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PREFACE 

The Government of India ushered in the new millennium by declaring the year 2001 

as the year of Women's Empowerment, however, over seven years later and two 

governments of different political party in session, Political empowerment still· 

remains a distant dream for Indianwomen. 

Until into the quarter of the twentieth century, the vision on women and their 

development was limited to traditions and religious interpretations. Political and 

social leaders did not deviate from age-old understanding that women were nothing 

but shadows of their men. It was prevailing until Dr. B R Ambedkar argued logically 

about the redundant domain of perceptions about women. His writings, speeches and 

address to the women's conferences on many occasions have given very powerful 

propositions for the rectification of status of women as a whole. 

However, it is worth noting that the work and contribution relating to women by Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy, Mahatma Gandhi and other personalities have been sufficiently 

brought forth in the published literature so far, but social scientists have so far 

ignored the contributions of Ambedkar on gender issues. 

The current study is an attempt to fill the gap by understanding and analyzing the 

ideas, vision and policy prescriptions of Dr. B R Ambedkar towards 'Women 

Empowerment and Emancipation'. The study is carried out in the realm of his 'Social 

and Political Ideas' hypothesizing the issue that ideas about 'Women Empowerment 

and Emancipation' are only a sub-set of his ideas about the society as an overall 

domain. 

In order to capture the whole spectrum of the social and political ideas of Dr. B R 

Ambedkar and to analyse his ideas and vision on Women Empowerment and 

Emancipation, the current study is organised into six chapters. 
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Chapter-1 begins with an introduction to the problem statement and derivation of 

broad objective of the study. It then proceeds to deveJop a theoretical framework for 

concepts like Women Empowerment and Emancipation. Based on the framework the 

research questions are formed and a brief literature survey is carried out to examine 

the extent of available literature and gaps in the context of the research objectives. 

Finally the chapter concludes with significance of the study, research methodology 

and plan of study. 

Chapter-II examines the life and time of Dr. Ambedkar and the influence of various 

events and people in forming his social and political ideas. Special emphasis has been 

given to capture the various influences in the process of his education both in India 

and abroad. 

Chapter-III deals in detail various concepts of Social and Political Ideas of Dr. 

Ambedkar. The chapter also analyses his various normative prescriptions for a just 

society. 

Chapter-IV focuses on the research objective that is the ideas and vision of Dr. 

Ambedkar on Women Emancipation and Empowerment that was derived from the 

domain of his Social and Political Ideas. The chapter concludes with an analysis of his 

Policy Prescriptions towards empowerment and emancipation of women. 

The discussion on policy prescription is forwarded to Chapter-V where the discussion 

focuses on Dr. Ambedkar's effort towards institutionalisation of his policy 

prescriptions in the context of women emancipation and empowerment. Emphasis is 

given on analysing two major events: Constitution making and presentation of the 

Hindu Code Bill where in both cases Dr. Ambedkar played a major role. 

Chapter-VI analyses the research findings and presents and critical evaluation of his 

ideas and vision on Women Empowerment and Emancipation. The chapter concludes 

by stating the limitations of the current study and directions for future research. 

The finding of the study indicates that Ambedkar can be viewed as a synthesizer of 

many Indian trends of social and political ideas: Justice, Liberty, Equality and 
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casteless-classless society. His life and struggle can be seen as the protest against the 

caste ridden, highly regimented Hindu society and to him this was the source of all 

injus~ices, discrimination and social exclusion. 

His policy prescription for women emancipation and empowerment encompasses two 

domains: 'Social' and 'Political'. In social domain, he prescribed 'Educate, Organize 

and Agitate ' as the motto for emancipation and empowerment of women which he 

had also prescribed for the ·Depressed Classes. He also favoured moral conscience 

among the people, necessary to build a just social order. In the Political domain, he 

wanted multi~pronged interventions in terms of 'legal safeguard against exploitation', 

'economic rights', 'positive discrimination for underprivileged' and 'legal sanction of 

new social order based on trii1ityprir1ciple~' ofLiberty, Equality andFraternity . 
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Chapter-I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction: Statement ofthe Probtem 

The Government of India ushered in the new millennium by declaring the year 2001 

as the year of Women's Empowermenty to focus on"Our vision in the new century of 

a nation where womenuare-eqttal partners with menu~mWomen'su Empowerment Year 

was announced with great fanfare but created little or no results. Najma Heptulla, ex. 

Rajya Sabha Deputy Chairperson summarized the event (in 2002) commenting that 

except for organising seminars and making speeches, the government had done 

nothing substantial. As for the programs announced by the government, Heptulla 

feels that the government should consider normal developmental initiatives instead of 

one time, period bound special events; Shabana Azmi, an activist and Member of 

Parliament pointed out, "Change towards empowerment can only come through 

drastic changes in mindsets", and for that, the need is more than seminars and 

slogans. 

Over 7 years later and governments ofdifferenfpolitical ideologies in power, no 

logical conclusion has been brought to the decade old Women's Reservation Bill. 

Reservation for women in Parliament was one of the promises made in the BJP 1's 

election manifesto. Even though the Vajpayee Government completed its full tenure, 

the Bill remained in cold storage. Till now (2008), even the U.P.A government has 

not been able to garner necessary support for granting political empowerment to 

women. 

India has ratified various interil.ationaFeonventions and human rights instruments 

aiming to secure equal rights of women; Key among them is the ratification of the 



Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDA W) in 1993. The Mexico Plan of Act~on (1975}, the Nairobi Forward Looking 

Strategies (1985), the Beijing Declaration as well as the Platform for Action (1995) 

and the Outcome Document adopted by the United Nations General Assembly 

(UNGA) Session on Gender Equality and Development & Peace for the 21 51 century, 

titled "Further actions and initiatives to implement the Beijing Declaration and the 

Platform for Action"2 have been unreservedly endorsed by India for appropriate 

follow up. 

Political empowerment still remains a distant dream for Indian women. The Congress 

party of India3 began the "empowerment year" by lowering its quota for women in the 

AICC (All India Congress Committee) panel, even after announcing its allegiance to 

33 per cent representation in parliament. Brinda Karat, the general secretary of the All 

India Democratic Women's Association observes: "No amount of legislation will be 

effective as long as the political will to promote gender equity is absent." She also 

points out: "the GlobalizatiohP~kci~~ a/Government are pushing women below the 

poverty line". Feminist-activist Madhu Kishwar, holds similar views and strongly 

decries the gimmicks of announcing new programs, which she feels merely mean 

"more money spent on seminars, more paper work and more siphoning off of fimds". 

On the issue of empowerment of marginalized segment of society, Jain (1996) argued 

that deep poverty is a social and politicalphenomenon as much as an economic 

problem and thus requires political and social change, particularly within the sites of 

power. The quest for equity cannot com~ abQuLwithout wider representation of all 
r ---- -- -- --

groups; especially those currently denied access to power, and the presentation of all 

points of view in the process of decision-making. Revision of the current 

administrative and political structures, and their rules, is necessary in order to 

facilitate this broader representation and its translation into political power for those 

who are currently marginalized.4 

Ferguson (2006) points out that although there are political disagreements as to the 

content and political application of the notion of "empowerment" as a goal and 

strategy for women's liberation, she also contrasted mainstream development 

institutions co-opted uses of the concept of empowerment with its more radical 

applications by struggles for national liberation and movements for social justice. She 
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mentioned that as post-structuralist critics have pointed out, identity politics by itself 

has not been successful in organizing in heterogeneous communities. Rather, 

individuals and groups divided by gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality and 

nationality can only be empowered by a participatory democratic culture which 

strives for solidarity in a coalition of oppressed groups, while working out a 

democratic procedure to negotiate possible conflicts of interests among its members 

as one of the ends of a developmental process toward social justice. "5 

The principle of gender equality is enshrined il1 the indian Constitution m its 

Preamble, Fundamental Rights, Fundamental Duties and Directive Principles of State 

Policy. The Constitution not only grants equality to women, but also empowers the 

State to adopt 111e<'lSt1res~fp~sigv~ cl_is~if!1_il1~t~on in favour of women. Within the 

framework of a Democratic Polity, Laws, Development Policies, Plans and Programs 

have aimed at women's advancement in different spheres. From the Fifth Five Year 

Plan ( 197 4-78) onwards there has been a marked shift in the approach to women's 

issues from welfare to development. In recent years, the empowerment of women has 

been recognized as the central issue in determining the status of women. The National 

Commission for Women was set ~l)y (l.t1 )'\ct of Parliament in 1990 to safeguard the 

rights and legal entitlements ofwomen. The73rdand 74th Amendments (1993) to the 

Constitution of India have provided for reservation of seats in the local bodies of 

Panchayats and Municipalities for women, laying a strong foundation for their 

participation in decision making at the local levels. 

However, as the departmentofWomenandChild development (India) points out, 

there still exists a wide gap between the goals enunciated in the Constitution, 

legislation, policies, plans, programs, and related mechanisms on the one hand and 

the situational reality of the status of women in India, on the other. This has been 

analyzed extensively in the Report of the Committee on the Status of Women in 

India, "Towards Equality" (1974) and highlighted in the National Perspective Plan for 

Women (1988-2000), the Shramshakti Report (1988) and the Platform for Action, 

Five Years after- An assessment. The underlying causes of gender inequality are 

related to social and economic structure, which is based on informal and formal 

norms, and practices. 
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India was under British colonial rule for nearly two centuries and became 

independent in 1947. The involvement of Women in politics started in the late 18th 

and early 19th centuries. Although British imperialism profoundly influenced the 

political engagement of both elite and non-elite women during this period, its impact 

on the character and purpose of their engagement was very different. Non-elite 

women fought against the British colonialists. Moved by the hunger of their children, 

the British confiscation of their land (which was their means of livelihood), and 

oppressive taxes, women participated alongside men in 'famine revolts' in the late 

18th and 19th centuries, and other revolts in the 19th century. 

Historically, two important movements characterised India's freedom struggle and 

subsequent developments. One was the political movement of challenge and 

resistance to British colonialism, and the other, the social movement to reform 

traditional structures. The national movement against British colonial rule in 

undivided India was instrumental in bringing women in large numbers into the public 

space. Mahatma Gandhi played a crucial role in creating a favourable atmosphere for 

women's participation in the freedom struggle by insisting that the struggle for 

women's equality was an integral part ofthe movement ofSwaraj. His choice of non

violent satyagraha as the mode of struggle also allowed women to play a far more 

active and creative role than was possible in more masculine-oriented movements. 

The Swaraj movement spearheaded by Mahatma Gandhi is associated with women in 

white khadi sarees, playing major roles in anti-colonial movement. 

While Gandhi wanted a forerunner role for women in the freedom movement, he did 

not encourage women to compete forpower: Rather, he wanted them to enter public 

life as selfless, devoted social workers to undertake the crucial task of social 

reconstruction. In Gandhi's view, "Women are the embodiment of sacrifice, and her 

advent to public life should, therefore, result in purifYing it, in restraining unbridled 

ambition and accumulation of property." Gandhi, therefore, created a political space 

for women within the patriarchal system, projecting the concept of women's role 

being complementary to men's, and embodying virtues of sacrifice and suffering. 

Gandhi, however, was very conscious of the power that women could have in a 

struggle based on the concept of non-cooperation. He stressed the importance of their 

participation in political and social matters, and exhorted them to join the nationalist 

struggle. Gandhi, therefore, played a vital role in attempting to feminise the 
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nationalist movement in India. In the process, the values and views that he espoused 

influenced and shaped the women's movement in the early phase of independence of 

the other nations of the region. 

Women of India participated in demonstrations such as the all-night dharnas of 1930 

against foreign cloth, and in selling 'the salt of freedom' during the salt satyagraha. 

These campaigns succeeded in breaking the myth of segregation. They also 

articulated liberal sentiments like suffrage rights. To advocate women's equality and 

their right to participate in nationalist p()ljti2S,Jh.e All I11dia Women's Conference 

(AIWC) was formed in 1927 through an amalgamation of various regional women's 

groups. It also spearheaded constitutional reforms and other provisions for women. 

Consisting of reformist, revivalist and radical streams, the AIWC played a critical 

role during the freedom struggle; and helped women systematically articulate their 

political rights in public forums. 

The leading South Asian social and religious reformers in the 19th century were 

males, whose principal objective was to cleanse and reinforce family life. For those 

early pioneers, women were, at first, objects of their emancipatory efforts. But, in the 

course of the 19th and 201
h centuries, they became more and more subjects in the 

political and social spheres as is clearfromthe examples of women's political 

struggles around a variety of issues in the countries of the region (Mies, 1980). Yet, 

the basic understanding of the leaders of the national movement on the issue of 

women continued to be filtered through the existing patriarchal system. 

The vision on women and their development was limited to traditions and religious 

interpretations. Until intothe quatteroffwentieth century, Political and Social leaders 

did not deviate from age-old understanding that women were nothing but shadows of 

their men. It was prevailing until Dr. B R Ambedkar argued logically about the 

redundant domain of perceptions about women. 

Ambedkar was of the firm opinion that until or unless, the Hindu Dharma-shastras ate 

not discarded completely, no progress could be made in the direction of women's 

empowerment. In the name of sanskaras, he believed, the Hindu women are tied up 

with the bondage of superstitions, which they carry till their death. Moreover, the 

women themselves are responsible for inculcating these wrong notions learnt by them 
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through baseless traditions and preaching of the Shastras in the budding minds of 

their offspring, he argued. 

It does not mean that no efforts have been made in the past to bring dignity to women. 

As in Europe, Christianity inaugurated the Era of equality, liberty and fraternity by 

preaching that a prince and pauper are equal in the eyes of God. There is also a very 

long tradition of social refonns by our saints and other social reformers. But the 

proprietors of the orthodoxy thwarted these efforts. In the absence of any legal 

sanction or authority, these effortseoutd-notsustain. 

In this direction Ambedkar had tried to break down the barriers in the way of 

advancement of women in India. He laid down the foundation of concrete and sincere 

efforts by codifying the eommonCivif-eode fur the Hindu community and the 

principle is capable of extension to other sections of the Indian society. Prior to these 

efforts of Ambedkar, the destiny of the Indian women depended upon the wrong 

notions and perceptions chalked out by the proprietors of orthodoxy. 

The chaotic conditions of the Hindu law were reduced in the fonn of judicial 

pronouncements and codification was the legislative recognition of the judge made 

law. Ambedkar himself had explained lucidly the reasons for the consolidation and 

codification. He tried to change the perspectives of Women Empowerment in 

Independent India. 

Ambedkar as a product of his time responded powerfully to the needs of the 

downtrodden , people of India. The contemporary Indian society provided for his 

revolutionary thoughts a resourceful setting eliciting his strong reactions to age-old 

religious and social practices. The status of women like that of the Depressed Classes 

was no better. The discrimination in both the cases had taken the shapes of religious 

and social sanctions rendering the changes impossible. The strong hold of religion 

and the opposition of the oppressors and vested interests in both the cases had to be 

encountered in all respects. Ambedkar took to the attack of the scriptures and sources 

of discrimination and evil social practices against women. He traced the genesis of 

discrimination and degradation of the Jnciian women to the Laws of Manu and his 

Manusmriti. Ambedkar in his paper on 'Castes in India, their Mechanism, Genesis 

and Development'6 maintained that endogamy is the essence of castes. According to 
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him a caste is an enclosed class and it existed before Manu, but Manu's codification 

of caste rules reinforced all these practices. 

The philosophy of Ambedkar on women empowerment was based upon several 

fundamental issues like property right, marriage and adoption, and the liberation of 

women in the light of religion. The reforms introduced by Ambedkar through "Hindu 

Code-bill" have been adhered to and have been accepted by and large. He, by 

codifying the Hindu Law in respect of marri<tge,. divorce and succession, rationalized 

and restored the dignity to women; Priortuthe Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, Hindu 

Succession Act, 1956, the Hindu Law was_ un-codified in a large measure, though 

Hindu Women's Right to Property Act, 1937, Sharda Act etc. could be seen as 

attempts of legislative intervention. The Hindu Code Bill can be stated as an attempt 

of social engineering via law. It was a revolutionary measure and was a first step 

towards the recognition and empowerment of women in India. Under these 

revolutionary measures, a woman will have property in her own right and be able to 

dispose of her property. Times of India on 26th December 1950 carried a statement of 

Ambedkar in which he pointed out that the Bill aimed at removing the legal obstacles 

in the social advancement of women. 

The efforts of Ambedkar in getting the bill enacted were lauded by many. Justice P.B. 

Gajendragadkar (1951) while congratulating Ambedkar for the role he had played in 

drafting and piloting the Bill said, "If Dr. Ambedkar gives us Hindus our Code, his 

achievement would go down in history as a very eloquent piece of poetic justice 

indeed."7 

It is significant to note that Jana ( 1979) categorically stated that of all the reformists 

aimed at empowerment of Indian women, Ambedkar was most progressive as regards 

the issues of women are concemed8
. 

Ambedkar's writings and his speeches and address to the women's conferences on 

many occasions have given vent to very powerful propositions for the rectification of 

status of women as a whole. It is also relevant to note that the work and contribution 

relating to women by Raja Rani Mohan Roy,_Mahatma Gandhi and also of other 

personalities have been sufficiently brought forth in the works done so far. But social 

scientists have so far ignored the contributions of Ambedkar on gender issues. 
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Thus, there is a scope of in-depth study in regard to approaches of empowerment and 

emancipation of Indian women as envisaged by Ambedkar. 

1.2 Objectives of the Present Study 

Based on the preceding discussion, the objectives of the study are formulated as: 

• To examine how Dr: Ambedlrat's socialari.d politieal ideas were shaped up 

through the influence of society and people. 

• To identify and analyze the ideas, vision and policy prescriptions of Dr. 

Ambedkar with respect to Women emancipation and empowerment in the 

realm ofhis social and political ideas. 

• To study his efforts in institutionalizing his ideas, vision and policy 

prescription regarding Women emancipation and empowerment. 

In the following sections a brief review of available literature is carried out to 

understand the concepts, finding gaps in the literature and to formulate research 

questions. 

1.3 The Conceptual Framework 

Literature surv~y is carried out to understand~theconcepts of Women Empowerment 

and Emancipation and to arrive at a conceptual framework for further research. 

Empowerment means individuals acquiring the power to think and act freely, exercise 

choice and fulfill their potential as full and equal members of the society. 

Empowerment also means a psychological sense of personal control or influence and 

a concern with actual social influence, political power and legal rights (Boraian, 

2008). Empowerment is a construct shared by many disciplines and arenas: 

community development, psychology, education, economics, and studies of social 

movements and organizations, among others. Rappoport (1984) has noted that it is 

easy to define empowerment by its absence but difficult to define in action as it takes 

on different forms in different people and contexts. Even defining the concept is 
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subject to debate. Zimmerman (1984) stated that asserting a single definition of 

empowerment may make attempts to achieve it formulaic or prescription-like, 

contradicting the very concept of empowerment. 

As a general definition, Page (1999) suggested that empowerment is a multi

dimensional social process that helps people gain control over their own lives. It is a 

process that fosters power (that is, the capacity to implement) in people, for use in 

their own lives, their communities, and in their society, by acting on issues that they 

define as important. It is mul-ti-dimensional as it occurs within sociological, 

psychological, economic, and other dimensions. Empowerment also occurs at various 

levels, such as individual, group, and community. 

Empowerment, by defmitioo, isasoeialpr~-ess; since it occurs in relationship to 

others. It is a process that is similar to a path or journey, one that develops as we work 

through it. Other aspects of empowerment may vary according to the specific context 

and people involved, but these re:mai11 constant, In additior:t, one important 

implication of this definition of empowerment is that the individual and community 

are fundamentally connected. 

International Fund for Agricultural Development report (IF AD, 2000) mentioned that 

there are four main processes that would lead to women empowerment in society. 

These are structural changes in women mobility and social interactions; significant 

changes in women labour pattern; favourable change in women's access and control 

over resources; and greater participation in decision making process9
• 

United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM, 2000) defines women 

empowerment as: "Acquiring knowledge and understanding of gender relations and 

ways in which these relations may be changed; Developing a sense of se(f-worth; a 

belief in one's ability to secure desired changes and the right to control one 's life, 

Gaining the ability to generate choices and exercise bargaining power and 

developing the ability to organize and influence the direction of social change, to 

create more just social and economic ordei, nationally and internationally"10
• Thus, 

women empowerment should be examined in the realm of social and economic 

justice since it aims to achieve a just social and economic order. 
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Social justice to women will necessarily mean giving them not only gender equality 

but also the rightful place in the society (Gup~ 2003)~ Rewadikar (2003) pointed out 

that gender equality is the question not just economic equality or more justice to 

women but also that of social justice at large and therefore, any effort towards women 

empowerment will have to be a~cepted in the process of attaining social justice. 

The Pacific Institute for Women's Health, a Los Angeles based, nonprofit, non

governmental organization founded in 1993, believes that women's health is a human 

right, and that access to cDntraception;reproductive freedom arid gender equality are 

central to women's empowerment and social justice. The Institute has now evolved 

from a group of feminist researcher~ concerned with women's health worldwide to an 

organization that focus on sexuality and reproductive rights from a social justice 

perspective. 

Social philosophy broadly concerns with critical examination of all types of social 

relationships, social institutions as well as social behaviors. Political philosophy tends 

to undertake a philosophical scrutiny of political institutions and behavior, that is, 

those aspects of social life which are <;Qil(l~med with government and politics. 

However, in a wider sense, politi<:aLphitosophy is concerned with those aspects of 

social life which involve the use of power or misuse of power. In this sense, Social 

and political philosophy can be treated as a single discipline which covers the domain 

that seeks to make human life worth living. It seeks to dispel superstition and fear 

arising out of ignorance and pave way for human progress (Gauba, 2006). 

Ideas and thought move and make impact only within a certain ontological and 

epistemological condition of production and their reception. Ideas thus outgrow the 

sphere of identity and chart out their universal journey independent of the later. Thus, 

certain thinkers become the part of ideas and then they begin to travel universally 

across both time and space. In terms oftime they continue to engage and attract many 

generations and in terms of space they transcend several boundaries. They transcend 

their particular sociologically constituted identity and become the part of universal 

idea. However, classification and categorization of ideas and their embodiment in to 

thinkers is not a natural act. 
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According to Gore ( 1994 ), the continuing processes of transactions and interactions 

that one undergoes in the society are prime and dominating factors for shaping ideas 

and mental model of an individual. The process of interaction between a student and 

his teachers, which is called as the process of education, or, the process of interaction 

between parents and the child. called as upbringing and the social value system which 

acts a reference point for an individual provides necessary background for formation 

and maturity of ideas of an individual. In a society, individual is not free and his 

relationships are mediated through the mode of his family affiliation, relationships 

between individual and groups and others. 

Thus, in an effort to examine social and political ideas of an individual it would be 

necessary to exami11e t~~ C()l1tiJ1UiJ1KPrQcesse~ e>ftrc.~.nsactions and interactions that 

one undergoes in the society during lifetime especially in his formative years. 

Thus the preceding discussion can be summarized as leading to the following queries: 

First, what are the intellectual, cultural conditions that have bearing on the progress 

and movement of his ideas? Secondly~ what :<Ire the social and political ideas that 

Ambedkar historically developed? J}lirci, clici Ambedkar have specific ideas and 

vision on Women Empowerment and Emancipation? If he had such visions, what 

were his efforts in institutionalizing them so that the effects of the same could be 

realized in the society? 

These are some of the lead questions that need to be addressed in the context of the 

study. 

1.4 Research Questions 

Based on the conceptual framework discussed in the previous section, the following 

research questions are formulated: 

• What are the events and social irifluences that helped Dr. Ambedkar to identW· 

and examine the social issues inthelndiansystem? 

• What are the different dimensions of Dr. Ambedkar 's social and political ideas? 
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• What are the ideas, vision and policy prescriptions of Dr. Ambedkar on Women 

emancipation and empowermenJ in the realmofhissocial and political ideas? 

• What are the efforts of Dr. Ambedkar towards institutionalization of his policy 

prescriptions on Women emancipation and empowerment? 

1.5 Overview of the Existing Literature 

Studies on nation builders like Nehru, Gandhi, Ambedkar and others have attracted 

attention of scholars and researchers. There are good numbers of literatures available 

on nation builders and Ambedkar is not an exception to it. While many of the 

literatures f()If()weo conventlo-nafb}ographical style of writings, many authors also 

looked into other aspects of him including his social and political ideas, social justice, 

effort towards constitution making etc. 

However, it is observed that due attention has not been paid towards establishing a 

conceptual framework of understanding his ideas and vision on women 

empowerment. 

In the domain of bibliographical study Keer ( 1971 ), Moon (2007), Ambedkar Mahesh 

(2005) need special mention. All these authors portrayed a biographical documentary 

of Ambedkar that includes his writings and speeches. However, these publications are 

not analytical, in .nature and do noLbring forth his ideas and vision on Women 

empowerment and emancipation separately. 

Many authors have made an attempt to highlight efforts of Ambedkar towards women 

empowerment. Azmi (2001) mentioned that Ambedkar's pioneering effort in the 

direction of women empowerment encompasses transpiring a paradigm shift in the 

philosophy and thinking of society on women, involvement of state for her social 

welfare and upliftment in society and legal reforms which would help in reforming 

the society too. Jatava (2001A) pointed out that jllthough Ambedkar gave no slogans 

about women's liberty yet he always stood for women's progress and development 

and his support to the Hindu Code Bill shows his firm belief in equality of all sexes. 
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On the issue of Gender Justice Khan (200 I) explained the provision of women in the 

Constitution and the effort of Ambedkar for the same. Azmi (200 I), Jatava (2005) 

commented that Ambedkar blamed Manu for the downfall of women and discussed 

about the proposed reformative steps advocated by Ambedkar to elevate the status of 

women. Chowdhary (1997) pointed out that Ambedkar remarked that the sub-human 

treatment and inferior position granted to women could be attributed to the very 

nature of the Hindu social order which does not respect the value of equality among 

the individuals. Lal ( 1997) described Ambedkar' s view on abortion and also pointed 

out that Ambedkar held Manu responsible tor the downfall of women and that the 

position of women and the downtrodden was more or less the same. Kamble (2001) 

mentioned that Am~dkjj.L realized and put emphasis on involving women in 

liberating women by education and thus he continued the effort of Mahatma Jyotiba 

Phule and his wife. Savitribai Phule for providing access to education for women. 

Kamble (2001) also .mentioned that right from the beginning of his struggle for the 

eradication of caste prejudices, Ambedkar started involving women in the struggle as 

he realized that the real progress ofthe Dalits could not be achieved without liberating 

and motivating the women themselves~ Vidyasagar (2005) stated that Ambedkar was 

an advocate of women's rights who struggled for women's liberalization from the 

caste-entrenched patriarchal system and concluded that Ambedkar had an 

impassioned love for the fallen women as a whole community and his advise to rescue 

themselves from the despised and disgraceful life were quite meaningful. 

Kuber (20o'1) mentioned that AIJlbedkar underlined that women should learn to be 

clean and keep themselves away from all vices, they should educate their children and 

instill high ambition in them, the children mind should be inculcated with the ideas 

that they are destined to be great. It is significant to note that Jana ( 1979) in her 

'Women and Social Change in India' has categorically stated that of all the reformists 

aimed at empowerment of Indian women, Ambedkar was most progressive as regards . 

the issues of women are concerned. This paper deals with the approaches of 

empowerment of Indian women as envisaged by Ambedkar. 

Discussion on Hindu Code Bill has found a significant place in the literature that also 

dealt with ideas and visions of Ambedkar towards Women Empowerment and 

13 



emancipation. Zelliot (2007), Jogdand (2007) discussed Ambedkar's ideas on 

Women Empowerment and pointed out that a close reading of the debates 

surrounding the Hindu Code Bill showed that there was a relationship between the 

caste system and the position of women. Tehrani (200 1) dealt the issue of how 

Ambedkar worked for the upliftment of women for this purpose by quoting the 

writings and speeches of Ambedkar on Hindu Code Bill and the position of Muslim 

women. Sreenath( 1997) discussed the efforts of Ambedkar in passing of the Hindu 

Code Bill. Sinha {2007) identified that motherhood constituted the core of the 

discourse surrounding the controversial Hindu Code Bill during 1941-1956. Som 

(1994) discussed the heated discussion on the Hindu Code Bill which took place in 

the Constituent Assembly but she gave credit to Nehru who was the pioneer of the 

Hindu Code bill ~y 11<:>_t ~iY!l"lg_~p_arl_<f g~tt~11g the various elements of the Hindu Code 

bill passed even after Ambedkar's resignation. Banningan (1952) pointed out that the 

proposed Hindu Code Bill backed by Nehru but opposed by Hindu traditionalists 

would codify and modernize Hindu law giving greater rights to women. Jatava 

(2001C) quoted the speeches and quotes for describing the efforts of Ambedkar in 

introducing the Hindu Code Bill. Levy (1969) diS(;USSed that lawyers had a profound 

influence upon the Legislative history oLthe Hindu Code Bill that intended to 

modernize, unify, democratic, and secu1arite Hindu Family Law and Hindu society 

and especially to emancipate Hindu women. He pointed out how the Bill brought 

strong opposition within the Congress as well as outside from conservative hardliners 

and discussed why the bill was allowed to lapse. Ray ( 1952) discussed how the 

women would benefit from the Hindu Code Bill and mentioned the efforts of 

Ambedkar for the same and FitzGerald (1947) discussed the proposals for the 

codification of Hindu Law in detail. 

Another group of authors has made contributions in understanding the social and 

political ideas of Ambedkar. These analysis encompassed his understanding and 

normative prescriptions about. Hindu Social Order and upliftment of depressed classes 

including women. Rao (1997) commented that Ambedkar strongly· believed that 

political and economic democracy could be achieved and maintained by constitutional 

support only and thus, he stressed parliamentary democracy as a backbone of state 

socialism and as a means for women empowerment. Roy (2005) summarized that 

Ambedkar's vision of a good social order signifies the need to have a good match 

14 



between what is good for one individual and what is good for all individuals and it is 

this match that constitutes the foundation of social democracy that he visualized as the 

most preferred social and political system. Bharill ( 1977) carried an extensive study 

on various aspects of social and political ideas of Ambedkar and highlighted 

Ambedkar's idea on necessary social and socio-political reforms. Jaffrelot (2006) 

focused on three key areas of Ambedkar: Ambedkar as social theorist, as a statesman 

and politician and as an opponent of caste Hinduism and advocate of Buddhism. 

Zelliot (200 I) dealt with shaping of Ambedkar's political ideas and its use and his 

concept on religion. Shabbir (2005) discussed various issues related to Ambedkar on 

Law, Constitution and Social Justice and examined Ambedkar's humanistic 

philosophy championing the cause of the downtrodden. Rao (2006) examined 

Ambedkar's struggle to protect the rights of the Untouchables during the British rule, 

·national movement and also in the Constituent Assembly, his role in Politics and brief 

discussion on the Hindu Code Bill. Bharathi (1956) provided a comprehensive 

exposition of the Political thought of Ambedkar. Mandai (2004) attempted to cover 

the thoughts and ideas of Ambedkar on various political and social issues through the 

compilation of various selected portions from Ambedkar's writings and speeches as 

well as from his biography. Naik, (2003) stressed the philosophy of equality, liberty 

and fraternity as expounded by Ambedkar. Quoting Ambedkar's original writings and 

speeches Thorat S, Kumar Narendra, (2008) discussed Ambedkar's contribution to the 

development of inclusive policies during the British rule and its culmination into the 

policy of reservation in the Constituent Assembly. Patil, (1995) (ed.), Thorat S, 

Aryama (2007) analyzed the social, economic and political ideas of Ambedkar and 

various dimensions of Ambedkar's significant contribution to Indian society and 

politics in the realm of his political, social, constitutional, economic , religious ideas. 

