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Abstract

The Indian Renaissance was not just a revival of culture or religion; it was a big
historical movement that changed society, politics, and ideas. During this transformative
process, the Buddha's ideas were a big part of the intellectual foundation. The ideas that
Gautama Buddha taught in ancient India were a big threat to the ‘Varna’ system, religious
rituals, and hierarchies based on birth. He articulated a vision of social life grounded in
equality, rationality, compassion, and ethics-a vision that prioritized the values of human
dignity and social justice. During the colonial period, Indian society experienced a
resurgence against social inequality, caste-based injustice, and cultural hegemony. In this
context, the teachings of the Buddha experienced a resurgence. Numerous social reformers
utilized Buddhist philosophy to critique inequitable social structures and promote the notion
of an egalitarian social order. Mahatma Jyotirao Phule, Ayothee Thass, and Dr. Babasaheb
Ambedkar all used Buddhist ideas as powerful tools in the fight for social justice.
Ambedkar, in particular, reinterpreted Buddhism which is based on social equality, self-
respect, and human freedom.

The impact of Buddha's thought on the Indian Renaissance's intellectual, political,
and historical contexts is examined in this article. In addition to promoting social
transformation, Buddhist philosophy was crucial in forming contemporary Indian democratic
ideals. Buddhism can therefore be considered a major source of inspiration for the Indian

Renaissance.
Keywords: Buddhism, Indian Renaissance, ‘Samatd’ (Equality), Social Justice, Philosophy,
Varna system, ‘Prajid’ (wisdom), ‘KarulNa’ (compassion).
Introduction

GThe thought of the autama Buddha caused a significant shift in Indian intellectual
and social history. Beginning in the sixth century BCE, Buddhism was vehemently opposed
to the caste system, Brahmanical customs, and ritualistic religious practices of the day. The
Buddha's philosophy was progressive and humanistic since it was grounded on human
experience, logic, and ethics (Gombrich, 2006). He held that a person's greatness is
determined by their deeds and moral character rather than their birth. For social equality, this
viewpoint was crucial.

In general, the Indian Renaissance, which began in the 18th century, sped up the
process of social and political change. Colonial rule made Indian society start to think about
its own traditions again. During this time, many reform movements came up to fight the

caste system, untouchability, and social inequality. The Buddhist principles of equality,
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reason, and humanism served as the foundation for these movements (Omvedt, 2003).
Buddhist philosophy was reinterpreted by social reformers to make it applicable to the social
and political climate of today. They viewed Buddhism as a means of achieving justice and
social transformation rather than merely as a religion. Through this process, Buddhist
philosophy became a significant component of the ideological underpinnings of the Indian
Renaissance. This article's main goal is to conduct a thorough and critical analysis of the
ways in which the Indian Renaissance was impacted by the thought of the Buddha. It aims to
clarify the connections between contemporary political philosophy, social reform
movements, and Buddhist philosophy.
Philosophical Foundations of Buddhism

Buddhism is predicated on the notion that human suffering can be alleviated.
Buddhist philosophy is based on the Four Noble Truths taught by the Buddha: Suffering, the
Cause of Suffering, the Cessation of Suffering, and the Path to the Cessation of Suffering.
This conceptual framework suggests a solution and provides a realistic study of human
existence (Rahula, 1959). The Buddha offered a way of living based on moral, mental, and
intellectual discipline through the Noble Eightfold Path. The Buddha's philosophy places

great emphasis on ideas like "Anitya" (impermanence—that everything is in flux), "Anatma"

(non-self—the absence of a static soul), and "PratItyasamutpada" (dependent origination—
interdependent arising). These concepts challenged the notions of static and immutable
social structures. Consequently, they fostered the realization that societal inequalities and

structures of dominance are not inherent or natural, but are instead subject to change.
Additionally, the Buddhist principles of "Prajia" (wisdom), "KaruDa"

