi was thinking of improving the 

economic condition of the ‘Harijans’. He said that the leather constituted an immense business, 

and instead of exporting raw hide, Indians should keep it in India and manufacture various things 

they needed from it. It also meant a great addition to the wealth of the country, besides making 

tanning an honourable profession since tens of thousands of ‘Harijans’ were engaged in tanning. 

Gandhi believed that if tanning work was performed in a scientific manner, there would be no 

prejudices against cattle skinning and the vocation could become more lucrative. “The idea,” he 

would say, “behind having a technological department … is to give dignity to the occupation, 

purging it of all crudeness and uncleanliness.”150 

Another economic reform as an ‘innovative adaptation’ in the villages was the production 

of khadi, the hand-spun cloth or handloom, with which the Untouchables could help themselves 

advance economically.151 Khadi was a ‘third world’ commodity. It was an attempt to dent the 

‘drain’ from India to industrialising Britain. Colonial economy made it imperative to send raw 

material from the colony of India to the metropolis England. Khadi was meant to reverse that trend. 

Gandhi knew that thousands of Untouchables got their living through khadi, “which has saved 

them from destitution.”152 Khadi was conceived by Gandhi to make the Indian “villages starvation-

proof.”153 He gave instructions on how to popularise spinning and the use of khadi. First, the 

knowledge of spinning had to spread to the villages by the Harijan Sevak Sangh and other reform 

workers. Second, the khadi surplus was to be sold in their own as well as the neighbouring villages, 

so that the profits of the sale could go wholly to the spinners, invariably the Untouchables, who 

needed the profits the most.154 Efforts began to be made to establish khadi as a cottage industry in 

the villages and make it a permanent feature. The reformers had to create a bond between different 

people who worked in creating khadi cloth made of hand-spun cotton. At the same time the 

reformers had to persuade the khadi-workers to co-operate when selling the cloth in an area, and 

not attempt for larger profits particularly in the cities, an attempt to make the village, or cluster of 
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villages, self-sufficient. 155  Indeed, the Satyagraha Ashram was making experiments in khadi 

manufacture by devising new types of spinning wheels and perfecting those that were in existence, 

supporting many ‘Harijan’ families and teaching candidates all the hand processes that cotton went 

through before it came out as khadi.156 

Moreover, by using khadi the caste-Hindus could provide the poor ‘Harijans’ with work 

and food. A person buying even one rupee worth of khadi could be sure that fifteen annas of it 

would go to the poor ‘Harijans’ and keep them away from starvation.157 The ‘Harijans’, Gandhi 

said, being terribly restricted in the choice of professions, would starve if the caste-Hindus did not 

give them spinning or weaving.158 He also demonstrated with facts and figures that throughout the 

length and breadth of India several thousands of men and women belonging to the ‘Harijan’ class, 

“who had no other employment,” earned a few pice a day by the spinning wheel.159 Gandhi 

therefore appealed to the caste-Hindus in strong terms to use khadi, for therein laid, he said, the 

salvation of the millions of struggling and starving ‘Harijans’.160 Apart from providing “immediate 

occupation” to the millions of ‘Harijans’ who were unemployed for six or four months in a year, 

khadi was also a symbol of identity with the ‘Harijan’ masses.161 Gandhi also advised Swadeshi 

Organisations to investigate the possibility of keeping in existence the village wheel, the crusher, 

and the pounder, and advertising their products, discovering their qualities, while ascertaining the 

condition of the workers to retain their village character and to enable them to stand the 

competition of the mills. What was needed, emphasised Gandhi, was the protection of village crafts 

and the workers behind them from the crushing competition of the power-driven machinery, 

whether it was worked in India or in foreign lands.162 Gandhi also appealed to the Indian merchants 

to help the ‘Harijans’ through supporting khadi.163 

Educating the Untouchables was yet another ‘innovative adaptation’ to minimise their 

trauma. In the preliminary meeting of the Harijan Sevak Sangh, held on 4th October 1932 at the 

residence of Purushottamdas Thakurdas, 164  it was decided that educational work should be 

undertaken immediately along with fact collection regarding the number of ‘Harijans’ and their 

needs and difficulties.165 Gandhi advised that common schools should be opened where existing 
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ones were not available for the ‘Harijans’ either owing to violent and successful opposition of the 

neighbours or some other unavoidable cause.166 The Sangh was however determined from the 

beginning that the schools that it opened should not, in course of time, be turned into exclusive 