These authors also examined Ambedkar' s theory of history, society, polity, his role in 

the making of the Constitution and his views on Indian Federalism, social justice for 

the weaker sections, land reforms, religion, human rights, and other issues concerning 

the Indian society. Khan. H. Nazeer (2001) (ed.) evaluated·Ambedkar's contribution 

to law and politics and dealt with Ambedkar's opinion on three aspects namely, 

Federalism, Ethnicity, and Gender Justice. Shabbir (1997) (ed.) elaborated 

Ambedkar' s concept on social justice, judicial response and their contemporary 

relevance. Gautama (2002) examined the Riddles of Hinduism as posed by Ambedkar 

whereas Kadam ( 1991) highlighted the significance and the role played by Ambedkar 
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in improving the conditions of the untouchables. Bharathi ( 1956), Mandai (2004), 

Chandra, Mitra (2003) provided a comprehensive exposition of the Political thought 

of Ambedkar and attempted to cover the thoughts and ideas of Ambedkar on various 

political and social issues through the compilation of various selected portions from 

Ambedkar's writings and speeches as well as from his biography. Jatava (2001A) 

discussed the various aspects of Ambedkar's ideology such as his emphasis on 

education, freedom, human rights, social justice, as an architect of Indian Constitution 

etc. and explained their depth and meaning which were inherent in Ambedkar's 

philosophy of life. 

There are some scholarly attempts to understand the effort of Ambedkar towards 

Constitution makil1K3.l1clthu~ in~itll!iQn<:tlization oLhis ideas on empowerment and 

emancipation of depressed classes including women. Rao ( 1997) argued that the 

constitution of India is based on the principles of justice, equality, liberty and 

fraternity and the conscience of the constitution which may be seen in the Preamble, 

Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles are influenced by the intellect, ideas and 

vision of Ambedkar, as chairman drafting committee and commented that the 

Constitution of India reflect Ambedkarism, which is an instrument for bringing about 

social justice through constitutional remedies. Pal (2000) mentioned that Ambedkar 

would be remembered for all time to come as the architect of the Indian Constitution, 

especially for the Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles Chapters which aim at 

eradicating "all injustice and tyranny" and ushering in social democracy and social 

equality. Sharma (1997) analysed and evaluated Ambedkar's contribution to the 

Constitutional developmentinindia in pre-independence era with special reference to 

Government oflndia Acts, of 1909, 1919 and 193 5 and describing the process of his 

participation and impact on major constitutional events of that period have also been 

discussed. Austin (2006) analyzed as how past and present, aims and events, ideals 

and personalities influenced the framing of the Constitution of India. Chanchreek 

(1991) quoted the minutes of the Drafting Committee from the Constituent Assembly 

Debates which Ambedkar presided over to scrutinize the draft of the text of the 

Constitution of India. Nigam (2004) looks at the Constituent Assembly as an event in 

the hope of understanding how different curtents and polyphonic voices came 

together in the forming of the conjuncture within which the assembly took shape as 

demanded by the imperatives of a common territory, tradition and history. 
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Jatava in his senes of publications discussed variedo thoughts of Ambedkar like 

democracy, socialism, education, morality, religion, secularism, nationalism, 

humanism in the light of Ambedkar's writings and speeches. He (20018) also 

analyzed the political philosophy, Sociological thoughts of Ambedkar in terms of 

human situation and its problems and his fight for the cause of depressed classes. He 

(1998A) presented the economic, political and constitutional issues which are 

reflected in Ambedkar's ideology and examined Ambedkar's analysis and approach 

towards human problems. He alsopro~icied a comparative examination of some of the 

philosophies and religion to which Ambedkar applied the test of justice and utility for 

evaluating their relevance ( 1998B). The author (19998) also attempted to present 

Ambedkar' s vision of huiila!JiSI11il1 Yll_IiO_l1§JOLll1S such as a social reformer, scholar, 

politician, constitutionalist, economist and the emancipator of oppressed and dealt 

with Ambedkar's philosophy of education, organization and agitation (2003A) and 

the movement that moved the oppressed people, different dreams of Ambedkar for the 

benefit of the people as a whole (2003B). Jatava (1997) has made an intelligent use of 

comparative methods in evolving the main trends of Ambedkar's social, ethical, 

political and religious and thoughts and concluded that Ambedkar's views represent a 

distinct type of social and democratklifimanisl11. 

In his inaugural speech on "Dr Ambedkar and Women Empowerment" at Lucknow 

on 14th April 2002, Sri Vishnu Kant Shastri, the then Governor of UP pointed out that 

'the fact that despite the pioneering work undertaken by Dr Ambedkar for the 

emancipation' of the downtrodden, ~he loiofcountless Indians remained pitiful.' "The 

very fact that equality for women was thought of as late as 2002," Sri Shastri 

underlined, "threw enough light on the social mindset on the issue of women's 

empowerment." In his paper presented in 16th European Conference on Modern 

South Asian Studies, University of Edinburgh, Sri Baburao Mudbi concluded that 

Ambedkar as a product of his time responded powerfully to the needs of the 

downtrodden people of India. The contemporary Indian society provided for his 

revolutionary thoughts a resourceful setting eliciting his strong reactions to age old 

religious and social practices. The status of women like that of the depressed classes 

was no better. The discrimination in both the cases had taken the shapes of religious 

and social sanctions rendering the changes impossible. 



Go pal (2008) mentioned that Ambedkar has been one of these thinkers who have 

been continuously denied this elevation from sociological identity to abstract ideas. 

The scholars seem to have reduced him to the level of an identity. He has been 

ghettoized within the narrow boundaries of sociological origin. It is the context of this 

casting of Ambedkar into narrow intellectual contours~ it is necessary to discuss the 

following issues. This inquiry becomes important for another reason that this 

ghettoization of Ambedkar has serious irnptlcation for cultural justice, which deals 

with the question of due recognition and appreciation ofa thinker. 

Chentharassery (2000) discusses the vario1.1soriginal works of Ambedkar on Indian 

history where he (.t\I11~ed)<.ar)_~~~s~ed the Indian sociaLsystem that did not foster the 

spirit of critical inquiry. Ahir (2007), Rodrigues (2002), Jatava (2003C) provided a 

ready reference book to all the .. WrifiJ1gs and speeches of Ambedkar. These 

compilations, the writings and speec:h~s .o.f.f.f11bedkar as compiled by Government of 

Maharashtra in several volumes and his addresses to the women's conferences on 

many occasions gave powerful propositions for the rectification of status of women as 

\a whole and progressive vie\\lpoint of Ambedkar regarding changing scenario of the 

status of women. 

1.6 Significance of the present study 

From the above reviewofliteraturesandon1ihe resources, it can be observed that 

although many authors and researchers have deliberated on the social and political 

ideas of Ambedkar, his efforts towards Constitution making process or advocating 

Hindu Code Bill, social scientists have so far not explored in detail the contributions 

of Ambedkar on gender issues especially in the context of his social and political 

ideas. Not enough literature is available as how the social and political ideas of 

Ambedkar converge on the issue of women's emancipation and empowerment. 

This study is a thematic one, taking two key yet interrelated concepts of Women 

Emancipation and Empowerment with a specific reference to Ambedkar's own 

construction of both theory and practice. As most of the studies on Ambedkar are 
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biographical in nature. their coverage is of a holistic nature and take into account all 

the forces and factors that shaped his ideas in a general way. Such studies are, in that 

respect, chronological narratives of events and developments. The proposed study is 

specific, pointed and uni-directed which aims at understanding both the theory and 

practice of the universal values of women emancipation and empowerment. In that 

respect, the proposed study. being analytical in nature. seeks to go beyond any kind of 

historical account and unearth some of the keys that helped Ambedkar's own ideas 

about universal values. To that extent the proposed study seeks to touch upon 

Ambedkar's own value preferences and attitudinal inclinations towards the 

transformation of the society. 

Therefore, the study attempts to bridge the gap by concentrating upon the vision and 

philosophy of Ambedkar on empowerment of women in the realm of his social and 

political ideas. 

1. 7 Research Methodology 

The current study attempts to understand the basics of Dr Ambedkar's philosophy, 

vision and effort towards 'Women emancipation and empowerment' in his 

contemporary Indian society and polity in the realm of his Social and Political Ideas. 

Literature survey also pointed out formation of ideas of an individual has a bearing on 

the upbringing, familial life and the process of education of the individual. Thus, a 

chapter is included in the beginning to capture the timeline and events in the life of 

Ambedkar and their impact on the ideas and vision on him. 

The study is exploratory in nature with emphasis given on primary and secondary 

sources. A critical analysis has been made of his writings and speeches, biographical 

writings on him and scholarly articles related to his social and political ideas both in 

print and soft copy. Essentially, the methodology as applied is historical- analytical in 

nature. As per the requirement of exploratory research design. exploration of 

experience surveys and analysis of insight stimulating cases have been taken care of. 
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A detailed study of various provisions of the Constitution of India that acts as the 

legal backbone towards women empowerment is also carried out to analyze the ideas. 

vision and policy prescription of Ambedkar on women empowerment. 

A chapter has been added to elaborate the effort of institutionalization of his ideas 

about women empowerment and emancipation through legal and constitutional 

reforms. 

Finally, conclusion has been drawn after summarizing the deliberation on his Social 

and Political Ideas, Women Empowerment and Emancipation and efforts towards 

institutionalization of these ideas by rational application of insight and reason on 

those deliberations and efforts .. 

1.8 Plan of the Study 

The study has been organized in the following chapters: 

Chapter I 

Chapter II 

Introduction: The Problem- Conceptual framework. 

The life and time of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and the nature of their impact 

on the formation of his ideas 

Chapter III Social and political ideas of Dr. B R Ambedkar 

Chapter IV Dr. B.R. Ambedkar on Women Emancipation and Empowerment: Ideas, 

Vision and Policy Prescriptions. 

Chapter V , Women Emancipation and Empowerment: Efforts of Dr. B.R. 

Ambedkar towards their Institutionalization. 

Chapter VI Research findings and concluding observations 
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Chapter II 

THE LIFE AND TIME OF DR. B. R. AMBEDKAR AND 
THE NATURE OF THEIR IMPACT ON THE 

FORMATION OF HIS IDEAS 

2.1 Introduction 

The continuing processes of transactions and interactions that one undergoes in the 

society are prime and dominating factors for shaping ideas and mental model of an 

individual. The process of interaction between a student and his teachers, which is 

called as the process of education, or, the process of interaction between parent and 

the child, called as upbringing, are the nature of social processes that go on in the 

society all the time. The social value system acts as a reference point for an 

individual and through this anchorage point, he derives 'security', provided through 

familial and special relationships. He also perceives 'opportunity' or 'threat' 

depending on his location in the social system. Depending upon the value system of 

the society, one may find himself discriminated or advantaged in the society in terms 

of 'opportunity' in future life. In a society, individual is not free and his relationships 

are mediated through the mode of his family affiliation, relationships between 

individual and groups and others. Most of the times, these relationships are not based 

on 'secular-rational' considerations but on 'notions of hereditary status' .1 

In the following sections, an attempt will be made to examine the influence of familial 

relationships, the process of education as well as contemporary social events that 

could influence the process of developing mental model and shaping ideas and vision 

of Dr. B R Ambedkar. 
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2.2 Early Influences 

The life and time of Dr Bhim Rao Ambedkar and the nature of their impact on the 

formation of his ideas can be found to have its root years behind from the day when 

he was born. The social and cultural context in which his immediate blood-relations 

and people who dented impression in his mind and thought-making processes, were 

born and grew up has a significant influence. It is those people who influenced him 

culturally and helped him to develop his mind and-personality. The cognitive process 

of thinking aricrshaping ideas in his mind can be considered a long drawn process that 

had its beginning much ahead of I 41
h April, 1891 when B R Ambedkar was born at 

Military Headquarters Of War (MHOW), near Indore in the present state of Madhya 

Pradesh. He was the fourteenth child ofRa.tiljiSakpal, a Subedar in British Army 
----------------

posted at MHO W. 

Ramji Sakpal (1848-1913), was born in the village named 'Ambadave'. It was 

situated near 'Dapoli' in the adjoining Mandangad Subdivision of the Ratnagiri 

District of Maharashtra. Ramji, like his father Maloji Sakpal, joined British Army in 

1866 and in course of time was promoted as a Subedar and served as 'Head Master of 

an Army school'2• 

The disciplined and upright nature of his father's life in British Army and thereafter 

influenced the upbringing of his children in a distinguished manner than a normal 

villager and it can be stated that it had profound influence for admiration for 

'Rationality' 'and 'Rule of Law and Justice' in the mind of young Ambedkar. 

In 1892, the British government abandoned its century old policy of indiscrimination 

of castes in recruitment and banned the recruitment of "untouchables" in their armies. 

The policy, known as "Kitchener 's Policy" upsurge a wave of protests in both inside 

and outside British Armies. As a friend and admirer of Mahatma Phooley, Subedar 

Ramji, father of B R Ambedkar, always took great interest the social problems of his 

time which concerned fate of his community3
. He also took a leading role in 

protesting against the 'Kitchener's policy'4 . 
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As Ambedkar himself said: 

"Once I was examining some bundles of old paper belonging to my father, when I 

found in them a paper which purported to be a petition sent by the commissioned 

and non-commissioned officers of the Mahar Community to the Government of 

India, against the order issued in 1892, banning recruitment of the Mahars in the 

A 
.. 5 nny . 

This discovery can be considered as one of the cornerstones that shaped the thinking

process of Ambedkar. 

The influence of his father, Ramji Sakpal needs a special mention in discussing the 

events that shaped the thoughts of Ambedkar. He used to read and recite to his 

children the great epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, the two unfailing 

sources of motive forces and great inspiration that have nurtured and moulded the 

lives of great men in India in generations together. Subedar Ramji Sakpal was a 

followerDfKabir. He was a hard working man and enforced discipline to his children. 

He lived a very industrious and intensely religious life and it may be stated that the 

strong discipline and the religious atmosphere which Ambedkar imbibed early in his 

childhood made him to dedicate and fight for a just cause later in his life with 

sincerity and devoutness6
. 

Although, Ramji was earning a meager pension amount of Rupees fifty, which was 

inadequate to, support his family, he managed to purchase new books for Ambedkar 

borrowing money from his married daughters and even pawning their ornaments. It 

was his ardent desire that his son would one day become a scholarly person, helped 

Ambedkar to inculcate the zeal of becoming a well educated person7
• 

The way Ramji influenced the daily life of Ambedkar when he was studying at 

Elphinstone High School; Bombay is worth noticing. While the family stayed in one 

room chawl at Parel and there were difficulties to provide necessary space and time 

for study, Ramji solved the problem of Ambedkar's studies by adjusting daily 

routines of himself and his son8
. 
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Ramji Sakpal died on 2nd February 1913. Dhananjay Keer (1971), the biographer of 

Ambedkar described his personality as: 

"Thus passed away an untouchable, Subedar Ramji Malogi who was to end of his life 

industrious, devotional and aspiring. He died in ripe age, but poor in wealth, for he 

had ran into debt but was exemplary in character and unconscious of his great legacy 
~ 

to his class, country and humanity. Having infused in his son strength of will to resist 

worldly temptations and a depth of spirituality very seldomfound in his son's 

contemporaries, he lefthimbehindtofighttheh-attfe offtfi:arrdbreakthe world to his 

way. 
y, 

The life of Ramji Sakpal and his son B R Ambedkar is a rare case of Depressed Class 

devoting father Wlio sacrificed everything to a son and the devoted son then 

dedicating himself to a divine cause of uplifting the oppressed humanity 10
• Ambedkar 

derived from his father painstaking spirit, his forceful mental energy and the intense 

interest in the welfare of his society 11
• 

2.3 Childhood Events 

The victory ofBritish over last Peshwa Baji Rao II in the decisive battle ofKhadki, in 

1818 was seen by the people of Backward and Depressed Classes as death-nail to 

Brahmin orthodoxy and release of common people from the tyranny of Peshwas. 

Women rej9iced and people became happy that the rule of Bajirao II came to an 

end 12
• With the beginning of British Rule in Western India and establishment of 

Bombay Province in 1818, the region came under growing influence of Western 

Education and thoughts. People, especially the educated segments, admired the 

British concepts of 'Rule of Law', liberty and fairness in justice. The demand for 

fairness in law-makings without favor to any caste, religion or creed became more and 

more as decades passed by. The protest lodged by Ramji Sakpal, father of Ambedkar 

and belonging to untouchable 'Mahar' community, on 'Kitchener's Policy' is a prime 

example of how the undercurrents in the society demanding fairness in justice was 

becoming stronger. Many scholars such as Baba Walangkar, Shivram Janba Kamble 

and others followed the suit of Ramji Sakpal. 
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It is imperative to refer to the 'Kitchener's Policy' incidence for two specific reasons. 

Firstly, it is an example of the ongoing changes in the society where Ambedkar grew, 

secondly how Ambedkar himself was influenced by the discovery of documents that 

portrayed his father as a man seeking fairness of justice 13
• 

Later on Ambedkar observed that: 

" ... to the codes of law promulgated by these authorities (Governors-in-Councils of 

Bengal, Madras and Bombay) must be added to the whole body of English Statute 

law introduced in India so far as it was applicable, by the Charter of George I in 

···· 1726 and-sueh-.olheFE-ng/ish.--Ac-Js-suh.se.qwmt-to.Jhatdate as were expressly 

extended to particular parts of the country. f.l" 

The growing concern for untouchables among a segment of people and especially 

people of British Army was also evident through the effort of Go pal Krishna (alias 

Gopal Baba) Walangkar was born in 1840. Gopal Krishna was born at Ravdal (near 

Mahad, Raigad District of Chattisgarh) and was related to Ramabai ( 1896-193 5), who 

subsequently became wife of Bhimrao Ambedkar. He was an army man and having 

retired from the army as Havaldar in 1886, he settled down at Dapoli. Gopal Baba 

was a pioneer of the movement for the emancipation of the 'Untouchables' and he 

founded the "Anarya Dosh-Parihar Samaj (Society for removal of evils among non

Aryans) in the same year. In 1888, he published his monthly Vittal-Vidahvansak 

(Destroyer of Ceremonial Pollu,tion) which was the first ever journal of the 

'Untouchables'. Subsequently, in 1889, he published his book in the same title. Gopal 

Baba died at Ravadal in 1909 and he was considered (Kadam, 1991) as the link 

between Jotiba Phooley and Ambedkar in the crusade against social inequality and 

injustice. 15 

Jotiba Phooley (1827-1890) was considered as the mentor of B R Ambedkar and in 

various writings. He was profoundly influenced by the ideas of Jyotiba Phooley' who 

inspired him to strive against Brahminism as Phooley's focus on social reform was 

the education of women and Shudras. He cited ignorance as the main reason behind 

their low condition. Ambedkar did not forget to bring the testimony to the profound 
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impact Jotiba Phooley had on his mind and activities. He inscribed his "'Who were the 

Shudras" to the memory of Jotiba Phooley in order to" show his respect to this great 

personality. Jotiba Phooley was a pillar of strength and a source of inspiration to 

thousands of people in Maharashtra 16
• 

In I 893, when Ambedkar was only 2 years old, his father Subedar Ramji Sakpal 

retired from British Army and shifted his family from MHOW to Dapoli, 

Maharashtra. The early childhoodyearsof Ambedkar was notimmune from shocks 

that he received being an untouchabte child: The incidenee of his elder brother, 

nephew and himself driving a bullock cart by themselves on a summer day to visit 

their father who was posted at Goregaon( in Khatav Taluka in the Satara District), 

where they were forced to stay thirsty from evening to midnight during the journey 

was 'the firsfrl.lde and shattering shock to the budding mind of Bhima( Ambedkar), 

that day he knew that he belonged to a family that was untouchable degraded to drink 

and eat on filthy things' 17
• 

Ambedkar himself described this event to have a very important place in his life. 

"I was a boy of nine when it happened But it has left an indelible impression in my 

mind. It gave me a shock such as I never received before, and it made me think 

about untouchability which, before this incident happened, was with me a matter of 

course as it is with many touchables as well as untouchables ... tx 

However, this was only one ofthe many events that hefaced due to his location in the 

social strata. Ambedkar as a child had another great shock when he came to know that 

the barber would prefer to shave a bullock than cutting his hair because he was an 

untouchable. It was his sister who used to cut his hair and wash his clothes as no 

washerman would wash the clothes of an untouchable. 19 Thus in his boyhood he 

experienced 'at the hand of his co-religionists the galling humiliations and the 

inhuman treatment under which his whole community had been labouring for untold 

ages' 20
• 

The formal education of Ambedkar began in 1896 at Dapoli when he was sent to a 

Marathi School at the age of five. In the year 1900, the ih November, he was 
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admitted to a Government School at Satara in the first standard. He continued his 

primary and middle school studies at this school (now renamed ~s Pratap Singh High 

School, Satara). It was at this school, his surname was changed to 'Arnbedkar' from 

'Arnbadavekar' by an affectionate Brahmin teacher bearing the same surname. In his 

early days in the entire school, Teacher Arnbedkar and Pendse were the only ones 

who were kind and affectionate to him. 

Arnbedkar faced shameful experience in his school life also. He and his elder brother 

were usually made to squat lnacorne~(;fthe cl~ss on a piece of gunny cloth which 

they had to carry themselves to the school. The teacher would not touch their note 

books nor did any one ask them to do anything related to class room study. When they 

felt thirsty ~h~y _tl1rl1~~ l12 th~ir IJ1()_llths __ l!p\Var<:l and somebody would kindly pour 

drinking water in to their mouths21
• 

It can be argued that this might be the reasons why Ambedkar had very little interest 

in studies and he pursued his hobbies of gardening affectionately than reading books 

in his early childhood. It can also be stated that Arnbedkar could never oecome the 

scholar he became had he continued his study at the school at Satara or such small 

places where the incidences of oppression to untouchables were at extremes. 

However, this did not happen and as such the nation is benefited immensely from the 

contribution of Dr B R Arnbedkar in the process of Nation Building. 

Ambedkar's mother died when he was just six years old. It was during his school 

days, his fatHer married f()r the seconcftirne. Arnbedkar did not like the idea of his 

father married for the second time and his mother's ornaments to be worn by the new 

woman.22 

He carne to know, through his married sisters, that small boys could get paying jobs at 

Bombay Mills. He decided to become independent of his father and to earn his own 

livelihood by going to Bombay and taking up jobs there. He decided to steal money 

from his physically handicapped Aunt, Mirabai, who used to look after the family 

after his mother died. However, his four night long attempts of stealing money from 

his aunt yielded no result as he found only half of an anna (about 2 paisa) in her purse. 

But, the experiences of stealing money in such wrongly manner gave a formidable 
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impact on his mind. He came to a decision that cbanged his mindset, he become
1 

studious and helped him to find his way charting a righteous path: 

" ... The four nights · experience was so nen'e-racking that I gave up the idea of 

collecting money in this shameful manner and I came to another decision- a decision 

that gave an entirely different turn to my life. I decided that I must give up my truant 

habits that I must study hard and get through my examinations as fast as possible, so 

that I might earn my own liveliho_QdJJndlH!-independentofmyfather "23
. 

The implication of this decision is unarguably significant as he later on became one of 

the few Indian with foreign degrees in higher education. 

Thus, while making a note that Ambedkar' s childhood memories were full of 

shameful experiences in school, rude shocks in social arena and self-realization that 

one should never do wrong etc, His father shifting to Bombay in 1904 was an another 

landmark event that inked a new chapter in the life history of Ambedkar. 

In 1904, after he passed his Standard IV examination his father moved to Bombay. 

The family began to stay in one room chawl at Parel. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar was 

first enrolled in Maratha High School, Parel (Bombay) but soon he was shifted to 

Elphinstone High School, Bombay. It was in the schools of Bombay he. developed 

passion for reading and with the active support from his father, he studied beyond his 

class books. 

The atmosphere in the school was better than the government school at Satara and 

Ambedkar could manage to study without enduring humiliations. But, there were 

several incidences that again reminded Ambedkar of the class to which he belonged. 

Although, Ambedkar could now participate in the class room activities, his activities 

were not immune from caste bias. One day the class teacher called upon Bhima 

(Ambedkar) to come to the black board to solve a geometrical theorem, instantly there 

was uproar in the class. The caste Hindu chiJdren. used to keep their tiffin boxes 

behind the black board. Since they feared that their boxes would be polluted by 

Bhima's presence near the black-board they ran to the black-board and hurled their 

tiffin boxes aside before Bhima could reach and tou.ch the black board.24 This 
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cracking sound of the tiffin boxes was no less piercing than the croaking voices of the 

children's parents at home and in the streets at the untouchables.25 

Ambedkar was not even immune from the educated segments. One of the teachers in 

the school tried to discourage Ambedkar from pursuing his study by telling him that it 

would be useless for him. During those days the untouchables were prohibited from 

learning Sanskrit. So the Sanskrit teachers refused to teach Sanskrit to untouchables. 

Thus, he and his elder brother were not allowed to take up Sanskrit as second 

language. 'The school life O:fAmbedkar was to receive its unkindest cut. The cut was 

too deep which all his life afterwards he remembered with strongest aversion' 26
• 

There is no doubt that all these offending and infuriating incidences made him 

stronger and more determined in his pursue towards his own higher study so that he 

could play a major role in empowering untouchables in fighting for their dues. It also 

made the young 'Bhiva1
' rebellious. His determination could be witnessed from the 

event when 'one day rising in anger he asked the teacher to mind his own 

businesses27
.' He also studied Sanskrit partly by himself to learn and acquire the vast 

knowledge available in Sanskrit literature. 'It was natural that his father's beliefs, 

struggles, and revolt had an effect on the young mind of Ambedkar. A feeling of 

questioning and protest grew strong in him after seeing the atmosphere of struggle 

around him at home and outside' .28 

2.4 Higher Education and Western Exposures 

In 1907, he passed Matriculation Examination from Elphinstone High School. 

Although he could score only 282 out of 750 marks, for an untouchable student this 

was an extraordinary achievement. For a boy from Mahar family passing the 

matriculation examination was an admirable feat 29 and the achievement was 

celebrated by the Depressed Class community too. A meeting was held under the 

leadership of S.K Bole, the well-known social reformer of Maharastra. This meeting 

was important on two grounds. First, it was during this meeting, Ambedkar met the 

1 Ambedkar was also called as "Bhiva" by his neighbours 
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1 
well known Marathi author and social refonner, Krishnaji Arjun Keluskar who was 1 

also an assistant teacher at Wilson High School. It was Sri Keluskar who played the 
1 key role in shaping the future of Ambedkar by facilitating scholarships for his higher 

1 education and secondly, he presented Ambedkar with his new book 'The Life of 

Gautam Buddha', the life and principles of Gautam Buddha became, later on, one of 1 

the prime drivers that transfonned his thoughts. 

The interest of Ke~uskar in the young Ambedkar shows that in the midst of all the 

contempt for untouchables, there were teachers who had tender affection for their 

students irrespective of the class or the caste they belonged to.30 The significance of 

K.A Keluskar in thelife of Ambedkar was explained by Keer (1971 ), the biographer 
-~------------- -

of Ambedkar: 

"By the significant present, he made to his disciple, he indirectly spurred him to 

attack the tyranny of the caste system and by securing him a scholarship, he 

enlightened his path and added ballast to his brains"31 

In January 1908 he joined the Elphinstone College, Bombay. He lost one year of his 

study due to ill health. During his study in the college, his father faced financial crisis 

and through K. A Kelusker, Ambedkar secured an interview with the Maharaja 

Sayajirao of Baroda who sanctioned a monthly scholarship of Rupees 25 for the 

completion of his graduation. He graduated from University of Bombay in January 

1913 in Bachelor of Arts. 

In his college days, he got support from Prof. Muller, Professor of Elphinstone 

College. Prof. Muller lent him books and have him clothes too. However, the adverse 

and insulting environment of Indian colleges and pitiable fate of Depressed Classes 

added to his restlessness and eagerness to explore new horizon32
. 

Ambedkar joined Baroda state forces as Lieutenant much against his father's wishes. 

However, his stay at Baroda was cut short by his father's death on 2nd February 1913. 

The agony of being an untouchable and the humiliation he received thereby continued 

during his stay at Baroda. The peons in his office used to throw office files to his table 

from a distance to avoid being polluted. He could not find an accommodation on his 
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own and had to stay with Pandit Atmaram, an Arya Samajist. After his father's death, 

he did not go back to his job at Baroda. The social conditions were unbearable for him 

to continue at Baroda, he resigned from the post. 

It was during this period, the undercurrent of discontent against British oppression 

and volcanic political unrest was roaring forth with unprecedented vigour. Keer 

(1971) pointed out that contemporary events like Tilak's deportation to Mangalay, 

transportation of Savarkar' s brothers to An dam an, imprisonment of several other 

leaders and editors, deaths of patriots in gallows etc. made an impact on Ambedkar's 

mind which can be seen in his thesis titled "The Evolution of Provincial Finance in 

British India"33
. 

After his father's death, Ambedkar was left on his own. His insatiable thrust for 

knowledge and ambition made him restless. He was not willing to return to Baroda to 

pursue the job. It was at this time he found his dream of pursuing higher studies come 

into reality. Maharaja Sayajirao Gaikawad of Baroda declared that he would be 

sending some students to America for higher studies. Ambedkar took this opportunity 

and met the Maharaja at his palace in Bombay. After listening to his story, Maharaja 

selected him for pursuing higher study in America on condition that he would serve 

Baroda state for ten years after completion of study, which Ambedkar agreed. 

In the same year (12 June, 1913), he left for Columbia University for higher studies. 

The incidence of him being selected for higher study by Maharaja of Baroda was a 

landmark incident in the life and events of Ambedkar. As Keer (1971) mentioned: 

"An untouchable, an abominable, Mahar going to a foreign land to cultivate the 

best, the enduring and the ennobling influence and imbibe the spirit of the age! 

Among the first-rate political leaders Ambedkar was the first to receive instructions 

on the land of Lincoln and Booker T Washington. J-1" 

India would have never had a leader of the same caliber that of Ambedkar had he not 

been selected by Maharaja of Baroda for sending to America for higher study. The 

period of his stay in America had profound impact on him. In those early years in 

America 'his own natural proclivities and interests found a healthy soil for growth, 
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and the experience served chiefly to strengthen him in his liftlong battle for dignity 

and equality for his people . .Js 

He studied Economics, Sociology, Moral Philosophy, Anthropology and Political 

Science as a Gaikwad Scholar at Columbia University. Here in this new environment 

he experienced a life and a world that was free from any stigma of caste36
. Ambedkar 

was in New York for three years from 1913-1916 and to him the life at Columbia 

University was a revelation. It was a new World for him which changed his mental 

model and he started believing in a new existence, a new meaning of his life37
• 

He found the atmosphere of New York more liberal than the Elphinstone College. He 

was impressed ~y the positive, compr~hensive and progressive thinking of the learned 

professors like,38 John Dewey, James Shotwel, Edwin Seligman, James Harvey 

Robinson, Franklin Giddings and Alexander Goldenweiser. He received a broad and 

deep exposure to an optimistic, expansive, pragmatic body of knowledge39
• 

At Columbia, Ambedkar studied under John Dewey (the initiator of pragmatic 

philosophy), who inspired many of his ideas about equality and social justice. 

Ambedkar later recounted that at Columbia he experienced social equality for the first 

time. "The best friends I have had in my life," he told the New York Times in 1930, 

"were some of my classmates at Columbia and my great professors, John Dewey, 

James Shotwell, Edwin Seligman, and James Harvey Robinson. "40 

John Dewey Had great influences on Ambedkar and helped him to crystallize many of 

his ideas about equality and social justice. Dewey's ideas provided the basis for a 

systematic analysis of problems relating to politics economics, society, religion, and 

history. 41 His pragmatic approach convinced Ambedkar that any philosophy which 

intended to offer a way to come out from human troubles must be dynamic and 

pragmatic. Dewey's method of inquiry influenced Ambedkar and he started 

objectively looking at the ancient philosophers of India. Ambedkar endorsed Dewey's 

emphasis on education as a means to change the world. 42 This can be taken as one of 

the reasons what led him to establish the People's Education Society in Bombay in 

1946 for the Depressed Classes. Zelliot ( 1969) points out it was in United States that 

the young Ambedkar acquired, 'a strong, unwavenng belief in the power of 
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democratic institutions to bring about social equality ' 43 and these ideas were 

inculcated in his mind by Dewey.44 

It is here in America that he realized the difference between Indian and American way 

of life. In that atmosphere his 'sensibilities accentuated and his perception got 

enlarged' .45 This may be one of the reasons that his writing style matured as seen 

from the letters46 he wrote to the father of one of his friends. It can be stated from the 

contents of this letter that the seeds of 'Ambedkar,_s campaign for self respect, self 

reliance and self improvement were sown at that time.~47 It also shows that Arnbedkar 

at this juncture realized that one should not resigri itself to their fate. He carne out 

with a diagnosis of the ills of his community and his remedy hinted at his role as the 

saviour. 

