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 Beef-eating as the root of  untouchability

 The Census Returns [of  1910] show that the meat 

of  the dead cow forms the chief  item of  food consumed by 

communities which are generally classified as untouchable 
communities. No Hindu community, however low, will touch 

cow’s flesh. On the other hand, there is no community which is 
really an Untouchable community which has not something to 

do with the dead cow. Some eat her flesh, some remove the skin, 
some manufacture articles out of  her skin and bones.

 From the survey of  the Census Commissioner, it is 

1 Excerpted from Chapters 10 to 14 of B.R. Ambedkar’s 1948 work The 
Untouchables: Who Were They and Why They Became Untouchables? as 
reprinted in Volume 7 of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar Writings and Speeches, 
published by Government of Maharashtra, 1990. All footnotes are from 
the original text by Ambedkar unless otherwise indicated. —Publisher 
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well established that Untouchables eat beef. The question 

however is: Has beef-eating any relation to the origin of  

Untouchability? Or is it merely an incident in the economic life 
of  the Untouchables? Can we say that the Broken Men

2
 came 

to be treated as Untouchables because they ate beef ? There 

need be no hesitation in returning an affirmative answer to this 
question. No other answer is consistent with facts as we know 

them.

 In the first place, we have the fact that the Untouchables, 
or the main communities which compose them, eat the dead cow 
and those who eat the dead cow are tainted with untouchability 

and no others. The corelation between untouchability and the 

use of  the dead cow is so great and so close that the thesis that 

it is the root of  untouchability seems to be incontrovertible. 

In the second place, if  there is anything that separates the 
Untouchables from the Hindus, it is beef-eating. Even a 

superficial view of  the food taboos of  the Hindus will show that 
there are two taboos regarding food which serve as dividing 

lines. There is one taboo against meat-eating. It divides Hindus 

into vegetarians and flesh-eaters. There is another taboo which 
is against beef-eating. It divides Hindus into those who eat 

cow’s flesh and those who do not. From the point of  view of  
untouchability the first dividing line is of  no importance. But the 
second is. For it completely marks off  the Touchables from the 
Untouchables. The Touchables, whether they are vegetarians 

or flesh-eaters, are united in their objection to eat cow’s flesh. 
As against them stand the Untouchables who eat cow’s flesh 

2 Earlier in the same text, Ambedkar proposes that the owing to continuous 
tribal warfare in primitive society, some of  the defeated weaker tribes that 
were “completely annihilated, defeated and routed” came to be regarded as 
“Broken Men”. He argues that in “primitive Hindu society” too, there must 
have been Settled Tribes and Broken Men—the latter forced to live outside the 

village. Following the intense struggle between Buddhism and Brahminism, 

the Buddhists who retained the practice of  beef-eating became the Broken 
Men and came to be treated as Untouchables, says Ambedkar.—Publisher 
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without compunction and as a matter of  course and habit.3

 In this context it is not far-fetched to suggest that those who 

have a nausea against beef-eating should treat those who eat beef  as 

Untouchables.

 There is really no necessity to enter upon any speculation as 
to whether beef-eating was or was not the principal reason for the rise 
of  Untouchability. This new theory receives support from the Hindu 
Shastras. The Veda Vyas Smriti contains the following verse which 

specifies the communities which are included in the category of  Antyajas 
and the reasons why they were so included.

4

L.12–13: The Charmakars (Cobbler), the Bhatta (Soldier), the Bhilla, the Rajaka 

(washerman), the Puskara, the Nata (actor), the Vrata, the Meda, the Chandala, 

the Dasa, the Svapaka, and the Kolika—these are known as Antyajas as well as 
others who eat cow’s flesh.

 Generally speaking, the Smritikars never care to explain the 
why and the how of  their dogmas. But this case is an exception. For 
in this case, Veda Vyas does explain the cause of  untouchability. The 
clause “as well as others who eat cow’s flesh” is very important. It 
shows that the Smritikars knew that the origin of  untouchability is to 

be found in the eating of  beef. The dictum of  Veda Vyas must close the 

argument. It comes, so to say, straight from the horse’s mouth; and what 

is important is that it is also rational, for it accords with facts as we know 
them.

 The new approach in the search for the origin of  Untouchability 
has brought to the surface two sources of  the origin of  Untouchability. 

One is the general atmosphere of  scorn and contempt spread by the 
Brahmins against those who were Buddhists, and the second is the 

habit of  beef-eating kept on by the Broken Men. As has been said, 
the first circumstance could not be sufficient to account for stigma of  
Untouchability attaching itself  to the Broken Men. For the scorn and 

3
 The Untouchables have felt the force of  the accusation levelled against them by the 

Hindus for eating beef. Instead of  giving up the habit the Untouchables have invented a 
philosophy which justifies eating the beef  of  the dead cow. The gist of  the philosophy is 
that eating the flesh of  the dead cow is a better way of  showing respect to the cow than 
throwing her carcass to the wind.

4
 Quoted in Kane’s History of  Dharma Shastra, Vol II, Part I, p 71. 
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contempt for Buddhists spread by the Brahmins was too general 
and affected all Buddhists and not merely the Broken Men. 

The reason why Broken Men only became Untouchables was 

because in addition to being Buddhists they retained their habit 

of  beef-eating which gave additional ground for offence to the 

Brahmins to carry their new-found love and reverence to the 

cow to its logical conclusion. We may therefore conclude that 

the Broken Men were exposed to scorn and contempt on the 
ground that they were Buddhists, and the main cause of  their 

Untouchability was beef-eating.

 The theory of  beef-eating as the cause of  untouchability 

also gives rise to many questions. Critics are sure to ask: What is the 

cause of  the nausea which the Hindus have against beef-eating? 

