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e
Professor Kenneth Dean

This richly 1llustrated and highly 1lluminating volume by Dr. Hue Guan Thye, Senior Research
Fellow in the Chinese Studies Department of the National University of Singapore, provides a
comprehensive account of the development of different branches of Buddhism in Singapore, in-
cluding Chinese Mahayana Buddhism, Southeast Asian Theravadin Buddhism, Tibetan Tantric Va-
jrayana Buddhism and Taiwanese Humanistic Buddhist traditions. This book fills a major gap in
the history of Singapore and of Buddhism in Southeast Asia. The author is a specialist on Bud-
dhism, Taoism and Chinese popular religion 1in Singapore. In this book, we are offered clear and
vivid insights into the development of an intricate and complex Buddhist religious sphere. This
involves the co-existence in one island nation-state of highly diverse forms of Buddhism, which
have nonetheless been able to cooperate and compromise on issues such as the selection of a com-
mon date for Vesak Day (which has been recognized as a national holiday). This 1s a constantly
evolving religious sphere, open to and joining into transnational flows of people, capital, ideas,
ritual traditions, and 1mages. It is also a sphere where we find fascinating multi-cultural phenome-
na, such as the patronage of English language Abhidharma teachings in Thai Theravadin monas-
teries supported by English-educated lay Chinese devotees. The Singaporean Buddhists are at the
forefront of inter-faith dialogue, cultural innovation, and scholarly interchange. They also play an
important role in charity and outreach within Singapore and beyond.

This book 1s necessary reading for those eager to disentangle some of the threads that compose
these networks, in order to trace the historical development of the current nexus of Buddhist insti-
tutions in Singapore and Southeast Asia, and to contemplate the infinite ways that the message of

Buddhism continues to spread in the current age.
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Abstract

A Study on Ambedkar’s Mass Conversion Movement to Buddhism to Elevate the Social Status
of Dalits.

There was a revival of Buddhism in India at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth centuries. Anagarika Damarpala, a Ceylonese (Sri Lankan) established the Boda Gaya
Society to promote Buddhism. However, it would be in southern India under Pandit Iyothee Thass
and E.V. Pamasmy that early Dalit Buddhism would have its greatest impact. B.R. Ambedkar, who
himself was born a Dalit untouchable, would lead the largest Buddhist movement in modern India.
Over a period of several decades, he considered a mass conversion of Dalits to various religions,
including Islam, Christianity, Jainism and Sikhism. He decided upon a largely supernatural-free
version of Buddhism.

In his book, Buddha and His Dharma, Ambedkar portrays Buddha as a social reformer who
was dedicated to abolishing the inequality that he thought was inherent in Hinduism. Dalit Bud-
dhism has had its greatest impact in Ambedkar’s home province of Maharashtra. Emulating the
American Black Panthers, the Dalit Panthers, who were Ambedkar Buddhists, attracted considera-
ble attention in Mumbeai. In their manifesto, the Dalit Panthers proposed that they lead “a tidal wave
of revolution” against the Hindu feudal establishment. They were supported by the blossoming of a
Dalit literary movement in Maharashtra province as well. In the twenty-first century, the Dalit Bud-
dhist movement in Maharashtra is still active. On May 27, 2007, tens of thousands of Dalits from
Mabharashtra gathered at the Mahalakshmi race course in Mumbai to mark the fiftieth anniversary
of the conversion of Ambedkar to Buddhism. The event was criticized by Hindu groups as provoca-
tive.

During thus author’s excursion to India in 2011, surveys on the devotional practices and reli-
gious beliefs of Dalit Buddhists, as well as a survey on discrimination, were conducted. The re-
spondents ranged in age from their 20s to 70s, and they were a social cross section from the barely
educate to PhDs who universally rejected Hindu worship. Many of the respondents reported that
they had spent considerable amounts of time attempting to propagate and spread the Dhamma.
There was division in their belief systems. Some respondents suggested that they considered
Ambedkar equal to Buddha, while others viewed the relationship as that between teacher and pupil.
Not all of the respondents accepted Ambedkar’s rejection of reincarnation. A surprisingly large
number of survey respondents living in the city of Mumbai reported a lack of discrimination. Other
Mumbai residents noted discrimination in employment and eating accommodations. Far worse dis-
crimination was reported in the countryside. Some of the Dalit Buddhist organizations are doing
important work in attempting to improve the status of Dalits in rural India.