" .. we must now entirely give up the idea that parents give birth- 'janma '- to the 

child and not destiny- 'karma'. They can mould the destiny of the children ... our 

progress will be greatly accelerated if male education is pursued side by side with 

the female education .... Let your mission therefore be to educate and preach the 

idea of education to those at least who are near and in close contact with you. "411 

These are the seeds of future self-respect, self-help movement and the revolt against 

the philosophy of helplessness which later become cornerstones of his ideas and 

vision. 

In June 1915, Arnbedkar obtained his M.A. degree for his thesis on "Ancient Indian 

Commerce". In May 1916, he for the first time analyzed the caste system and he read 

a paper on "Castes in India, their Mechanism, Genesis and Development" at the 

Anthropology Seminar of Dr. A. A. Goldenweizer. It was published in the Indian 

Antiquary, in May 1917. It was also published in the form of a brochure, the first 

published work of Ambedkar. In the paper, Arnbedkar described endogamy as the 

"essence of caste" and that the caste was a 'closed class' .49 Arnbedkar extrapolated 

from this phenomena that the social evils such as sati, bans on widow remarriage, 

were both mechanisms designed ' to mop up' surplus women who otherwise would 

have to marry outside their caste as was the marriage of pre-pubescent girls, since it 

allowed widowers to find a wife from among their own caste 5°. It existed before 
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Manu whom he described as an ·audacious person,' who simply codified the existing 

caste rule.51 In 1917, Columbia University accepte4, his thesis for PHD on "The 

National Dividend of India- A Historical and Analytical study". He wrote the thesis 

under the guidance of Edwin Seligman. The thesis was later published in I 925 by P S 

King and Company, London. 

Both these papers indicate that although Ambedkar was gaining all he could from his 

educational opportunity in America, his attention was centered on using that 

knowledge tD analyze Indian situation52
• lt can be said that Ambedkar for the first 

time applied the concepts derived from western Social Sciences to Indian situation.53 

Thus, it can be stated that even though the seed of silent rebellion was laid at a tender 

age of the 'Bhiva' whenhe grewupbeinglreated un]ustly,during his academic career 

he came across the views and thoughts of various philosophers and leaders which he 

imbibed or even questioned to mould his ideas and to give a final shape. The 

formative years of Ambedkar were full of influences. On one hand he was being 

influenced by the great scholars of America while on the other he was consolidating 

his original ideas of silent rebellion. 54 

While in America, he was also greatly influenced by the Constitution of USA and its 

fourteenth Amendment which declared freedom to Negro. Moreover, he also observed 

how the various ethnic groups in America like the Irish, Italians and Jews were 

gaining political power through political pressure. The early twentieth century 

American dream of social and political equality in the great melting pot was apparent 

in both academic and social circles of New York. Thus, both Ambedkar's study at 

University and his interaction with local communities would have encouraged him to 

look for a political process through which social and political equality could be 

provided for all in Indian societi5
• 

He was also impressed by the life and political career of Booker T. Washington who 

was a great reformer and educator of Negro race. Booker T Washington died in 1915 

while Ambedkar was still in New York56
. 

In Ambedkar' s politics American influence seems strongest. He became a strong 

believer in the power of democratic institutions to bring about social equality. 
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Ambedkar's basic- faith in proper representation by depressed classes in political 

bodies may not be directly linked with American polity but it definitely had been 

influenced by the teachings of Prof. Dewey. John Dewey's philosophy offered 

favourable arguments for encouraging educated and politically aware people so that 

they could work out their social and political destiny on their own. Ambedkar' s 

methodology for emancipation and empowerment was directly related to optimistic, 

pragmatic American democracy, which preached equality, no barriers to upward 

mobility and an attitude ofrespectfor every citizen~7 . 

Ambedkar left United States on June 1916 and registered himself in London 

University on October, 1916. He enrolled himself in Grey's Inn to study Law. 

However, Ambedkar had to leave his studies abroad halfway and returned to India on 

July 1917, as the Diwan of Baroda wrote to him asking him to return home as the 

period of his scholarship was over. According to the contract he had to serve the state 

of Baroda for ten years. On his return he was appointed as a Military Secretary to the 

Maharaja of Baroda, with a view to being groomed for appointment as the State's 

finance minister58
. 

However, the painful experience of being an untouchable continued even though he 

was then a great scholar and just returned from USA. As he reached Baroda he could 

not get accommodation in any hotel or hostel due to his caste. He took shelter in a 

Parsee inn and stayed there for eleven days. He was treated by his staff and peons as a 

'leaper' .59 Peons flung office files on his table. They rolled the mat when Ambedkar 

got up to go. Drinking water was not available tobimin his office. 

The humiliations reached a 'climax', when on the eleventh day of his stay at the Parsi 

inn when a group of Parsees armed with 'lathis' issued an 'ultimatum' to Ambedkar 

to vacate the Parsee inn by evening where he was living in pretence as a Parsi. 

In the words of Ambedkar: 

"I cursed all and wept bitterly, qfter all/ was deprived of my precious possession

namely my shelter. It was no better than a prisoner's cell. But it was to me very 
. "60 precwus . 
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No Hindu or Muslim was prepared to give him shelter in the city. All this was 

unbearable to him. He sent a note to the Maharaja; hut the Diwan expressed his 

inability to do anything in the matter. Ambedkar reminisced this experience and 

described it thus: 

"The scene of a dozen Parsis armed with sticks lined before me in a menacing mood 

and myself standing before them with a terrifying look imploring for mercy is a scene 

so long a period as 18 years has not succeeded in fading away. I can even now vividly 

recall it and never recal/ittvitb_ouLlearsinmye_yes. ,r,J 

Depressed and Indignant Ambedkat left Baroda and went to Bombay in November 

1917. It was at this juncture of his life he felt sad and remorse by the treatment meted 

out to him at Baroda. 

He probably thought that if a person like him who possesses rare foreign degrees, is 

treated in this manner then what would be the conditions of the pitiable poor and 

ignorant people of India. 62 

This incident played a major role in shaping his thoughts and action and he decided to 

dedicate himself to the sacred cause ofthe suppressed humanity of India. He had no 

specific aim except his personal well being before him when he started his journey to 

America for education. However, within short period of time after return, he 

dedicated himself to lead underprivileged people towards achieving social and 

political equality. The events, education and other social processes and circumstances 

prevailing during the period of his stay in Arnerica and shortly after that had great 

influence in shaping his ideas and vision and helped him to decide about his future 

role in Indian polity.63 

2.5 Charting His Path as a Leader 

Being educated abroad and having seen the power and understood the necessity of 

print media to rouse the social conscience of mass, he undertook attempts in various 

phases to promote print media specially addressed for Depressed Class of people. 
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'Mook-Nayak' (TheLeader of the Dumb) was the first such effort. The weekly paper 

was started by Ambedkar on 31st January 1920. The "comment of Ambedkar in its 

inaugural issue expresses the objective of this venture vividly: 

"It is important to suggest ways and means to redress the wrongs done to the 

Depressed Classes, and to discuss the measures of their upliftment. A journal 

reaching the mass is the best means to achieve this end',r,4
. 

This venture, however, did have its prefuall.lre deain af1:erAmbedkar left for London 

on July 1920 to pursue further studies. For this he borrowed Rs. 5000 from his friend, 

Naval Bhatena and secured some financial help from Chatrapati Shahu Maharaj of 

Kolhapur. He completed his DSC from London University & Bar-at- law. 

However, Ambedkar, on return from London, ventured again to pursue his objective 

of empowering Depressed Classes through print media. On 3rd April 1927, he 

launched 'Bahiskriti Bharat' (Outcast India), a new fortnightly paper. It was an 

attempt to wrest the initiative for the Depressed Classes in their struggle for 

establishing Human Rights. The launching of this paper had a direct bearing on the 

historic Bahiskriti Conference, at 'Mahad' {Kolaba District) on 191
h and 201

h March 

1927. 

Ambedkar addressed the 'half-clad, embarrassed gathering of men & women, in an 

inspiring tone': 

"No lasting progress can be achieved unless we put ourselves through a three-fold 

process of purification. We must improve the general tone of our demeanour, re

tone our pronunciations and revitalize our thoughts I, therefore, ask you now to 

take a vow from the moment to renounce eating clarion. It is high time that we 

rooted outfrom our mind the ideas of highness and lowness among ourselves." 65 

It is during this conference, Ambedkar with a group of people exercised their right to 

take. water from the Chowdar tank, at Mahad. This incident, subsequently, took form 

of a larger socio-legal battle between upper caste Hindus and Untouchables. The 

Mahad Conference was not an ordinary event. It was a propitious launching of the 
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'Dalit' revolution. It was for the first time that the Dalits started a direct action.66 In 

the words of 'Bombay Chronicle', it was an event which changed not only 

Ambedkar's life but also the current of social and national reorganization.67 

The Mahad episode made Ambedkar the acknowledged leader of the untouchables. 

As Chandra Bharill ( 1977) commented: 

" ..... the chowder tank Satyagraha was a very important landmark in Ambedkar 's 

career as a social reforrrze_r a_s it,.egfjirmed his belief in the democratic, 

constitutional and peaceful methods of agitation as wei! as his tacit acceptance of 

Gandhi's weapon of Satyagraha which was frequently adopted by the Depressed 

Classes later on. "611 

Among other resolutions mentioned above an important resolution was also passed 

which was to bum the 'Manusmriti' publicly on December 25, 1927 which according 

to him perpetuated the social, economic, religious and political slavery of the 

untouchables. Ambedkar while speaking on the 'bonfire of Manusmriti', in an 

interview with T.V. Parvate said (1938): 

"The bonfire of Manusmriti wi:is quite intentional. We made a bonfire of it because 

we view it as a symbol of injustice under which we have been crushed across 

centuries. Because of its teaching, we have been ground down under de!lpicable 

poverty and so we made the clash, staked our lives, took our lives in our hands and 

performed the deed. ,.()<) 

A new bi-weekly called 'The Ostracised India' was published by Ambedkar on 3rd 

April 1927 which aimed to solidify the movement and to ensure justice of which 

Ambedkar was not very sure in the event of Independence of India.70 Ambedkar 

announced the launching of his another journalistic venture 'Janata' at a reception 

given in his honour prior to his departure to London to attend the Round Table 

Conference. The first issue of 'Janata' was published on 301
h November 1930 with 

Deorao Naik as its editor. This journal survived and it was later renamed as 

'Prabuddha Bharat' (India of the self enlightened Buddha) in 1955 with Yeswant Rao 

Ambedkar, son of Dr. B. R Ambedkar as its editor. 
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Ambedkar attempted to utilize the print media as a means to educate the people on 

various social, political, economic and other issues. The writings of Ambedkar that 

appeared in these journals were based on thorough knowledge and well-supported 

facts. It can be argued that by way of educating common people through these 

journals, the ideas and thoughts of Arnbedkar got crystallized and thus it helped to 

address the social issues in a more systematic manner. His writings breathed 

rationalism and humanism, and they revolutionized the outlook ofthe untouchables, 
7t . . ............ . 

completely, as never before . A111~edkl}(s methodology in approaching a problem 

was very methodological. In all his serious writings he has adopted the deductive 

method. He approached the issue from historical context, explaining its theoretical 

aspects and lastly providing necessary information and data in support of his 

arguments. 72 

In March 1930, The Nasik Satyagraha stood for the entry of untouchables to the 

Kalaram Temple. Ambedkar put forward a thought-provoking speech on the entry of 

Kalaram Temple: 

"The issue of Kalaram Temple is an appeal to the Hindu mind. The high caste Hindus 

deprived us from the far ages. Whether the same Hindus are willing to grant our 

humanitarian rights . will be the question raised from this Temple entry 

Satyagraha ........ This Satyagraha is one of the efforts for bringing about a change of 

heart among the High Caste Hindus. Hence the success of this effort depends on the 

Hindu mind set ........ who is willing to accept that man must be treated as man; he 

must be given humanitarian rights; human dignity should be established "73 

This satyagraha lasted for six years until April 1936. Ultimately it ended without 

gaining its specific objective. Though, Ambedkar had from the beginning looked at 

the temple entry as relatively unimportant part of his programme which would not 

bring about any radical changes in the lives of Depressed Classes. It was started 

because he felt it was the best way of energizing the Depressed Classes and making 

them 'conscious' of their positions/4 He is reported to have told the Nasik leaders 

that he was more interested in securing political rights for the untouchables than in 

gaining them entry to temples. 
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When the Nasik Satyagraha petered out, Am bedkar spoke in the 'Yeo Ia Conference', 

on 13 October I 935, that in Hinduism they have always suffered so it is best to leave 

it for their own pride and progress. Here at this juncture he made a public vow, that he 

was born a Hindu not of his choice, but he will not die as a Hindu."75 

Ambedkar was in favour of reforms from within. It can be mentioned that Ambedkar 

was learning himself from the outcomes of the above mentioned incidents and these 

incidents were helping him to devise a long term constructive programme towards 

sustaining high level of morals among the oppressed which would bring about 

changes in the existing social, economic, political arenas relating to education, respect 

for Dalits, backward classes, women's rights as well as in the development of their 

livelihoods. 

On behalf of the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha, Ambedkar submitted a memorandum to 

the Simon Commission demanding Joint Electorate with reservation of seats for the 

Depressed Classes. 76 He struggled for separate electorates for the Depressed Classes. 

He became a nominated member of Bombay Legislative Council in 1927. In 1929, 

Ambedkar made the controversial decision to co-operate with the all-British Simon 

Commission which was to look into the setting up a responsible Indian Government in 

India. The Congress decided to boycott the Commission and drafted its own version of 

a Constitution for free India. Unfortunately the Congress version made no provisions 

for the Depressed Classes. Ambedkar became more skeptical of the Congress's 

commitment to safeguard the rights of the Depressed Classes. 

Ambedkar was invited to the Round Table Conference in London held from November 

1930 to January 1931 to represent the Depressed Classes. He emphatically declared that 

before the British came the evil of 'untouchability' was rampant and now after 150 

years of British rule, this evil had not abated. The British had done nothing to alleviate 

the status of the Depressed Classes. He declared that India must have a minimum of 

Dominion Status. He pressed for a separate electorate for the Depressed Classes. 

At the Second Round Table Conference, he repeatedly clashed with Gandhi. When a 

separate electorate was announced for the Depressed Classes, Gandhi went on a fast 

unto death against this decision. Leaders rushed to Ambedkar to drop the demand for a 

separate electorate. Finally on September 24, 1932, Ambedkar (as a representative of 
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the Depressed Classes) on the humanitarian ground to save the life of and Gandhi 

signed the historic PDona Pact with him According to the pact the separate electorate 

demand was replaced with special concessions like reserved seats in the regional 

Legislative Assemblies and Central Council of States. 

On October 13, 1935, at a conference at Nasik, Ambedkar reviewed the progress made 

on the condition of the 'untouchables' in the decade since Ambedkar started his 

agitation. Ambedkar declared that their efforts had not borne the kind of results he had 

expected. 

The British Government agreed to hold elections at the provincial level in 1937. The 

Congress, Muslim League and Hindu Mahasabha started gearing up for the elections. 

Ambedkar set up the Independent Labor Party in August 1936 to contest the elections 

in the Bombay province. On February 17, 1937, Ambedkar and many ofhis candidates 

won it with a thumping majority. Around the same time, the Chowdar Valley water 

dispute which was referred to the Bombay High Court in 1927 finally handed down its 

verdict in favour of the Depressed Classes. 

Ambedkar introduced Bills in 1937 to abolish the "khoti" system ofland tenure in the 

Konkan region, the serfdom of agricultural tenants and the Mahar "watan" system of 

working for the Government as slaves. In July 1942, he joined the Viceroy's Executive 

Council as a Labour Member. On July 15, 1947, the British Parliament passed the act 

of Indian Independence and on August 15, 194 7, India became free. Ambedkar was an 

elected member of the Constituent Assem!Jly of India. He was elected to the Drafting 
I 

Committee and ultimately, elected, its Chairman. Ambedkar was also invited to join the 

Cabinet as the Minister of Law. In February 1948, Ambedkar presented the Draft 

Constitution before the people of India. As the chairperson of the Constitution drafting 

committee Ambedkar was instrumental in the incorporation of the principle of 

Fundamental Rights in the Constitution. 

He. resigned in September 1951 from Nehru's cabinet on the issue of Hindu Code Bill. 

After resigning from Nehru's Cabinet Ambedkar contested Lok Sabha election as an 

opposition leader in 1952 and 1954. He was defeated in both these elections. However, 

in March 1952, he was elected to the Rajya Sabha. 77 
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Ambedkar's first wife Ramabai had died in I 935. She was a 'reticent, determined and 

self respecting' lady. She had spent the first part of her married life in distress even 

then she was quiet and undemanding. She was always prepared to sacrifice and 

supported the mission undertaken by Ambedkar. 78 Thirteen years after the death of his 

first wife on 14 April 1948, he married Dr. Sharda Kabir, a Brahmin by birth and a 

medical doctor by profession. 

Ambedkar had started moving away fmm Hioouism in 1935 itself when he had 

publicly declared-·thathe wasnofg.Oing to-die-as a-Hindu. In 1936, · Ambedkar also 

wrote and published 'Annihilation ofCaste', his undelivered presidential address to the 

'Jat-Pat-Todak Mandai' Conference at Lahore where he resolved to give up Hinduism. 

In May 1956;-Amoedt<arcon1nouteoan-arilde 'Buddha and the Future of his Religion' 

to the 'Mahabodhi Society Journal' in which he expressed his preference for Buddhism. 

Ambedkar started writing his book 'The Buddha and His Dhamma' on 14 October 

1951. It was finally published in 1957 after his death~ In the third week of December 

1954, he started writing 'The Riddle in Hinduism'. which, too, was published after his 

death. 

In a public speech at Agra on 24 March, 1956, Ambedkar revealed that he had three 

missions in life, to bring learning in each house of the untouchable, to secure adequate 

representation to them in the services and to emancipate the untouchables living in the 

villages. He expressed his satisfaction over the first two missions but regretted that he 

could not fulfill the third mission and pledged to endeavour to achieve the last mission 

till his end oflife.79 

Meanwhile on 24 May 1956, Ambedkar formally announced on the day of Buddha 

Jayanti that he would embrace Buddhism in October 1956. The actual conversion took 

place in Nagpur on 14 October 1956. Ambedkar embraced Buddhism along with his 

wife and lakhs of his supporters. On 15 November 1956, Ambedkar went to 

Kathmandu to attend the World Buddhist Conference where he delivered a lecture on 

'Buddha and Marx'. He died at his Delhi residence on 6 December 1956. 
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2.6 Summary and Conclusion 

Ambedkar became the first 'Pan Indian Untouchable leader' not by chance his 

intelligence and played a key role as did the familial, social, and the regional contexts 

which shaped his destiny, notably as their heir of the pioneering anti Brahmin 

movement of Maharastra and as the recipient of the support extended to him by 

Maratha Maharajahs. His socio-politico awareness and militancy were directly 

attributed to the predicament of his caste and his family. But the decisive factor in 

shaping his revolt against the caste system was his education overseas, which exposed 

him to egalitarian values and allowed him to defy the mechanisms of caste. On his 

return to India he further refined his tools of 'sociological analysis' to fight for the 

betterment of the Untouchables.80 

A.C Pranjpe,81 while analyzing the historical and personality factors of Ambedkar 

quotes the Social psychologist, Milton Rokeach who points out that in any social 

reformatory movement, values of freedom and equality get supreme importance. 

Ambedkar' s philosophy of life represents this idea as a social reformer; his ultimate 

goal was to have freedom and equality for the downtrodden people. His belief in 

equality can be understood referring to the kind of treatment meted out to him 

throughout the formative part of his life. Social movements are not idiosyncratic 

events which occur randomly; rather, they are collective attempts to bring about--or 

prevent-- either individual or institutional social change by means characterized in 

identifiable patterns of behavior. The preceding sections attempts to examine the 

nature of an ideology of protest and locates it within the broader framework of a 

concurrent social value systems, upbringing, education and social movements to 

redefine them. 

The doctrine of Ambedkar deals with presentation of arguments promoting the rights 

of individuals trapped within the lower levels of the caste system. This integration of 

Ambedkar's philosophy with a historical overview of social protest provides an 

excellent balance of ideological positing with established fact. He was able to analyze 

the social issues from present perspective, observations were drawn from the 

functioning of the system and then he proceeded to find out the possible causal factors 

for the prevalence of such system. Thus, we can find watermark of his academic stint 
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overseas in his 'deductive' approach of problem solving. The rationale of Ambedkar's 

movement can be stated as a 'protest movement'. It is this protest framework that 

enables one to understand and even appreciate Ambedkar's critique of the efforts of 

early and contemporary social reformers directed towards eradicating of 

untouchability and providing social justice to the underprivileged82
• 
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Chapter-III 

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL IDEAS OF DR. B R AMBEDKAR 

3.1 Introduction 

Social and political philosophies deals with human actions and they are grounded at 

social level enquiries towards explaining and interpreting social facts, provide the 

critique of the explanations and interpretations 1• 

Political thought is the sum total of ideas on matters relating to politics, state and 

government as expressed by the thinkers. It is historical in nature because it is 

described as history. It aims to analyze, examine and evaluate issues that have 

universal concern and are of interest to the thinkers2
• 

Political ideology explains our social reality, interprets it in a certain way, evolves a 

set of interrelated principles, contests the nature of the political system and prescribes 

appropriate action. Thus, political ideas are explanatory or interpretative as well as 

normative3
. 

Political ideas are related to politics but they are also related to the history. Thus, 

understanding political ideas in its historical context is essential to understand the 

same in real sense. Political ideas of a thinker emerge after taking into account the 

age of his times and thus political philosophy of a thinker can only be understood in 

its historical context. A text without a context is a structure without a base and thus 

Machiavelli is better understood in the context of renaissance, Hobbes and Locke in 

the background of English Civil War and Marx in the light of growing capitalism of 

western society4
• 
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Political ideas thrive on political issues of contemporary society. Such issues can be 

'Social Justice', 'Feminism', 'Cultural identities', 'Environmentalism' etc5
. In order 

to develop a framework for understanding political ideas, understanding essential 

ingredients of political thoughts would be of great help. Political thought is about 

politics in so far as it makes it as its subject matter, it is history in so far as it 

represents an age, it is theory so far as it examines on the concepts it works on and it 

is philosophy in so far as it speculates on political terms and categories.6 

Bhargava and Acharya (2008) described 'Liberty, Equality, Justice, Rights, 

Democracy, Citizenship, State, Gender, Civil society' as the concepts of political 

theory and 'Liberalism, Socialism, Nationalism' as political ideologies, 'Secularism, 

Affirmative action' as the political arguments7
• 

Social philosophy encompasses political philosophy also. The issues which are taken 

up for study in political philosophy can fall within the scope of social philosophy. For 

example, such concepts as state, nation, sovereignty, authority, government, justice 

and rights, which are studied in the domain of political philosophy, are also found to 

be discussed in the context of social philosophy. However, some of the concepts like 

nature of human actions, values, social facts, social laws and social explanations are 

not generally discussed in the field of political philosophy. However, the distinction 

between the scope of social philosophy and that of political philosophy is more a 

matter of convention than a matter of rigorous definition8
. 

3.2 B. R. Ambedkar: His Social Ideas 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Ambedkar's life was shaped and influenced by 

his bitter and degrading personal experiences as untouchables. It was this which led 

him to search of the origin of untouchability. His quest of knowing the roots of social 

evils can be seen in his writings of "The Untouchables", ''The Shudra, Who were they 

and how they come to be the fourth varna of Indo-Aryan society", "Caste in India, its 

mechanism, genesis and development" , "Hindu Social Order: Its essential 

principles", "Philosophy of Hinduism" and 'Annihilation of Caste". His social ideas 

were shaped during his formative years and matured in his later stages of life but it 

51 



remained focus on the desire for the uplift of the down-trodden, which found 

expression in all his social ideas. 

3.2.1 Explaining and Interpreting Existing Social Order 

Ambedkar made a comprehensive enquiry about the then existing Hindu social order 

and argued that the 'Hindu Social Order' had the sanction of Hindu religion. In his 

works that included "Philosophy of Hinduism", "Hindu Social Order; Its essential 

principles" and "Annihilation of Caste", he attempted at explaining, interpreting and 

criticizing the Hindu Social Order and came up with his own normative ideas of an 

alternative system of society which was to be based on justice. 9• 

For Ambedkar, the existing social order was formed on the basis of Hindu religious 

norms and these were deeply rooted in the system of Hindu Chaturvarna (or four 

classes). In his essay "Hindu Social Order: Its essential principles", he mentioned that 

human rights did not find any place in the social order and the social order was based 

primarily on class or varna and not on individuals. He explained that originally there 

were four varnas: "Brahmins (Priest)", "Khastriya (Warriors)", "Vaishyas (Traders)" 

and "Shudras (Servants)", later untouchables were added as the fifth class 

(Panchama) 10
• However, he maintained that the social order was not limited to five 

divisions only; these got further divided into sub-class or sub-castes resulting into 

hundreds and thousands of them. 

In the same essay he analysed the position of an individual in relation to the society 

and stated that: 

"The unit of Hindu society is not the individual Brahmin or the individual 

Khastriya or the individual Shudra or the individual Panchama. Even the family 

is not regarded by the Hindu Social Order as the unit of society except for the 

purpose of marriage and inheritance. The unit of Hindu society is the class or 
/1, varna. 
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From the above position of individual m the Hindu society, he forwarded his 

argument that: 

" ... there is no room for individual merit and no consideration of individual 

justice. If the individual has a privilege it is not because it is due to him 

personally. The privilege goes with the class and if he is found to enjoy it, it is 

because he belongs to that class. Contra wise, if an individual is suffering from a 

wrong, it is not because by his conduct he deserves it. The disability is the 

disability imposed upon the class and if he is found to be labouring under it, it is 

because he belongs to that class". 12 

While summarizing the centrality ofthe philosophy of Hinduism, Ambedkar observed 

that the Hindu Social Order neither put "Society at centre' nor it accepted 'individual 

at centre' and thus the Hindu social order failed the test of either justice or utility. He 

commented that: 

"The centre of the ideal (of Hindu social order) is neither individual nor society, It 

is a class, it is a class of supermen called Brahmins .... It holds that to be right and 

good the act must serve the interest of a class of supermen, namely the Brahmin. 

Anything which serves the interest of this class is alone entitled to be called 

d /3 .. goo. 

His writings and speeches revealed that he listed three basic principles on which the 

existing social order was grounded upon. 

Ambedkar' also examined the religious texts to understand the reason behind class 

division and he found that the class system was able to survive so long because of 

religious sanctity. According to religious texts, different classes 'were created from 

the different parts of the Divine body' and thus 'it must be Divine will that they 

should remain separate and distinct' 14
• He was also of the view that in such a social 

framework there was no distinction between legal and moral aspects of the society 

and thus what was treated morally as right and good, there was legal sanction for that 

too 15
• 

The first principle was the 'principle of graded inequality', this principle, the 

fundamental one, divided the society both vertically and horizontally. As per this 
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principle the society was made hierarchical with Brahmins occupying the top rank 

followed by Khastriya, Vaishya, Shudra and Ati-Shudra or Untouchables. The 

principle of gradation had spirituaL moral and legal sanction and thus there was no 

sphere of life which was not regulated by this principle. He also observed that this 

principle had encompassed human lite in all spheres including social, political and 

economic realm 16
. 

He commented that: 

"Nowhere has society consecrated its occupations- the ways of getting a living 

Economic activitv has always remained outside the sanctity of religion. Feudalism 

with its gradation. lt'ilh its lords, villains and serfs, was purely social in character. 

There was nothing scared about it. The Hindus are only people in the world whose 

social relations are consecrated by religion and made scared, eternal and 

inviolate "17
. 

Graded inequality was also accompanied by hierarchical and graded entitlements to 

various rights to different classes. The entitlements increased in ascending order from 

Untouchables to Brahmins. In this hierarchical arrangement, rights and privileges of 

one class became disabilities or denial of rights to the lower class particularly for 

untouchables 18
• 

Thorat (2008) described it as the phenomenon of 'fixation of rights' where it left no 

scope of individual capabilities, choices and inclinations. In other societies, economic 

stratifications existed but there was freedom to move from one occupation to another. 

Such free mobility prevented social isolation and exclusion. Prevention of such 

mobility hindered establishment of a free social order 19
. 

The second principle that Ambedkar put forward in. interpreting Hindu Social Order 

was that the varnas were based on occupations and since the varnas had Divine 

sanction, each class has to follow the work assigned to his or her class. Individuals 

had no choice to change his occupation and punishments were given for violating the 

principle of occupation20
• 
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The caste system provided the mechanism to maintain the order of the society through 

social and economic penalties. The instruments of social and economic boycott were 

the main forms of penalties laid down against violating the codes of the system21
• 

Since, a shudra could not undertake jobs other than serving higher castes; the upward 

mobility in social and economic realm was severely restricted. Finally, he observed 

that the assignment of class was not based on individual merit, it was decided by 

birth22
• 

Denial of equal access to education is another core feature of the caste system. In 

Arnbedkar's view, the concept of formal education in Hindu social order was quite 

narrow. Formal education was confin~~Ltothe study of religious scriptures like Veda 

in schools which were established for this purpose. The state never held itself 

responsible for opening establishments for study of arts and sciences that concerns life 

of merchants and artesian. In the absence of a formal educational system, each class 

managed to transmit its progeny the ways of doing things it was traditionally engaged 

in doing. Thus, illiteracy became an inherent part of the class or caste system. 

Fixation of rights within a class and graded inequality resulted in denial of rights to 

education and opportunities to develop human capabilities23
. 

In this context, Ambedkar criticised Manu saying that: 'Manu is the only divine law 

giver who has denied the common man the right to knowledge' 24
• 

Thus, these thlee principles completely disregard individual's ability or merit and thus 

exhibit an 'unjust' society where mobility is severely restricted in all spheres of 

human life. Such a society, Ambedkar argued can not be an 'ideal society' and thus he 

felt that the existing social order needs attention. He not only suggested the total 

annihilation of caste or caste based society, his point of contention was to form an 

'ideal or just society that would be classless or casteless' 25
. 
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Ambedkar' s vision of a just society was based on two essential principles: 

"The first is that the individual is an end in itself and the aim and object of the 

society is the growth of the individual and the development of his personality. 

Society is not above the individual and if the individual has to subordinate himself 

to society, it is because such subordination is for his betterment and only to the 

extent necessary. The second essential is that the terms associated life between the 

members of society must be regarded by the consideration founded on liberty, 

equality and fraternity. 26
" 

Here one can find the paradigm shift in his vision of an ideal society. Whereas in the 

prevailing society, there was no place of individual's merit, Ambedkar advocated for 

a society where individual was the prime concern. Moreover, there was a marked 

deviation in the concept of relationship among individuals. Whereas, in the existing 

society, the relationships were fixed or pre-determined and based on class, in his 

'ideal society' he argued that these relationships ought to be based on liberty, equality 

and fraternity. 

Ambedkar wanted to justify the order of any society based on 'the test of justice' and 

'the test of utility'. It was this judgemental analysis that led him to discard the then 

contemporary Hindu society. In his essay "Philosophy of Hinduism", he stated that 

'the norm or' the criterion for judging right and wrong in the modern society is justice" 

and justice 'is simply another name for liberty, equality and fraternity' 27
. 

In his essay on the "Hindu Social Order: Its Essential Principles", he has divided 

liberty into two categories namely 'civil liberty' and 'political liberty'. The first 

category, 'civil liberty' according to Ambedkar referred to three basic liberties: liberty 

of movement, liberty of speech (including liberty of thought, reading and discussion) 

and liberty of action. The second category, 'political liberty' consisted the right of the 

individual to share in the framing of laws and in the making and unmaking of 

governments28
. 
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However as per Ambedkar liberty must be accompanied by three social conditions: 

social equality, economic equality and education for all. All these liberties were 

restricted to a particular class in the Hindu social order and thus a new social order 

was needed for human liberty29
. 