‘Harijan’ schools, as that would cut the root of the basic purpose of eradicating untouchability and 

helping the ‘Harijans’ to merge into the mainstream of the Hindu community. The institutions that 

the Sangh started were therefore preparatory in nature and served as feeders for primary schools.167 

Such schools prepared the ‘Harijan’ children for entering regular institutions by teaching them 

habits of cleanliness and punctuality. Schools of the Sangh not merely imparted education in 

reading, writing and arithmetic but were also centres of social activity.168 For example, during the 

period of this education, the boys were taught useful handicrafts chosen for their educative value. 

Three crafts were proposed: (1) carding, spinning, weaving, dyeing and bleaching, (2) carpentry 

and smithy, (3) paper-making, book-binding and ordinary composing. Besides the university 

course and craft, special attention was also given to increasing the general knowledge and hygiene. 

Music, games, exercises, riding, swimming, etc., were taught. Equal respect for all religions was 

inculcated along with a good grounding in the principles of Hinduism and the peculiar beauties of 

Indian culture.169 As for higher education, the attempt was to encourage the ‘Harijan’ students by 

giving scholarships, particularly for technical and professional courses. This was necessary to 

quicken the material prosperity of the community in order to lead to better life prospects. This also 

helped in creating a consciousness for achieving a position of equality with others. Education 

became a crucial asset, transferable into occupational or professional positions, higher living 

standards, or raised prestige for the Untouchables. 

There was also spectacular progress of industrial training among the ‘Harijan’ youth. The 

Cottage Tanning Institute, Calcutta, was intended to undertake chrome and bark tanning under 

cottage industry conditions without elaborate machinery. Twenty-one pupils were being trained at 

the Institute during the year for starting the proposed provincial tanneries. Satish Chandra Das 

Gupta, who was supervising the Institute also started Calcutta Carcass Disposal Schemes at 

Howrah. Under this scheme, the Dead Cattle Institute utilised the hides of animals for making 

leather articles and also converted by chemical processes, the fats, bones and meat into rich and 

useful manures. The scheme thus made the task of skinning and tanning of leather cleaner and 

more scientific. It also revolutionised the trade of the village Chamar, who had been using crude 

and primitive methods for centuries to make leather. G. R. Valunjkar was already running a good 

tannery at Wardha under the supervision of Gandhi. The Calcutta and Wardha centres thus marked 

a step in a new direction. These were joined by the Harijan Industrial Home near Madras where 

students were trained in carpentry, smithy, cane work, tin smithy and weaving. In Cuttack, Navsari 

and Sabannati, ‘Harijan’ boys were trained in carpentry, boot and chappal-making.170  As for 
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vocational training, the Sangh continued to maintain some industrial and vocational institutes in 

different parts of the country. The Harijan Udyogshala in Delhi provided training in footwear-

making, tailoring and carpentry to the ‘Harijan’ boys from all over North India. The 

Kodambakkam Industrial Institute near Madras, Navasari Ashram in Gujarat, Cottage Tanning 

Institute in Calcutta, Howrah Dead-Cattle Institute, Wardha Tannery and other institutes and 

ashrams thus taught the ‘Harijan’ boys new skills in tanning, carpentry, weaving and tailoring. 

They were also trained in other crafts like homeopathy, Ayurveda, mat-weaving, printing, leather-

work, etc. The girls were also not left behind. They taught sewing, tailoring, needle-work, nursing, 

etc.171 However, this bright picture was despoiled again by a new wave of trauma. 