(compassion), and "Samata" (equality) are essential for both social life and personal spiritual

development. "Samatad" represents the belief that all people are equal, "KaruNa" indicates

empathy for all sentient creatures, and "Prajia" symbolizes thoughtful and reasoned
cognition. These principles gave Buddhism the appearance of a social and moral philosophy.
Buddhism offered an ideological basis for societal change through this ideology. As a result,
it became a major source of inspiration during the Indian Renaissance.
Buddhism and Social Equality

Buddhism restored human values based on moral behavior and radically contested
the idea of birth-based inequity that pervaded ancient Indian culture. The Buddha believed
that a person's identity and grandeur were determined by their actions, morality, and
behavior rather than by their caste or place of birth (Ambedkar, 1957). This position went
against the core tenets of the "Varna" system of that time, which held that social standing
was exclusively based on birth.

Buddhism's "Sangha" (monastic order) structure is seen as a model and real-world
example of social equality. Caste, gender, social background, or economic standing were not

obstacles to entry into the "Sangha." As a result, people from all social classes had equal
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opportunity. The "Bhikkhuni Sangha" (order of nuns) gave women the chance to engage in
religious and academic pursuits, which was a highly progressive development for the time.
Through this process, Buddhism put the equality principle into practice both theoretically
and practically.

The fundamental tenets of social justice are the Buddhist ideas of "Karuna"
(compassion) and "Samata" (equality). "Karuna" is a necessary condition for social
cohabitation, not only a personal virtue. Interpersonal interactions within society become
more equal and compassionate when they are guided by these beliefs. Thus, the idea of
social equality and moral ideals were closely intertwined in Buddhism. During the Indian
Renaissance, societal reform initiatives were centered around this egalitarian vision. In their
battles against the caste system and societal injustice, leaders like Mahatma Phule, Ayothee
Thass, and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar relied on the equality precepts found in Buddhism. As
a result, Buddhism was both a powerful tool for promoting social change and an ideological
compass for the Indian Renaissance.

Context of the Indian Renaissance

Colonial rule had an impact on the development of the Indian Renaissance in 19th-
century India. The printing press, the introduction of Western ideas, the expansion of
education, and the exposure to contemporary science and technology are only a few of the
significant advances that the British government brought about in Indian society. These
elements prompted Indian culture to reevaluate its own social structures, traditions, and
practices (Chandra, 2009). Social evils like the caste system, untouchability, women's
subordination, and religious superstitions came to light during this time. Social reform
movements emerged, calling for radical change and criticizing society's unfair systems.
Issues like education, gender equality, widow remarriage, and the abolition of the caste
system were given top priority by these groups. Traditional religious ideas were reevaluated
as part of this process. Many academics looked for alternative cultural traditions and
questioned the dominance of the Brahmanical religious establishment. Buddhism offered a
substantial ideological basis in this situation. Social reformers were inspired by the
principles of humanism, equality, and reason found in the philosophy of the Buddha.

Reformers including Dr. Ambedkar, Ayothee Thass, and Mahatma Phule used
Buddhist principles to combat societal injustice. They accepted Buddhism as a means of
achieving social justice and change rather than just as a religious tradition. As a result,
Buddhist philosophy was incorporated into the Indian Renaissance's intellectual framework.
Overall, a variety of intellectual currents came together during the Indian Renaissance, and
Buddhism's egalitarian and rationalist viewpoint was crucial in igniting societal
transformation.