Were the Hindus always opposed to beef-eating? If  not, why did 
they develop such a nausea against it? Were the Untouchables 
given to beef-eating from the very start? Why did they not give 

up beef-eating when it was abandoned by the Hindus? Were the 
Untouchables always Untouchables? If  there was a time when 

the Untouchables were not Untouchables even though they ate 

beef  why should beef-eating give rise to Untouchability at a later-

stage? If  the Hindus were eating beef, when did they give it up? 
If  Untouchability is a reflex of  the nausea of  the Hindus against 
beef-eating, how long after the Hindus had given up beef-eating 
did Untouchability come into being? …. 

 Did the Hindus never eat beef ?

 To the question whether the Hindus ever ate beef, every 

Touchable Hindu, whether he is a Brahmin or a non-Brahmin, 

will say ‘no, never’. In a certain sense, he is right. From times 

no Hindu has eaten beef. If  this is all that the Touchable Hindu 

wants to convey by his answer there need be no quarrel over it. 

But when the learned Brahmins argue that the Hindus not only 

never ate beef  but they always held the cow to be sacred and 

were always opposed to the killing of  the cow, it is impossible to 
accept their view. ….
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 That the Aryans of  the Rig Veda did kill cows for 

purposes of  food and ate beef  is abundantly clear from the Rig 
Veda itself. In Rig Veda (X. 86.14) Indra says: “They cook for 

one 15 plus twenty oxen.” The Rig Veda (X. 91.14) says that for 
Agni were sacrificed horses, bulls, oxen, barren cows and rams. 
From the Rig Veda (X. 72.6) it appears that the cow was killed 
with a sword or an axe. .... 

 Among the Kamyashtis set forth in the Taittiriya 

Bramhana, not only the sacrifice of  oxen and cows are laid 
down, but we are even told what kind and description of  oxen 
and cows are to be offered to what deities. Thus, a dwarf  ox is to 

be chosen for sacrifice to Vishnu; a drooping horned bull with a 
blaze on the forehead to Indra as the destroyer of  Vritra; a black 

cow to Pushan; a red cow to Rudra; and so on. The Taittiriya 

Brahmana notes another sacrifice called Panchasaradiya-seva, 

the most important element of  which was the immolation of  
seventeen five-year old humpless, dwraf-bulls, and as many 
dwarf  heifers under three years old. ….

 The killing of  cow for the guest had grown to such 

an extent that the guest came to be called ‘Go-ghna’, which 

means the killer of  the cow. To avoid this slaughter of  the cows 

the Ashvateyana Grahya Sutra (I. 24.25) suggests that the cow 

should be let loose when the guest comes so as to escape the rule 
of  etiquette. ….

 Such is the state of  the evidence on the subject of  cow-
killing and beef-eating. Which part of  it is to be accepted as 
true? The correct view is that the testimonies of  the Satapatha 
Brahmana and the Apastamba Dharma Sutra, in so far as 
they support the view that Hindus were against cow-killing 
and beef-eating, are merely exhortations against the excesses 

of  cow-killing and not prohibitions against cow-killing. Indeed 
the exhortations prove that cow-killing and eating of  beef  had 
become a common practice. And that, notwithstanding these 
exhortations, cow-killing and beef-eating continued. That 

most often they fell on deaf  ears is proved by the conduct of  
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Yajnavalkya, the great Rishi of  the Aryans… [who once]  said: 
“I, for one, eat it, provided that it is tender.”
 That the Hindus at one time did kill cows and did eat 

beef  is proved abundantly by the description of  the Yajnas given 
in the Buddhist Sutras which relate to periods much later than 
the Vedas and the Brahmanas. The scale on which the slaughter 

of  cows and animals took place was colossal. It is not possible 
to give a total of  such slaughter on all accounts committed by 

the Brahmins in the name of  religion. Some idea of  the extent 

of  this slaughter can however be had from references to it in the 

Buddhist literature. As an illustration reference may be made 

to the Kutadanta Sutta in which Buddha preached against 
the performance of  animal sacrifices to Brahmin Kutadanta. 
Buddha, though speaking in a tone of  sarcastic travesty, gives 
a good idea of  the practices and rituals of  the Vedic sacrifices 
when he said:

And further, O Brahmin, at that sacrifice neither were any 
oxen slain, neither goats, nor fowls, nor fatted pigs, nor were 
any kind of  living creatures put to death. No trees were cut 
down to be used as posts, no Darbha grasses mown to stress 
around the sacrificial spot. And the slaves and messengers 
and workmen there employed were driven neither by rods 
nor fear, nor carried on their work weeping with tears upon 
their faces.

 Kutadanta on the other hand in thanking Buddha for 

his conversion gives an idea of  the magnitude of  the slaughter 

of  animals which took place at such sacrifices when he says:

I, even I betake myself  to the venerable Gotama as my guide, 

to the Doctrine and the Order. May the venerable One 
accept me as a disciple, as one who, from this day forth, as 
long as life endures, has taken him as his guide. And I myself, 

O, Gotama, will have the seven hundred bulls, and the seven 
hundred steers, and the seven hundred heifers, and the seven 

hundred goats, and the seven hundred rams set free. To them 

I grant their life. Let them eat grass and drink fresh water 
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and may cool breezes waft around them.

 In the Samyuta Nikaya (III, 1–9) we have another 

description of  a Yajna performed by Pasenadi, king of  Kosala. 
It is said that five hundred bulls, five hundred calves and many 
heifers, goats and rams were led to the pillar to be sacrificed.
 With this evidence no one can doubt that there was a 

time when Hindus – both Brahmins and non-Brahmins – ate 

not only flesh but also beef.