[9] 

The service of the Untouchables was the hardest of all services. Information collected 

showed that Gandhi’s organisation, the Harijan Sevak Sangh, and the reform workers did not 

always attract popular support. In a number of villages where the Untouchables had made attempts 

at using public wells, or entering temples or adhering to rules of cleanliness, they met with 

opposition in different ways. In several villages both reform workers and the Untouchables were 

boycotted by the caste-Hindus. A correspondent from Bihar, Janakdhari Prasad, wrote to Gandhi, 

stating that “some of us caste-men tried and succeeded in having certain wells in some of the Bihar 

villages opened for use by the Untouchables, but the nearby Brahmin pujaris resorted to stopping 

service in the village temple and the local Brahmins threatened to stop all religious services such 

as shraddha or marriages. This frightened the simple villagers.”172 

In another case, in Parseoni Village in the Nagpur District of Maharashtra, an Untouchable 

woman, Laxmibai, was the victim of social boycott. A woman of the butcher caste, she drew water 

from a public well, which was used by the high caste-Hindus. Enraged at her conduct, the orthodox 

village priest submitted a petition signed by about forty caste-Hindus to the police patel, 

complaining that the well was polluted and sought his help to prevent the woman from using the 

well again. The police patel took a stand and held that the well being a public property, Laxmibai 

was entitled to use it. Finding that their efforts failed to prevent the woman from using the well, 

the high caste-Hindus resorted to the weapon of social boycott and asked all shopkeepers and 

vegetable vendors not to have any dealings with Laxmibai, thus ostracising her from the 

community.173 There were also two cruel cases where some caste-Hindus had perpetrated atrocities 

on the Untouchables. At a village called Samarkha in the Kheda District of Gujarat, the caste-

villagers were reported to have burnt the crops of Christian Untouchables because one or more of 

them had the courage to draw water from a public well. In the village of Dholka, Ahmedabad 

District, caste-men were reported to have horsewhipped some Untouchables because one of them 

had the temerity to bathe in a public tank. 
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In some other cases, the caste-Hindus would not accept the services of the ‘Harijans’, 

which meant that the ‘Harijans’ suffered economically from the Gandhi led movement. For 

example, the ‘Harijan’ inhabitants of the village of Mela-Arasur, Trichinopoly, complained to 

Gandhi that the drinking-water tanks of the village were being utilised by the caste-Hindus to their 

exclusion. The ‘Harijans’ were debarred from touching the waters of the tanks. Their petition to 

the Government to remove the ostracism resulted in the putting up of notifications that nobody 

should be obstructed from using the waters of the tank. But that did not succeed in removing the 

ban, “for the savarnas would take our attempts to heart and would not employ us in their fields. 

Thus, in this poor condition, we are undergoing a lot of inexpressible difficulties.”174 

In yet other cases, the castes to which the reformers belonged boycotted them and their 

families. For instance, when P. R. Kandaswami Gounder, a member of the Vellala Gounder 

‘Harijan’ community from Pollachi in Tamil Nadu, engaged in anti-untouchability work, he was 

boycotted by his upper-caste fellows. 175  In another instance, Subbanna Gounder of Kugalur 

Village, Tamil Nadu, who had allowed two ‘Harijans’ to take water from his garden well and the 

temple, was prevented by the villagers from both the use of the public well and the temple. Other 

reports stated that the reformers who followed the instructions of the Harijan Sevak Sangh were 

not only boycotted but were also beaten by the caste-Hindus. For example, in Kutch, a reform 

worker had walked along the main road together with several ‘Harijan’ children. The situation 

ended badly when the local caste-Hindus beat up both the children and the reform worker.176 In a 

village in Baroda State, the caste-Hindu villagers mistook a reform worker, who was drinking 

water from a well beside a public road, for being a ‘Harijan’ and beat him severely.177 

The efforts of the Harijan Sevak Sangh met some success in the field of education by 

getting the ‘Harijan’ children admitted to general schools especially in the urban areas, but in the 

countryside their efforts met stiff resistance. In Ramanad District, for example, even if the caste-

Hindus allowed the ‘Harijan’ children to join common schools, the ‘Harijans’ themselves were 

afraid to do so for fear of incurring the displeasure of the caste-Hindus.178 At Kavitha, Ahmedabad 

District, the Rajput zamindars of very high caste imposed a severe boycott against the ‘Harijans’ 

because some of their children had dared to seek admission to the general school. In Radhu, Kaira 