While acknowledging the fact that all human beings might not be equal with regard to 

physical strength, in material wealth or mental capacity, but still human beings 

possessed in degree and kind fundamental characteristics that was common to 

humanity. Emphasis must be placed on the term 'moral' because no rational 

component of moral equality was ever disputed. While explaining the importance of 

moral equality, Ambedkar explained: 

"Why is Equality essential? The best exposition of the subject is by Prof Beard in 

his essay on 'Freedom in Political Thought' and I shall do no more than quote him. 

Says Prof Beard: - ' ... It (moral equality) is asserted against inequalities in 

physical strength. talents, industry, and wealth. It denied that superior physical 

strength has a moral right to kill, eat, or oppress human beings merely because it is 

superior. To talents and wealth, the ideal of moral equality makes a similar denial 

of right. And indeed few can imagine themselves to have superior physical strength; 

talents and wealth will withhold from inferiors all moral rights. In such 

circumstances government and wealth would go to superior physical strength; 

while virtue and talents would serve the brute man, as accomplished Greek slaves 

served the whims, passions and desires to Roman conquerors. When the last bitter 

word of criticism has been uttered against the ideal of moral equality, there 

remains' something in it which all, except things, must accept and in practice do 

accept, despite their sheers and protests. A society without any respect for human 

personalities is a band of robbers ·. "30 

In his essay on "Philosophy of Hinduism", Ambedkar explained the meanmg of 

'fraternity'. He said: 

"There are two factors prevalent in Society. Individualism and Fraternity. 

fraternity is another name for fellow feeling. II consists in a sentiment which leads 

an individual to identify himself with the goods of others whereby the good of 
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others becomes to him a thinK naturally and necessarily to be attended to like any 

of the physical conditions of our existence. Jl" 

In his other essay on "The Hindu Social Order: Its Essential Principles", while 

discussing as one of the key essentials of a just society or free society for a free social 

order, he stated: 

"Fraternity is the name for the disposition of an individual to treat men as the 

object of reverence and love and desire to be in unity with the fellow beings. 

Fraternity strengthens socialites and gives to each individual a stringer personal 

interest in practically consulting the welfare of others. 32
" 

In his essay, "Annihilation of Casre''-, he-eommented: 

"An ideal society should be mobile, should be full of channels for conveying a 

change taking place in one part to other parts. In an ideal society there should be 

many interests consciously communicated and shared. There should be varied and 

free points of contact with other modes of association. In other words there must be 

social endosmosis. 33
" 

3.2.3 Prescriptions for Forming a .Just Society 

Ambedkar's interpretation of the Hindu social order as a system of governance in 

general was based on three inter-related elements: Unequal and hierarchical division 

of social and economic rights across classes; fixed rights in a particular class and 

sustainability of such system through instruments of social and economic penalties 

and moral and legal justifications with Divine sanction34
. Varna system or class 

system was the basis of contemporary Hindu social order and he believed that it was 

the very system of class division which was responsible for all the evils of the society. 

On the other hand, he had a clear vision of an ideal or just society based on liberty, 

equality and fraternity. Since, the contemporary caste based society had religious 
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sanction in it thus making it infallible; it would not be possible to break caste without 

annihilating the religious notions on what the caste system was founded 35
• 

He classified social reforms into various categories. Of which he felt that religious 

reforms are difficult to bring forth. He stated: 

"Social reforms fall into different species. There is a species of reform, which does 

not relate to the religious notion of people but is purely secular in character. There is 

also a species of reform, which relates to the religious notions of people. Of such a 

species of reform, there are two varieties. In one, the reform accords with the 

principles of the religion and merely invites people, who have departed from it, to 

revert to them and to follow them. The second is a reform which not only touches the 

religious principles but is diametrically opposed to those principles and invites 

people to depart from and to discard their authority and to act contrary to those 
. . I ,j() prmczp es. 

Thus, Ambedkar wanted to formulate a new doctrinal basis for Hindu religion in 

consonance with liberty, equality and fraternity. He stressed on a paradigm shift in 

interpretation of religious texts and considerable scrapping and chipping off the ore 

they contain, which were instrumental in formulating principles against fraternity or 

fellow feelings37
. 

In this context, Ambedkar gave examples of Sikh and Muslim religions and advocated 

the principle of 'associated mode of life' as the basis for establishment of a just 

society. As pet him, the contemporary Hindu social order denied three basic rights: 

'physical weapon' (by denying right of military service), 'political weapon' (denial of 

political power to protect them) and 'moral weapon' (denial of right to get 

educated)38
. 

Ambedkar then proceeded arguing that in order to make available these three rights to 

the people of depressed class, a new social order based on justice would be necessary. 

For the establishment of such a new social order, a complete change in the 

fundamental notions of life would also be necessary. He looked into the three 

practical possibilities for the same: 'Annihilation of caste system', 'introduction of 
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inter-caste dining' and 'inter-caste marriage'39
'
40

• He himself attended such dinners 

and marriages whenever he got an opportunity 41
• 

About inter-caste marriage, he said: 

"Fusion of blood can alone create the feeling of being kith and kin and unless this feeling 

of kinship, of being kindered, becomes paramount, the separatist feeling- the feeling of 

being aliens, created by Caste will not vanish. Among the Hindu, inter-marriage must 

necessarily be a factor of greater force in social life that it need be in the life of non

Hindu. Where society is already well-knit by other ties, marriage is an ordinary incident 

of life. But where society cut asunder marriage as a binding force becomes a matter of 

urgent necessity. The real remedy for breaking caste is inert-marriage. Nothing else will 

h I if 
,./£ serve as t e so vent o caste. 

Ambedkar was a practical reformer who after taking stock of the whole situation 

came to the conclusion that very little could be achieved in the practical field in the 

effort of abolition of caste system. Since, the high caste Hindus, especially the 

Brahmins did not stand to gain from such efforts but much to loose, the remedies 

would elicit little or no result. Under this circumstance, he argued that it would be 

necessary for the Depressed Classes to empower and emancipate themselves through 
. 43 vanous means. . 

Proposing a more practical approach he stated: 

"The depressed classes (shoul3) think that the surest way of their elevation lies in 

higher education, higher employment and better ways of earning a living. Once 

they become well placed in the scheme of social life, the would become respectable 

and once they become respectable, the religious outlook of the orthodox is sure to 

undergo changes and if this did not happen it could do no injury to their material 

interests . .. -1-1 

Ambedkar prescribed three pronged approach for social upliftment of Depressed 

Class. He suggested that 'education, organization and agitation' were the key 

elements needed for the same. Ambedkar believed that the mental lethargy, the 

reconciliation with social norms and satisfaction from present were the impediments 
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in the mind of the depressed class from being emancipated and empowered. Thus, he 

stated that the social evils could be destroyed through knowle{}ge and education could 

be the only means to achieve it. Education might not destroy the class system but it 

might help to dissolve the boundaries of caste and class in the lower strata of Indian 

society. Besides, formal educations, he also put equal emphasis on informal education 

as a prime enablers for drive against caste and untouchability45
• 

3.3 B. R Ambedkar: His Political Ideas 

Ambedkar's political philosophy was closely related to the most immediate and 

accumulated issues of human)ife and essentially in accordance with the fact of 

society.46 Thus, in order to understand political ideas of Ambedkar, it would be 

necessary to understand his thoughts about interrelations of State, Government, 

Society and Individuals. It would also be necessary to deliberate about the concepts, 

ideologies of political theory and political arguments as put forward by Ambedkar. 

3.3.11deas on State, Government, Rights and Democracy 

Ambedkar was a great admirer of Parliamentary system of Government. According to 

him, there are three inherent characteristics of the system. Firstly, free and fair 

elections from time to time. Secondly, in the form of government no single individual 

can presume the authority that he knows everything and that he can make the laws 

and carry the government. The laws are to be made by the representatives of the 

people. Finally, the elected representatives, the legislatures and ministers must have 

the confidence of the people renewed in themselves at given periodicit/7
. 

However, he was aware ofthe pitfalls ofthe Parliamentary democracy. Parliamentary 

democracy, Ambedkar wrote, made not even a nodding acquaintance with economic 

equality. "It failed to realize the significance of equality and did not even endeavour 

to strike a balance between liberty and equality, with the result the liberty swallowed 

equality and thus left a progeny of inequalities "48
. 
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However, Ambedkar saw no alternative to political democracy and therefore firmly 

believed in it as an appropriate form ofpolitical organization, but at the same time he 

emphasised the need to strengthen the social and economic foundation tor a smooth 

functioning of democracy, which he saw as the tissues and fibres of political 

democracy by making socialism as a part of the constitution. Thus, his concept of 

state socialism is constitutional state socialism with parliamentary democracy. He 

therefore advocated for a political-economic framework, namely, constitutional state 

socialism with parliamentary democracy. This combination was necessary to ensure 

that social and economic organizations would be more egalitarian and consequently, 

the parliamentary democracy would become more meaningful to the under 

.. 1 d49 pnv1 ege . 

He wanted people to develop democracy as a state of mind, a style of social life 

which assured them work and security, proper facility for education and human rights 

for all. Volunteerism claimed an important place in Ambedkar's concept of 

democracy. The state should not have any control on every aspect of human life. He 

said that no law should be made abridging the freedom of speech, of the press, of 

association and of assembly except for consideration of public order and morality. He 

stressed upon the need of all kinds of freedom so that people may keep themselves in 

larger liberty. 

According to Ambedkar, political democracy is based on four premises: i) individual 

is an end in himself, ii) individual has certain inalienable rights which must be 
' 

guaranteed to him constitutionally, iii) individual shall not be required to forego any 

of his constitutional rights as a condition precedent to the receipt of a privilege, iv) 

state shall not delegate power to individual to govern others. 

Ambedkar believed firmly in the idea that democracy requires the functioning of a 

moral order of the society. He felt that democracy can not be achieved through free 

government or enacting laws only because there are vast sphere of social life where 

laws could only become success ifthe society has enough moral,ity to do so50
. 

Speaking about Democracy for India, he stated that (1938): 
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''I am no believer in democracy as an ideal to be pursued in all circumstances and 

all times. In this country we have a democracy but it is a democracy which has 

ceased to exercise its intelligence. It has bound itself hand and foot to one 

organization and only one. It is not prepared to sit in judgement over the doings or 

the thinking of this organization. I consider it the greatest malaise. a disease and a 

sickness. It has affected all our people. Democracy must learn that its safety lies in 

having more than one opinion regarding the solution of a particular problem, and 

in order that people may be ready to advice with their opinion, democracy must 

learn to give a respectful hearing to all who are worth listening to. "51 

Ambedkar subscribed to a political order informed with rights, democracy and 

socialism. He employed socialism to critique an order based merely on rights, while 

socialism without a commitment to rights would tend to authoritarianism. A good 

society can not be but democracy- a democracy informed with rights and socialism. 

In constructing the relation across them Ambedkar laid great stress on human agency 

and a strong state 52
. 

Ambedkar favoured the functional theory of the state. He accepted the notion of the 

state as a legal and constitutional creature. He also held a general view that the state is 

not only the source of law but also a creature of law. The state was a legal and 

constitutional system that represented the principle of equality. As a liberal he 

believed that the individual was ·the unit of political process however, he himself 

contradicted by saying that the significant unit in any society is not the individual but 

the group. For instance his advocacy of communal representation and reservation was 

in principle a negation of the notion of the individual as the basic unit of political 

system. He holds the liberal notion of the state where the state represents the 

collective will ofthe society through law and hence becomes legitimized53
. 

Ambedkar envisaged the state as a very important organisation as it discharges 

various important functions which are important for the civilised and democratic life 

of the citizens in a society where lawlessness and disorder prevail. The aims of state 

organization are many and varied. First of all, it is to maintain the right to every 

subject to life, liberty and pursuit of happiness and to free speech and free exercise of 

religion. The second function is to remove social, political and economic inequality 

by providing better opportunities to the under privileged classes. Here the state 
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becomes positive organization for the protection of the downtrodden. Thirdly, the 

state is to make possible for every subject enjoyment of freedom from want and fear. 

Lastly, it has to provide against internal disorder and external aggression 54
• 

Ambedkar's political thought is essentially in accord with the facts ofthe society. He 

did not consider the state to be an isolated and self-sustaining entity. He related it 

with voluntary organization where there exist inter-relation between man, society and 

state. To him true freedom of human being is not merely political; it is also social, 

economic, intellectual and spiritual. He endeavoured to reach balance between the 

central authority of state and the liberty of the individual. He regarded state as a 

means to establish good relations between man and man, society and societies. The 

state is not an end by itself, b11tit is a means for furtherance of human ends in the 

interests of better future society. 

Ambedkar' s idea of a federal state attaches more importance to institutional means 

for the solution of human affairs. It has adopted a middle way between centralization 

and decentralization of power and authority for the reasons that - 'there is a clear 

division of government power between the centre and state governments, each 

government is independent of the other in its own field and the constitution 

established an independent judiciary to settle disputes between the union and the 

states with respect to the divisions of power'. His concept of federalism means the 

state is a federation in normalcy but unitary in emergency.55 

Despite his emphasis on legal remedies, Ambedkar was conscious that rights are not 

protected by law alone but by the moral and social conscience of society. If social 

conscience is such that it is prepared to recognise the rights which law chooses to 

enact, right will be safe and secure. But it the Fundamental Rights are opposed by the 

community, no Law, no Parliament and no Judiciary can guarantee them in real sense 

ofthe world56
. 

. 
He maintained that even then the state is not above the societl7

• In his opinion, state 

is not an isolated self-sufficient entity in fact he relates state to the voluntary 

organization. He did not regard state as an organism like Green, Hegel and Rousseau. 

He accepted the state as a human organization and because it was human 
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organization, it had to serve the interests of man and society as a servant and not as a 

master. He had reasons to believe the inter-relatedness of man, society and state58 . 

To Ambedkar, any scheme of political relationship must take into consideration the 

basic plan of social relation. The social structure has a profound effect on the political 

structure. In his opinion man is behind all the laws of human society. To Ambedkar 

society is more important than the state. The state is duty bound to provide protection 

against internal disorder and foreign aggression. He did not consider state to be 

absolute. He said that no state is ever a single society and inclusive and permitting 

body of thought and action. He wanted that a state should be stable and the people 

should abide by the laws it makes for the well-being of the society. To him 

government is based on obedience to authority, a willingness on part of his people to 

obey the authority of state is an important factor 59
. 

He commented: 

''In creating, moulding. expanding and knitting together political communities, what 

is more important than force is obedience. The willingness to obey and comply with 

the sanctions of a government depends upon certain psychological attributes of the 

individual citizens and groups. 60
" 

To Ambedkar Law is not only a legal function, it also regulates the life of whole 

society and nation. Law keeps within limits all men irrespective of caste, colour and 

creed. All citizens should be equal before law and possess equal civic rights. His faith 

in individual liberty and dignity leads him to the rule of law. He preferred law to 

ensure that citizen is not deprived of life, liberty and property without due process of 

law and to ensure that no one is denied jurisdiction for equal protection under law61
. 

According to him there existed in Indian society a tendency to subordinate the 

individual to the claims of group and caste. Freedom was curtailed by both the society 

and state, though some individuals on the basis of their group or caste prestige were 

free to express their opinion. To him state would continue to co-exist along with 

individuals, groups or society and it should play an important role in establishing 

good relations between man and man, society and society. The state is not an end in 

itself, but only a means for furtherance of human ends to create a better future 
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society. He wanted the central government to act as a powerful curb on the provincial 

majority to safeguard the minorities from the tyranny of the majority. State exists 

only to prevent injustice, tyranny and oppression and he prescribes that no state 

should invade the fundamental rights of man. He feels the need of constitutional 

morality.62 

Ambedkar regarded rights as natural and inherent in the individual. He had a strong 

faith in the separation of the government's power and of the allocation of functions to 

various departments. He built his theory of social and political organization around 

his central concept of the individual and his rights. To him, the state exists only to 

prevent injustice, tyranny and oppression. The state has to serve the people. He 

wanted that no state should violate--thefundamental rights of man. He opposed to all 

kinds of discrimination on the ground of race, caste and creed. He held that society 

can do nothing without some organized power. He stressed the need not only of a 

constitutionalism in its formal basis, but also of constitutional morality and some 

conventions for the practical success of a constitution, He wished a good, moral 

government to protect the rights of the people in all their legitimate functions, He 

fought for the rights and rebelled against communal absolutism63
• 

Ambedkar wanted that both government and state must be organized on human 

considerations so that humanity may not suffer long. He believed in rejuvenation of 

social ideals and political values. His actions were characterised by a sincerity of 

purpose and a sense of responsibility, a concern for human welfare which constitute 

the essence ~f his democratic Government and state. He believed in the value and 

worth of individual in society, the touchstone of all true functions of the state64
• 

Ambedkar was a practical politician regarding the relations between society, 

government and state. His approach was realistic and based on practical politics. To 

him, the state and government become intelligible concepts only in relation to the 

actual condition of the society. A state should protect its citizens against external 

aggression, maintain law and order against internal disturbance and guarantee to its 

subjects minimum standards of administration and welfare65
. 
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Ambedkar believed that nobody can redress the grievances of Depressed Class nor 

could they remove it themselves unless they get political power in their hand. He 

further suggested that in the government, the men in power will not be afraid to 

amend the social and economic code of life which is the necessity of the hour. Such 

kind of government can be formed only through the Swaraj government66
. 

To Ambedkar, an individual is an end in itself. An individual has certain inalienable 

rights which must be guaranteed to him by the Constitution. He further added that the 

individual shall not be required to relinquish any of his constitutional rights as a 

condition-precedent to the receipt of a privilege. The state shall not delegate powers 

to private persons to govern others. However, to Ambedkar, rights are nothing if they 

are not accompanied by remedies. He criticised those constitutional lawyers who 

assumed that 'the enactment of Fundamental Rights is enough to safeguard their 

liberty and nothing more is called for." Remedies against invasion of Fundamental 

Rights are needed and must be provided into the constitution, he argued67
. 

He argued that democracy cannot be achieved without State Socialism68
• He 

advocated for a secular state, with liberty of conscience and belief to all people and 

religious toleration69
. 

Like Utilitarian thinkers who justify the existence of state based on the principle of 

utility on its citizen, Ambedkar forwarded similar view. He advocated that the 

purpose of the state is to promote general welfare. The state, he regarded, is a 

necessary institution to safeguard the individuals and general security of individuals 

in a society. Stability of state is, therefore, essential to secure liberty of an individual 

in a society. He also emphasised the role of constitution for redress of public 
• 70 gnevances . 

3.3.2 Ideas on Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Social Justice and Civil Society 

Ambedkar believed that a well-structured social order is the necessary condition for a 

democratic free state. The purpose of the state, as appears to Ambedkar, is to lay 

'stress upon the idea that every individual should aim to promote happiness.' He felt 
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that social well being would be the final outcome of the Government and these could 

be measured by degree of fostering of virtue and intelligence at all levels of 

individuals71
. 

He summarised the delivery mechanism of justice stating that 'in fact social justice is 

the end, judicial justice is the means, the legislative and executive operations are 

human engineering and together the three branches of government have to work in 

the country so that the constitution may fulfil its purpose.' 72 

Ambedkar's ideas on justice are closely linked up with his concept of democracy both 

as a form of government and a "mode of associated life". He considered democracy 

as 'a historical movement'. He defined democracy as a form and method of 

government whereby revolutionary changes in the economic and social life of the 

people are brought about without bloodshed. In other words to him democracy was a 

way of life and a political method for ensuring justice for all. 

Ambedkar also rejected Gandhi's Sarvodaya theory of social justice which associated 

both religion and the welfare of citizens. Whereas Gandhi took Varnashrama 

Vyavastha as the natural principle of a society, Ambedkar rejected the principle as it 

was based on the help of God in sustaining the spirit of the social justice and it 

justified the doctrine of social inequality as God's will. He could not believe the 

efficacy of any system that has no relevance to the welfare of the Depressed 

Classes73
. 

In order to form an ideal society, Ambedkar recognised the two essential principles: 

the first being that Individual is the final end. For this the aim of society should 

support growth of an individual and development of his personality. The society 

should not be above the individual and if in any case the individual has to subordinate 

himself to society, it should be for his betterment or due to necessity. The next 

principle is that all members in society must be treated on liberty, equality and 

fraternit/4
• 

Individual, as per Ambedkar, is politically constituted as a creature of the society 

whom society has structurally slotted it in a group. Liberty and Equality are ensured 
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through the laws that are to be given not only to the isolated, atomistic individual but 

also to the socially operative groups, whether caste or classes. To him an ideal society 

is the one where difference in groups is abolished and individuals are made to relate 

to the state in an authentic manner so that there real worth is not negated or distorted 

through unjust mediation. Unlike Marx, Ambedkar did not see the possibility of 

statelessness, he advocated castelessness in society75
• 

Ambedkar is also one of the proponents of social justice in Modern India. He tried to 

achieve social justice and social democracy in terms of 'one man-one value'. He 

treated social justice as a true basis for patriotism and nationalism. He did not accept 

the theories of social justice as propounded by the Varna System, the Aristotelian 

Order, Plato's scheme andQandhian Sarvodya order and not even the proletarian 

socialism ofMarx76
. 

The contents of Ambedkar's concept of social justice included unity and equality of 

all human beings, equal worth of men and women, respect. His view on social justice 

was to remove man made inequalities of all shape through law, morality and public 
• 77 conscience . 

Analysis of the writings of Ambedkar on the issue of social justice reveals that that 

most of his writings basically revolve around the establishment of an 'ideal society' 78
, 

a 'casteless society' 79 or a society based on the 'principle ofjustice' 80
. 

Liberty as a· concept has been vi~wed variously by thinkers in various stages of the 

history of political thought. The term closest to Liberty in the Indian tradition is 

'mukti ', understood either as renunciation or as deliverance from the chain or 

rebi1ihs; the initial understanding of mukti did not refer to freedom from social 

restrictions. Ideas of modern liberty entered colonial India through three different 

routes- colonial legal arrangements accompanied by tacit understandings of rights and 

freedom of individuals, institutional spread of western style education and intellectual 

influence of western social thinking. In western India, thinkers from lower caste 

groups began to use the ideas of social freedom to attack caste hierarchy, notably 

Jyotiba Phule and later B R Ambedkar81
• 
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The concept of equality lies at the heart of nonnative political theory. However, the 

idea of equality can not be separated from parallel accounts of liberty, justice, rights 

and democracy, which are influenced and inspired by the concept of equality. 

Although, the concept of equality and politics of egalitarianism have justified the idea 

of a welfare state, the political struggles of identity groups are creating a new political 

phenomenon. The struggles for greater equality by women, dalits, and minorities are 

a pointer to the continuing relevance of the bases of the social equalitl2
• 

Ambedkar was of the view that the criterion for judging right and wrong in the 

modern society is justice and justice according to him is another name for Liberty, 

Equality and Fraternity83
. While discussing the meaning of Liberty he said that it 

should include social equality, economiG equality and there must be knowledge 

(education) made available to all. All these social conditions were restricted to a 

particular class in the old social order but form an important part in the new social 

order84
. 

Regarding equality he emphasised on the term moral equality as it asserts in ethical 

value, belief t~ be sustained and recognition of rights to be respected. As a 'society 

without any self respect for human personalities is a band of robbers. Regarding 

Fraternity he said that it strengthens socialites and gives to each individual a stronger 

personal interest in practically consulting the welfare of others85
. 

The society as defined by him is more of a fundamental category in which both 

Politics and Economics intersected. According to him society was a collection of 

group entities, organically structured within and related to each other. The survival 

and progress of society was structurally dependent on the nature and function of 

theses entities. His liberal predilections re-appear when he argues that a class society 

was ipso facto superior to a caste society as the latter brought stagnation, hierarchy 

and inequity. The class society opened up historical possibilities in the direction of 

greater liberty and equalitl6
. 

Ambedkar rejected the Marxian methods for ending the exploitation of the 

untouchables. He regarded Marxist way of life as inferior to the Buddhist way. He 

admitted that economic factor play an important role in human relations but not to the 
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extent to which Ma:rx accepts87
• According to him, Marx's philosophy was satisfying 

philosophy to the lower order; it was a direction not a dogma.88 He also opposed the 

concept of totalitarianism of Marx as he preferred in a balance between the 

organizing power of the state and the deriving force of the free individuals89
• 

Ambedkar's conception of freedom and justice is derived from the liberal version and 

tradition. The issue of human rights form the central basis of his own construction of 

'freedom' and 'justice'. The figure of human rights is pre-eminent in many a text of 

Ambedkar's writings and speeches. But, given the horrible context of destitution, 

deprivation and disadvantage systematically haunting the depressed classes and given 

the context of a colonial state, Ambedkar thinking about justice, freedom and rights 

can be termed asinnovativeandremarkable,~~-·· 

Ambedkar concept of justice and equality can not be branded as Fabian or Marxian or 

Gandhian in nature. It was developed around those remedial measures which he 

thought essential for social reconstruction and vitalization of the Hindu society as also 

for the upliftment of the untouchables. One may notice that he derived his ideas from 

many sources notably the French Revolution, Declaration of the Rights of Man, 

Fourteenth Amendment of the American Constitution, Marxist and Buddhist 

egalitarian thought. 

Ambedkar, throughout his entire articulation, sought to accord primary position to the 

civil society which he believed to be at the centre stage for ensuring justice and 

building a 'just society' based on equality and freedom . To Ambedkar, rights did not 

appear as "constraints and limits on the power of the state, rather, they emerge as 

legal entitlements casting corresponding obligations on the members of civil society. 

Ambedkar's strategy for essential justice was to innovate jural relations. According to 

him the state has a power coupled with duty to which the rights of the depressed 

classes correspond. 91 
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3.3.3 Normative Ideas, Political Ideologies, Political arguments: B.R. 

Ambedkar's Construction 

The memorandum presented to the Constituent Assembly by Ambedkar could be 

termed as a small constitution for the protection of common citizenry and attempted 

to established Social Democracy and State Socialism. Ambedkar suggested dual 

strategy for adopting 'Inclusive Policy' referring to it as 'Safeguards against 

Economic Exploitation' and 'Safeguards against Social Discrimination and 

Isolation'. Ambedkar suggested separate remeaies againsfsoCial discrimination and 

remedies against economic exploitation. Number of measures is suggested as 

remedies against social discrimination, the focus of which is equal participation in 

multiple spheres. As a re_Il1~~~~~~i~~!_!con~l11i~ ~~ploitati()n he proposed to adopt 

state socialism as a policy of the state as a general solution to the problem of 

economic exploitation92
• 

So far as the role of the state as a political organisation is concerned, a great similarity 

of attitude exists between Ambedkar and John Rawls ( 1921-2002 ). As they held the 

view that the state has a positive role in providing justice for every body in the 

society. Since there may be wide variations in the position or status of different 

sections of the people, it becomes imperative on the part of the state to make 

reasonable classification for providing justice to the people in the most disadvantaged 

strata of the society. Actually, this is the basic foundation of 'positive discrimination' 

or 'affirmative action'. Moreover what Rawls has advocated as the concept of 

'distributive' justice', can be very well inferred from the theoretical position that 

Ambedkar developed in relation to his concept of Justice. 

Ambedkar wanted education to disseminate among poor and underprivileged people. 

He was conscious about the backwardness of the underprivileged in the matter of 

education. For him, the primary aim of education was to initiate the citizen into the 

life of a larger community and to realise his potential as a citizen. He laid greater 

emphasis on practical education and economic opportunity than on the adult 

franchise. He wanted to solve the problem of education through Governmental efforts 

and agencies93
. He wanted to portray State and Government as agencies entrusted for 

social change, economic change and also to protect the Depressed Class and 
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suppressed minorities from the tyranny and opposition of a communal majority. Only 

then, he felt, the democracy, not only in form, but also in spirit can be realised94
. 

Ambedkar was not a purely speculative and idealistic political philosopher, in the 

conventional sense, like Plato and Aristotle. Nevertheless, he developed his own 

social and political ideas, which were deeply rooted in real human problems and 

issues, and vital human affairs. His political philosophy attempted to bridge the gulf 

between theory and practice, materialism and spiritualism. Out of his sense of 

dejection with the inhuman treatment meted out to his community by the caste 

Hindus, his mission for the total emancipation of the underprivileged classes from the 

clutches of the privileged, his total engagement with the predicament of Indian 

society, evolved Ambedkar's political ideolog/5
• 

Ambedkar placed man at the central position in his scheme of an egalitarian society 

and a democratic frame. To him, 

"The soul of democracy is the doctrine of one man, one value; unfortunately, 

democracy has attempted to give effect to this doctrine only so far as the political 

structure was concerned, it has left the economic structure to take the shape given 

to it by those who are in the position to mould it. Time has come to take a bold step 

and define both the eco structure as well as the political structure by the law of the 

Constitution. 96
" 

The problem of discriminated groups was twofold to Ambedkar. He identified lack of 

access to economic resources like agricultural land, business and services, 

employment, education as the first problem to discriminated class. He related the 

continuation of discrimination in contemporary society as the second issue. Since, the 

problem is two fold, he suggested dual solution: one set of remedies for compensation 

of historical denial of economic rights in present and second set of remedies to 

provide safeguards against discrimination in present97
. 

For overall development of discriminated groups, m addition to reservation, 

Ambedkar suggested suitable political arid economic system to remove structural 

inequalities. He suggested a more radical remedy of equalization in the form of state 
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socialism in agricuiture and industry to protect the qeprived groups against economic 

exploitation. He observed: 

"The main purpose behind this clause is to pitt an obligation on the state to plan the 

economic life of the people on the lines which would lead to highest point of 

productivity without closing every avenue to the private sector and provide for 

equitable distribution of wealth. The plan set out in the clause proposed state 

ownership in agriculture with collectivlsed method of cultivation and a modified form 

of State socialism in the field ofindttstry It places squarely on the shoulders of the 

state the obligation to supply capital necessary .fiJr agriculture as well as for 
. d ,<)!< m ustry . 

Ambedkar reiterated his postrl:orrtnaTtlie problems ofunderprivileged are rooted in 

the historical denial of basic human rights to them. Thus, he grounded the 

justification of remedies of the same in the framework of socialism and assertion of 

principles of equality in the political framework. In the context of untouchables, he 

adopted phased interventions. His initial efforts involved creating awareness among 

the British regarding the status of untouchables and demand for citizenship rights. In 

the second phase, he attempted assertion of rights with wide description and 

explanations in terms of political representations. In the third phase, extension of 

representation and participation in the sphere of education and employment can be 

seen. Finally, in fourth phase, he advocated a general framework for constitution 

based on principles of non-discrimination, legal safeguard, and responsibility of state 

to protect un?erprivileged and to take measures for their upliftment99
. 

Ambedkar's 'Inclusive Policy' for upliftment of underprivileged has four 

components, which include creating an egalitarian economic structure which will 

provide a base for equal economic and social opportunities for the discriminated 

groups of the society, equal opportunity policy in terms of reservation for the 

discriminated groups with adequate legal safeguards against discriminations, 

participation of the discriminated groups in the governance through fair share in the 

legislature, executive and administration and finally putting responsibility on state to 

undertake such policies with a clear provision in the constitution and other statuary 

forms 100
• 
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Ambedkar realised that Indian Social Order does not provide 'liberty, equality and 

fraternity' to all. The Indian Social Order. as per him, was based on graded inequality 

embodying deference upwards and contempt downwards. Such a consciousness is not 

merely extremely regulative but is deeply internalised. Socio-economic relations are 

deeply influenced by it. The constitutional and legal order and organised power of the 

state can provide measures to get ride such situation, however, he felt that any long 

term transformations can only be through social arrangements. Therefore, he 

advocated interventions in personal codes, spreading of educations and eventually 

principles of Buddhism tot. 

Ambedkar visualised thatpoliticaLpower was the key to social progress of under 

privileged class. His concept of power is related to two major aspects: descriptive and 

normative. Ambedkar held the normative aspect to be very important in the process of 

human emancipation. He followed the normative aspects throughout his life. He 

imagined or positively identified comprehensive ideals like freedom, justice and 

equality with institutional arrangements like representative democracy with majority 

vote. He inv~sted considerable faith in these institutional arrangements as a 

mechanism to empower the under privileged. In the context of the then contemporary 

society, he appreciated that human empowerment would depend on the development 

of political practices, institutions arid belief 02
. 