 Why did non-Brahmins give up beef-eating?

 The food habits of  the different classes of  Hindus have 

been as fixed and stratified as their cults. Just as Hindus can be 
classified on their basis of  their cults so also they can be classified 
on the basis of  their habits of  food. On the basis of  their cults, 
Hindus are either Saivites (followers of  Siva) or Vaishnavites 

(followers of  Vishnu). Similarly, Hindus are either Mansahari 

(those who eat flesh) or Shakahari (those who are vegetarians).

For ordinary purposes the division of  Hindus into two classes 
Mansahari and Shakahari may be enough. But it must be admitted 

that it is not exhaustive and does not take account of  all the classes 

which exist in Hindu society. For an exhaustive classification, 
the class of  Hindus called Mansahari shall have to be further 

divided into two sub-classes: (i) Those who eat flesh but do not 
eat cow’s flesh; and (ii) Those who eat flesh including cow’s 
flesh. In other words, on the basis of  food taboos, Hindu society 
falls into three classes: (i) Those who are vegetarians; (ii) Those 

who eat flesh but do not eat cow’s flesh; and (iii) Those who eat 
flesh including cow’s flesh. Corresponding to this classification, 
we have in Hindu society three classes : (1) Brahmins; (2) Non-

Brahmins; and (3) Untouchables. This division, though not in 

accord with the fourfold division of  society called Chaturvarna, 

is yet in accord with facts as they exist. For, in the Brahmins
5
 

we have a class which is vegetarian, in the non-Brahmins the 

5
 The Brahmins of  India fall into two divisions (1) Pancha Dravid and (2) 

Pancha Gauda. The former are vegetarians, the later are not.
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class which eats flesh but does not eat cow’s flesh, and in the 
Untouchables a class which eats flesh including cow’s flesh.
 This threefold division is therefore substantial and 

is in accord with facts. Anyone who stops to turn over this 
classification in his mind is bound to be struck by the position of  
the non-Brahmins. One can quite understand vegetarianism. 
One can quite understand meat-eating. But it is difficult to 
understand why a person who is a flesh-eater should object to 
one kind of  flesh, namely cow’s flesh. This is an anomaly which 
calls for explanation. Why did the non-Brahmin give up beef-
eating? For this purpose it is necessary to examine laws on the 
subject. The relevant legislation must be found either in the 
Law of  Asoka or the Law of  Manu. ….

 Examining the legislation [Edicts] of  Asoka the 

question is: Did he prohibit the killing of  the cow? On this issue 
there seem to be a difference of  opinion. Prof. Vincent Smith 
is of  opinion that Asoka did not prohibit the killing of  the cow. 
Commenting on the legislation of  Asoka on the subject, Prof. 
Smith says: “It is noteworthy that Asoka’s rules do not forbid the 

slaughter of  cow, which, apparently, continued to be lawful.”6

Prof. Radhakumud Mookerji joins issue with Prof. Smith and 
says

7 that Asoka did prohibit the slaughter of  the cow. Prof. 
Mookerji relies upon the reference in Pillar Edict V to the rule 
of  exemption which was made applicable to all four-footed 
animals and argues that under this rule cow was exempted from 
killing. This is not a correct reading of  the statement in the 

Edict. The statement in the Edict is a qualified statement. It 
does not refer to all four-footed animals but only to four-footed 

animals, which are not utilised or eaten. A cow cannot be said 

to be a four-footed animal which was not utilised or eaten. Prof. 

Vincent Smith seems to be correct in saying that Asoka did not 

prohibit the slaughter of  the cow. Prof. Mookerji tries to get 
out of  the difficulty by saying that at the time of  Asoka the cow 

6 Smith, Asoka, p. 58
7 Mookerji, Asoka, pp. 21, 181, 184
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was not eaten and therefore came within the prohibition. His 
statement is simply absurd for the cow was an animal which was 
very much eaten by all classes.

 It is quite unnecessary to resort, as does Prof. Mookerji, 
to a forced construction of  the Edict and to make Asoka 

prohibit the slaughter of  the cow as though it was his duty to 
do so. Asoka had no particular interest in the cow and owed no 
special duty to protect her against killing. Asoka was interested 
in the sanctity of  all life—human as well as animal. He felt his 

duty to prohibit the taking of  life where taking of  life was not 
necessary. That is why he prohibited slaughtering animals for 
sacrifice8

 which he regarded as unnecessary and of  animals 

which are not utilised nor eaten which again would be wanton 

and unnecessary. That he did not prohibit the slaughter of  the 
cow in specie may well be taken as a fact, which for having 
regard to the Buddhist attitude in the matter, cannot be used 

against Asoka as a ground for casting blame.

 Coming to Manu there is no doubt that he too did not 

prohibit the slaughter of  the cow. On the other hand he made 
the eating of  cow’s flesh on certain occasions obligatory.
 Why then did the non-Brahmins give up eating beef ? 
There appears to be no apparent reason for this departure on 
their part. But there must be some reason behind it. The reason 
I like to suggest is that it was due to their desire to imitate the 

Brahmins that the non-Brahmins gave up beef-eating. This may 
be a novel theory but it is not an impossible theory. As the French 
author Gabriel Tarde has explained, culture within a society 
spreads by imitation of  the ways and manners of  the superior 
classes by the inferior classes. This imitation is so regular in 

its flow that its working is as mechanical as the working of  a 
natural law. Gabriel Tarde speaks of  the laws of  imitation. One 
of  these laws is that the lower classes always imitate the higher 

classes. This is a matter of  such common knowledge that hardly 

any individual can be found to question its validity.