District, the ‘Harijans’ were prevented from giving shelter to a ‘Harijan’ teacher in a local ‘Harijan’ 

school because he was studying in the highest class of the general school.179  

Another complicating factor was the untouchability amongst the ‘Harijan’ themselves. At 

Mandvi, Kutch, when Bhangi children were admitted into a school started for the benefit of 

Chamar children, the Chamars got angry and withdrew their children. There was a ‘Harijan’ girls’ 
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school opened by the local branch of the Sangh, but the workers were hard put to it in inducing 

Bhangi girls to enter the hostel.180 There was also the fear that the girls belonging to the other 

sections of ‘Harijans’ would go away if Bhangi girls came. The Untouchables emulated the upper-

castes and discriminated among themselves. Untouchables were not a monolithic caste. There were 

hierarchies among the Untouchables themselves. For example, the Chamars were placed in a rank 

higher than the Bhangis. Although both were lowest in the caste hierarchy from the upper-caste 

perspective, among themselves they would not even form marriage alliances. This was 

discrimination within the discriminated communities. Such was the irony of the trauma. 

But it were the higher-caste-Hindus who became the beneficiaries of the actions of the 

colonial state that supported their exclusionary rights. The courts gave judicial support to the 

higher castes who “enforced” their privileges against the lower castes when the latter responded 

by invoking judicial protection. “It is clear,” argues Marc Galanter, “that courts were reluctant to 

interpret the law so as to provide remedies against such ‘self-help’.”181 For example, the Sonars, 

when excluded from social intercourse and from use of the village well by other Hindus, brought 

criminal charges against leading villagers, the court found that the villagers’ conduct amounted to 

neither a nuisance nor an insult with intent to provoke the breach of peace.182 Or when the Reddis 

asserted their superiority over the low-caste Balijas and resolved to have no social intercourse with 

them and even prohibited the village servants to serve them, the Balijas brought charges of criminal 

defamation against the Reddis. But the Madras High Court held that this conduct was not criminal 

defamation: “The evidence discloses only the combination of one caste against another … and 

however inconsiderate and oppressive such a combination may be it is not penal unless it is for 

one of the purposes specified in Section 141, Indian Penal Code.”183 Thus “the lower castes have 

generally been unsuccessful when, through the use of police or of the urban courts, they have 

sought to redress what they believe to be the corporate wrongs done to them by the upper castes. 

The upper castes maintain their economic position; their knowledge of the courts and the 

intricacies of the law and better access to officials, have thwarted attempts to change the position 

of the lower castes in the village society and economy.”184 

[10] 

The picture so painted of the continuing trauma of the Untouchables is rather bleak. But 

the reality was imbued with many shades of responses. In spite of the problems under discussion, 

there were periods when the social mood changed and the traumatic symptoms were relieved. The 

indicators of trust went up with more grass-root activities affecting the Untouchables. Even though 

Sanatani caste-Hindus tried to hinder the temple-entry, they were not necessarily against the 
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economic betterment of the Untouchables. While on his way to Orissa, Gandhi was told in Karur 

that the Sanatani caste-Hindus there “did want” to help the Untouchables and they had taken 

several initiatives with the local Untouchables. Their problem was not with the Untouchables 

themselves but with their entering the temples. In fact, there were those who called themselves 

‘liberal’ Sanatani caste-Hindus who wanted the temple-entry issue to be dropped so that resources 

could be gathered for promoting the “material, moral, educational and spiritual welfare of the 

‘Harijans’ in consonance with the tradition of Hindu religion, so that the ‘Harijans’ may become 

the equals of savarnas in every respect and there will not be any curse of untouchability.” The 

Sanatani caste-Hindus continued to harp on this theme: “We shall support you in every effort to 

improve the condition of the ‘Harijans’. But please give up the demand for temple-entry.” They 

said this again and again in different places. At Tiruchirappalli, Tamil Nadu, a Sanatani caste-

Hindu pleader, pleaded that “temple-entry may be dropped for the present and the resources of all 