3.4 Summary' and Conclusion 

Ambedkar himself experienced humiliation and alienation during his childhood, 

schooling age and the age of youth. He faced many problems and hurdles in his life. 

He matured as a revolutionary against the contemporary social order and decided to 

fight against the prevailing caste rigidity in order to secure social justice and equality. 

Ambedkar strove to change the Indian social structure which was governed by the 

caste system and its rigid code of behaviour like endogamy and servitude of shudras 

and untouchables. He wanted to dissolve the system through assimilation and 

integration and thus he pleaded for inter-caste marriages in order to achieve unity, 

fraternity, social solidarity and national integration. 
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Ambedkar sought to solve the problem of social disharmony through socio-economic 

upliftment of Depressed Class. He wanted to incorporate legal safeguards in the 

Constitution of India and to bring regulatory reforms to bring equalities and to pave 

way for positive discriminations towards depressed classes including women. He was 

concerned about the inhuman and subservient position of Hindu women as a result of 

the inequalities ordained in the religious texts. He urged for a common code for the 

Hindu Community that would do away with the rules of Hindu law which were 

scattered in innumerable decisions of various High courts. His vision of common 

Hindu code was that it would enable inter-caste marriage, monogamy, and ensure 

economic rights to women through property rights. Through this common code, 

Ambedkar aimed at raising the status of Hindu women and preventing injustices 

inflicted on her. He also emphasized that in a secular state religion should not be 

allowed to govern all human activities and that personal laws should be divorced 

from religion103
• 

According to Ambedkar, the Hindu social order is the root cause of various social 

evils perpetuated in various forms in the Indian society, For him, Hinduism is 

responsible for the abominable conditions of the down-trodden, especially of lower 

caste and women. The inequality in Hinduism is a religious doctrine adopted and 

conscientiously preached as a sacred dogma. The triumphant Brahmanism began its 

onslaught on both shudra and women in pursuit of the ideal of servility. He blamed 

Manu for treating women in more or less similar way as the shudra. Apart from 

restricting her from studying the Veda, Manu also prevented women ffom making 

sacrifices 104
• 

Ambedkar' s VISion of a just society was based upon three universal principles: 

Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, The united name for these trinity principles he used 

is 'justice'. In order to establish such a society, he favoured democracy. According to 

him: 

"Democracy was not a form of a government; it was essentially a form of a society. 

It may not be necessary for a democratic society to he marked by unity, by 

community of purpose, by loyalty to public endv and hy mutuality of sympathy. But 
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it does unmistakably involve two things. The first is an attitude of mind. an attitude 

of respect and equality towards their fellows. The second is a social organization 

free from rigid social barriers. "1
"

5 

At the time of adoption of the Constitution of India on 261
h January 1950, he 

elaborated the form of social and political democracy through the following 

statement: 

"We must make our political democracy a social democracy as well. Political 

democracy can not last unless there lies at the base of it, social democracy. What 

does social democracy mean? It means a way of life which recognises liberty, 

equality and fraternity as the principles of life. These principles of liberty, equality 

and fraternity are not to!Jetrea_tet!_ms_gpgr_qte items in a trinity. They form a union 

of trinity in the sense that to divorce on from other is to defeat the very purpose of 
..J /(){)" uemocracy. 

He further argued in the same statement that on the social plane, the Indian society 

was based on the principle of graded inequality and on the economic plane, the wealth 

was inequitably distributed. Thus, while in politics, Indian people might get equality, 

but in social and economic life, the inequality would continue. If such situation 

continued, the contradiction would blow up the structure of political democracy as 

wellio7. 

While he continued on with unceasing zeal his efforts to adequate legal safeguards for 

depressed classes, he did forget the fact that unless the affected people must engage 

themselves in the same war, the desired outcome could never be realised. He did not 

assume the role of their political leader; he was a leader in their social life as well. He 

tried to infuse not only in men but also women a new sense of self-respect instead of 

being reconciled with the social norms. He urged them to observe cleanliness, to send 

their children to school and told them to live with self-dignity and self-resped 08
. 

Individual freedom and common good are the dearest and the most precious things in 

Ambedkar's social and political ideas. To him social and political ideas embody 

social dynamism, because man is a political animal and a social being, 
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He attempted to bring modern philosophical thought to solve the political ills of men. 

He believed that what is political ideal for most Indians will become a social ideal for 

all. In his philosophy, he gave the highest place to fraternity. His political philosophy 

has a deep faith in fundamental human rights, in the equal rights of men and women, 

in the dignity of the individual, in the social and economic justice, in the promotion of 

social progress and better standards of life with peace and security in all spheres of 

human life. His political ideas are synthesis of idealism and realism, empiricism and 

rationalism, naturalism and humanism, materialism and spiritualism, individualism 

and socialism 109
• 

In his social and political ideas, Arnbedkar stood for equalityand justice in the realm 

of social, economic and political arena. He remarked that justice had always evoked 

ideas of equality, of proportion, of compensation. Equity signifies equality. Rules and 

regulations, right and righteousness are concerned with equality in value. If all men 

are equal, then all men are of the same essence, and the common essence entitles 

them of the same fundamental rights and equal liberty. It is in this spirit, he wanted 

. h f 110 ng ts o women . 

Ambedkar can be designated as a normative political theorist. A normative political 

theorist begins with assumptions that most people can endorse easily. Once, these 

assumptions are accepted, the thinker starts dealing with more contentious issues 111
• 

He wanted a' society that is sufficiently honest and open minded to recognize its 

problems, sufficiently creative to conceive new solutions and to put them into 

effect 112
. Society shall protect the individual's human right. Defining the relationship 

between an individual and society, he said: 

"What should be the relation between a man and society? The modern social 

philosophers have postulated three answers to this question. Some have said that the 

ultimate goal of society is to achieve happiness for individuals. Some say the society 

exists for development for inherent qualities and energies of man and help him to 

develop himself However, some claim that the chief object of social organization is 

not the development or happiness of the individual but the creation of an ideal 
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society. The concept of Hindu religion is however very dif.forent from all these 

concepts. There is no place for an individual in Hindu religion. The Hindu religion is 

constituted on a class concept. The Hindu religion does not teach how an individual 

should behave with another individual. A religion which does not recognise the 

individual is not personally acceptable to me. Although society is necessary for the 

individual, mere social welfare can not be the ultimate goal of religion According to 

me individual welfare and progress (individual development) should be the real aim 

of the religion. Although the individual is the part of the society, the relation with 

society is not like the body and ils argansTorJhe c~rt and ils wheels .... unlike the 

drop of water that merges its existence with the ocean in which it drops, man does 

not loose his entity in the society in which he lives. Man's life is independent he is 

born not for the service of the society but for his self-development. For this reason 

alone, in developed counlde_S_j]ll£1lUlll--CanJWI-enslave another. A religion in which 

an individual has no importance is not acceptable to me. The basic idea underlying a 

religion is to create an atmosphere for the spiritual development of an individual. If 

this is agreed upon it is clear that you can not develop yourself at all in the 

Hinduism. Three factors are required for the uplifi of an individual; they are 

sympathy. equality and liberty. "11 3 

To Ambedkar society is an organization based on some human attitudes. It has certain 

essentials which contribute to form a real society. He holds that men do not become a 

society by living in physical proximity any more than a man ceases to be a member of 

a society by living so many miles away from other men. To Ambedkar men constitute 

a society because they have things they possess in common. The soul of his ideal 

society is socia~ conscience 1 14
• 

Ambedkar can be viewed as a synthesizer of many Indian trends of social and 

political ideas: Justice, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, casteless-classless society etc. 

His life and struggle can be seen as the protest against the caste ridden, highly 

regimented Hindu society and to him this was the source of all injustices, 

discrimination and social exclusion. 
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Chapter-IV 

DR. B. R. AMBEDKAR ON WOMEN EMANCIPATION AND 
EMPOWERMENT: IDEAS, VISION AND POLICY 

PRESCRIPTIONS 

4.1 Introduction 

In the preceding chapter a review has been done with regard to social and political 

ideas of Dr. B R Ambedkar. It is noted, during the discussion of his ideas, that he 

favoured analyzing-the root causes ofthe ~~dal evils and he had strong convictions 

about the ideal nature of the Indian society. He also prescribed measures both at 

policy level and at social levels to eliminate the evils of the society. 

In this chapter, attention has been drawn on the issue of 'Women Emancipation and 

Empowerment' and an analysis has been carried out in the context of 'Social and 

Political Ideas' of Ambedkar. The chapter concludes with a summary of discussion 

about his ideas, vision and policy prescription about 'Women Emancipation and 

Empowerment'. 

4.2 Empowerment and Emancipation: Conceptual Foundations 

Empowerment can be defined as a person's capacity to make effective choices and to 

transform choices into desired actions and outcomes. The extent to which a person is 

empowered is influenced by the capacity of the person to make a choice and the 

degree of opportunities that exist in the context of making choice. Thus, 

empowerment can be measured by indicators that indicate asset endowments like 

psychological, informational, organizational, material, social, financial or human; and 

the degree of opportunity like the presence and operation of formal and informal 

institutions, including the laws, regulatory frameworks, and norms governing 

behaviour'. 
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Empowerment can-also be referred to a process by which those who have been denied 

power gain power, in particular the ability to make strategic life choices. For women, 

these could be the capacity to choose a marriage partner, a livelihood, or whether or 

not to have children. For this power to come about, three interrelated dimensions are 

needed: access to and control of resources; agency (the ability to use these resources 

to bring about new opportunities) and achievements (the attainment of new social 

outcomes). Empowerment, therefore, is both a process and an end result. This 

understanding differs greatly from instrumentalist interpretations which view 

empowerment purely in terms of measurable outcomes. Instrumentalist interpretations 

are problematic because they convey the belief that social change can be predicted 

and prescribed in a cause and effect way and undermine the notion that women's 

empowerment should be about the ability of women to make self-determined 

choices2
. 

The scope of empowerment can be broadened as a multi-dimensional process of civil, 

political, social, economic, and cultural participation and rights. Thus to analyze this 

process several key domains can be considered. The domains can be socio

demographic indicators, bodily integrity and health, literacy and educational 

attainment, economic participation and rights, political participation and rights, 

cultural participation and rights etc. These can then be used to assess women's 

participation (referring to an active social condition), rights (referring to a formal, 

legal condition) and capabilities (preconditions for the enjoyment of rights and 

enhancement of participation)3
. 

The empowerment of women requires the challenging of patriarchal power relations 

that result in women having less control over material assets and intellectual 

resources. Women participate in their own oppression so that they must first become 

aware of the ideology that legitimizes male domination. The empowerment process 

starts from within but access to new ideas and information will come from external 

agents. With new consciousness and the strength of solidarity, women can assert their 

right to control resources and to participate equally in decision making. Ultimately, 

women's empowerment must become a force that is an organized mass movement 

which challenges and transforms existing power relations in society4
• 
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However, there exists no common understanding regarding the measurement of 

women's empowerment. There are debates over basic concepts, lack of disaggregated 

data for analysis, and limited infonnation on household dynamics. Measurements and 

indicators have focused more on civil and political rights, what are known as 'first 

generation' human rights, than on 'second generation 'economic, social and cultural 

. h 5' ng ts. 

The need to 'empower' women responds to the growing recognition that women lack 

control over resources and the self- confidence and /or opportunity to participate in 

decision making processes. At the same· time, the realization that women have an 

increasingly important role to play in social and economic development has become 

widely accepted. Unless women are 'empowered' to participate alongside men in the 

development process, development efforts will only have partial effect. Thus 

empowerment strategies should attempt 'empowerment' through mainstream programs 

rather than attempted separatell. 

Empowerment is the ability of people to make strategic choices in areas that affect 

their lives. Two key factors in the process of empowerment are identified: control 

over resources (the conditions for empowerment) and agency (the ability to formulate 

choices)7
• Thus, in order to say being empowered women must have equal capabilities 

such as education and health, and equal access to resources and opportunities such as 

land and employment. However they must also have the agency to use these 

capabilities and resources to make strategic choices8
. 

Education is often seen as the key to women's empowerment. Girls' access to 

schooling is often correlated to women's participation in the formal social, political 

and legal system. However, this assumes that the experience and knowledge attained 

in schooling automatically prepares girls to assess their worth and envisage new 

possibilities9
• 

Cambridge dictionary defines 'emancipated' as 'not limited socially or political!y'0
' 

and thus the emancipation of women can be defined as their liberation from religious, 

legal, economic, and sexual oppression, their access to higher education, and their 

escape from narrow gender roles. In traditionally patriarchal societies any 
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improvement in the status of women has far-reacl).ing consequences and produces 

fundamental political changes. Therefore it is always resisted by the established 
II powers .. 

Emancipation is a term used to describe various efforts to obtain political rights or 

equality, often for a specifically disenfranchised group, or more generally in 

discussion of such matters. The word emancipation was in common use in political 

affairs of 18th and 19th century political discourse, as in Catholic or Jewish 

emancipation movements, while female suffrage was a major goal of women's 

emancipation movements. 

Among others, Karl MaQ'(l818-1883) discussed political emancipation in his 1844 

essay "On the Jewish Question", although often in addition to (or in contrast with) the 

term human emancipation. Marx's views of political emancipation in this work were 

summarized as entailing "equal status of individual citizens in relation to the state, 

equality before the law, regardless of religion, property, or other "private" 

characteristics of individual persons." 

In a civil society, that is in modern social realm of individual self-interest, economic 

competition, etc. individuals are liberated from determination of their lives and 

identities by social position. Social mobility becomes possible; rags-to-riches through 

pursuit individual self-interest. Modern Individuals should be able to choose for 

themselves occupation, consumption, and lifestyle. These choices are understood to 

be "private" 'matters, separate from public or political life. In modern society the 

political identities of persons are no longer determined by fixed social positions as in 

feudal social hierarchy. 

With political emancipation in a modern democratic republic, a person's property, 

religion, etc., are understood as "private" matters which do not determine their public 

lives as citizens. Rich and poor, so called upper and lower caste citizens all are to be 

treated as equal as citizens. 

In modern society, social life and identity of persons are bifurcated: private life of 

individuals as lived in civil society; public life of citizens as lived in state. The 

political life of a citizen does not depend upon these characteristics of private life 12
• 
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Human emancipation can lead toward freedom in fullest sense of social self

determination. It entails integration of productive lives of individuals with their 

communal lives as citizens -- realization of species being. Karl Marx in his 1844 

essay "On the Jewish Question" commented that "the actual individual man must take 

the abstract citizen back into himself and, as an i~dividual man in his empirical life, in 

his individual work and individual relationships become a species-being; man must 

recognize his own forces as social forces, organize them, and thus no longer separate 

social forces from himself in the form of political forces, only when this has been 

achieved will human emancipation be completed" (p. 64). 

The earliest drive towards emancipating women was advocated first by Plato 

((428/427 BC-347/8 BC) in his workRS!_p_ubli~ that is why he was regarded as the first 

feminist in the history of political thought. He is of the view that men and women 

differ in degree and not in kind, that is why he condemned seclusion of women to the 

households. According to him, women like men have the three elements of reasons, 

courage and appetite, though in different degree, women can also become rulers and 

soldiers by receiving the right type of education 1314
• 

The liberal feminism of the l81
h century is known as the age of reason or 

enlightenment where the first serious and systematic work for the cause of women 

was done. Mary Wollstone Craft (1759-1797) in her work "A vindication of the rights 

of women" published in 1792 declared that women are first and foremost human 

beings and not sexual beings, women are rational creatures, and they are capable of 

governing themselves by reasons 15.She argued for granting full rights to women, 

advocating the recognition of an essentially genderless essence. 

4.3 Status of Women in Ambedkar's era: Need for Women Empowerment 

As has been discussed in the preceding chapter, during Ambedkar's era; on the social 

plane Indian society was based on the principle of graded inequality which meant 

elevation for some and degradation for others. Existence of social and legal 

inequalities gave rise to social reform movements and the Indian society began to 

demonstrate signs of changes since early 191
h century 16

• The common thread that ran 
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across the presence of these diverse social reform movements was primarily re

examination of social customs and institutions from a rational perspective. The British 

followed a policy of non-interference in customary practices and thus realization of 

women's right in private sphere remained a difficult task. Legal enactments during 

British Raj were limited to those customs that were grossly unacceptable from the 

view-points of western rationality17
. 

The position of women in their private spheres, that is the core issues with respect to 

gender relations within family and society, generated voices of protest against 

customary practices like 'Sati', "Widow remarriages", "'Female education" etc. The 

use of English language as a medium of instruction significantly affected the 

education system. The newly emerging middle class made use of English language as 

a gateway to the ideology of liberalism which enshrined the values of liberty, 

equality, respect for individual, secularism etc 18
• 

The educational development during the late 18th century and early 19th century led to 

a number of socio-religious movements in 19th century. The social reform movement 

has been regarded as a key to the intellectual process that went into the making of 

modern India. The issues which attracted the attention of the 19th century social 

reformers were sati, the ill treatment of widows, the ban on widow marriage, 

polygamy, child marriage, denial of property rights and education to women 19
• The 

social reformers felt that these social evils should be eradicated by raising 

consciousness and making people sensitive to the injustice perpetrated on women. 

The interventions in both public and private spheres were sought through enacting 

progressive legislations and by granting women access to education. 

The Brahmo Samaj, founded by Raja Ram Mohan Roy in 1825 emphasized the need 

to remove deep-rooted gender inequality in religious traditions. The movement led by 

Brahmo Samaj was to abolish gender inequalities and to provide women's rights well 

inside private sphere of society. The Samaj fought for abolition of child marriages, 

removal of polygamy and promoting education for women. The Prarthana Samaj, 

established in 1867 by M G Ranada, K T Tetang and Bhandarkar championed the 

cause of women. 
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The Arya Samaj, established in 1875 by Dayanand Saraswati, attempted reforms of 

the caste system and status of women. The ideal of reviving Vedic social 

consciousness was meant to remove many gender inequalities that developed post

Vedic era. This approach was also propelled by Annie Besant, Swami Vivekananda 

who believed that ideal society for women can be created by reviving old Vedic 

society. 

The 19111 century India marked the beginning of awareness of suffering of women due 

to oppressive social customs. During this period, a favourable climate was created to 

improve the status of women in both public and private spheres through legal reforms. 

The onset of20111 century sawwmnenperfqrming an expanded role in the society. The 

necessities of nationalist struggle brought women into the public sphere. The process 

of involvement of women was initiated during the partition of Bengal in 190520
. The 

position and attitude towards women were changed substantially as a fall out of 

women participation in Nationalist Movement during Gandhian era. Indian women 

took active part in non-cooperation movement (1921 ), civil disobedience movement 

(1930) through picketing, boycotting of foreign goods, non-violence protest etc21
• 

Women also contributed in the Nationalist movement by editing and distributing 

banned publications, coordinating mass agitations, carrying out constructive works 

among depressed class of people etc22
. This process not only drew women out of 

their private spheres but also it helped them to organize and fight for their own cause 

rather than depend upon 'benevolent' men in society to promote their cause23
• 

The period between 1903 and 1926 saw several women organizations surfacing in 

different parts of the country and an effective all India platforms was created with the 

formation of Women's Indian Association in 1917 and All India Women's 

Conference in 192624
• 

4.4 Women Emancipation and Empowerment: Ambedkar's Ideas and Vision 

In the preceding chapter, the social and political ideas of Ambedkar was analysed in 

detail. It was discussed that Ambedkar examined in great detail the norms, values and 
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the state of 'Hindu Social Order' affecting the Hindu society. He attempted to identify 

the root causes for the social discrimination of dalits and untouchables. Subsequently, 

he tried to prescribe solutions for rectifYing the problems associated with the social 

Issues. 

He adopted a similar causal approach for identifying the problems of women in the 

existent contemporary society, the historic reasons for decline in the status of women 

and finally he recommended social and political measures for their emancipation and 

empowerment in the Indian society. 

As a scholar, Ambedkar wanted to go to the root of the problems of women. He knew 

that without understanding the root cause of the prevailing Hindu social order, it 

would be difficult to address the issue of women empowerment. Thus, he made an in 

depth study of the Hindu scriptures, smritis and shastras which are the fundamentals 

of Hindu faith that ordained graded socio, religious, economic and cultural status to 

the chaturvamas (four classes) where women was equated with the shudra category. 

He realised the irrationality, inhumanity and hollowness of Manusmriti (200 BC), 

where women had no power and they were not equal partners in life with men25
. 

Ambedkar explained that the inferior position and the subhuman treatment given to 

women is deeply embedded in the very nature of Hindu social order which does not 

respect the value of the equality among the individuals and does not recognise the 

worth of human dignity as according to the Hindu social order even though men are 

the children 'of Prajapati, the creator of the universe still they are created from 

different parts of the body of Prajapati. Thereby refusing to recognise that men no 

matter how profoundly they differ as individuals in capacity and character they are 

equally entitled as human beings26
• 

As against the principle of equality and fraternity the Hindu social order is based on 

the three different principles of which Ambedkar finds the first principle of graded 

inequality as most significant as there is no sphere of life which is not regulated by the 

principle of graded inequality, women as part of their sex must suffer from this 

principle and remain as victims of such inequality27
. Thus, the inferior position as 

granted to women and the sub-human treatment given to them, can be explained, 
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according to Ambedkar, in terms of very nature of social order which does not respect 

the value of equality among individuals and which does not recognise the worth of 

human dignity28
. 

The social order, as fallout of Manusmiriti, aimed at establishing dominance of 

Brahmans through a system of graded inequality. While this system of graded 

inequality gave rise differences in class, Ambedkar was of the firm opinion that Manu 

was also responsible for the fall of Hindu women during post-Vedic era. Criticizing 

Manu he said "A women in the eyes of Manu was a thing of no value ..... All the 

responsibility for the decline and fall of women in India must be fastened upon 

Manu"29
• 

In his book 'The Rise and fall of Hindu Women' (1988), 30 he quoted verses of 

Manusmiriti to explain the social understanding of the position of women such as 

women should be looked upon as objects for seducing men (11.213) because they were 

able to lead astray in this world not only a fool but even a learned man, and were 

capable of making man a slave of desire and anger (11.214). Thus it would be 

necessary for men to exert themselves to guard women (IX.16). He also pointed that 

Manusmiriti painted a picture of women as creatures known for their disposition-love 

for ornaments, impure desires, wrath, dishonesty, malice and bad conduct (IX.17), 

which the Lord of creature laid in them at the creation to be such (IX.16). Thus, 

Manusmiriti pointed out that day and night they must be kept in dependence by the 

males of their family and if they attach themselves to sexual enjoyments they must be 

kept under ones control (IX.2). They needed to be controlled vigilantly by their 

guardians. Manusmiriti did not offer the right to divorce to women (IX.45). A wife 

did not enjoy right over property, women were reduced to the level of a slave in the 

matter of property by Manu (IX.416). The husband had the right to beat his wife 

(VIII.299). She had no right in selecting a spouse of her own choice and she had to 

worship her husband faithfully (V.l54). 

Manu made a new rule that killing a woman was only an upapataka that is only a 

minor offence. A woman had no right to knowledge, the study of Vedas was 

forbidden to her. She should not perform the daily sacrifices prescribed by the Vedas 
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or else she will go to hell. He also prohibited inter-marriage, women from being nuns 

to strengthen the roots ofBrahmanism.31 

Thus, Ambedkar argued that the social principles put forward by Manu resulted in 

degrading the status of women in Hindu society. Ambedkar vehemently criticised the 

way Manu positioned the status of women. He commented: 

"Can anybody doubt that it was Manu who was responsible for the degradation 

of women in India? lvfost people are perhaps aware of this. Buy they do not seem 

to know two facts. The first thing they do not know: what is peculiar to Manu? 

There is nothing new and startling in the laws of Manu about women. These are 

the views of Brahmins ever since Brahminism was born in India. Before Manu 

they existed only as a matter of social theory . What Manu did was to convert 

what was a social theory into the laws of the state. The second thing they do not 

know is the reason which led Manu to impose these disabilities upon women. 

Shudras and women were the two chief sections of the Aryan society which lt'ere 

flocking to join the religion of the Buddha and theory undermining the foundation 

of Brahmin religion. Manu wanted to stem the tide of women flowing in the 

direction of Buddhism. "32 

In his written reply to an article in the Eve's weekly where the writer had charged 

Buddha (563 BC- 483 BC) responsible for the downfall of women in India, Ambedkar 

commented that Buddha did not shun women and express any disdain for them. 

Before the advent of Buddha, the right to acquire knowledge was denied to women 

which was supposed to be the birth right of all human beings. Women were denied the 

right to realize her spiritual potentiality. Buddha by admitting woman to the life of 

parivrajaka (an ascetic) removed both these wrongs in one stroke. He gave them the 

right to acquire knowledge as well as to realize their spiritual potentialities along with 

men. This revolutionary effort of his brought in India liberation of women which 

allowed them liberty and dignity. Ambedkar further criticized Manu who was the 

greatest opponent of Buddhism who put women under restraint. Therefore it was 

Manu not Buddha he concluded who was responsible for the decline and fall of 

women in India33
. He again observed: 

"Manu was the greatest opponent of the Buddhist religion. This is the secret ofthe 

many inequities which he heaped upon women. For he knew that if the home is to 
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be protected against the invasion of Buddhism. it is the women who must be 

protected against the invasion of Buddhism, it is the women who must be put under 

restraint .And he did U .All the responsibility for the decline and the fall of women 

in India must be fastened to Manu. "3
-1 

Thus, Ambedkar's frame of mind put Buddha above Manu in placing women in the 

social hierarchy in a constructed hierarchy which could provide sufficient protection 

to women in their social position. He was of the firm opinion that the reasons for 

inferior position and the subhuman treatment given to women were deeply embedded 

in the very nature of prevailing social order which did not respect the value of the 

equality among the individuals and did not recognise the worth of human dignity.35 

Being a liberal in his approach, he believed that individual is the ultimate goal of the 

society and thus growth of the individual is the most important pre-requisite of a free 

social order that can ensure rights for women. He, therefore, took the risk of 

challenging the established traditions of Hindu society because he had firm conviction 

that the society could not be changed unless it was challenged. However, the 

underlying rationale of changing prevailing society was the betterment of down

trodden sections including women. 

As a student "Castes in India" 36 was the first attempt of Ambedkar to understand and 

analyse the nature of Indian society and its systematization through the caste structure 

from the Anthropological point of view. He points out in his paper that the caste 

system was responsible for women's subordination and exploitation. In order to 

maintain caste Ambedkar points out that it is essential to prevent marriage from 

outside the group which shows that a group desirous of making itself into a caste must 

have the maintenance of numerical equality between marriageable units of the two 

sexes as the ultimate goal as without it endogamy can no longer be kept intact. The 

death of one of the partners creates a surplus man or a woman. "Thus both the surplus 

man and woman constitute a menace to the caste if not taken care of. For not finding 

suitable partners inside their prescribed circle very likely they will transgress the 

boundary, marry outside and import offsprings that is foreign to the caste. "37 
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Ambedkar finds ourthe four means by which the numerical disparity between the two 

sexes is conveniently maintained are: 

"Burning the widow with her deceased husband, compulsory widowhood- a milder 

form of burning, imposing celibacy on the widower, and wedding him to a girl not yet 

marriageable . .......... burning the widow and imposing celibacy on the widower are <?f 

doubtful service to the group in its endeavour to preserve its endogamy, all of them 

operate as means. But means, as forces when liberated or set in motion create an 

end ..... They create and perpetuate endogamy, while caste and endogamy, according to 

our analysis of the various definitions of caste, are one and the same thing. Thus the 

existence of these means is identical with caste and caste involves these means ... Jx 

Thus while going into the deep analysis of the mechanism of caste Ambedkar tried to 

find out the root cause of the sati pratha, early marriage of girls and the prohibition of 

widow remarriage in India. He attributed the downfall of women due to the caste 
39 system. 

Ambedkar points out that the Hindu society presents the above stated three singular 

uxorial customs that were 'primarily intended to solve the problem of the surplus man 

and woman in a caste to maintain its endogamy. Strict endogamy could not be 

preserved without these customs, while caste without endogamy is a fake.' but he was 

unable to find out the scientific explanation of the causes of the origin of caste. Even 

though he could find out plenty of philosophy to tell why these customs were 

honoured.40 

However, his concern was not limited to Hindu women only. He observed that even 

the Muslim women were also not getting their due which was provided to them under 

the Islamic Shariah as they were influenced by the Indian environment. He also 

criticized the denial of rights to Muslim women for divorce41
. He lamented the sad 

plight of the Indian Muslim women and said: 

"No Muslim girl has the courage to repudiate her marriage, although it may be 

open to her on the ground that she was a child and that it was brought about by 

persons other than her parents. No Muslim wife will think it proper to have a clause 

entered into her marriage, contract reserving her right to divorce. In that even her 
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fate is, 'once married always married ' She cannot escape the marriage -tie 

however irksome it may be. While she cannot repudiate her marriage, the husband 

can always do it without having to show any cause " n_ 

Ambedkar even opposed the Indian Muslim purdah system which he believed was 

contrary to the real purdah system of Islam. He was of the opinion that as a 

consequence of the purdah system a kind of segregation is brought about in the 

Muslim women which has deteriorating effect upon the physical constitution of the 

Muslim women thereby depriving her of a healthy social life. The isolation of males 

and females is sure to produce bad effects on the morals of men 43
• He believed that a 

system, if based on worth, can not justifY the permanent denial of education and 

religious right to women44
. 

In a way, what appears from Ambedkar's own perception of the Indian social order, 

Hindu or Muslim was one of a system where women were denied in various ways, 

their dues in the society. He was frantically in search of a solution to their evil 

systems and sought to usher a society based on equality, justice and fraternity. 

Ambedkar realised that there was no other way to reform the society except 

challenging the foundation, Manusmiriti and the principle of graded inequality, the 

society was built upon. He also argued that all problems related to women were 

manifestation of the system of caste and thus nothing short of a revolutionary step 

aimed at annihilation of caste could only prove beneficial for women. Here, we find 

the difference in philosophical foundations of Ambedkar with other contemporary 

social reformers. Instead of bringing superficial changes and addressing secondary 

issues like child marriage, sati system, he wanted to attack and destroy the backbone 

of the menace, the caste system. He wanted to attack the caste and thus bring about 

change not only for downtrodden but also for women 45
. 

He classified social reforms into various categories. Of which he felt that religious 

reforms are difficult to bring forth. He stated: 

"Social reforms fall into different species. There is a species of reform, which does 

not relate to the religious notion of people but is purely secular in character. There 
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is also a species of reform, which relates to the religious notions of people. Of such 

a species of reform, there are two varieties. In one, the reform accords with the 

principles of the religion and merely invites people, who have departed from it, to 

revert to them and to follow them. The second is a reform which not only touches 

the religious principles bul is diametrically opposed to those principles and invites 

people to depart from and to discard their authority and to act contrary to those 

principles. ,.Jr; 

Ambedkar was conscious of the socia~ economic and political inequalities among 

men and women in Indian society. Though, he attempted to find the root cause of 

decline in the status of women in social order, his idea of women empowerment was 

not confined to social arena. 

Broadly viewed, Women Empowerment can be taken as a tool for social, economic 

and political equality between men and women and developing capability of women 

by assigning rights that were not available earlier. As has been discussed in the 

previous chapter, Ambedkar believed that individual is the ultimate goal ofthe society 

and growth of every individual is the most important pre-requisite of a free social 

order. That was the motivation behind his taking the risk of challenging the 

established traditions of Hindu Society. Having the wider purpose of changing society 

for the betterment of the down-trodden society including women, Ambedkar found no 

other way except changing the very mechanism of the social order. He wanted to 

attack caste and thus bring about change not only for low caste people but also for 

women47
. 

The contents of Ambedkar's concept of social justice include unity and equality of all 

human beings, equal worth and respect for men and women. His social idea was to 

remove man made inequalities of all shape through law, morality and public 

conscience48
. A Critical examination of his writings reveal that he wanted to establish 

an 'ideal society '49
, a "casteless society "50 or a society based on the "principle of 

justice "51
. Ambedkar tried to find out the evils of the existing social order and then 

offered his own alternative model of an "ideal society" or a "just society" which could 

bring complete change in society52 .This ideal society would be based on "liberty, 

equality and fraternity"53
. 
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He was convinced that there was not genuine possibility to change Hindu Society 

from within. He felt it would be necessary to bring about changes through the help of 

law. Thus, he wanted the involvement of state for social welfare and upliftment of 

women in society54
. Through, his submission before Simon Commission ( 1928), he 

wanted that Government be made responsible to ensure the spread of the education 

among the masses without any discrimination on the basis of religion, caste, sex and 

creed55
. 