Social Reformers and Buddhist Thought
Buddhist philosophy was embraced by a number of social reformers during the

Indian Renaissance, giving social change movements an ideological focus. These reformers

415



(A High Impact Factor, Quarterly, Peer Reviewed, Referred & Indexed Journal)

NAVJYOT / Vol. XV / Issue -1 ISSN 2277-8063

fought against societal injustice, the caste system, and Brahmanical power by drawing on the
principles of equality, reason, and humanism found in Buddhism. Their work amply
illustrates the relationship between the fight for social justice and the contemporary
resurgence of Buddhist thinking.
Mahatma Jyotirao Phule

During the Indian Renaissance, Mahatma Jyotirao Phule was a trailblazing social
reformer. He drew on the egalitarian concepts of the Shramanic and Buddhist traditions
while delivering a biting indictment of the Brahmanical social structure. He said that the
religious and social structures of Indian society led to the exploitation of the Shudras and
Ati-Shudras (the lowest strata) (Omvedt, 2003). In light of this, he saw education as a tool
for social liberation and gave women's education, Dalit education, and social awakening
particular attention. Phule's ideas are obviously influenced by Buddhist principles,
particularly equality and humanism. He expressed the idea of a social order based on justice
and argued for the reorganization of religion and society.
Ayothi Thass

In South India, Ayothi Thass was a well-known intellectual and social figure. He
worked to reestablish a connection between the Buddhist heritage and the historical identity
of the Dalit minority, as well as to revitalize Buddhism within Tamil society. He believed
that although the Dalit population was initially Buddhist, the predominance of Brahmanical
traditions had destroyed its identity. He worked to establish in the Dalit people a feeling of
cultural identity and self-respect via Buddhism. His writings amply demonstrate how
Buddhism was used as a potent tool for social and cultural reconstruction rather than only as
a religious philosophy.
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar

Buddhism was accepted by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar as a powerful tool for social
change in contemporary India. He placed the Buddhist principles of equality, liberty, and
fraternity at the core of his ideology while delivering a biting critique of Hinduism's caste
system (Ambedkar, 1957). He redefined Buddhism through his idea of "Navayana
Buddhism," inexorably tying it to the fight for social justice. He set a new path for societal
change in 1956 when he and millions of his followers converted to Buddhism. Buddhism
became a vehicle for the emancipation of Dalits and other underprivileged populations in
contemporary India because of Ambedkar's efforts.
Buddhist Thought and Modern Politics

Buddhist ideas of social justice, ethics, and nonviolence have had a significant
impact on contemporary politics. The Buddha introduced the idea of a "Dhamma-based
polity"—a moral government—that demands that authority be used for the benefit of the
populace and the administration of justice by fusing politics and ethics. The fundamental
principles of contemporary democratic regimes are strongly aligned with this idea. Mahatma

Gandhi led the Indian independence movement in a morally upright and peaceful manner by
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embracing the non-violent principles found in Buddhist and Jain traditions. Through
principles like compassion, "Satyagraha" (truth-force), and nonviolence, he gave political
struggle a solid moral basis. As a result, it is easy to see how Buddhist ideas have indirectly
influenced contemporary Indian politics.

Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar utilized Buddhist principles in a deeper and more
organized way. He put equality, liberty, and fraternity at the center of the Indian Constitution
as it was being drafted. According to him, the Buddha's ‘Dhamma’ served as an inspiration
for these ideals rather than only Western political philosophy (Ambedkar, 1957). Many
constitutional elements, including Fundamental Rights, the idea of social justice, and the
elimination of untouchability, clearly reflect the unique impact of Buddhist philosophy
(Austin, 1966).

However, when viewed through a critical lens, it becomes apparent that the actual
implementation of these values remains incomplete. Social inequality and injustice persist to
this day. As a result, it is crucial to implement Buddhist doctrine in real political and social
practice rather than only theoretically. All things considered, Buddhist ideology has
enhanced contemporary politics through the principles of morality, equality, and
nonviolence, and it is still very pertinent in the framework of social justice and democracy.
Buddhism as Counter-Hegemonic Thought

Buddhism became a potent counter-hegemonic ideology within the Indian
intellectual and social tradition. The Buddha's opposition to birth-based social structures, the
"Varna" system, and Brahmanical rule was not just religious but also deeply social and
political. According to Antonio Gramsci's theory of "hegemony," the ruling class in a society
upholds its domination through cultural and intellectual means in addition to political power.
When considered in this light, Buddhism offered a different ideological framework to
oppose the hegemony of Brahmanical culture.