Hindus including the Sanatani caste-Hindus may be pooled together for promoting the material, 

moral, educational and spiritual welfare of the ‘Harijans’ in consonance with the tradition of Hindu 

religion …. The reform must proceed gradually step-by-step …. It is likely that, in the course of 

fifty years, our ‘Harijans’ will be admitted into the temples.”185 

The Harijan Sevak Sangh from the beginning had sought the cooperation of Municipalities, 

and other local bodies, in ameliorating the working and living conditions of the Untouchables. The 

response had been slow as the Municipalities remained apathetic towards the Untouchables, but a 

beginning had been made particularly in the case of sweepers. The Ujjain and Bhilsa 

Municipalities in the Gwalior State began to give loans to sweepers at low rates of interest. In U.P., 

Faizabad Municipality advanced ₹ 500 to the Sweepers’ Cooperative Society and agreed to 

recover the amount in monthly installments from their salaries. With the efforts of the Secretary 

of the Sangh, Thakkar Bapa, the Hyderabad Municipality in Sind agreed to spend ₹ 10,000 on 

building quarters for the sweepers. Thakkar Bapa also arbitrated in a dispute between Broach 

Municipality and the sweepers. In Meerut in U.P., and Bellary in the South, the Sangh was able to 

secure the benefit of maternity leave for female sweepers. In Chandausi, all the demands of the 

Untouchable sweepers were conceded after a two-day strike. These included improvement in 

working conditions, appointment of sweepers from their own community, etc.186 

Reform workers of the Harijan Sevak Sangh continued to make efforts to improve the 

economic condition of the Untouchables by securing employment for them in Government 

services, factories shops and as domestic servants in the houses of the caste-Hindus. The 

Untouchables were also induced, as in Anantapur District in Andhra Pradesh, to take to different 

professions as barbers and washermen, while the caste-Hindus were persuaded to patronise them. 

At Ambarnath, in Maharashtra, the Harijan Sevak Sangh arranged for the supply of seeds for 

cultivation to the Untouchables. It also supplied bullocks. In Loharka Village in Amritsar District, 

the Sangh was able to secure higher wages for the Untouchables, who began to be employed as 
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field labourers. The Untouchables of Garhwal District, U.P., went right up to the High Court in 

defence of the new practice they had adopted of carrying brides and grooms in Dallas and Palkies 

during weddings, from which they were prohibited. The District Magistrate and the Sessions Judge 

had restrained the Untouchables from adopting this new practice. The High Court, however, 

allowed it stating that it constituted undue limitations on the liberty of the individual. The sweepers 

of Shajapur, Gwalior State, enforced their right to travel in public buses disregarding all 

opposition, abuses and threats of the bus drivers and the caste-Hindus.187 

Eugene F. Irschick has argued that an increasing amount of local energy was devoted in 

Tamil Nadu to ameliorate the position of the Untouchables. For example, the Chingleput District 

Board was able to get a resolution passed preventing the Untouchables from being thrown out of 

any school under the control of that Board. “In Madura city,” Irschick has shown that “there was 

also much pressure on the Chairman of the Municipal Council to provide conveniences to the 

Untouchables who lived within the city limits.” V. S. K. Muthuramaier, a Saurashtra weaver 

community member, and Chairman of the Municipality, through the assistance of G. Ramayya, a 

local Christian Councillor and A. Vaidyanatha Aiyer, a local Brahman leader in the Congress 

untouchability work in Madura city, introduced taps for running water along with kerosene lamps 

into the Untouchable living quarters or cheris.188 In the Coimbatore District, an important high-

caste landlord had allocated funds so that the Untouchables could attend the District Board schools 

free of cost. Kumaraswami Reddiar, the Minister of Education in the Justice Ministry in January 