8
 See Rock Edict No. 1.
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 That the spread of  the cow-worship among and 
cessation of  beef-eating by the non-Brahmins has taken place 
by reason of  the habit of  the non-Brahmins to imitate the 

Brahmins who were undoubtedly their superiors is beyond 
dispute. Of  course there was an extensive propaganda in favour 
of  cow-worship by the Brahmins. The Gayatri Purana is a piece 
of  this propaganda. But initially it is the result of  the natural 
law of  imitation. This, of  course, raises another question: Why 

did the Brahmins give up beef-eating?

 What made the Brahmins become vegetarians?

 The non-Brahmins have evidently undergone a 

revolution. From being beef-eaters to have become non-beef-

eaters was indeed a revolution. But if  the non-Brahmins 

underwent one revolution, the Brahmins had undergone two. 

They gave up beef-eating which was one revolution. To have 
given up meat-eating altogether and become vegetarians was 
another revolution.

 That this was a revolution is beyond question. For… 

there was a time when the Brahmins were the greatest beef-

eaters. Although the non-Brahmins did eat beef  they could not 

have had it every day. The cow was a costly animal and the non-

Brahmin could ill afford to slaughter it just for food. He only did 
it on special occasion when his religious duty or personal interest 
to propitiate a deity compelled him to do. But the case with the 
Brahmin was different. He was a priest. In a period overridden 
by ritualism there was hardly a day on which there was no cow 

sacrifice to which the Brahmin was not invited by some non-
Brahmin. For the Brahmin every day was a beef-steak day. The 

Brahmins were therefore the greatest beef-eaters. The Yajna of  
the Brahmins was nothing but the killing of  innocent animals 

carried on in the name of  religion with pomp and ceremony 
with an attempt to enshroud it in mystery with a view to conceal 
their appetite for beef. Some idea of  this mystery pomp and 
ceremony can be had from the directions contained in the 
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Atreya Brahamana touching the killing of  animals in a Yajna.
 The actual killing of  the animal is preceded by certain 
initiatory rites accompanied by incantations too long and too 
many to be detailed here. It is enough to give an idea of  the 

main features of  the sacrifice. The sacrifice commences with 
the erection of  the sacrificial post called the Yupa to which the 
animal is tied before it is slaughtered. After setting out why the 

Yupa is necessary the Atreya Brahamana proceeds to state what 
it stands for. It says:

9

This Yupa is a weapon. Its point must have eight edges. For a 
weapon (or iron club) has eight edges. Whenever he strikes with 
it an enemy or adversary, he kills him. (This weapon serves) to put 
down him (every one) who is to be put down by him (the sacrificer). 
The Yupa is a weapon which stands erected (being ready) to slay an 
enemy. Thence an enemy (of  the sacrificer) who might be present 
(at the sacrifice) comes of  all ill after having seen the Yupa of  such 
or such one.

The selection of  the wood to be used for the Yupa is made to 
vary with the purposes which the sacrificer wishes to achieve by 
the sacrifice. The Atreya Brahamana says: 

He who desires heaven, ought to make his Yupa of  Khadira wood. 
For the gods conquered the celestial world by means of  a Yupa, 
made of  Khadira wood. In the same way the sacrificer conquers the 
celestial world by means of  a Yupa, made of  Khadira wood.

He who desires food and wishes to grow fat ought to make his 

Yupa of  Bilva wood. For the Bilva tree bears fruits every year; it is 
the symbol of  fertility; for it increases (every year) in size from the 

roots up to the branches, therefore it is a symbol of  fatness. He who 
having such a knowledge makes his Yupa of  Bilva wood, makes fat 
his children and cattle….

He who desires beauty and sacred knowledge ought to make his 

Yupa of  Palasa wood. For the Palasa is among the trees of  beauty 
and sacred knowledge…. the Palasa is the womb of  all trees…

This is followed by the ceremony of  anointing the sacrificial 

9 Atreya Brahmana (Martin Haug) II, pp. 72–74.
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post.10
 …. Then comes the ceremony of  actually killing the 

animal. The Atreya Brahmana gives the details of  the mode 

and manner of  killing the animal. Its directions are:
11

Turn its feet northwards! Make its eye to go to the sun, dismiss its 

breath to the wind, its life to the air, its hearing to the directions, its 

body to the earth. In this way he (the Hotar [chief  priest]) places it 
(connects it) with these worlds.

Take off  the skin entire (without cutting it). Before operating the 
naval, tear out omentum. Stop its breathing within (by stopping its 
mouth). Thus he (the Hotar) puts its breath in the animals.

Make of  its breast a piece like an eagle, of  its arms (two pieces 
like) two hatchets, of  its forearms (two pieces like) two spikes, of  its 
shoulders (two pieces like) two Kashyapas, its loins should be un-
broken (entire); (make of) its thighs (two pieces like) two shields, of  
the two kneepans (two pieces like) two oleander leaves; take out its 
twentysix ribs according to their order; preserve every limb of  it in 

its integrity. Thus he benefits all its limbs. ….

 Given these facts, no further evidence seems to be 

necessary to support the statement that the Brahmins were not 
merely beef-eaters but they were also butchers. Why then did 

the Brahmins change front? Let us deal with their change of  

front in two stages. First, why did they give up beef-eating?
 As has already been shown cow-killing was not legally 

prohibited by Asoka. Even if  it had been prohibited, a law made 
by the Buddhist Emperor could never have been accepted by 
the Brahmins as binding upon them.
 Did Manu prohibit beef-eating? If  he did, then that 
would be binding on the Brahmins and would afford an 

adequate explanation of  their change of  front. Looking into 
the Manu Smriti one does find the following verses:

V. 46. He who does not seek to cause the sufferings of  bonds and 

death to living creatures, (but) desires the good of  all (beings), 

obtains endless bliss.