The Buddha placed a strong emphasis on moral behavior, wisdom (Prajna), and
compassion by rejecting rituals, the culture of sacrificial rites (Yajna), and the privileges of
the Brahmins. As a result, the monopolistic control over knowledge and religious authority
was essentially destroyed. The Buddhist "Sangha" (monastic order) came to represent social
equality, a place where gender, caste, and class disparities were not accepted. In and of itself,
the "Sangha's" organizational structure constituted a type of counter-hegemonic social
formation that opposed the established power structures (Omvedt, 2003). Buddhism was
used as a tactic for social resistance by Dalits, "Bahujans," and other oppressed populations
during the colonial and contemporary periods. Most famously, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar
used Buddhism to mount an ideological challenge to the caste system and created a new
social movement known as "Navayana" Buddhism. Through this process, Buddhism evolved
from a simple spiritual path to a powerful ideological tool for social justice.

This demonstrates Buddhism's counter-hegemonic role. It suggests a different moral

and social order rather than only opposing the current power systems. As a result, Buddhism
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offered a strong intellectual and ideological basis for social change within the larger Indian
Renaissance period.
Contemporary Relevance

Buddhist philosophy is becoming more and more relevant in the modern world,
especially when it comes to socioeconomic inequity, human rights, and democratic ideals.
The Buddhist principles of Compassion (Karuna), Equality (Samata), and Wisdom (Prajna)
are crucial in the context of globalization, economic inequality, and identity-based conflicts.
These principles serve as a fundamental basis for the reorganization of social life rather than
being limited to personal ethics.

The Buddhist values of non-violence, communication, and coexistence can be very
helpful in addressing problems like growing intolerance, violence, and social polarization in
today's society. Buddhist philosophy facilitates the peaceful resolution of social issues by
encouraging the individual to engage in self-reflection, intellectual inquiry, and ethical
responsibility (Gombrich, 2006). Buddhist philosophy and Indian constitutional values like
liberty, equality, and fraternity are highly compatible. But in real life, social injustice,
economic inequality, and prejudice based on caste still exist. As a result, putting Buddhist
principles into practice successfully continues to be a very difficult task (Omvedt, 2003). In
addition, the revival of Buddhism among Dalits and other underprivileged groups is a crucial
tool for building a collective identity and promoting social self-respect. The fight for
equality, human rights, and social justice is getting stronger thanks to Navayana
Buddhism.In general, Buddhist ideas are still highly applicable today and are not just
theoretical. Buddhist philosophy provides a humanistic, ethical, and balanced viewpoint for
dealing with the difficult issues facing contemporary society. As a result, a more thorough
examination and practical application of its concepts are now crucial.

Conclusion

Overall, Buddhist thought has exerted a profound, comprehensive, and multifaceted
influence on the Indian Renaissance. Buddhism successfully opposed Brahmanical power,
caste-based inequity, and social injustice in Indian society with ideals like equality, reason,
compassion, and humanism. This ideology offered a different, forward-thinking conceptual
framework for social change. The Buddha's teachings were reinterpreted by social reformers
of the 19th and 20th centuries, including Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar, Ayothi Thass, and
Mahatma Phule, who used them to fuel social justice campaigns. Specifically, Ambedkar
combined Buddhism with contemporary democratic ideals to create "Navayana Buddhism,"
a powerful tool for social change.

From a critical standpoint, however, modern social reality does not yet fully reflect
Buddhist ideals. Social injustice, economic inequality, and caste prejudice are still problems.
Thus, it is essential to put Buddhist ideals into practice in order to increase its influence. As a

result, Buddhist philosophy became a major factor in the Indian Renaissance and is still
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relevant today. It is a living, transformational ideological instrument for contemporary
society as well as a historical heritage.
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