The greater emphasis on law and legal measures for firinging about a just social order 

was a prominent feature of Ambedkar's social and political idea. 

However, in accordance Jqhis frame_WQrk_forsQciaLand political thought, the vision 

of Ambedkar in regard to women's emancipation and empowerment is not limited to 

provision of adequate legal safeguards, he felt that though law is one of the most 

effective measures of bringing social change, there are constraints in applying the 

same. He was concerned about educating people towards favouring the desired 

changes in the society that would empower women and emancipate them. Law 

according to Ambedkar, unless backed by social morality would not be sufficient to 

change the plight of women. He argued that rights are not protected by laws but by 

social and moral conscience of society. The people who were mentally enslaved for 

generations together by deep rooted social values would not accept radical changes in 

laws that challenge the very nature of social and customary values56
• Thus, 

Ambedkar's vision of equality of women through legal reforms was intertwined with 

raising social 'conscience through social re-engineering and through education. 

Ambedkar while discussing the meaning of liberty said that it should include social 

equality, economic equality and there must be knowledge (education) made available 

to all. All these social conditions were restricted to a particular class in the old social 

order but form an important part in the new social order57
• This can be considered as 

the cornerstone of his ideas of women emancipation and empowering them for better 

future. Here, it can be noticed that he prescribed the same measures for upliftment of 

women what he recommended for upliftment of untouchables. 
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However, his ideas about women empowerment were not restricted to social and 

political arena. He put due emphasis on economic rationale also. 

He postulated two superstructures upon the structure of society namely the economy 

and the polity but he gave more weight to the economy than to the polity. This is why 

eventhough he had obvious differences with Marxism he found himself so close to 

Marxism. He conceded the need to modify the liberal ideals to suit the developmental 

stage of a society58
• He knew that the position of women could not be improved 

without proper education and economic well being. Thus he advocated for equal 

economic rights for women, to be granted by the State, through an adequate means of 

livelihood, equal pay for equal work for women and equal right to work for women59
. 

Ambedkar laid stress on the concept of capacity building of women as the first step 

towards women empowerment. He made a multi-dimensional contribution to the 

empowerment of women by advocating girl's education, removal of adverse social 

attitudes towards women. He considered education for women to be as essential as for 

men because children usually emulate both their parents. He advised women to mould 

their children that they led a life of virtue. He. wanted women to be bold and fearless 

like men. He argued that history proved that Indian women could fight on the 

warfront, if the situation demands so60
. To him, in this process of empowerment, the 

state should have a direct role. 

He wanted to position women as not only a member of the family, also of society. His 

aim was to re-engineer the society from the grass-root level61
. He involved state for 

this purpose through Hindu Code Bill which sought to confer on women the right to 

property and adoption. These are enabling rights to women, not granted previously in 

the domain of economy, which was to be conferred through legal means. Although, he 

attempted, through this bill to put men and women on an equal level in all legal 

matters, he remarked that "this is in no sense a revolutionary measure; this is not even 

a radical measure"62
. In an attempt to formalise and institutionalise his efforts, such a 

legislative move was taken by him. It is equally interesting to note that Ambedkar 

while admitting the limitations of the step accepted this to be the basic foundation of 

empowerment of women. 
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Ambedkar's idea on women empowennent was not confined to political or economic 

domain. He not only wanted to ensure social equality between man and man, but also 

equal status and dignity between man and woman. He also believed in equal status of 

husband and wife. He advised that women should be on friendly tenns with their 

husbands. He did not agree that there should be a master slave relation between the 

husband and the wife63
. In this context, he advocated active participation of women in 

political activities. He involved women in all his social struggles. 

His arguments on maternity benefit bill, abortion and on the birth control were quite 

relevant to recognize the dignity of women. He supported the maternity bill and in its 

support he said: 

"It is in the interest of the nation that the mother ought to get a certain amount of 

rest during the pre-natal period and also subsequently, and the principle of the bill is 

based entirely on that principle ..... That being so Sir, I am bound to admit that the 

burden of this ought to be largely borne by the government, I am prepared to admit 

this fact because the conservation of the people 's welfare is the primary concern of 

the government and in every country, therefore, where maternity benefit has been 

introduced that you will find that the government has been subjected to a certain 

amount of charge with regard to maternity benefit. "6~ 

He was also ofthe firm opinion that, 

"the employer should not be free from the liability, it is absolutely reasonable that to 

certain extent at least the employer will be liable for the kind of benefit when he gets 

a special benefit by employing women instead of men "65 

Ambedkar believed that this bill should not be confined to the Bombay Presidency 

instead it should extend to the whole of India. 

On the issue of abortion he opined that attempts at abortion resorted to for the 

prevention of unwanted progeny, exacted a heavy toll of female lives. Therefore 

abortion was dangerous for the life of women.66 
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Thus, it implies that the vision of Ambedkar in regard to women's emancipation and 

empowerment is not limited to provision of adequate legal safeguards, he felt that 

though law is one of the most effective measures of bringing social change, there are 

constraints in applying the same. He was concerned about educating people towards 

favouring the desired changes in the society that would empower women and 

emancipate them. Law according to Ambedkar, unless backed by social morality 

would not be sufficient to change the plight of women. The people who were mentally 

enslaved for generations together by deep rooted social values would not accept 

radical changes in laws that challenge the very nature of social and customary values. 

His vision of equality of women through legal reforms was intertwined with raising 

social conscience through social re-engineering and through education. Social 

awareness and social responsiveness appeared to him to be the basic ingredient of 

women empowerment. 

Thus conceived, the emancipation of women would mean their liberation from 

religious, legal, economic oppression and their escape from narrow gender roles. The 

principle of equality and positive discriminations are key towards attaining women 

emancipation. Ambedkar posited his idea of equality for women based on the 

premises that the society should inculcate a sense of moral equality which would deny 

people possessing superior physical, financial strengths etc. to oppress people who are 

inferior in these respects. While defining the reasons for inequality, he admitted that 

there are inherent causes for inequality among people and inequality can never be 

eliminated on these grounds. However, he believed that no body should be denied 

equal rights on virtue of his/her possession by birth. The society should not create 

barriers to people as such who can achieve on their own merit and will. Being born 

into a family of untouchables and underprivileged, he felt bitterly when he was barred 

from advancement even though he possessed talent and capabilities to achieve his 

goals in his life. He found the roots of inequality in the social order itself and thus he 

felt that mere declaration of equality would not suffice the purpose. He preferred 

positive discrimination in his definition of equality in respect to duties and 

responsibilities of state. 

Empowerment IS a multi-dimensional process of social, moral and civil rights. 
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Emancipation aims atthrowing off the narrow roles defined by symbols and notions. 

The process of empowerment, Ambedkar believed, is not provisioning of mere legal 

rights through reforms but a multi-dimensional process involving social, moral and 

civil rights. He stated that: 

" ... the prevalent view is that once rights are enacted in a law then they are 

safeguarded. This again is an unwan·anted assumption. As experience proves. 

rights are protected not by law but by the social and moral conscience of society. If 

social conscience is such that it is prepared to recognize the rights which law 

chooses to enact rights will be safe and secure. But if the fundamental rights are 

opposed by the community, no Law, no Parliament, no judiciary can guarantee 

them in the real sense of the word. "07 

On 201
h July 1942, at a conference of equality brigade, he guided the volunteers 

saying that "Power dominated by moral values is our ideal. I expect your involvement 

in controlling the atrocities on Dalits and Women "68
. 

Thus, in order to complete the process the empowerment, changing the mental models 

or notions of people, that constitute the society, is necessary. He felt that: 

"All reform consists in a change in the notions, sentiment and mental attitudes of 

the people towards men and !/:lings. It is common experience that certain names 

become associated with certain notions and sentiments, which determine a person 's 

attitude towards men and things. "09 

Ambedkar believed that people are pre-occupied with notions and ideas that are 

attached to symbols and names. Following this idea, Ambedkar wanted to initiate the 

process of empowerment of women by changing icons or symbols of women of 

Kamathipura. While addressing a meeting at Damodar Thakersey Hall, Bombay on 

161
h June 1936, he made a fervent appeal to depressed women, most of whom had 

come from Kamathipura. He said: 

".. I insist that if you want to be with the rest of us you must give up your 

disgraceful life. " He continued, " There are only two ways open to you: either you 
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remain where you are and continue to be despised and shunned, or you give up 

your disgracefol profession and come with us. ·· He also advised them that they 

should not continue to live in conditions which inevitably drag them into 
. • 7(} 

prostrtutwn . 

The women of Kamathipura were symbolized as being into the profession of 

prostitution and this pre-occupied notion forced women to drag themselves into this 

profession. Ambedkar wanted to emancipate women of Kamathipura by challenging 

age old notions and by advising them to urganize and stand against them. 

When Ambedkar went back to Delhi after the All India Depressed Classes' 

conference at Nagpur (1942), he wrote to Sri J.T. Meshram thanking all the volunteers 

who made the conference a great success: 

"I am proud of the conference as a special historic event. I was very happy with the 

progress of the equality brigade, and more with the women who participated in the 

conference .. I was thrilled to see their proper dresses, their discipline, their 

cleanliness and their confidence. Gods in heaven must have been jealous of such a 

. ht "71 
Slg . 

He was impressed that the women (Dalits) were able to shed the icons or symbols 

(dirty, in tatters, helplessness etc.) and ready to participate equally in a political arena. 

No doubt he termed the conference as a 'Special Historic Event'. 

' 
Empowerment is a process of self~belief and assertion of Individuals. Emancipation 

also implies recognition of self and position of oneself in society. The scope of 

empowerment, as per Ambedkar is a process that starts from individuals and their 

relative position in groups. He noted that: 

"The assertion by the individual of his own opinions and beliefs, his own 

independence and interest as over against group standards, group authority and 

group interests, is the beginning of all reform. But whether the reform will 

continue depends upon what scope the group affords for such individual 

assertion. If the group is tolerant and fair-minded in dealing with such 

individuals they will continue to assert and in the end succeed in converting their 
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fellows. On the other hand if the group is intolerant and does not bother about 

the means it adopts to stifle such individuals they will perish and the reform will 

die out. "72 

Although not said strictly in respect to women, these lines are also strong evidences of 

Ambedkar's ideas about human emancipation. He believed in assertion by the 

individual of his own opinions and beliefs, own independence and interest over group 

standard and norms. Human emancipation, as already been stated should lead towards 

freedom in fullest sense of social self-determination. Human emancipation can be said 

to be completed when an individual recognizes own forces as social forces. 

Ambedkar never missed an opportunity of expressing his mind in front of a women 

audience. He was an ardent believer that active participations in public arena brings 

self-confidence which was a prime necessity for human emancipation. Ambedkar as a 

representative of the untouchable class was to attend the second session of Round 

Table Conference. He was to leave for London on 15th August 1931. On the eve of 

this occasion a farewell function was organized at Sir. Cawasji Jahangir Hall on 14th 

August 1931. P G Solanki was on the chair. Ambedkar addressed two separate 

meetings one of women at 8pm and one of men at 1 Opm at night (Janata, 1 ih August 

1931). 

He made a very stirring speech before the Depressed Class Women. He said: 

"If you stand by your resolve to extirpate your slavery root and branch and undergo 

all trial and tribulations for it, the credit and success of my being able to discharge 

the onerous task will be yours. "73 

Immediately he addressed in the same hall another meeting which was attended by 

Depressed Class men. As regards to Round Table Conference, he said: 

"In a conference of one hundred and twenty five members we are two; but rest 

assured that we will move heaven and earth for the sake of your welfare. At present 

Gandhi cannot do anything to promote your interests. We must stand on our own 
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feet and fight as best H'e can for our rights. So carry on your agitation and organise 

your forces. Power and prestige will come w vou through struggle".--~ 

Thus, one can get a glimpse of his ideas about human emancipation expressed in 

respect to women. He strongly advocated that women should recognise their worth as 

social forces, organize themselves so that they could participate in social and political 

agitations. 

Empowerment strengthens women's capacity to make effective choices and transform 

choices into desired actions and outcomes. The concept of women's empowerment, 

as per Ambedkar, is to build capacity in them so that they can make effective choices 

in areas that affect their lives. He applied this concept while arguing in favour of 

birth-control. He wanted certain measures to be introduced for birth control as an 

effective process towards women empowerment. Women empowerment as an 

outcome of being able to make effective choices (to bear a child or not in this case) 

and to bring forth the choice into desired outcome can be seen in his approach. 

He moved a non-official resolution m the Bombay Legislative Assembly on l 01
h 

November, 1938 where he remarked: 

" .... many women become invalid for life and some even loose their lives by the 

birth of children in their diseased condition or in too rapid succession. Birth 

control is the only sovereign specific remedy that can do away with all these 

calamities,. wherever a women is disinclined to bear a child for any reason, what so 

ever, she must be in a position to prevent conception and bringing forth progeny 

which should be entirely dependent on the choice of women, society in no way will 

profit by the addition of unwanted progeny "75
. 

In his last sentence one can see the positive steps towards women empowerment in 

terms of a process. by which those who have been denied power gain power, in 

particular the ability to make strategic life choices like whether or not to have 

children. 
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Participation in public sphere and developing self-confidence is a process of 

emancipation and empowerment of women. The processes adopted by Ambedkar to 

emancipate and empower women were primarily founded upon two premises: educate 

women and encourage them to participate in public events, this would subsequently 

create sense of self-respect in them and to reform the social order of Indian society 

such that the root causes of degradation and oppression of women were taken care of. 

The above is also supported by the understanding of Eleanor Zelliot76
• 

Self esteem and self dependence, insistence on humane feelings, life unburdened by 

obligations, insistence on rights in every sphere as an Indian, choosing one's own 

path, finding every way of personal progress, fighting for every social, educational 

and financial equality, are the spe~ial facets of Ambedkar' s self confident 

movement77
. Thus, in an effort to include women in their etTort to achieve self

confidence, he insisted and succeeded in including women in his various civil 

movements and conferences. 

At the Mahad Satyagraha of 1927, an historic effort to get water from a public pond 

after the Bombay Legislative Council had declared all public places open to 

untouchables, women not only participated in the procession from the conference site 

to the pond, they also participated in the deliberations of the subject committee 

meetings in passing resolutions about the claim for equal human rights. Participation 

of women in civil movements continued when they participated actively in five years 

long "Nasik Satyagraha" to enter the Kalaram temple (1930-1935)78
• 

The women's conference, during the Scheduled Caste Federation meetings of 1942, is 

an important landmark in this course. The conference was presided over by Mrs. 

Sulocahanabai Dongree of Amraoti (Nagpur, July 18 to July 20, 1942). In this 

conference, Ambedkar advised women to educate their children and remove from 

them any inferiority complex, not to have too many children; and let every girl who 

married claimed to be her husband's friend and equal and to refuse to be his slave. He 

also commented that their dress, their cleanliness and the confidence with which they 

behaved in the conference brought delight to his heart79
• 
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Addressing the first session, he said: 

"the greatest progress that we have made is to be found among our women folk. 

Here you see in this conference these 20,000 to 25,000 women present. See their 

dress, observe their manners, and mark their speech. Can anyone say that they 

are untouchable women, the progress made by our women is most astonishing 

and encouraging factor of our movement and it is of the most gratifYing 

feature . .?~o. 

The conference was remarkable; it had record attendance of men and women. It 

served the purpose to strengthen the lives of women both in social and political 

matters. Addressing the womell'sconferenceAmbedkar said: 

"I am very happy to have to have this occasion of addressing you. There cannot 

be an occasion of greater happiness to any one interested in the advancement of 

the depressed classes than to witness this gathering of women. That you would 

assemble in such vast number almost 20000 to 25000 strong would have been 

unthinkable 10 years ago. I am a great believer in Women's organization. I know 

what they can do to improve the condition of society if they are convinced. In the 

eradication of social evils they have rendered great services. I will testifY to that 

from my own experience. Ever since I begin to work among the depressed classes, 

I made it a point to carry women along with men. That is why you will see that 

our conferences are always mixed conferences. I measure the progress of the 

community by the degree of progress which women have achieved, and when I 

see the assembly, 1 feel both c~nvinced and happy that we have progressed. I 

shall tell you a few things which I think you should bear in mind. Learn to be 

clean; keep free from all vices. Give education to your children, instil ambition in 

them, inculcate on your minds that they are destined to be great. Remove from 

them all inferiority complexes. Don 't be in a hurry to marry: marriage is a 

liability. You should not impose upon your children unless financially they are 

able to meet the liabilities arising from marriage. Those who will marrywi/1 bear 

in mind that to have too many children is a crime. The parental duty lies in giving 

each child a better start than its parent had. Above all, let each girl who marries 

stand upto her husband, claim to be her husband's friend and equal, and refuse 
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to be his slave. J am sure if you follow this advice you lVill bring honour and 

glory to yourself and depressed classes. ,,x, 

Participation of women at his various conferences remained a distinguished feature of 

his effort towards women's empowerment. At the scheduled caste conference held at 

Kanpur on Jan 31, 1944, stressing the values of women's contribution Ambedkar 

observed that their movement could not succeed unless their women helped actively 

the work of intensification82
• 5000 women attended the 3rd all India Scheduled Caste 

Federation which was held on 5th and 6111 may 1945. On this occasion women 

conference under the chairmanship of Mrs. Meenabai Shivraj, Mumbai municipal 

workers federation was also organized. A gathering of 70,000 men and women loudly 

cheered at Narc Park, Bombay, on 17 Feb 1946 when Am bedkar rose to inaugurate 

the election campaign. More than 2000 dalit men and women participated in an 

agitation launched by scheduled caste federation at Lucknow, 24th and 25th April 

1948, to establish political rights as well as equality of all human beings. 

The expectation of Ambedkar that women in India would gather moral courage and 

strength of character suffered a blow when he felt that women were also responsible 

for not passing the Hindu Code Bill. While addressing a rally of Belgaon district 

branch of Schedule caste federation, on December 26, 1950, Ambedkar stated: 

"The lack of moral courage and strength of character of the women in India had 

come in the way of the bill (Hindu Code) that had been drafted by him. None of the 

prominent w,omen leaders were really interested in the social progress of our 

women. "83 

In his address to a meeting on Scheduled Class Mahila Mandai in Bombay on June 

23, 1953, Dr Ambedkar advised them to carry on the program of emancipation in 

spite of adverse criticism84
• He said that there was much criticism on his speech made 

on the "Buddha Jayanti" day and advised them not to be misled by the criticism. 
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4.5 Women Em-ancipation and Empowerment: Dr. Ambedkar's Policy 

Prescriptions 

Ambedkar delved into the historicity of the problem in order to analyze the inferior 

status assigned to women in the Indian society. He discussed the dogma of the 

infallibility of the Vedas. He appealed that this dogma must be destroyed from root 

and branch if India is to progress as the Vedas have made the Brahmins the Lord of 

the earth. He further said that for this purpose he was not afraid of the consequences 

and would be happy if he succeeded in stirring up the masses.85 In his paper, "Castes 

in India"86 he linked the subordination of women to caste exploitation as well as 

upholding the purity of caste at the cost of women. 

An analysis of his ideas reveal that Ambedkar held 'equality- social, economic and 

political' as the basic or fundamental norm for bringing about empowerment of 

women. His justification of legal reforms and social re-engineering appeared to rest 

on the ground of bringing social, economic and political equality in the society which 

would lead to emancipation of women and empowering them87
• 

Educationally backward, socially and economically dependent, women had lived 

through suppression, exploitation and ill-treatments at the hands of man. The 

prescription of Ambedkar- education, organization and agitation was well suited to 

women as it was to down-trodden. Since the position of women in Ambedkar's era 

was not much different from that of the down-trodden; their mental and physical 

inhibitions being similar, their symptoms being the same, their diagnosis and 

treatment could not be different 88
• He advocated active participation of women in 

political arena. He involved women in all his social struggles. The impassioned love 

for the fallen women as a community and his effort to rescue them from the despised 

and disgraceful life continued till his demise. 

On the psychological front Ambedkar sought to vitalise the social order in two ways: 

by creating a sense of equality among the women and by removing the sense of 

inferiority from the minds of women. He knew it very well that there should be two 

pronged attack on the vices of social equality of which the women were victim. In the 

first instance a line of demarcation is to be drawn between the sphere of men and 
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women and secondly each should be given equal sphere for work. In other words, no 

segment of the society would be allowed to interfere with the freedom of the other. He 

considered it to be the greatest safeguard of women liberty in a general way. 

The processes envisaged by Ambedkar towards women's emancipation and 

empowerment can be divided into two major categories. First, through his 

associations and organizations he encouraged women to become educated, to be 

active in public life and especially to gain that all important quality of self-respect. 

Self-respect, education and activities in public sphere would help women to their way 

towards demanding rights and freedom by women. 89 

Secondly, in the broader context of empowerment, he wanted to legitimise a 

paradigm shift in the social order, which he argued to be the root cause for the 

decline in status of women in India. 

He therefore took the help of law to resolve the gender issues. He wanted the 

involvement of state for the social welfare and upliftment of women in society. His 

emphasis on law and legal measures for bringing about a just social order was his 

priority. In his opinion the difference between ancient society and modern society is 

that in the former case law making was not the function of people it was made by God 

or by the Law-giver. The function of the society was just to obey it. To him "the true 

function of law consists in repairing the faults of the society. "90 

Ambedkar was sworn in as a nominated Member of the Bombay Legislative Council 

on 18th February 1927. He was renominated in 1932. In 1937; he was returned to the 

Bombay Legislative Assembly in the General Elections. The Assembly was 

prorogued in 1939 when the Second World War broke out. During these twelve years 

whenever he got the opportunity he tried to transform his ideas and vision on women 

empowerment. Ambedkar's speech on the Maternity Benefit Bill for women 

employees is a vivid example of his vision of law acting as a weapon for women 

empowerment. 

Supporting the Bill he said: 
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" ... the bill is not altogether wrong if it seeks to impose the liability under the 

present circumstances on the em~r''. His faith in the legislature is reflected 

when he says that "the benefits contemplated by this bill ought to be given by 

this Legislature to the poor women who toil in our factories in this 

Presidency ."91 

His arguments on the measures for birth-control is another example that shows that he 

recommended the government to take the initiative to carry on an intensive 

propaganda in favour of birth control among the masses as well as to provide 

adequate facilities for the practice of birth- control. For this purpose his advice was to 

promote Vasectomy. Therefore in his opinion 'the Government and municipalities 

must provide facilitiesin thisr~~<;ljn_theirhospitals' .92 In the Bombay Legislature 

he moved the birth control bill and told the Assembly that he recommended the 

government that it should make necessary arrangements to educate people. (I 0 

November 1938).This reflects his firm believe in the positive role of the government 

in eradicating this evil. 

He wanted involvement of state for social welfare and upliftment of women in society 

through, his submission before Simon Commission ( 1928); he wanted that 

Government be made responsible to ensure the spread of the education among the 

masses without any discrimination on the basis of religion, caste, sex and creed. 

Thus, he was of the view that since Hindu society could not reform itself therefore 

law was needed to improve the status of women. But at the same time he was also 

aware that even though law is one of the most etiective measures of bringing social 

change, there are constraints in applying the same. Law according to Ambedkar, 

unless backed by social morality would not be sufficient to change the plight of 

women. 

He opined that "Law may guarantee various rights, but only those can be called real 

rights which you are permitted by the society to exercise ... ....... .In short what is 

permitted by the society to be exercised can alone be called a right. The right which is 

guaranteed by law but is opposed by the society is of no use at all."93 
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Ambedkar tried to the link between the Hindu social order and the position of women 

in the Indian society. Thus, in his view, the issue of women's empowerment couldnot 

be addressed in isolation. Rights and special privileges of castes can be translated into 

rights and special privileges enjoyed by a particular gender. The hegemony of caste 

can be translated into hegemony of gender codes of pride, privileges and self-image. 

Ambedkar stood for annihilation of· caste and demolition of patriarchal society 

because he felt unless the drive engine is destroyed the oppression would continue 

forever. 94 

To him 'Social Liberty' is very important and the freedom of mind is the real 

freedom. The freedom of mind, who with an awakened consciousness realizes his 

rights, responsibilities and duties andjs llQLa slave of circumstances and wants to 

change them in favour. One who is not afraid of public criticism and has enough self

respect and intellect so that he doesn't become the tool in the hands of others.95 

Though he said this in the context of depressed classes but this is also applicable for 

his concern on Women's emancipation and empowerment. 

However, his ideas about women empowerment were not restricted to social and 

political arena. He put due emphasis on economic rationale also. He knew that the 

position of women could not be improved without proper education and economic 

well being. Thus he advocated for equal economic rights for women, to be granted by 

the State, through an adequate means of livelihood, equal pay for equal work for 

women and equal right to work for women. 

Ambedkar laid stress on the concept of capacity building of women as the first step 

towards women empowerment. He made a multi-dimensional contribution to the 

empowerment of women by advocating girl's education, removal of adverse social 

attitudes towards women. He considered education for women to be as essentiai as for 

men because children usually emulate both their parents. In the Bombay Legislative 

Council debates96 his concern for slow progress of education not only for the boys but 

also for the girls is also seen. His request for increase in the expenditure of education 

from the Education Minister shows his believe in the Law which only can bring 

progress in the society. 

114 



He not only wanted to ensure social equality between man and man, but also equal 

status and dignity between man and woman. He also believed in equal status of 

husband and wife. He wanted to position women as not only a member of the family, 

also of society. This ardent belief of his is reflected when he asked not only men but 

also women on the day of voting should leave their work and go to polls. 

His arguments on maternity benefit bill, abortion and on the birth control were quite 

relevant to recognize the dignity of women. His aim was to re-engineer the society 

from grass-root level and through legal means. He involved state for this purpose 

through Hindu Code Bill which sought to confer on women the right to property and 

adoption. These are enabling rights to women, not granted previously in the domain 

of economy, which was to be conferred through legal means. 

In the words of Ambedkar: 

"I drafted the bill in conformity with the dictates of the Smritis which allow several 

rights to women. The bill was aimed at removing the obstruction of Law in the 

social advancement of women. On wealth depends independence and a woman 

must be very particular to retain her wealth and rights, to help retain her 

freedom. "97 

Ambedkar while addressing a meeting of women in Bomba/8 (November 24 1951) 

declared that the Hindu Code Bill would improve the condition of women and give 

them more rights and requested them to support the bill and vote for the candidates 

who would bring real Democracy In the country.99 

Ambedkar realised that there was no other way to reform the society except 

challenging the foundation, Manusmiriti and the principle of graded inequality, the 

society was built upon. He also argued that all problems related to women were 

manifestation of the system of caste and thus nothing short of a revolutionary step 

aimed at annihilation of caste could only prove beneficial for women. 

Instead of bringing superficial changes and addressing secondary issues like child 

marriage, sati system, he wanted to attack and destroy the backbone of the menace, 
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the caste system. He wanted to attack the caste and thus bring about change not only 

for downtrodden but also for women. 

He felt it would be necessary to bring about changes through help of law and thus he 

preferred interventions at legal and public policy level. Ambedkar's vision of equality 

of women through legal reforms was intertwined with raising social conscience 

through social re-engineering and through education. Social awareness and social 

responsiveness appeared to him to be the basic ingredient of women empowerment. 

However, one can notice the seed of positive discrimination is present in his definition 

of equality in respect to duties and responsibilities of state. 

4.6 Summary and Conclusion 

The for<;:going discussion proves that Ambedkar, as a social activist, sought to 

highlight the fact that only through the organised and collective effort, a change of 

qualitative nature could be brought about in the Indian society. He was of the view 

that women should be encouraged to take active part in organised social mobilisation 

activities which, in a long run, would enable them to assess their own position vis-a

vis the position enjoyed by the privileged section of the society. Participation in an 

organisation, he believed, to be the first step towards 'capacity -building' for the 

women. One can relate this position with Ambedkar's idea that women needed 

adequate exposure to social morality-reality marked by injustice, discrimination and 

inhuman tre~tment. He believed that more there would be the level and extent of this 

realisation by the womenfolk, more accelerated would be their march towards 

emancipation. 

Ambedkar adopted a comprehensive view on the social structure in India. To him, the 

Hindu social order. which was marked by highly hegemonised caste stratification 

could not be altered if one takes a piecemeal attitude. The problem was complex and 

demanded a multi-prolonged attack. To him, the task of women empowerment in such 

a society would call for a multiple set of solutions. Rights of women could be 

achieved only when the monolithic nature of caste structure would be demolished. He 
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was aware of the fact that it was a very difficult task and for this purpose, some sort of 

unbroken continuity in the social reform measures was needed. 

He strongly advocated that women should recogmse their worth as social forces, 

organize themselves so that they could participate in social and political agitations. 

The processes adopted by Ambedkar to emancipate and empower women were 

primarily founded upon two premises: educate women and encourage them to 

participate in public events, this woold subsequently create sense of self-respect in 

them and to reform the social order of Indian society such that the root causes of 

degradation and oppression of women were taken care of. 

Ambedkar's vision of empowerment of_~Qme_nJhrQughJegal reforms was intertwined 

with raising social conscience through social re-engineering and through education. 

Social awareness and social responsiveness appeared to him to be the basic ingredient 

of women empowerment. 

His policy prescription for women emancipation and empowerment encompasses two 

domains: 'Social' and 'Political'. In social domain, he prescribed 'Educate, Organise 

and Agitate' as the motto for emancipation and empowerment of women. He also 

favoured moral conscience among the people, necessary to build a just social order. 

In the Political domain, he wanted multi-pronged interventions in terms of 'legal 

safeguard against exploitation', 'economic rights', 'positive discrimination for 

underprivileged' and 'legal sanction of new social order based on trinity principles' of 

Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. 

In the next chapter, deliberation has been made about Ambedkar' s effort in 

institutionalizing his policy prescriptions with specific reference in political domain. 
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Chapter-V 

WOMEN EMANCIPATION AND EMPOWERMENT: EFI"ORTS 

OF DR. B. R. AMBEDKAR TOWARDS THEIR 

INSTITUTIONALI~ATJON 

5.1 Constitution Making and the Process of Institutionalisation of Ideas 

In the preceding chapter, it has been mentioned that Ambedkar held 'social, economic 

and political' equality as the basic or fundamental norm for bringing about 

empowerment of women. He also prescribed legal reforms to bring in social, 

economic and political equality in the society which would lead to emancipation of 

women and empowering them. Being an-ardent supporter of the functional theory of 

the state, he also argued and accepted the notion of the state as a legal and 

Constitutional creature. He held a general view that the state is not only the source of 

law but also a creature of law. For him the state is a legal and Constitutional system 

that represents the principle of equality. 

Social justice is considered as a fundamental right in the Constitution of India. Social 

justice can be ensured by removing social imbalances through appropriate laws and 

legislation. A welfare state can realise this goal by harmonising the rival claims or 

interests of different groups or sections present in the social structure. The Preamble 

of the Constitution enshrines the concept of social justice in the form of 'Justice, 

Liberty, Equality and Fraternity'. In the Constitution of India, the trinity is secured 

and protected with social justice and economic empowerment and political justice to 

all the citizens under the rule of India 1• 
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The Preamble not only provides complete equality between the sexes before the law, 

but also in the political sphere. Political justice, that is, absence of any arbitrary 

distinction between man and woman in the political sphere, is ensured by the principle 

of 'one man, one vote2
. 