10 Atrey Brahmana (Martin Haug) II, pp. 74–78
11 Atreya Brahmana (Martin Haug) II pp. 86–87
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V. 47. He who does not injure any (creature), attains without an 
effort what he thinks of, what he undertakes, and what he fixes his 
mind on.

V. 48. Meat can never be obtained without injury to living creatures, 
and injury to sentient beings is detrimental to (the attainment of) 
heavenly bliss; let him therefore shun (the use of) meat.

V. 49. Having well considered the (disgusting) origin of  flesh and the 
(cruelty of) fettering and slaying corporeal beings, let him entirely 

abstain from eating flesh.

 If  these verses can be treated as containing positive 
injunctions they would be sufficient to explain why the Brahmins 
gave up meat-eating and became vegetarians. But it is impossible 
to treat these verses as positive injunctions, carrying the force of  
law. They are either exhortations or interpolations introduced 
after the Brahmins had become vegetarians in praise of  the 
change. …. 

 That Manu did not prohibit meat-eating is evident 
enough. That Manu Smriti did not prohibit cow-killing can 
also be proved from the Smriti itself. In the first place, the only 
references to cow in the Manu Smriti are to be found in the 

catalogue of  rules which are made applicable by Manu to the 
Snataka [brahmin student-scholar]. They are set out below:

1. A Snataka should not eat food which a cow has smelt.
12

2. A Snataka should not step over a rope to which a calf  is tied.13

3. A Snataka should not urinate in a cowpan.14

4. A Snataka should not answer call of  nature facing a cow.
15

5. A Snataka should not keep his right arm uncovered when he 
enters a cowpan.16

6. A Snataka should not interrupt a cow which is sucking her calf, 
nor tell anybody of  it.

17

12
 Manu, 209

13
 Ibid., 38

14 Ibid., 45

15
 Ibid., 48

16 Ibid., 58

17 Ibid., 59
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7. A Snataka should not ride on the back of  the cow.18

8. A Snataka should not offend the cow.
19

9. A Snataka who is impure must not touch a cow with his hand.20

 From these references it will be seen that Manu did 

not regard the cow as a sacred animal. On the other hand, he 
regarded it as an impure animal whose touch caused ceremonial 
pollution.
 There are verses in Manu which show that he did not 

prohibit the eating of  beef. In this connection, reference may 
be made to Chapter III. 3. It says: “He (Snataka) who is famous 
(for the strict performance of) his duties and has received his 
heritage, the Veda from his father, shall be honoured, sitting on 

couch and adomed with a garland with the present of  a cow 
(the honey-mixture).” ….
 [A]ccording to Manu cow-killing was only a minor sin. 

It was reprehensible only if  the cow was killed without good and 
sufficient reason. Even if  it was otherwise, it was not heinous or 
inexplicable. The same was the attitude of  Yajnavalkya.21

 All this proves that for generations the Brahmins had 
been eating beef. Why did they give up beef-eating? Why did 
they, as an extreme step, give up meat-eating altogether and 
become vegetarians? It is two revolutions rolled into one. As has 

been shown, it has not been done as a result of  the preachings 
of  Manu, their Divine Law-maker. The revolution has taken 

place in spite of  Manu and contrary to his directions. What 
made the Brahmins take this step? Was philosophy responsible 
for it? Or was it dictated by strategy?
 Two explanations are offered. One explanation is that 
this deification of  the cow was a manifestation of  the Advaita 
philosophy that one supreme entity pervaded the whole universe, 
that on that account all life human as well as animal was sacred. 

18 Ibid., 70
19 Ibid., 162

20 Ibid., 142

21 Yaj. III. 227 and III. 234.
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This explanation is obviously unsatisfactory. In the first place, 
it does not fit in with facts. The Vedanta Sutra which proclaims 
the doctrine of  oneness of  life does not prohibit the killing of  
animals for sacrificial purposes as is evident from 11.1.28. In 
the second place, if  the transformation was due to the desire to 
realise the ideal of  Advaita then there is no reason why it should 

have stopped with the cow. It should have extended to all other 
animals.

 Another explanation,22 more ingenious than the first, is 
that this transformation in the life of  the Brahmin was due to 

the rise of  the doctrine of  the Transmigration of  the Soul. Even 

this explanation does not fit in with facts. The Brahadamyaka 
Upanishad upholds the doctrine of  transmigration (vi.2) and 
yet recommends that if  a man desires to have a learned son 

born to him he should prepare a mass of  the flesh of  the bull or 
ox or of  other flesh with rice and ghee. Again, how is it that this 
doctrine which is propounded in the Upanishads did not have 
any effect on the Brahmins up to the time of  the Manu Smriti, 
a period of  at least 400 years. Obviously, this explanation is 
no explanation. Thirdly, if  Brahmins became vegetarians by 
reason of  the doctrine of  transmigration of  the soul how is it, it 

did not make the non-Brahmins take to vegetarianism?

 To my mind, it was strategy which made the Brahmins 

give up beef-eating and start worshipping the cow. The clue to 
the worship of  the cow is to be found in the struggle between 
Buddhism and Brahmanism and the means adopted by 
Brahmanism to establish its supremacy over Buddhism. The 
strife between Buddhism and Brahmanism is a crucial fact in 

Indian history. Without the realisation of  this fact, it is impossible 
to explain some of  the features of  Hinduism. Unfortunately 
students of  Indian history have entirely missed the importance 
of  this strife. They knew there was Brahmanism. But they 

seem to be entirely unaware of  the struggle for supremacy in 
which these creeds were engaged and that their struggle, which 

22 Kane’s Dharma Shastra II, Part II. p. 776.
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extended for 400 years has left some indelible marks on religion, 

society and politics of  India.
 This is not the place for describing the full story of  
the struggle. All one can do is to mention a few salient points. 
Buddhism was at one time the religion of  the majority of  the 
people of  India. It continued to be the religion of  the masses 
for hundreds of  years. It attacked Brahmanism on all sides as no 

religion had done before.