Key Words : Ambedkar - Neo-Buddhism - Buddhist Revival in India
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Abstract

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar ( 1891-1956) is of the most outstanding politician, social re-
formist, Buddhism revivalist, the chief architect of Indian Constitution, and leader of the Untouch-
able in modern India. He was born at the schedule caste family of the lowest stratification of Hindu
society, and had been ruthlessly persecuted and discriminated by the Caste system and Untoucha-
bility . Through his life-time, he has been working to fight for the human rights of the untoucha-
bles, striving to emancipate the untouchables from the Hindu society.

On 14th October, 1956, Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar led a number of 400,000 untouchables to
reject the Hinduism, and helped them to embrace Buddhism. This is of the unprecedented large-
scale collective conversion movement ever in the history of India, but why would Dr. Ambedkar
chose to give up Hinduism? Why would he choose to convert to Buddhism? What is the content
and significance of his conversion to Buddhism? This is what the study would explore.
Conclusions of this study:

(1) The content of conversion to Buddhist movement by Dr. Ambedkar is: to achieve an ideal
society of liberty, equality, and fraternity, which is justice and casteless.

(2) The significance of conversion to Buddhist movement by Dr. Ambedkar is: as a way to
fight against Hinduism, Caste system, and Untouchability.

As a whole, the conversion of Buddhist movement by Dr. Ambedkar is one of the primary
channels to release and rescue the untouchables

Key Wrds : Untouchable - Caste * Untouchability - Indian Buddhism
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Abstract

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

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

This essay is arranged as follows. Firstly, the paper stated the background of the Neo-
Buddhist movement by giving an overview of the social, political and religious environment in
modern India. Secondly, an examination of the life of B.R. Ambedkar provides a better under-
standing of the origin and progression of the Neo-Buddhist movement. Thirdly, the analysis of
the return of Buddhism to Sri Lanka and India, and Ambedkar’s perspectives on various Indian
religions gives a clue to the remote causes and the essential conditions to the conversion of the
Untouchables to Buddhism. Finally, the social reform led by Ambedkar, along with the principles
of freedom and equality is evaluated from the point of view based on Humanistic Buddhism. The
author also makes comments on his approach to revive Buddhism in India.

Key Words : Humanistic Buddhism » Ambedkar - Indian Buddhism - Caste - Untouchable
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It is a very strange situation in India, as if we are in limbo waiting for an explosion to
happen. The corona cases in India are beginning to rise fast, although the number is still
very low compared to many other countries. We hear that the virus is beginning to reach the
slums, where water is usually scarce, physical distancing impossible, and many people live
on daily wages (rickshaw drivers, delivery people, fruit and vegetable sellers, domestic
workers), much of which is impossible during the lockdown. Once the virus starts to spread
in the slums there could be a human catastrophe on a huge scale. You will have seen the
horrific pictures of migrants leaving the towns for their villages. At present no one has any
idea how long the virus is going to go on crippling life here, or how bad it could get. Could
it start to recover after three months like Wuhan, or will it go on longer? Will the hot Indian
summer make a difference? No-one knows. If the virus subsides after three months, is there
a possibility of it resurging towards the end of the year. This is the uncertainty we are living
in long with much of the world. Obviously we hope for the best, but also have to be realistic
and prepare for what we understand to be the worst.

The Nagarjuna Institute had to close a few weeks ago. Students were sent home, and
no visitors or pilgrims have been allowed since. All the work our alumni are doing teaching
Buddhism in the villages and slums has also had to stop, as well as our social training pro-
grammes. We have no idea if we will be able to restart the training in early July. I doubt it
but the picture will become clearer in the next two months.