The Preamble grants equality to women as Fundamental Rights and .empowers the 

State to adopt measures of positive discrimination in favour of women for ensuring 

social, economic and political equal it/. The essence of the Constitution reflects the 

··-dream-ora new social, economic and political order, the soul of which was social 

justice4 which led Austin (2006) to remark that the Constitution can be seen as "a 

vehicle for social revolution··. There are specific provisions in the Constitution of 

India those which take care of the liberty and equality of the citizens and its principles 

bridges the gap of social, economic and political inequalities between the well-off and 

the worst-off of society. In fact the founding fathers thought it wise to construct the 

philosophy of the Constitution on the basis of egalitarianism. The philosophy of the 

Constitution of India is based on the idea that liberty should be coupled with social 

restraints and subordinated to the liberty of the greatest number of common 

happiness. However, guaranteeing of cmtain rights to each individual would be 

meaningless unless all inequality is banished from social structure and each individual 

is assured of equality of status, opportunity for the development and means for the 

enforcement of rights guaranteed to him. This object is secured in the body of 

Constitution in various provisions and articles5
• 

The Fundamental Rights and the Directive Principles provide the principles and 

operative guidelines to secure social justice and bring down socio-economic 

inequalities in the society. While Fundamental Rights are political in nature, 

Directives Principles embody social and economic principles. By the process of 

banishment of poverty, not by expropriation of those who have, but by multiplication 

of the national wealth and resources and an equitable distribution thereof amongst all 

who contribute towards its production, the Constitution of India, through 

establishment of economic democracy, aims at providing economic justice to all 

citizens oflndia6
• It forbids sexual discrimination and guarantees social and economic 

justice to women. 
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The Constituent Assembly adopted the Objective Resolution on January 22, 1947 

pledging itself to draw up a Constitution guaranteeing and securing to all the people 

of India, justice, equality, and freedom and providing adequate safeguards to 

minorities and backward classes as spell out in the Objective Resolution moved by 

Nehru7 The Constituent Assembly aimed at 'socio-economic revolution'; to bring 

about' a fundamental change' in the structure of Indian society and 'to render social 

justice to every citizen through the Constitution'. Therefore the Constituent Assembly 

intended to draft the Constitution of India that would not only establish major political 

--Institutions but also-bring about social revolution which itself hints at social justice8
• 

The Indian Constitution can be called a social document which implies that justice to 

all citizens -social, economic and political being its keynote9 

The Constitution was framed as a symbol of national aspiration and a modernising 

instrument whose primary function was intended to be one of bringing about a 

dynamic and purposive future. The framers tried to incorporate elements of dynamism 

in the form of the Preamble, Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles of State 

Policy. The Fundamental Rights are to foster the social revolution by creating an 

egalitarian society to the extent that all citizens are to be equally free from coercion or 

restriction by the State, or by society in private space, liberty was no longer by the 

privileges of the few. On the other hand, the Directive Principles aim at liberating 

Indian citizens in the positive sense, free from the passivity engendered by centuries 

of coercion by society and nature, free from abject physical conditions that prevented 

them from fulfilling their best selves 10 

The Constitution is a monumental example of social re-engineering of Indian society. 

Ambedkar being the chief architect of the Indian Constitution prescribed for bringing 

social, political and economic equality that would lead to empowering women and 

emancipating them. 

The role of Ambedkar in Constitution making has to be examined in the wider 

perspective of nationalism, democracy, humanity and justice. As the chief draftsman 

of the Constitution, he was playing the role as a great Constitutional expert11
• His 
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expertise went a long way in enshrining the concept of political democracy in the 

Constitution of India. 

5.2 Women Empowerment and Emancipation: Constitutional Scheme. 

The Preamble to the Constitution provides insight to the ideology of the Constitution 

of India. The objectives of the state such as socio-economic and political justice, 
--------- - -

liberty of thought,-expression, faith, belief and worship; equality of status and 

opportunity; fraternity promoting dignity of the individual are embodied in the 

Preamble 12
• 

Constitutional prov1ston which aimed at preventing discrimination, improving the 

status of women to compete with their male counterparts and promoting social justice, 

are the Fundamental Rights that ensure 'equality before the law and equal protection 

of law (Article 14)', 'prohibition of discrimination on grounds of ......... sex ..... . 

(Article 15)', 'equality of opportunity in matters of public employment (Article 16)', 

'prohibition of traffic in human beings and forced labour (Article 23)'. Moreover, in 

order to ensure civic equality, the Constitution seeks to achieve political equality by 

providing for universal adult franchise (Article 326) and by reiterating that no person 

shall be either excluded from the general electoral role or allowed to be included in 

any general or special electoral role, only on the ground of his religion, race, caste or 

sex (Article 325) 13
• 

Apart from the general provisions there are special provisions m the Directive 

Principles (part IV) which enjoin the state to place the two sexes on an equal footing 

in the economic sphere, by securing to men and women equal right to work and equal 

pay for equal work for both men and women (Article 39,Clause (a) and (d)). The 

Constitution of India also makes provisions so that the state shall guarantee within its 

economic limits to all the citizens, the right to work, to education and public 

assistance in certain cases. (Article 41 )The Right to humane conditions of work and 

maternity relief (Article 42) and the state to provide a Uniform Civil Code to all the 

citizens throughout the territory of India.(Article 44) 14 
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It is clear from the above provisions that the founding fathers made genuine efforts to 

constitutionally guarantee equality to the disadvantaged sections of the population. 

These provisions made a concerted effort "to abolish social inequity, social stigma 

and social disability in our society" 15 

5.3 Constitutional Setting and the Role of B.R. Ambedkar 

K RAmoedkar has been hailed as a Constitutional pundit for his role in the making 

of the Constitution of India. He is also considered as the chief architect of the 

Constitution of India, which defines the will, goal and the visions of the Nation. He is 

regarded as the father of the Constitution and thus whatever principles have been 

incorporated in it, Ambedkar can be considered as a source of it 16
• He laboured days 

together for writing out the Constitution of free India, incorporating into it liberty, 

equality and justice. In this stupendous task Ambedkar played a major role in his 

capacity as chairman of the Drafting Committee 17
. Although, the process of making 

the Constitution of India had seen several individuals and forces exerted their pressure 

and influence, as Chairman of Drafting Committee, Ambedkar had greater scope than 

any other individual for giving final shape of the Constitution18
. He has shown to the 

citizens of India that the goal under the fabric of Constitution is nothing but to 

establish social, economic and political democracy for the betterment of all Indians 19 

It would be a pertinent question to ask as to why Ambedkar was elected as the 

Chairman of' the Drafting Committee when there were other equally competent 

members in the Constituent Assembly. Ambedkar was given this honour due to his 

competence, intellectual acumen and deep insight into Constitutional issues.20 He had 

the onerous responsibility of moving and defending the appropriateness of various 

provisions of draft Constitutions. Ambedkar with his capacity of forceful articulation 

and profound knowledge on Constitutional matters provides the basis of his major 

contribution towards shaping the Constitution oflndia. 

Though Ambedkar entered the Constituent Assembly with the only hope of 

safeguarding the rights of downtrodden. In his own words: "I came into the 
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Constituent Assembly with no greater aspiration than to safeguard the interests of the 

Scheduled Castes. "21
• 

However a review of the related literatures suggests that the philosophical basis of the 

Constitution of India is largely the product of the ideas of Nehru, Gandhi and the 

ideology of Congress. The contribution of Ambedkar as chairman of Drafting 

Committee can be regarded as articulation of the socio-political and economic ideas 

of Nehru, Gandhi and that of Congress party22
• Although, as a member of Constituent 

Assembly and the chairman of Drafting Committee, Ambedkar contributed 

significantly with his deep knowledge of Constitutional principles and practices of 

most of the leading Constitutions in the world, he had no part in decision making. 

Instead of germinating ideas, his role was limited to advocate the ideas of others23
• 

The Drafting Committee was elected by the Constituent Assembly on 29th August 

1947. The task of the Drafting Committee under the chairmanship of Ambedkar was 

to prepare the draft Constitution on the basis of suggestions and recommendations of 

the various sub-committees of the Constituent Assembly and an original draft 

prepared by Sir B N Rau, the Constitutional advisor. Beside these, the ideology of 

congress party was another dominant factor in the process of decision making in the 

Constituent Assembly. As the chairman of Drafting Committee, the role of Ambedkar 

was reduced to a highly skilled technocrat who would transcript the ideas and visions 

of others. Thus, he had very little scope to influence the Constitution oflndia with his 

Constitutional philosophl4
• Nehru and Patel were the focus of power of Constituent 

Assembly. Beside them, Azad, Purushottam Das Tandon and Rajendra Prasad 

exercised much influence in the shaping the provisions of the Constitution oflndia25
• 

The helplessness in Ambedkar for failing to influence the provisions of Constitution 

of India is also reflected in his speech in the Council of States on 2"d September 1953 

where he stated that he drafted the Constitution on the request of the majority party 

and that he was compelled to incorporate those provisions which he disliked most. 

However, when opportunities came into his way in the debate session for arguing in 

favour of women equality, Ambedkar never allowed them to go in vein. 
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While debating clause by clause of Article 39 (Originally Article 31) which reads as 

follows: 

"The state shall in particular direct irs policy towards securing: 

a) that the citizens, men and women equally have the right to an adequate 

means of livelihood 

b) that there is equal pay for equal work for both men and women". 

Mr. Naziruddin Ahmad proposed to delete the words "men and women equally" on 

the pretext that citizens include both men and women. Ambedkar opposed it and was 

successful in preventing any amendment in this regard. The words citizen, men and 

women, were specifically mentioned by Ambedkar to emphasise equality between 

men and women. 26 

Ambedkar was aware of the existence of economic inequalities in Indian society and 

of its potentials to ruin others. When Shri Damodar Swaroop Seth suggested that the 

following may be added at the end of Article 18: "Nor shall women be employed at 

night in mines or in industries detrimental to their health". Ambedkar protested this 

amendment on the ground that if the amendment was made, mines and industries 

might find excuses to exclude women labour under the pretext that the work if of 

hazardous nature of that the women are not to be employed in night etc. He was so 

much conscious about the welfare of women that he did not want to amend the article 

to Act as disqualification in their employment opportunity, which is a significant 

means for economic empowermentH 

He was also concerned with establishing a social democracy as the base of political 

democracy. While participating in a debate in the Constituent Assembly, he stated: 

"Political democracy cannot last unless there lies at its base of it social democracy. 

What does social democracy mean? It means a way of life which recognises liberty, 

equality and fraternity as the principles of life; these principles are not to be treated 

as separate items in a trinity. They form a union of trinity in the sense that to divorce 

one from the other is to defeat the very purpose of democracy ... "2
' 
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However, the Constitution of India does not provide any such justiciable economic 

rights. Specific economic rights such as right to work, right to an adequate living • 

wage, and right to decent standard of living are not embodied into the Constitution in 

the form of Fundamental Rights. They are listed as non-justiciable rights intended to 

direct state attention towards the realisation of the objectives while formulating state 

policy. He had difference of opinions in formulating the scope ami- f1H!Ction of 

Constitutional laws. He stated: 

old lime Constitutional lawyers believed that the scope and function of 

Conslilulional law was to prescribe the shape and form of the political structure of 

the society, They never realised that it was equally essential to prescribe the shape 

and form of the economic structure of the society, if democracy is to live up to its 

. ·t if I "29 prmctp e o one man, one va ue .. 

The inability of Ambedkar to inscribe into the Constitution of India the principles and 

structure of the economic life of people can be understood realising that neither the 

Drafting Committee nor its chairman was free to write the provisions of the 

Constitution according to their own philosophy. They were the agents of the 

Constituent Assembly, as such were bound by the advice and guidance of its various 

sub-committees. The Drafting Committee had to take note of the various discussions 

and comments and give them a legal shape for incorporation into the final draft. Thus, 

Ambedkar had to play mostly the role of a technocrat applying his legal skills and 

acumen in drafting the Constitution30
. 

In many ways, Ambedkar created the kind of Constitution which the Congress wanted 

him to create. Before he got involved in the task of Constitution making, his politics 

had an uncompromising realism about it, which, in retrospect, is totally at variance 

with the provisions that actually exist in the Constitution of India. The Constitution 

represents the value preference of the educated middle class- many of whom were 

members of the Congress. It does not reflect the real values and expectation of the 

Indian people, and ignores the over-riding significance of the social fabric of Indian 

society. Ambedkar was taken over by the euphoria generated by the process of 

Constitution making and by the powerful concepts like democracy, liberty, equality, 

representative government etc. The Constitution contains all the lively rhetoric of 
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modern liberalism without paying too much attention to the social delivery system by 

which it can be translated into social rea lit/ 1• 

The Preamble represents the quintessence of Ambedkar's social and political thought. 

Even though there is a close relation thematically and ideologically between the 

Preamble and Ambedkar's perception of justice, Ambedkar had oo decisive wknto 

play in shaping and piloting the Preamble. It was the handiwork of Nehru who 

through his historical resolution32 on the Aims and Objectives moved at ~he 

---~atssscsc:rnnl!bi:Jtly'-s firsr sessloll during December, 1946 that subsequently paved the way for 

the adoption of the Preamble that adorns the Constitution oflndiaJJ. 

5,4 Hindu Code Bill: Legal, Institutional and Rational Base 

The Hindu Code Bill, which sought modern interpretationofclassical Indian religious 

law and local custom, with strong traces of English common laws, resembled to the 

famous codification of French Jaw in the early nineteenth century, and to Egypt's 

codification of Islamic law in uiid twentieth century. lt was a legal instrument for 

social reengineering that sought equal rights for all citizens irrespective of religion, 

caste, sex, and race, or nationality, equal pay for equal work, irrespective of sex. It 

proposed to abolish social disabilities from which women suffer and in turn provided 

protection to secure and exercise equal rights with men in such matters as inheritance 

of property, marriage and divorce laws, entrance into professions and services, etc.34 

The genesis of Hindu Code Bill can be traced back in 1832 when a Royal 

Commission headed by Lord Macaulay was appointed to codify Hindu and Muslim 

laws. Although, no fruitful result was obtained by this effort, the movement to revise 

and codifY the 'somewhat vague and contradictory laws governing the Hindu home, 

especially as they affect marriage, divorce, inheritance rights etc.', gained momentum 

in the beginning of201hcentury. The Hindu Women's Right to Property Act, enacted 

in 193 7 by the Indian Central Legislature gave Hindu Widows for the first time the 

right to claim a share in their husbands' property and to demand portion of his 

estate35
. 
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Between 1937 and 1950, the central and some provincial legislatures had passed 

several Acts aiming to improve the condition of Hindu women. The Hindu Marriage 

Disabilities Removal Act of 1946 legalized marriages between Hindus belonging to 

the same clan (Gotra or Pravara). A married Hindu woman was enabled to claim from 

her husband, on certain grounds, separate maintenance and residence through the 

Hi11du !vf:mied Women's Right to Separate Residence and Maifltenanee--Act-orl946. 

Caste barriers were removed from the sphere of marriage by the Hindu. Marriage 

Validating Act of 1949, and even Pratilema marriages (marriage between men of one 

m --- Classandwomen of a higher class, which have generally been considered unnatural) 

were validated. The Child Marriage Restraint (Amendment) Act of 1949 raised the 

marriage age for girls from fourteen to fifteen years. Bigamy was· outlawed in the 

state of Bombay by the Prevention of Hindu Bigamous Marriage Act of 1946, and 

dissolution of marriages by divorce was allowed under certain conditions by the 

Bombay Hindu Divorce Act of 1947. 

The Bill had its origin in 1937 legislature of "Married Women Property Act" and 

from various comments, judgements and visions that enumerated while implementing 

the Aet. In 1941, the Rau committeereported on the Women's right to property as per 

1937 Act. In I 942 two draft Bills, one on succession and one on marriage were 

presented. A Hindu succession Bill was presented in 1943 but was referred to joint 

committee but were eventually allowed to lapse because of the opposition from the 

conservative elements that constituted the main support of the British Government in 

power at that time. The two houses of the Central Legislature then recommended, 

through a joint Committee, that the Rau Committee be revived and entrusted with the 

task of codifYing all Hindu law. The committee was reestablished early in 1944, and 

during the following year it made a tour of the country to elicit public opinion on the 

two proposed Bills and on codification of Hindu law as a whole. Evidence and 

opinions were gathered from representative organizations and from prominent 

lawyers, and on the basis of this investigation the Hindu Code Bill was drawn up. It 

was introduced on August I, 1946 in the old Central Legislature, but not acted on. 

After independence it was reintroduced by the Congress Government in the 

Constituent Assembly in 1947. In 1948, under Nehru's leadership, the draft Code was 

referred to a Select Committee under the Chairmanship of the Law Minister, Dr B. R. 

Ambedkar. While introducing the code in the Constituent Assembly, Ambedkar 
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pointed out that the main aim of the Bill was to codify the rules of Hindu Law which 

are scattered in innumerable decisions of the High Courts and the Privy Council, 

which form bewildering motley to the common man36 

The Parliament of India considered the Hindu Code Bill in I 950 and as a Law 

Minister Ambedkar was given the responsibility to present the Bill, e*plaifr-various 

provisions of the Bill and answering queries and defending the concept of equality for 

women in marriage, divorce, adoption and property rights that were enumerated in the 

Btll37
. 

The object of the Hindu Code Bill was to draw up a compact set of rules which would 

bring uniformity to existing Hindu laws, and, in the process, to introduce certain 

amendments dictated by changing social needs and opinions of the community. It 

would also seek to combine all piecemeal efforts initiate by the central and Provincial 

Legislatures towards improvement of conditions of women. 

The purpose of the Bill was to 'codify and modify certain branches of Hindu Laws.J8
. 

Moreover, the Bill also prop{)s~d to ertsure three basic characteristics of a law: 

'Certainty: The Bill should remove all ambiguities about the provisions', 'Unity: The 

Bill should be uniformly applicable irrespective of territorial jurisdiction and from 

one citizen to other', 'Accessibility: The provisions should be well-known and easily 

accessible to citizens in need and it should not depend upon varied opinions or 

explanation of lawyers concemed'39
. 

Besides codifications of the existing Hindu customs and laws, the proposed Bill 

attempted to introduce modifications in the following areas: i) Non-recognition of 

caste in cases of marriage and adoption. ii) legalising monogamy, iii) Provision of 

divorce under defined grounds. iv) To have uniform law (Dayabhaga) regarding 

succession of property and v) Assigning property rights to women. 

A significant attempt at empowering Indian women was visible in the efforts towards 

formulation of Hindu Code Bill. In a significant change from the extant laws relating 

to marriage, the Bill provided greater individual freedom for women to choose their 

husbands in a more relaxed domain of prohibited relationships. Moreover, the 
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provJsJons of divorce represented a maJor social re-engineering where it enables 

women and provide recourse to escaping turmoil and violence in their private space40
• 

Another provision for women empowerment was that of proposed removal of 

polygamy. A Hindu man would not be allowed to take another wife while the first 

wife was alive. A married woman would have legal remedies against polygamy. The 

report of Hindu Law Committee, 194 7 commented that the provision of monogamy in 

the law would "prevent the husbands from deserting the wife at will''41
. 

Moreover, wife would have the legal right to claim separate maintenance from her 

husband on grounds of infidelity, cruelty, or abandonment, or if he changed his 

religion, or if there was any other cause justifying her in living separately. Hitherto, 

under the provisions of Hindu law, a wife was not entitled to claim maintenance from 

her husband if she was not living with him in his house42
. 

The Hindu Code Bill proposed a significant expansion in the property rights of Indian 

women. It attempted to provide economic empowerment for women by assigning 

absolute property rights to them. In order to contain certain oppressive practices 

associated with dowry, the Bill proposed that the dowry given at the time of the 

marriage would remain a trust property till the bride reaches at the age of 18 years, to 

ensure that neither the husband nor any other relatives could exploit the situation
43

• 

The proposed Bill provides that a woman would be given a share in the property of 

her father if he dies intestate. A daughter's share was prescribed as half that of a son. 

Her right to inherit property would be declared to be absolute and not dependent on 

circumstances. Under the existing law there was discrimination among female heirs 

according to whether they were rich or poor, married or unmarried, at the time of the 

decedent's demise. The proposed Bill would abolish all these considerations. 

Moreover, under existing Hindu law, when a woman inherited property from a female 

relative dying intestate, she would get only what was called a "life estate." She could 

enjoy the income of the inheritance but could not deal with the "corpus" of the 

property except in case of legal necessity. The Bill proposed to convert this limited 

estate into an absolute estate as in the case of a male heir. These concessions to the 
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Hindu woman although represented only a small part of the draft code but it was 

significant and vital towards economic empowerment ofwomen44
• 

The Hindu Code Bill also proposed removal of the law of inheritance through agnates, 

and stressed relationships in determining inheritance. With regard to adoption, the 

Hindu_ Co<fe Bill empowered women especially mothers by restricting the right 1>f 

adopted son to take away all property accrued to the widow from the deceased 

husband before adoption. This provision along with provision of property rights 

strengthenedthe position of women (widow) in the family by making her an absolute 

owner of her deceased husband's property even in the presence of an adopted son. 

Although, the proposed Bill remained the orthodox patriarchal stance regarding some 

provisions, the Bill was progressive and some of them were path-breaking, regarding 

granting rights to Indian women 45 

The Hindu Code Bill set out to achieve the most challenging task of empowering 

women -in th~ private sphere of Hindu family through codifying and modifying the 

provisions of Hindu customs and laws. 

Many scholars believed that the Hindu Code Bill was a catalyst for liberation of 

women. The Bill attempted to change the doctrine of Manu, which had reduced 

women to commodities and denied justice, equality and freedom to them46
. 

It was the first step towards the justice, freedom and gender equality in the Hindu 

Society. It aitned to give female members of Hindu family full rights in matters 

relating to property, marriages, adoption, inheritance and guardianships. The Bill 

attempted to provide women freedom and social equality and protection from evils of 

dowry, deprivations and hungers by empowering them economically. It attempted to 

align the basic structure of Hindu laws with the spirit of Preamble and provisions of 

Constitution of India, that is, 'liberty, equality, justice and fraternity' and dignity of 

individuals47
• 

The image that the law projected of women was of "liberated" in nature and the law 

wanted to transform Indian women from its domestic confines with an exclusive focus 

of child bearing role to a much broader role with presence in both private and public 
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sphere. By providing an opportunity to the Indian society to debate intensely on the 

issues of women's role in family, the Hindu Code Bill succeeded to provide an ideal 

platform for subsequent Hindu law reforms that took place in mid 1950's". 

Therefore, it would be relevant to discuss the efforts of Ambedkar in regard to 

formulating and piloting Hindu Code Bill as an institutional measure- fOr 

empowerment of Indian women. 

5.5 Hindu Code Bill: Debates and Discussions 

On September 22, 1951, Jawaharlal Nehru, the then Prime Minister of India, dropped 

the Hindu Code Bill that aimed at removing all the constraints imposed on Hindu 

women by the patriarchal and Brahminical social order that was based on the dictates 

of Manu. The Manu dictum has historically denied political~ ~ocial and economic 

rights to women in Hindu society. Brahminical texts denied women education and the 

customs like 'Sati', 'Child marriage' etc. was cunningly used to deny women their 

. h 49 ng ts to property . 

As Independent India's first Law Minster, Dr. BabaSaheb Ambedkar undertook the 

responsibility of propelling this Bill which sought to free women from the clutches of 

Manu's laws. Under his leadership the Select Committee drafted and introduced the 

Hindu Code Bill for discussion on 31" August 1948. The drafting of the Bill which 

was primarily based on the report of Hindu Code Committee was carried out within 

four months after it was referred to Select Committee on 9'h April 1948. Among 

various provisions, the Bill aimed to put an end to a variety of marriage systems 

prevailing in India and legalize only monogamous marriage. But most importantly, 

the Bill sought to confer on women the right to property and adoption. It also sought 

to give equality to men and women in all legal matters, which was in tune with the 

Fundamental Rights as enshrined in the Constitution of India. 

Although the Bill was introduced and presented in the Legislature in April, 1947 with 

an objective of enacting the same by I" January 1948, the Bill could not find its way 

due to political circumstances marked by partition and later of Independence. On 9'h 
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April 1948, Ambedkar in his capacity as the Law Minister moved the motion for 

referring the Bill to the Select Committee. The motion was adopted and the Bill was 

referred to Select Committee comprising of Ambedkar and sixteen other members. 

The drafted Hindu Code Bill was presented to the Parliament of India on August 12 

I 948. The Bill contained the following sections: Preliminary, Marriage and Divorce; 

AdoptiBw,--Minerity ·and Guardianship; Joint Family .PrepertYt ~rty; 

Succession; Maintenance and Miscellaneous. 

The process of enacting the Hindu Code began on 3 I August 1948 when Ambedkar 

moved that "the Bill to amend and codify certain branches of the Hindu Law, as 

reported by the Select Committee, be taken into consideration." However, the very 

introduction of the Bill was stalled as some members objected50 to the motion on the 

plea that they had not seen the report of the Select Committee. The Bill could be re

introduced only on 24 Feb 1949. Even then the motion was not allowed to have a 

continuous discussion; it was distributed over I 0 months. Dis_cussion51 on the Hindu 

Code Bill took place on 25.2.1949 and 1.3.!949, again52 on 1.4.1949, 2.4.1949, and 

then53 one day was given to the Bill on 12.12.1949. 

No time was given to the Bill in the year 1950.The Hindu Code Bill was again taken 

up on 5 February 1951 when clause by clause consideration of the Bill was taken up. 

Ambedkar, the LawMihister appealed for the early passage of the BilL He intervened 
54 in the debate on 6 February 1951, he once again pleaded for the early passage of 

the Bill as his deteriorating health was causing anxiety to him and before submitting 

himself to the doctor he wanted to see the Bill passed. He therefore requested Nehru 

in a letter dated August 10 1951, for giving the Bill a higher priority by taking it up in 

the Parliament for consideration on August 6, so that it could be completed on I" 

September. Nehru replied calming Ambedkar that since there was opposition to the 

Bill therefore the Cabinet decided to take up the matter at the beginning of September 

1951.55 

The debate 56 continued for three days, that is, on S'h, 6th and 7'h February 1951 and 

then it was decided on 9.2.195 I that the Bill was to be postponed to the next session. 
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Since the year 1951 was the last session of the first Parliament of India. The Cabinet 

decided that the Hindu Code Bill should continue to be discussed in the present 

Parliament. Therefore the Bill was put on the agenda once again. The debate57 began 

on 17 September 1951 for further clause by clause consideration. Nehru, the Prime 

Minister of India, apprehending the tensed situation and trying to diffuse the 

opposition suggested to split the Bill into separate parts and to consider.the..Mal"riage 

and Divorce Bill first. 

-~owevei;-afier three days -of debate, only four clauses were passed. The 'truncated' 

Bill was finally dropped on 251
h September 1951. Ambedkar resigned from Cabinet 

on September 27, 1951. 

Although, the Hindu Code Bill enshrined those principles of equal rights for men and 

women that were passed as resolution without any difficulty and opposition in the 

Karachi Congress of 1931, it faced stiff opposition in the Parliament of free India. 

Pandit Nehru who played the pioneer role in initiating this Bill apprehended the 

resistance and commented that 'many of them who silently voted for the Karachi 

resolution might not have meant what the resolution laid down. They might have had 

mental reservations. The question was bound to arise again' .58 

What Nehru feared could be seen in its worst form right from the beginning when the 

Hindu Code Bill was introduced in the Constituent Assembly till the fall of the Bill. 

Hindu Code Bill which attempted to emancipate and empower women, got the entire 

Indian society polarised, bar associations divided, political parties segmented across 

liberal and conservative ideologies. Social associations took drastically different 

stances even the women's associations looked at the issue from diverse positions of 

liberal conservative spectrum.59 The Bill raised numerous controversies and 

arguments in the Parliament. Opponents of the Bill defended the customary social 

laws even though at times it was found that it violated the principles of equality 

enshrined in the provisions of the Constitution of India under Article 14, I 5 and 16. 

The caste Hindu "leaders" and "intellectuals", not prepared to respect women as 

equals, opposed this Bill calling it an attack on their religion. So-called liberal 

Congress leaders such as Rajendra Prasad, Govind Vallabh Pant and Madan Mohan 
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Malviya joined hands with reactionary RSS leaders to oppose the Bill. Even Sarojini 

Naidu threatened to go on a hunger strike if the Bill was not dropped60 Some of the 

noted supporters of the Bill were H.V Kamath, N.V Gadgil, Pandit 1-lirday Nath 

Kunzru and women members like Renuka Ray, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, G 

Durgabai, Smt 1-lansa Mehta etc. The other camp opposing the Bill comprised of 

members -like- Dr. Shyama Prasad Mukherjee, Naziruddffi Ahmed, Vc- Patel, J. B 

Kripalani, Renuka Chaudhury, Congress party President, Pattabhi Sitaramayya etc. 

_____ 'I'_he opposin~ grou~ven i~nored the fact that the genesis of the Bill was in the chaos 

created by conflicting judicial judgements that were originating from existing 

piecemeal judiciallegislations.61 

The absence of time limit on the speeches made the debates very long. Moreover, the 

Bill was not on the agenda for months together from December 1949 to September 

1951 till the Bill was allowed to be lapsed.62 The debates were lengthy as many 

rnem~rs reiterated certain points again and _ _iigain, on occasions for hours and even 

days on end. Since the Bill involved social reform measure the Nehru govermnent 

was also hesitant about moving closures which helped the opposition63
. On the other 

hand, the focus of Parliamentary debates -kept on changing from time to time as 

priority was shifted from one Bill to another. 

The Hindu code Bill was debated at different levels of reasoning. There was a conflict 

between traditional thinking and the principles of modern society. The Bill was 

opposed on the ground that it interfered with Hindu religious law breaking the age old 

custom and tradition. The opposing members such as Shyama Prasad Mukherjee, N. 

C Chatterjee, Pandit Thakur Das Bhargava, Lakshmi Kania Moitra and others felt 

that sins of the. western society were being copied in the name of codification of 

Hindu law which would lead to endless litigation over inheritance rights thereby 

breaking up the joint family. Some members such as Pandit Thakur Das Bhargava, 

Lakshmi Kanta Moitra and others argued that women do not need equality because in 

many respects in family relations they are considered superior by Hindu custom. 

The provision of Monogamy was contested by Aiyangar, Anand Mohan Dam (Bengal 

General),Naziruddin Ahmed, Dr. Rajendra Prasad and others on the ground that it 

would prevent a Hindu man from having a son which is essential for salvation. Some 
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members such as Pandit Thakur Das Bhargava, Lakshmi Kanta Moitra, Dr. Radha 

Binod Pal etc. pointed out that setting up of specific grounds for divorce would lead to 

a condition of promiscuous marriages and divorces as in the United States. They also 

pointed out that court Action required tor divorce by the Code Bill would be beyond 

the financial means of the tribal and low-caste peoples, whose present customary 

procedures involve only simple formalities and little expense. Shyama Prasad 

Mukherjee, N. C Chatterjee and others argued that the Muslim personal Law 

remained untouched and thus the Bill could not be termed as secular64 

Dr. Rajendra Prasad, a conservative Hindu found the Hindu Code Bill 'extremely 

distasteful' as this would largely invalidate Hindu personal law65
. He and other 

members felt that in order to affect important socio-legal changes, the tradition of 

customary laws serve better that legal interventions. Therefore, the proposed 

legislation would merely have a disruptive impact almost on all families66
• 

He also opposed the Bill on technical ground. He pointed out thar the Constituent 

Assembly had been elected primarily to frame a Constitution therefore the provisional 

Parliament did not have the authority to enact such maJor legislation of fundamental 

importance and controversial in nature as it was indirectly elected and its members 

lacked the public mandate of a general election67 He even threatened to refuse 

presidential assent to the Bill. He objected to the fact that the Bill was introduced 

without the consent of A.I.C.C. (All India Congress Committee) and thus it amounted 

to lapse in the procedure and also that it was not properly discussed, circulated and 

presented for public opinion68
. Prasad campaigned against the Bill in private with 

Nehru. He engaged himself into lengthy correspondence with Nehru trying to 

persuade him to withdraw the Bill. He avoided such forceful arguments in public. 

He also told Nehru that he had discussed the Bill in detail with more than half the 

Member of Parliament (M.P) s and had discovered that majority of them supported his 

views. Prasad tried to challenge Nehru government's bid to pass the Hindu Code Bill 

giving a legal and Constitutional angle to the debate by pointing out that the code 

should be incorporated into the election manifesto of the first general election of the 

party and place it before the electorate. He tried to explain Nehru that his hastiness 

may 'affect the chances of the congress at the next general election'69 
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Sardar Patel on the other hand had declared his 'unmistakable opposition' to the Bill 

declaring that it would not be taken into consideration at alt1°. He attempted to stall 

the Bill by not allowing time for discussion in the Parliament. He termed the Bill as 

'unnecessary waste oftime' 71 

A major leader of the movement against the Hindu Code Bill was a Swami named 

Karpatri. In his sp~e~hes in Delhi and other places, h~ chall(!nged Ambedka~to a 

public debate on the new Code. To the Law Minister's claim that the Shastras did not 

really favour polygamy, Swami Karpatri quoted Yagnavalkya: "If the wife is a 

habitual drunkard, a confirmed invalid, a cunning, a barren or a spendthrift woman, if 

she is bitter-tongued, if she has got only daughters and no son, if she hates her 

husband, (then) the husband can marry a second wife even while the first is living." 