 Brahmanism was on the wane and if  not on the wane, 

it was certainly on the defensive. As a result of  the spread of  
Buddhism, the Brahmins had lost all power and prestige at the 
Royal Court and among the people. They were smarting under 
the defeat they had suffered at the hands of  Buddhism and were 

making all possible efforts to regain their power and prestige. 
Buddhism had made so deep an impression on the minds 
of  the masses and had taken such a hold of  them that it was 

absolutely impossible for the Brahmins to fight the Buddhists 
except by accepting their ways and means and practising the 
Buddhist creed in its extreme form. After the death of  Buddha 

his followers started setting up the images of  the Buddha and 
building stupas. The Brahmins followed it. They, in their turn, 
built temples and installed in them images of  Shiva, Vishnu 
and Ram and Krishna etc—all with the object of  drawing 
away the crowd that was attracted by the image worship of  
Buddha. That is how temples and images which had no place 
in Brahmanism came into Hinduism. The Buddhists rejected 
the Brahmanic religion which consisted of  Yajna and animal 
sacrifice, particularly of  the cow. The objection to the sacrifice 
of  the cow had taken a strong hold of  the minds of  the masses 

especially as they were an agricultural population and the cow 
was a very useful animal. The Brahmins in all probability had 
come to be hated as the killer of  cows in the same way as the 

guest had come to be hated as Gognha, the killer of  the cow by 

the householder, because whenever he came a cow had to be 

killed in his honour. That being the case, the Brahmins could do 
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nothing to improve their position against the Buddhists except 
by giving up the Yajna as a form of  worship and the sacrifice of  
the cow.

 That the object of  the Brahmins in giving up beef-
eating was to snatch away from the Buddhist Bhikshus the 

supremacy they had acquired is evidenced by the adoption of  
vegetarianism by Brahmins. Why did the Brahmins become 

vegetarian? The answer is that without becoming vegetarian 

the Brahmins could not have recovered the ground they had 

lost to their rival namely Buddhism. In this connection it must 

be remembered that there was one aspect in which Brahmanism 
suffered in public esteem as compared to Buddhism. That 
was the practice of  animal sacrifice which was the essence of  
Brahmanism and to which Buddhism was deadly opposed. 
That in an agricultural population there should be respect for 
Buddhism and revulsion against Brahmanism which involved 

slaughter of  animals including cows and bullocks is only natural. 

What could the Brahmins do to recover the lost ground? To go 

one better than the Buddhist Bhikshus not only to give up meat-
eating but to become vegetarians—which they did. That this 

was the object of  the Brahmins in becoming vegetarians can be 
proved in various ways.
 If  the Brahmins had acted from conviction that animal 

sacrifice was bad, all that was necessary for them to do was to 
give up killing animals for sacrifice. It was unnecessary for them 
to be vegetarians. That they did go in for vegetarianism makes 

it obvious that their motive was far-reaching. Secondly, it was 

unnecessary for them to become vegetarians. For the Buddhist 

Bhikshus were not vegetarians. This statement might surprise 
many people owing to the popular belief  that the connection 
between Ahimsa and Buddhism was immediate and essential. 

It is generally believed that the Buddhist Bhikshus eschewed 

animal food. This is an error. The fact is that the Buddhist 

Bhikshus were permitted to eat three kinds of  flesh that were 
deemed pure. Later on they were extended to five classes. Yuan 
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Chwang, the Chinese traveller was aware of  this and spoke of  
the pure kinds of  flesh as San-Ching. The origin of  this practice 
among the Bhikshus is explained by Mr. Thomas Walters. 
According to the story told by him:

23

In the time of  Buddha there was in Vaisali a wealthy general named 

Siha who was a convert to Buddhism. He became a liberal supporter 
of  the Brethren and kept them constantly supplied with good flesh-
food. When it was noticed abroad that the Bhikshus were in the habit 

of  eating such food specially provided for them, the Tirthikas made 
the practice a matter of  angry reproach. Then the abstemious ascetic 
Brethren, learning this, reported the circumstances to the Master, 
who thereupon called the Brethren together. When they assembled, 
he announced to them the law that they were not to eat the flesh of  
any animal which they had seen put to death for them, or about which 
they had been told that it had been slain for them. But he permitted 
to the Brethren as ‘pure’ (that is, lawful) food the flesh of  animals the 
slaughter of  which had not been seen by the Bhikshus, not heard of  

by them, and not suspected by them to have been on their account. 
In the Pali and Ssu-fen Vinaya it was after a breakfast given by Siha 

to the Buddha and some of  the Brethren, for which the carcass of  a 

large ox was procured that the Nirgianthas reviled the Bhikshus and 
Buddha instituted this new rule declaring fish and flesh ‘pure’ in the 
three conditions. The animal food now permitted to the Bhikshus 
came to be known as the ‘three pures’ or ‘three pure kinds of  flesh’, 
and it was tersely described as ‘unseen, unheard, unsuspected’, or as 
the Chinese translations sometimes have it ‘not seen, not heard nor 

suspected to be on my account’. Then two more kinds of  animal 
food were declared ‘lawful for the Brethren’ viz., the flesh of  animals 
which had died a natural death, and that of  animals which had been 

killed by a bird of  prey or other savage creature. So there came to be 
five classes or descriptions of  flesh which the professed Buddhist was 
at liberty to use as food. Then the ‘unseen, unheard, unsuspected’ 
came to be treated as one class, and this together with the ‘natural 

death’ and ‘bird killed’ made a san-ching.