1933, had a provision included in the Elementary Education Act, then being amended, to have 

closed any school, in which the Untouchables had not been admitted.189 

It must however be mentioned that Gandhi worked vociferously to extend civic amenities 

to the ‘Harijans’, such as sanitary dwelling, clean water, clean food, education and healthy 

professions. Wherever possible, civic amenities were to be enjoyed by the ‘Harijans’ on equal 

terms with other castes, but where the caste prejudice would not allow it, Gandhi wanted that these 

facilities were to be provided separately till such time as public opinion could be educated.190 Even 

if the caste-Hindu opinion were against this in entirety, he would still advise a colonial institution 

like the British Government to not tolerate such an attitude, as he believed that in this there was 

no interference with religious rights or religious observances, but simply the removal of 

untouchability from the statute book of the country.191 The ‘Harijans’,192 as also the reformers,193 

however were not happy with the proposal. For example, in the address presented by the ‘Harijans’ 

of Shraddhananda Nagari, Delhi, to Gandhi, it was suggested that separate wells, temples and 
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schools should not be opened for the ‘Harijans’ as this would mean their separation from the Hindu 

fold.194 The same complaint was brought to him in Belgaum, Karnataka.195 To these concerns 

Gandhi explained that it was not to keep the ‘Harijans’ segregated that the schools were being 

opened and wells were being dug for them. All this was being done, he said, because he could not 

bear to see that the ‘Harijans’ got no water at all. Gandhi emphatically expressed: “How can I 

tolerate that the ‘Harijans’ get water from the same trough from which dogs and cattle drink 

water?” 196  Wells were being dug for the ‘Harijans’, he continued, not to keep them as 

Untouchables, but in order that they might at least get clean water. These wells were not 

exclusively for the ‘Harijans’. Others too could draw water from them, Gandhi declared, but the 

‘Harijans’ had the fullest right to use them.197 

The question of separate schools for the ‘Harijan’ children was also open to objections, as 

it would perpetuate the exclusiveness, which the vision of an integrated Hindu community aimed 

to wipe out. Gandhi however followed a practical approach. Where absence of schools meant a 

denial of educational facilities to the ‘Harijan’ children, Gandhi would opt for separate schools for 

the ‘Harijans’, although he would always make efforts to sponsor common schools shared by the 

caste-Hindus and the ‘Harijans’ alike. Separate schools for the ‘Harijans’ were to be set up only 

where there was stiff opposition to the ‘Harijans’ joining the general schools or where there were 

no primary schools at all, provided good teachers were available. These schools, as far as possible, 

were meant to be self-sufficient, either through contributions in cash or by shramdan (social 

service for the development of the society and community). The Central Board of the Harijan 

Sevak Sangh also decided to contribute up to five percent of the expenditure on the scheme.198 Till 

such time as the Sangh could get the ‘Harijans’ admitted into all general schools, the question 

remained, according to Gandhi, “whether we should open separate schools for them or let their 

children remain without education.” It was in this context that the Sangh began to open schools 

for the ‘Harijan’ children. Other children were also welcomed to join these schools, declared 

Gandhi, but the ‘Harijans’ had the fullest right to join them.199 Gandhi also enjoined the reform 

workers that they should try to enlist the sympathy of those caste-Hindus, who may be in favour 

of reform, by asking them to send their children to ‘Harijan’ schools, and to use ‘Harijan’ wells 

and visit ‘Harijan’ temples in preference to those exclusively used by the caste-Hindus.  

Gandhi pointed out that such schools, wells, and temples would have to be necessarily 

better in every way than the corresponding exclusive ones.200 He believed that, in time, if the 

majority of the caste-Hindus were in favour of public utilities being used by the ‘Harijans’, the 
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newly-built temples, schools, wells, etc., would pull most of the caste-Hindus and the reformers 

would be able to demonstrate that untouchability had left the country. It would moreover decrease 

opposition and resistance, and thereby increase the number of supporters to the movement. Having 

separate temples, schools, wells, etc., was in accordance with Gandhi’s overall goal of mobilising 

the caste-Hindus against untouchability. Gandhi saw the compromise as one step forward towards 

equality and to his ultimate goal. It gave his organization, the Harijan Sevak Sangh, and the reform 

workers’ an advantage, as it would be easier to compromise first and change the hearts of the caste-

Hindus later.201 A mere intellectual might read inconsistency in Gandhi’s ‘Harijan’ Movement, 

but to a practical man of non-violent creed these were stages of progress and not principles of 

contradiction.202 

[11] 