We had hoped to start work on the foundations of a large new teaching building and a
women students’ residential facility in the first week of April. Once the monsoon starts
(usually at the end of June in Nagpur) foundation work cannot be done as the soil is too
weak, but once the foundations are complete the other work can continue. This had been
delayed for months due to changes in the Nagpur Metropolitan Planning Authority, but fi-
nally we had got to the point where we could go ahead. Unfortunately all this has been put
on hold and I am no longer optimistic of getting the foundations done before the monsoon.

However our people are responding very well to the needs of the situation. There are
about 7 people residing on the campus, and no one else is able to come in during the lock
down. Besides cleaning and maintaining the facilities and large grounds, the resident team
have been preparing food for migrant workers leaving Nagpur for their villages. They and
other Nagarjuna Institute staff, who are not on the campus, have been working very energet-
ically to raise funds for food parcels for people in slums in Nagpur. We have offered the fa-
cilities at Nagaloka to the Government to use if necessary.

Many Nagarjuna Institute alumni from all over India have formed Whatsapp groups
and are doing exemplary work. Some are working with other NGOs in the field, some are
doing what they can on their own, some are working with local government agencies to help
them in their work. They have just formed a coordinating team of about 10 alumni, with
members from different parts of India, and are in the process of developing their approach.
You will get an idea of this by referring to www.nagaloka.org.

The Nagarjuna Institute may be shaken to its very roots. We have to be prepared for
our activities being shut down for a year, and perhaps changing radically then, although we
will continue our training in one way or another. The Buddhism we teach at the Nagarjuna
Institute is very basic, but it has transformed and empowered many of the young people
who have studied with us. There is a very good spirit among our various teams, inspired by
the unique Walking Buddha in fearless mudra, and I have no doubt that we will find a way
forward whatever difficulties we have to face.

Lokamitra,
2020 04 08
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My dear Teachers, Kalyana Mitras and Friends,

I know many of you are concerned about the situation in India and us, as you will have heard of
the vicious second wave of Covid in India. Pune, where I live, and Nagpur, where the Nagarjuna
Institute is situated, are two of the worst affected cities. Almost daily at present I hear of someone
with a Dharma connection to me dying as a result of the virus. It seems that the second wave is like-
ly to peak in mid May with 800,000-1,000,000 cases a day at that point. The suffering is and will be
enormous, accentuated by very limited medical facilities, and a scarecity of oxygen and vital medi-
cines. At present the pandemic seems to be mainly affecting large cities, but it is expected to hit vil-
lage India very soon, where medical facilities are much more limited.

It has taken us all by surprise. We were under the assumption that India was recovering from the
pandemic, and we had begun to plan to reopen Nagarjuna Institute fully, with residential training
and a retreat programme. All that has now been put on hold. It is now very unlikely we will be able
to resume our old activities until 2022.

Relief Work

Over the last year we have been able to help over 55,000 individuals in 18 different Indian states
for relief from Covid, the recent cyclone and floods. However due to the apparent lull in the pan-
demic, this work slowed down. Now we are developing more momentum, working with our Ashok
Dhammadutas, those who attended our social fellowship training programme, and other Nagaloka
alumni in the towns and villages.

Covid Centre at Nagarjuna Institute

We have turned the men’s residential buildings at into a Covid Centre, which is being run by a
collective of local Buddhist doctors.

Besides these our basic activities continue, which we hope will empower more and more young
people in Dharma based social work and activism.

From Nagarjuna Institute our Dhammasekhiya and BA degree course are continuing on-line., as
well as Chinese teaching and preparing a few students for further studies in Taiwan

From Manuski our social fellowship programme is continuing. In fact this year we are having
only women Nagarjuna Inst alumni, and naming the programme after Savitribai Phule, considered
the mother of Indian feminism. She helped to start schools for girls and so-called “Untouchables” in
Pune in the mid 19th century.

From Jambudvipa our Ashoka Dhammaduta programme continues to train our Nagarjuna Insti-
tute alumni to teach the Dharma in towns and villages.

Please continue to keep us in your hearts in these critical times.
With respect and metta,

Lokamitra
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