 As the Buddhist Bhikshus did eat meat the Brahmins 

had no reason to give it up. Why then did the Brahmins give up 

23 Yuan Chwang (1904) Vol. 1. p. 55



Ambedkar202

meat-eating and become vegetarians? It was because they did 

not want to put themselves merely on the same footing in the 
eyes of  the public as the Buddhist Bhikshus.
 The giving up of  the Yajna system and abandonment 
of  the sacrifice of  the cow could have had only a limited effect. 
At the most it would have put the Brahmins on the same footing 
as the Buddhists. The same would have been the case if  they 

had followed the rules observed by the Buddhist Bhikshus in 

the matter of  meat-eating. It could not have given the Brahmins 

the means of  achieving supremacy over the Buddhists which 
was their ambition. They wanted to oust the Buddhists from 

the place of  honour and respect which they had acquired in the 
minds of  the masses by their opposition to the killing of  the cow 
for sacrificial purposes. To achieve their purpose the Brahmins 
had to adopt the usual tactics of  a reckless adventurer. It is 
to beat extremism with extremism. It is the strategy which all 

rightists use to overcome the leftists. The only way to beat the 

Buddhists was to go a step further and be vegetarians.
 There is another reason which can be relied upon to 
support the thesis that the Brahmins started cow-worship gave 
up beef-eating and became vegetarians in order to vanquish 
Buddhism. It is the date when cow-killing became a mortal 

sin. It is well-known that cow-killing was not made an offence 

by Asoka. Many people expect him to have come forward to 
prohibit the killing of  the cow. Prof. Vincent Smith regards it as 
surprising. But there is nothing surprising in it.
 Buddhism was against animal sacrifice in general. It 
had no particular affection for the cow. Asoka had therefore no 
particular reason to make a law to save the cow. What is more 
astonishing is the fact that cow-killing was made a Mahapataka, 

a mortal sin or a capital offence by the Gupta Kings who were 
champions of  Hinduism which recognised and sanctioned the 
killing of  the cow for sacrificial purposes. As pointed out by Mr. 
D. R. Bhandarkar:

24

24
 Some Aspects of  Ancient Indian Culture, (1940), pp. 78–79.
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We have got the incontrovertible evidence of  inscriptions to show 
that early in the 5th century A. D. killing a cow was looked upon 
as an offence of  the deepest turpitude, turpitude as deep as that 
involved in murdering a Brahman. We have thus a copper-plate 
inscription dated 465 A.D. and referring itself  to the reign of  
Skandagupta of  the Imperial Gupta dynasty. It registers a grant 
and ends with a verse saying : ‘Whosoever will transgress this grant 

that has been assigned (shall become as guilty as) the slayer of  a 

cow, the slayer of  a spiritual preceptor (or) the slayer of  a Brahman. 
A still earlier record placing go-hatya on the same footing as brahma 

-hatya is that of  Chandragupta II, grandfather of  Skandagupta just 
mentioned. It bears the Gupta date 93, which is equivalent to 412 
A.D. It is engraved on the railing which surrounds the celebrated 

Buddhist stupa at Sanchi, in Central India. This also speaks of  
a benefaction made by an officer of  Chandragupta and ends as 
follows:  “Whosoever shall interfere with this arrangement .. he 

shall become invested with (the guilt of) the slaughter of  a cow or 

of  a Brahman, and with (the guilt of) the five anantarya.” Here the 
object of  this statement is to threaten the resumer of  the grant, be 
he a Brahminist or a Buddhist, with the sins regarded as mortal by 

each community. The anantaryas are the five mahapatakas according 

to Buddhist theology. They are: matricide, patricide, killing an 
Arhat, shedding the blood of  a Buddha, and causing a split 
among the priesthood. The mahapatakas with which a Brahminist 

is here threatened are only two: viz., the killing of  a cow and the 

murdering of  a Brahman. The latter is obviously a mahapataka as 

it is mentioned as such in all the Smritis, but the former has been 

specified only an upapataka by Apastamba, Manu, Yajnavalkya and 
so forth. But the very fact that it is here associated with brahma-

hatya and both have been put on a par with the anantaryas of  the 
Buddhists shows that in the beginning of  the fifth century A.D., it 
was raised to the category of  mahapatakas. Thus go-hatya must have 

come to be considered a mahapataka at least one century earlier, i.e., 

about the commencement of  the fourth century A.D.

 The question is why should a Hindu king have come 

forward to make a law against cow-killing, that is to say, against 

the Laws of  Manu? The answer is that the Brahmins had to 

suspend or abrogate a requirement of  their Vedic religion in 
order to overcome the supremacy of  the Buddhist Bhikshus. 
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If  the analysis is correct then it is obvious that the worship of  
the cow is the result of  the struggle between Buddhism and 

Brahminism. It was a means adopted by the Brahmins to regain 
their lost position.

 Why should beef-eating make Broken Men Untouchables?

 The stoppage of  beef-eating by the Brahmins and the 
non-Brahmins and the continued use thereof  by the Broken 

Men had produced a situation which was different from the 
old. This difference lay in the face that while in the old situation 

everybody ate beef, in the new situation one section did not and 

another did. The difference was a glaring difference. Everybody 

could see it. It divided society as nothing else did before. All the 

same, this difference need not have given rise to such extreme 

division of  society as is marked by Untouchability. It could 

have remained a social difference. There are many cases where 

different sections of  the community differ in their foods. What 

one likes the other dislikes and yet this difference does not create 

a bar between the two.

