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Historical Criticism
Gautama Buddha and Mahavira, the founders of Buddhism and Jainism respectively, were perhaps
against any kind of caste structure. Further, rejection of caste may have developed before these
religions within Hinduism. Many bhakti period saints such as Nanak, Kabir, Caitanya, Dnyaneshwar,
Eknath, Ramanuja and Tukaram rejected all caste-based discrimination and accepted disciples from all
the castes. Many Hindu reformers such as Swami Vivekananda believe that there is no place for the
caste system in Hinduism. The 15th century saint Ramananda also accepted all castes, including
untouchables, into his fold. Most of these saints subscribed to the Bhakti movements in Hinduism
during the medieval period that rejected casteism. Nandanar, a low-caste Hindu cleric, also rejected
casteism and accepted Dalits.

Some other movements in Hinduism have also welcomed lower-castes into their fold, the earliest
being the Bhakti movements of the medieval period. Early Dalit politics involved many Hindu reform
movements which arose primarily as a reaction to the advent of Christian Missionaries in India and
their attempts to convert Dalits to Christianity, who were attracted to the prospect of escaping the
caste system.

In the 19th Century, the Brahmo Samaj under Raja Ram Mohan Roy, actively campaigned against
untouchability and Casteism. The Arya Samaj founded by Swami Dayanand also renounced
discrimination against Dalits. Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and his greatest disciple Swami
Vivekananda who founded the Ramakrishna Mission that participated in the emancipation of Dalits.
Upper caste Hindus, such as Mannathu Padmanabhan also participated in movements to abolish
Untouchability against Dalits, opening his family temple for Dalits to worship. Narayana Guru, a pious
Hindu and an authority on the Vedas, also criticized casteism and campaigned for the rights of lower-
caste Hindus within the context of Hinduism.

The �irst “upper-caste” temple to openly welcome Dalits into their fold was the Laxminarayan Temple
in Wardha in the year 1928 (the move was spearheaded by reformer Jamnalal Bajaj) .

The caste system has also been criticized by many Indian social reformers. Some reformers, such as
Jyotirao Phule and Iyothee Thass argued that the lower caste people were the original inhabitants of
India, and were conquered in the ancient past by “Brahmin invaders.” Mahatma Gandhi coined the
term “Harijan” a euphemistic word for untouchable, literally meaning Sons of God. B. R. Ambedkar,
born in Hindu Dalit community, was a heavy critic of the caste system. He pioneered the Dalit Buddhist
movement in India, and asked his followers to leave Hinduism, and convert to Buddhism. India՚s �irst
Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, based on his own relationship with Dalit reformer Ambedkar, also
spread information about the dire need to eradicate untouchability for the bene�it of the Dalit
community. Another example was the Temple Entry Proclamation issued by the last Maharaja of
Travancore in the Indian state of Kerala in the year 1936. The Maharaja proclaimed that “outcastes
should not be denied the consolations and the solace of the Hindu faith” Even today, the Sri
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Padmanabhaswamy temple that �irst welcomed Dalits in the state of Kerala is revered by the Dalit
Hindu community.