Gandhi attempted to build an India of “equals.” He had declared that the removal of 

untouchability was an essential condition for his concept of Swaraj. For him, Swaraj was not only 

the expulsion of the British from India but also liberation of the society from slavery. Attainment 

of political freedom, he said, was inadequate without the sanction of socio-cultural freedom. At 

another level, Gandhian discourse encouraged the concept of democratic citizenship that would 

ensure justice, dignity, equality, and fraternity for all. This would be ‘Purna Swaraj’ (complete 

independence) in India, which as a common platform was to be followed by all, thus giving a sense 

of dignified ‘identity’ to all Indians. This discourse of ‘new’ identity had an anti-untouchability 

objective intrinsically. As Gandhi himself put it: “Swaraj for me means freedom for the meanest 

of our countrymen. If the lot of the Untouchable is not improved when we are all suffering, it is 

not likely to be better under the intoxication of Swaraj. If it is necessary for us to buy peace with 

the Mussalmans as a condition of Swaraj, it is equally necessary for us to give peace to the 

Panchama before we can with any show of justice or self-respect talk of Swaraj. I am not interested 

in freeing India merely from the English yoke. I am bent upon freeing India from any yoke 

whatsoever. I have no desire to exchange ‘king log for king stork’. Hence for me the movement of 

Swaraj is a movement of self-purification.”203  

These last few sentences, argues Dennis Dalton, contain a vital element of Gandhi’s 

conception of freedom. In Gandhi’s conception, Swaraj was integrally connected to dharma 

through an emphasis on ‘social responsibility’ as an ideal of a good citizen. Speaking in 1939 about 

what “true citizenship” meant, Gandhi said, “in Swaraj based on ahimsa, people need not know 

their rights” as much as “it is necessary for them to know their duties.”204 Gandhi insisted that 

freedom in the form of Swaraj could come only through acceptance of considerable personal and 

political obligation that involved enormous self-sacrifice and social service. Thus “Gandhi’s 

concept of Swaraj demanded a form of social and political responsibility, … the obligation to 
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change oneself and one’s community for the betterment of all, in a spirit of social service.”205 

Dalton argues that no nationalist before Gandhi had embraced the responsibility of the colonised 

so unequivocally: “To blame the English is useless,” Gandhi’s ‘Editor’ in Hind Swaraj declared 

to the ‘Reader’, “they will either go or change their nature only when we reform ourselves.”206 

And that “Swaraj cannot be had so long as walls of prejudice, passion and superstition continue 

….”207 These walls, the aspect of untouchability, Dalton argues, Gandhi disliked the most, for it 

prohibited “promotion of heart unity between the different sections.” This connoted ‘organic 

Swaraj’ to Gandhi as opposed to ‘constitutional’ or ‘parliamentary’ Swaraj. This ‘organic Swaraj’ 

included a sense of individual civil liberty along with national independence, but it also sought to 

go beyond these. 208  Gandhi’s campaign against untouchability was a movement to create a 

common feeling, a “heart unity” among the caste-Hindus and the Untouchables. 

Gandhi said, “after all, if we will feel that all mankind is one, the distress of one single man 

on any part of the earth should be shared by us. ... That to me is one of the implications of the 

removal of untouchability. If we believe that all mankind are Touchable, it necessarily follows that 

we should share the sufferings of all mankind.”209 In believing that the caste-Hindus should share 

in the sufferings of the ‘Harijans’, he tried to delimit the boundary of the category “we” of the 

caste-Hindus as opposed to “them” of the Untouchables and thus attempted to rebuild a strong 

solidarity between them. Gandhi’s epic fast – an instigator of a stream of changes effected by his 

coping actions – thus resulted in “virtuous cycle of cultural reconstruction” of Hinduism. In this 

context, trauma appeared as a mobilising factor for human agency, which through coping with and 

overcoming of trauma contributed to the “morphogenesis”210 of the Hindu culture. Here cultural 

trauma in spite of its immediate negative, painful consequences showed its positive, functional 

potential as a force of social becoming.211 In spite of the disruption and disarray of cultural order 

that Gandhi’s fast brought about, it might be seen as the seed of a new cultural system. It must 

however be noted that “social becoming” does not follow a smooth, linear trajectory but rather a 

dialectical course, one that faces repeated challenges to fight the re-appearing traumas, but it 

pushes the society forward. 
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