 There must therefore be some special reason why in 
India the difference between the Settled Community and the 

Broken Men in the matter of  beef  eating created a bar between 

the two. What can that be? The answer is that if  beef-eating had 

remained a secular affair   – a mere matter of  individual taste – 

such a bar between those who ate beef  and those who did not 

would not have arisen. Unfortunately beef-eating, instead of  

being treated as a purely secular matter, was made a matter of  
religion. This happened because the Brahmins made the cow a 
sacred animal. This made beef-eating a sacrilege. The Broken 

Men being guilty of  sacrilege necessarily became beyond the 

pale of  society. ….
 Once the cow became sacred and the Broken Men 
continued to eat beef, there was no other fate left for the 

Broken Men except to be treated unfit for association, i.e., as 
Untouchables.
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 Before closing the subject it may be desirable to dispose 
of  possible objections to the thesis. Two such objections to the 
thesis appear obvious. One is what evidence is there that the 
Broken Men did eat the flesh of  the dead cow. The second is 
why did they not give up beef-eating when the Brahmins and the 
non-Brahmins abandoned it. These questions have an important 
bearing upon the theory of  the origin of  untouchability 
advanced here and must therefore be dealt with.

 The first question is relevant as well as crucial. If  the 
Broken Men were eating beef  from the very beginning, then 

obviously the theory cannot stand. For, if  they were eating beef  

from the very beginning and nonetheless were not treated as 

Untouchables, to say that the Broken Men became Untouchables 

because of  beef-eating would be illogical if  not senseless. The 

second question is relevant, if  not crucial. If  the Brahmins gave 

up beef-eating and the non-Brahmins imitated them why did 
the Broken Men not do the same? If  the law made the killing of  

the cow a capital sin because the cow became a sacred animal 
to the Brahmins and non-Brahmins, why were the Broken Men 

not stopped from eating beef ? If  they had been stopped from 
eating beef  there would have been no Untouchability.

 The answer to the first question is that even during 
the period when beef-eating was common to both, the Settled 
Tribesmen and the Broken Men, a system had grown up whereby 
the Settled Community ate fresh beef, while the Broken Men 

ate the flesh of  the dead cow. We have no positive evidence to 
show that members of  the Settled Community never ate the 

flesh of  the dead cow. But we have negative evidence which 
shows that the dead cow had become an exclusive possession 
and perquisite of  the Broken Men. The evidence consists of  
facts which relate to the Mahars of  the Maharashtra…. the 

Mahars of  the Maharashtra claim the right to take the dead 

animal. This right they claim against every Hindu in the village. 

This means that no Hindu can eat the flesh of  his own animal 
when it dies. He has to surrender it to the Mahar. This is merely 
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another way of  stating that when eating beef  was a common 

practice the Mahars ate dead beef  and the Hindus ate fresh 
beef. The only questions that arise are: Whether what is true 

of  the present is true of  the ancient past? Can this fact which is 
true of  the Maharashtra be taken as typical of  the arrangement 
between the Settled Tribes and the Broken Men throughout 

India.

 In this connection reference may be made to the 

tradition current among the Mahars according to which they 

claim that they were given 52 rights against the Hindu villagers 

by the Muslim King of  Bedar. Assuming that they were given 

by the King of  Bedar, the King obviously did not create them 

for the first time. They must have been in existence from the 
ancient past. What the King did was merely to confirm them. 
This means that the practice of  the Broken Men eating dead 
meat and the Settled Tribes eating fresh meat must have grown 

in the ancient past. That such an arrangement should grow 
up is certainly most natural. The Settled Community was a 
wealthy community with agriculture and cattle as means of  

livelihood. The Broken Men were a community of  paupers with 
no means of  livelihood and entirely dependent upon the Settled 
Community. The principal item of  food for both was beef. It was 
possible for the Settled Community to kill an animal for food 
because it was possessed of  cattle. The Broken Men could not 
for they had none. Would it be unnatural in these circumstances 

for the Settled Community to have agreed to give to the Broken 

Men its dead animals as part of  their wages of  watch and ward? 
Surely not. It can therefore be taken for granted that in the 

ancient past when both the Settled Community and Broken 
Men did eat beef  the former ate fresh beef  and the latter of  

the dead cow and that this system represented a universal 
state of  affairs throughout India and was not confined to the 
Maharashtra alone.

 This disposes of  the first objection. To turn to the 
second objection. The law made by the Gupta Emperors was 
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intended to prevent those who killed cows. It did not apply 
to the Broken Men. For they did not kill the cow. They only 

ate the dead cow. Their conduct did not contravene the law 

against cow-killing. The practice of  eating the flesh of  the dead 
cow therefore was allowed to continue. Nor did their conduct 

contravene the doctrine of  Ahimsa assuming that it has anything 

to do with the abandonment of  beef-eating by the Brahmins 

and the non-Brahmins. Killing the cow was Himsa. But eating 

the dead cow was not. The Broken Men had therefore no cause 

for feeling qualms of  conscience in continuing to eat the dead 

cow. Neither the law nor the doctrine of  Himsa could interdict 

what they were doing, for what they were doing was neither 

contrary to law nor to the doctrine.

 As to why they did not imitate the Brahmins and 

the non-Brahmins the answer is two-fold. In the first place, 
imitation was too costly. They could not afford it. The flesh of  
the dead cow was their principal sustenance. Without it they 
would starve. In the second place, carrying the dead cow had 
become an obligation though originally it was a privilege. As 
they could not escape carrying the dead cow they did not mind 
using the flesh as food in the manner in which they were doing 
previously.
 The objections therefore do not invalidate the thesis in 
any way.
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