The Swami supplied the precise citation for this injunction: the third verse of the third 

chaptet-.ot"the third section of Yagnavalkya's Smriti on marriage. He did not however 

tell us whether the injunction also allowed the wife to take another husband if the 

existing one was a drunkard, bitter-tongued, a spendthrift, etc72 

Similar argument was also put forward by Ananthasayanam Aiyyangar, Deputy 

Speaker who belonged to the Congress Party opposed Monogamy on the ground that 

in the case of dearth of children, there was no harm in allowing polygamy73
• Many 

members termed this provision as 'racial suicide' because if implemented, Muslim 

population w~lUld outnumber that of Hindus74
. Anand Mohan Dam (Bengal General) 

compared the ill-effects of monogamy with the Roman Empire where Monogamy 

lead to Concubinage which was responsible for the fall of Roman Empire 75 

Active opposition came from the extreme right-wing parties (like RSS, Hindu 

Mahasabha etc) which drew their main support from the Indian orthodox, ultra

nationalist, and reactionary religious elements. In a single year in 1949, the Rashtriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) organised as many as 79 meetings in Delhi where effigies 

of Nehru and Ambedkar were burnt, and where the new Bill was denounced as an 

attack on Hindu culture and tradition76 Opposition also came from members of Hindu 

Mahasabha and its women wing, which criticized the Bill stating that it would 

threaten the religious foundation of Hindu society. Prominent members like S P 
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Mukherjee, N C Chatterjee and others also demanded uniform code that would be 

applicable to all religion instead of targeting only Hindus77
• 

Voices of opposition were also seen in the members of other religious communities 

like Sikh and Muslim78 Sardar Mann Singh, Sardar Hukum Singh became the 

spokesman of the Sikh group who disliked bringing the Sikh Community undel: the 

Hindu Code Bill.79 The Muslim group was represented by Naziruddin Ahmed (West 

Bengal).Opposing the Bill he said that the Bill should not be considered by a mixed 

legts!ature consisting· of members from various communities as they would support 

the Bill and spoil the cause of orthodox Hinduism. He stated that the introduction of 

women's share would introduce litigation leading to excessive fragmentation 

destroying the joint family system amongst the Hindus from which the Muslims are 

suffering. He said that the Srutis and Smritis have a divine origin but the present Bill 

goes against the very structure of religious basis and structure of Hindus80 Ambedkar 

termed Nazir as being encouraged either 'for fee or out of pure generosity' 

represented the fundamentalist group within the Congress to support their opinion.81 

Strong resentment could be seen among some members due to the fact that the 

government did not attempt to reform Muslim Personal Law. N.C. Chatterjee, a judge 

of Calcutta High Court and member of Akhil Bharatiya Hindu Mahasabha challenged 

the Bill arguing that why one uniform civil code was not framed. He also termed the 

Bill as communallegislation82
. He also opposed the Bill on the point that the essence 

of Indian Civilisation which was 'the purity of family life, the great ideal of chastity 

and the great ideal of Indian womanhood' was being threatened to be sabotaged by 

the intended legislation. He considered Manu, Yagnavalkya and law makers of India 

as 'God -given, God intoxicated men' and thus government had no right to initiate 

such Bills which would shake the roots of Indian Civilisation shaped by personal law 

which has stood the test of centuries and thousands of years. 83 

The Ram Ra jya Pari shad maintained that in the name of reforms direct interference 

was being shown in religious matters of Hindus by adopting the Hindu Code Bill. The 

Hindu Code Bill would be 'in direct conflict with Indian Culture, as well as with the 

duties towards husband, on the part of women, would be repealed, if enacted by the 

government' .84 Shayama Prasad Mukherjee of RSS criticised the Bill on the basis that 
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the "Hindu Code would shatter the magnificent structure of Hindu Culture & StultifY 

a dynamic & Catholic way of life that had wonderfully adopted itself to changes for 

centuries". Whereas, Pandit Mohan Malviya warned the government "not to destroy 

the fabric of respect for law." 85 

Ev.enthe women Parliamentarians did not spare the Bill. Those who opposed the Bill 

argued that mere passing of Hindu Code Bill would not bring equality as without 

economic equality and education, legislation would ~av~_ no effect.86 Hansa Mehta 

commented that the Succession Bill did not go far enough as sons were regarded as 

being more equal than daughters87 

On the issues of divorce, there was stiff opposition. Pandit Lakshmi Kanta Maitra said 

that Hindu Marriage is a sacrament and not a civil contract therefore divorce is 

absolutely foreign to its concept. According to him Hindu Shastras have rendered 

union by marriage as something sacred and absolutely indissoll!ble. Therefore he 

termed the very concept of divorce as a 'rudest possible shock' which was 'repugnant 

to Hindu notions of marriage' 88 

Shri O.V Alagesan, said that he wanted Monogamy without the provisions of 

Divorce. Defending it he said that the prospect of divorced woman IS as bleak as the 

deserted woman. A Divorced man can easily marry again but not a divorced woman. 89 

Members also voiced their opinion stating that divorce would result in a miserable 

life for wom~n since they would have to face injustice and cruelty with divorce90
. The 

provision of getting marriages registered was also condemned linking with the 

provision of granting divorce (P B Gole)91
• 

Opposition was very strong on the issue of giving women an absolute estate in 

property. Members objected on the ground that in order to keep property in the family 

marriages between Sapindas would become prevalent. It would also lead to 

fragmentation of property, giving women greater property rights would lessen the 

moral obligation by the brother to maintain and marry off his sister. Since women are 

weak physically so they are incapable of managing property.92 Thakur Das Bhargava 

protested by explaining his point by citing that if the lady dies the husband and child 
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will succeed. But when there are no husband and child then the father and the mother 

of the lady would succeed. He found this situation intolerable as this was in conflict 

with the cultural practice of Hindus. 93 Rajendra Prasad opposed the provision on 

property on the ground that induction of son-in-law to share the property with sons 

would result in a 'most heterogeneous conglomeration which would definitely lead to 

_ C()nflict~ncllitigation. ' 94 

Rohini Kumar Choudhuri (Assam General) said that by enacting the Hindu Code the 

whole structure of Hindu Law and Custom will be revolutionalised but the large mass 

of people who depend on agriculture and agricultural property would be kept outside 

the pale of this legislation. He termed the Bill as meant for the 'enlightened section of 

people'. He also pointed out that the custom of tribal people was not taken into 

consideration. 95 

Ambedkar was heavily criticized for standing in favour of women's rights. He was 

dubbed a traitor to the country and an enemy of Hinduism, a "great" religion that kept 

two-thirds of its population in slavery. The orthodox elements together with 

"moderate" Congress leaders whip_ped up c()irtmunal passion in the country by raising 

the cry of "Hinduism in Danger" in the hands of an "untouchable". Many members 

abhorred the very idea of Ambedkar, an "untouchable", drafting and piloting this Bill. 

There was constant opposition and attempts to sabotage the efforts of Ambedkar to 

proceed with the legislation. The fact that Ambedkar was outside the Congress Party 

made it more difficult for him to maneuver the simmering party politics from within96
• 

Thus, the Bill faced stiff resistance as it questioned the different customs governing 

the lives of Hindus. It stirred great emotion among various sections ofsociety.97 

5.6 Hindu Code Bill: Role of B. R. Ambedkar 

The extensive Debates on the Hindu Code Bill brought forth different ideas, which the 

members of the Legislative Assembly bore as they looked into the issue differently. 

The issue ranges from holistic approach such as rejection of the Bill altogether, 

technical issues such as not deliberated properly, objections to various provisions of 
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the Bill. An analysis of the dominant mentalities of the members is a key to the 

understanding of the contribution of Ambedkar and the opposition he faced in 

propelling the Bill in the Legislative Assembl/8
. 

The Hindu Code Bill attempted to re-engineer the Hindu Society while fulfilling the 

dreams of modernity and to remain compatible with the core val_ues_and_(:IJSJQm of 
u:-->... ~,99 
HH!Ut> SOO•~•J . 

Ambedkar was_a.'Vare that although the Bill was 'in no-sense a revolutionary or radical 

measure' 100
, he would face stiff oppositions in passing the same. He was convinced 

that people, mentally enslaved by deep rooted social value framework inculcated over 

generations, could not take easily such measures even though these are not radical or 

revolutionary in nature101
. However, this did not prevent him from shouldering the 

responsibility of presenting the Bill in the Parliament, explaining and defending the 

Bill in details and making the way for smooth passage of the same. 

In the beginning of the discussion, Ambedkar highlighted the major provisions of the 

Bill. However given the kind· of challenges the Bill would have to face, he defended 

the Bill by underplaying its radical edge and linking it with the Shastras, usages, 

customs and simple reasonableness 102
• 

He projected an image of the Bill which was moderate and in conformance with 

customary laws. This was a clever and well-thought position taken by the 

'Untouchable' Law Minister as he thought this might be the only way to propose the 

Bill among a diverse and divided group of legislators. 

Ambedkar in the beginning defended the codification of Hindu Laws by drawing 

instances of 'bewildering motley to the common man' and cases of 'constant 

litigation' that arose due to 'innumerable decisions of the High Courts and of the 

Privy Council' related to Hindu laws 103
• He then proceeded to explain in brief the 

various provisions of Hindu Code by citing the proposed changes the Bill attempted 

to bring about vis-a-vis customary Hindu laws 104
• Although the motion was moved at 

fag end of the session, Ambedkar was able to garner sufficient support for referring 

the Bill to Select Committee according to the motion, he moved as Law Minister 
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earlier in the day. (9.4.1948) This can be considered as an achievement on the part of 

the Law Minister as he could adopt the motion within such a small time. This was 

also an example of his profound knowledge about the provisions of the Bill, by virtue 

of which, he could convince the fellow members of the Constituent Assembly for 

referring it to the Select Committee. 

In order to make the task easier for the Select Committee, the Law ministry under the 

leadership of Ambedkar prepared the revised draft Hindu Code Bill that was placed 

before the Select Committee. Revision of Hindu Code tnif was originally prepared by 

the Rau Committee was necessary as the Bill 'drafted by the Hindu Law Committee 

did not conform to the canons of a code'. The ministry undertook the task of re

arranging the parts and divisions of the original Bill in consecutive sections and in a 

logical sequence. It also made some further suggestions as they thought proper for 

consideration by the Select Committee. As the chairman of the Select Committee, 

Ambedkar played a pivotal role in revising the Bill by suitably adding to or deleting 

from or to improve upon provisions of the Bills as referred to 105 The Bill thus 

transformed by the Select Committee, led under the chairmanship of Ambedkar, was 

the most formidablelegislative measure of modem India. The efforts of Ambedkar to 

unify tlie Hindu Code; to make it progressive and in tune with the modern thought 

were laudable. Many progressive Hindu leaders speaking in support of his effort 

termed the code as Bhim Smriti (H. V. Kamath) 106
. 

While introducing the Bill in the Parliament after it was revised and drafted by the 

Select Committee, he once again, attempted to strike a chord in the hearts of the 

member saying that the proposed Bill asked nothing more than to repair those parts of 

the Hindu system which had become 'dilapidated' .107 

A review of the proceedings of debate on this Bill that spanned more than four years 

reveals that Ambedkar took upon himself the task of getting the Bill through as a 

crusade against the bastions of the tyrannical upper caste stronghold over Hindu 

society. He engaged himself in the in-depth research of Hindu Shastras so that he 

could relate and quote them easily in defending the Hindu code Bill. He concentrated 

his tremendous energies on the Bill. He found a golden and unique opportunity to 

change under law the basic framework of Hindu society on more liberal patterns 

suited to modem conditions and times. For some months he had been inspired by the 
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one single and thrilling idea, the idea of a Mahar reorganising the basic framework of 

Hindu society. 108 He was so emotionally involved with the Bill that when he was 

reminded of a probable backlash in the forthcoming election, he commented: 'l care 

more for the Code than for my election" 09 (07.02.1951 ). He was willing to put his 

political career at stake for the code. 

------Tile-preparation of the Bill had involved extensive studies in the scriptures, long 

discussions with a host of pundits and jurists, and a vast collection of materials, books 

and manuscripts-with wbidt a whole room was-mtccf'<l-: Ambedkar, a scholarly 

person he was, made a whole hearted effort to gather evidences in favour of!he Bill 

so that he could successfully convince members in the Parliament. Many times during 

the discussion he referred to Stephen's Digest of English law111 (21.09.1951 ), reviews 

in the newspaper and other such related sources for garnering support for the Bill. 

He was so passionately involved that he became impatient during clause by clause 

discussion. Many a times, he intetrtipteo -uie-discussion reminding constraints of 

time 112
• "You may abuse me as much as possible, provided you do not take much time. 

I am concerned more with the lime than with lhe abuse": was his comment during the 

debate (22.09.1951/'J 

Ambedkar was known for his ability of arguing logically and for putting forward 

evidences and supports in a convincing manner. The legislative and Constituent 

Assembly witnessed good examples of very sound arguments even though some of 

them were COII]plex, however, as time passed by during the discussion of Hindu Code 

Bill, he became impatient and started his speech hitting right and left and calling those 

who had moved amendments and made speeches in support of them as being absurd 

and as being foolish and devoid of common-sense 1 14
. 

He began illustrating weaknesses in the Hindu social system and at times ridiculed 

many of its socio-religious practices by virtue of his deep understanding of Hindu 

customs115
• During the debate he commented that to his judgement, the ancient ideals 

of Hindu society were most archaic and impossible for anybody to practice. He also 

mentioned that the Hindu society did not allow liberty and equality to all citizens and 
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as such the institution did not conform to the Constitution of India and therefore a 

change was needed 1 16 

After the burning of the Manusmiriti in public in 1927, as a Law Minister he found 

this opportunity of passing of the Hindu Code. As he put it, Hindu society had 

- -enSTaveoootn Sudnls and women, who had to be rescued-bylaw so that the soCiety 

can move on 117
• He also argued that Hindu society was 'inert and static' which 

believed thalLaw making is the function of either --Dod--01'--the Smriti This is the 

reason why the Hindu Society has remained as it was. He pointed out to the failure of 

the society to accept its own power and responsibility in moulding its social, 

economic and legal life. He further argued on the issue of majority of public opinion 

which were against the Bill. He said: 

"When the society is in the transitory stage, leaving the pas/ going to the ji!lure, there are 

hound to he opposing considerations: One pul/ing~-/{)Wa.'·ds the pas~, and one pulling towards 

the fUture and the test that we can apply is no other than the test of one 's conscience. I have 

not the slightest doubt in my mind that the provisions of this Bill are in perfect consonance 

with/he £<m£eienee gffhe <!Ommunity, and-thave lhen;feFe, no hesitation in pulling forth this 

measure although it may be as a maller of fact that a large majority of our countrymen do not 

accept it. 118 
" 

He was so much involved in the Bill that he was most reluctant at having had to agree 

to the original code being split up. He even wrote a note to Nehru, the Prime Minister, 

stating that he attached great importance to this measure and would be prepared to 

undergo any strain on his health to get the Bill through119 

His approach towards the Bill in 1951 generated more enemies than friends. Even 

those not opposing the provisions of the Bill determined to vote down the Bill as an 

expression of anti-Ambedkarism. Pandit Thakur Das Bhargava made a personal attack 

on Ambedkar by pointing out that he was keen to get the Marriage & Divorce Act 

passed just to legalize his own marriage 120
. Dr. Pattabhi Sitaramaya denounced the 

professional, pedagogic and pontifical attitude of Ambedkar saying that it would only 

alienate people those could have been grouped for support. Naziruddin Ahmed 

149 



commented that the approach of Ambedkar perhaps called up an opposition where 

there was none 121
. 

Ambedkar's messianic approach and aggressive stance provoked a lot of opposition. 

During the debate proceedings, Pandit Maitra commented that provisions could have 

been defended by the Law Minister without injuring the relig~ susceptibilities of 

members. Dr.C.D Pande criticised Ambedkar saying that 'how far the Hon. Minister 

is justified in dealing with this subject and restoring to such invectives'. Similar 
--- --- ---- ---

opinions were also aired by several members of the Legislative Assembly 122 

His loud denunciations of the Hindu social system, his abuses and invectives and his 

attempts to vilify the Hindu religion hurt the sentiments of a large number of the 

members of the Legislative Assembly. His opponents became equally determined that 

he should not be allowed to have the distinction of being called the 'Modern Manu'. 

Some members openly declared that as long as Ambedkar was piloting the Bill, they 
- ----

would not allow it to pass 123
• 

The last attempt made by Ambedkar to convince the members by drawing parallel 

with the recently adopted Constitution. Concluding his forceful speech in defence of 

the Bill, he said in a challenging voice: 

"if you mean /o give liberty and you can not deny that liberty in view of the fact 

/hal you have placed it in your Constitution and praised the Constitution which 

guarantees liberty and equality to every citizen- then you can no/ allow this 

institution to stand as it is. That is the reason why we are proceeding with this 

Bill and not because we want to imitate any other people or we want to go in for 

our ancient ideals which are to my judgement, most archaic and impossible for 

anybody to practice. 1 
N" 

Ambedkar's approach to the issue of Hindu Code Bill, towards the end of the debate 

was a case of abhorrence, revulsion and disgust. He started dwelling on the static 

quality of the Hindu society and in the process he used provocative languages causing 

hurt to the members of the Legislative Assembly. Even Nehru wanted to reform his 

Cabinet with a more congenial Law Minister. He was so apprehended that he insisted 
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a copy of the resignation speech of Ambedkar before he was allowed to deliver the 

same in the assembly. In his spell of abuse, Ambedkar did not even spare Nehru, who 

was the pioneer of the Hindu Code. Ambedkar criticised Nehru stating that "I got the 

impression that the Prime Minister although sincere, had not the earnestness and 

determination required to get the Hindu Code Bill through" 125 

Ambedkar cited the fate of the Hindu Code Bill as the primary reason that led to his 

resignation from the Cabinet- of the Nehru Government:-The-frustration of his mind 

was vividly expressed in his resignation speech. In his resignation speech l!e put 

greater emphasis on the fact that Bill was not given sufficient time for discussion. He 

termed the event associated with the Bill as 'greatest mental torture' and even though 

he was not keeping good health then, he pointed out that he would be the last man to 

ablmdon his duties on account of illness 126
• In no uncertain terms he expressed his 

utmost willingness to pass the Bill even though in parts: "For a long time I had been 

- tllffikffig -of resigning my seat fium Cabinet.!Oe- onTyffiing that held me back from 

giving effect to my intention was the hope that it would be possible to give effect to 

the Hindu Code Bill before the life ofthe-Jlr~sl)llt Pafliament came to an end. I even 

agreedto break up the Bill and restricted it to Marriage and Divorce in the fond hope 

that at least much of this labour may bear fruit. But even that part of the Bill has been 

killed. I see no purpose m continuing to be a member of your 

Cabinet."(27.09.1951 ) 127 

The Hindu Code Bill was eventually passed in segments and under the stewardship of 

a new Law Minister, C. C. Biswas. The credit of this amazing feat goes to Nehru and 

as Parliamentarians like R. K. Chaudhuri, while differing with Nehru on the details of 

the legislation, conceded that to Nehru went the entire credit of having had the Hindu 

Code Bill passed 128 Raj Kumari Amrit Kaur said as much when she commented: 'The 

social reforms that are now on the Statute Book would ... have been talked out if it 

had not been for Jawaharlal's powerful advocacy of and insistence on them" 29
. 
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5.7 Summary and Conclusion 

Thus. the evidences point that Nehru who began with the vision of a unitonn Civil 

Code ended up by accepting a fragmented and truncated version of the same but, for 

him, it was not, however, a surrender of principles but merely the pragmatic 

n~cognitiQn_(Jf the volume of opposition that was pitted against him
110

• Whereas, fOr 

Ambedkar, the attempt was honest, emotional and forceful but it unfortunately ended 

in unceremonious surrender through resignation. Th~re_fore, ~hile acknowledging the 

effort put forward by Ambedkar for passing the Bill is commendable, it can be argued 

that he failed to bring forth the social re-engineering that he aimed for women 

empowerment and emancipation through Hindu Code Bill. 

Pandit Nehru summed up the effort of Ambedkar in his obituary speech in the Lok 

Sabha: 

"He will be remembered also for the great interest he took and the trouble he 

took over the question of Hindu Law reform .... he used languages sometimes 

• which 1/url PlRftiTeJly~soiriiitiiries silibl!ings which were perlulps not wholly 

justified But let us forget that. The main thing was that he rebelled against 

something against which all ought to rebel ... " 

" He was not a person of sofi ;peech, But behind all that was this powerful 

reaction and an Act of rebellion against something that repressed our society 

for so long ..... that perseverance, that persistence and that, if I may use the 

word, sometime virulence of his opposition to all this did keep the people's 

mind awake and did not allow them to become complacent about mailers which 

could not be fo~gollen, and helped in rousing up those groups in our country 

which had stif.fered for so long the past ... "131 

Although, Ambedkar could not see the Hindu Code Bill find its place in statute book 

while in Cabinet, his contribution towards institutionalising of measures towards 

women empowennent is summed up by noted Parliamentarian and women Activist, 

Brinda Karat. In reference to Hindu Code Bill and subsequent legislative reforms in 

terms of various Bills she said: 
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'There is no Ambedkar in the Indian Government today to assert the principles 

of accountability and commitment to the struggle to eliminate discrimination 

against women. But it would he better to wait for a more ,\ympathetic 

Parliament and Prime Minister than to push 1hrough a so-called alterna/ive 

that brings little benefit/a women. .. w 

Ambedkar strongly argued in favour of the Bill and called on the liberal intelligentsia 

-- and the mema1o-c0nie forward in supporf of the Bill, but most failed to respond to his 

caH being unable to see beyond their caste prejudices. Hurt- by the lack of 

commitment to positive change by the Member of Parliament and the Prime Minister, 

Ambedkar resigned from the Union Cabinet. The mainstream media, including 

feminist writers are silent about the single handed fight of Ambedkar for women's 

rights. This incident has been erased from the collective memory of the nation 

deliberately in order to ghettoize Ambedkar as only a Dalit leader and not a nation 

builder who also fought for women, tribal and minority rights. Otherwise, the efforts 

of Ambedkar in promoting the Hindu Code Bill would have been remembered as a 

landmark in the making of a free India JH. : 
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Chapter-VI 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

6 I ResearcbEindings 

The current study is an attempt to understand and analyse the ideas, vision and policy 

prescriptions of Ambedkar towards 'Women Emancipation and Empowerment'. The 

study has been carried out in the realm of his 'Social and Political Ideas' 

hypothesising the issue that ideas about 'Women Emancipation and Empowerment' 

are only a sub-set of his ideas about the society as an overall domain. 

The cognitive process of thinking and shaping ideas on Ambedkar's mind can be 

considered a long drawn process that had its beginning much ahead of his time. The 
- -

social and cultural context in which his immediate blood-relations and people who 

dented impression in his mind and thought-making processes, were born and grew up 

has a significant influence. It is those people who influenced him culturally and 

helped him to develop his mind and personality. His experiences of humiliation and 

alienation during his childhood, schooling age, youth and the various problems and 

hurdles he faced in his early life helped him to mature as a revolutionary against the 

contemporary social order and to fight against the prevailing caste rigidity in order to 

secure social justice and equality. His own personal experience inspired him to pursue 

changes in the Indian social structure that was governed by the caste system and its 

rigid code of behaviour like endogamy and servitude of shudras and untouchables. 

In his formative years two influences played vital roles and impacted greatly on the 

mind of young Ambedkar in the formation of his ideas and shaping his personality. 

The first being his Father and the other was his education at Columbia University. His 

father had profound influence for admiration for 'Rationality' and 'Rule of Law and 

Justice' in the mind of young Ambedkar. 

160 



His education at the Columbia University and his contact with academicians like John 

Dewey, James Shotwel, Edwin Seligman, James Harvey Robinson, Franklin Giddings 

and Alexander Goldenweiser changed his thinking pattern significantly. However, it 

was Dewey ( 1859-1952) which influenced him most and inspired in the young 

student, Ambedkar many of his ideas about equality and social justice. Dewey's ideas, 

his_pragmatic approach, and his method of inquiry influenced Amb-cdiar-rnostand 

provided the foundation for a systematic analysis of problems relating to politics 

economics, society, religion, and history. Ambed]<.ar endorsed Dewgy's emphasis on 

education as a means to change the world and he preferred 'selt~respect, self-help' 

movement and the revolt against the philosophy of helplessness which later became 

the cornerstone of his ideas and visions and egalitarian values. 

On his return to India he applied his acquired knowledge and tools of 'sociological 

analysis' to fight for the betterment of the untouchables. His experiences of 

inequalities during his_ childhood days and in colleges made him to introspect and 

examine the socio-political, economic conditions of Indian society particularly the 

Hindu society. 

To Ambedkar society is an organization based on some human attitudes. It has certain 

essentials which contribute to fonn a real society. He holds, men do not become a 

society by living in physical proximity any more than a man ceases to be a member of 

a society by living so many miles away from other men. To Ambedkar, men 

constitute a society because they have things they possess in common. The soul of 

his ideal society is social conscience. His social ideas were shaped during his 

formative years and matured in his later stages of I ife but it remained focused on the 

desire for the upliftment of the down-trodden, which found expression in all his social 

ideas. The political ideas of Ambedkar were formulated in the light of his social 

ideas. His writings and speeches revealed that although he was primarily concerned 

with upliftment of downtrodden but he was also aware of issues related to nation 

building and socio- economic reconstruction of modern India. Thus, whenever he got 

the opportunity in policy making, he intervened in shaping the social, economic and 

political development of India during its formative stage. 
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Ambedkar's VIsion of a just society was based upon three universal principles: 

Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, The united name for this trinity principle he used 

was 'justice'. He argued that on the social plane, the Indian society was based on the 

principle of graded inequality and on the economic plane, the wealth was inequitably 

distributed. Thus, he felt, while in politics, Indian people might get equality through 

legal means, but in social and economic life, the inequality woWd..:~woold 

endanger the structure of political democracy as well. 

In his efforts to dissolve the system of graded inequality through assimilation and 

integration therefore he pleaded for inter-dinning, inter-caste marriages in order to 

achieve unity, fraternity, social solidarity and national integration. He not only sought 

to solve the problem of social disharmony through socio-economic upliftment of 

Depressed Class, but also wanted to incorporate legal safeguards in the Constitution 

of India and to bring regulatory reforms to bring equalities and to pave way for 

positive discrimination towards Depressed _Cl<tsse_s including ~omen. 

The greater emphasis on law and legal measures fm bringing just social order was a 

prominent feature of Ambedkar's soc!al:ftnd pelitic-a! idea. However, he did not forget 

the fact that unless the affected people engage themselves in the same war, the 

desired outcome could never be realised. Thus, he did not only assume the role of 

their political leader; he was a leader in their social life as well. He tried to infuse in 

the men and women a new sense of self-respect to lead a dignified life instead of 

being reconciled with the social norms. 

He attempted to bring forth the modern philosophical thought to solve the political 

ills of men as he believed that political ideal can have a strong bearing on social ideal 

as well. His political philosophy had a deep faith in the fundamentals of human 

rights, in the equal rights of men and women, in the dignity of the individual, in the 

social and economic justice, in the promotion of social progress and better standards 

oflife with peace and security in all spheres of human life. His political ideas are the 

synthesis of idealism and realism, empiricism and rationalism, naturalism and 

humanism, materialism and spiritualism, individualism and socialism. 
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To sum up it can be stated that Ambedkar was a synthesizer of many Indian trends of 

social and political ideas: Justice, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity and a casteless

classless society. His life and struggle can be seen as the protest against the caste 

ridden, highly regimented Hindu society and to him this was the source of all 

injustices, discrimination and social exclusion. 

Ambedkar stood for equality and justice in the realm of social, economic and political 

arena. He remarked that justice had always evoked ideas of equality, of proportion, of 

compensation. Equity signifies equality. Rules and regulations, right and 

righteousness are concerned with equality in value. If all men are equal, then all men 

are of the same essence, and the common essence entitles them of the same 

fundamental rights and equal liberty. It is in this spirit, he wanted rights for women. 

Ambedkar while discussing the meaning of liberty said that it should include social 

equality, economic equality and there IJlUSt ~e_knowledge (education) made available 

to all. All these social conditions were restricted to a particular class in the old social 

order but form an important part in the new social order. This can be considered as 

the cornerstone of his ide_~s di! ~omen-emancipation and empowering them for better 

future. Here, also he prescribed the same measures for the upliftment of women what 

he recommended for the upliftment of untouchables. 

Ambedkar examined in great detail the norms, values and the state of 'Hindu Social 

Order' affecting the Hindu society and then attempted to identitY the root causes for 

the social discrimination of dalits and untouchables. Subsequently, he tried to 

prescribe solutions for rectifying the problems associated with the social issues. He 

adopted a similar causal approach tor identifying the problems of women in the 

contemporary society. In the beginning he tried to find out the historic reasons for the 

decline in the status of women and finally he recommended social and political 

measures for their emancipation and empowerment in the society. 

Ambedkar wanted to go to the root of the problems of women. He knew that without 

the proper understanding of the basic of prevailing Hindu social order, it would be 

difficult to address the issue of women empowerment. Thus, he made an in depth 

study of the Hindu scriptures, smritis and shastras which are the fundamentals of 
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Hindu faith that predetermined graded socio, religious, economic and cultural status 

to the chaturvamas (four classes) where women were equated with the shudra 

category- He blamed Manu for treating women in more or less the similar way as the 

shudra and argued about the illogicality, atrocity and the pointlessness of Manusmriti _ 

__ Amb~dkar e_J<pJ<!in_ed that the inferior position and- tic!e---£ublllima& treatment given to 

Hindu women was deeply embedded in the very nature of social order which does not 

respect the value of equality among the individuals and does not recognise the worth 

of human dignity. However, his concern was not limited to Hindu women only. He 
-

obServed !nat even the Muslim women were not getting their due which was provided 

to them under the Islamic Shariah and also criticized the denial of rights to Muslim 

women for divorce and opposed the Indian Muslim purdah system which he believed 

was contrary to the real purdah system of Islam. 

Since, he believed that the inhuman and subservient position of Hindu women was as 

a result of the inequalities ordained in the religious texts, he urged for a common code 

for the Hindu Community that would do away with the rules of Hindu law and would 

enaf:jj~ in!er,cask._Iiliifriage;:: miinilgamy"; :and -eRS\Ire econo-mic rights to women 

through property rights. Through this common ~ode, Ambedkar aimed at raising the 

status of Hindu women and preventing injustices inflicted on her. He also emphasized 

that in a secular state religion should not be allowed to govern all human activities 

and that personal laws should be divorced from religion. 

He placed a direct role of State in the process of empowerment; the state should have 

a direct role. He knew that the position of women could not be improved without 

proper education and economic well being. Thus he advocated for equal economic 

rights for women, to be granted by the State, through an adequate means of 

livelihood, equal pay for equal work for women and equal right to work for women. 

His arguments on maternity benefit bill, abortion and on the birth control were quite 

relevant to recognize the dignity of women. 

Self esteem and self dependence, insistence on humane feelings, life unburdened by 

obligations, insistence on rights in every sphere as an Indian, choosing one's own 

path, finding way of personal progress, fighting for all social, educational and 
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financial equality, are the special facets of Ambedkar's self confident movement. 

Thus, in an effort to include women in their effort to achieve self-confidence, he 

insisted and succeeded in including women in various civil movements and 

conferences. Participation in an organisation, he believed, to be the first step towards 

'capacity -building' for the women. One can relate this position with Ambedkar's 

idea__1haLw=uneeded- adequate exposure to sooal--mofality reality marked by 

injustice, discrimination and inhuman treatment. He believed that more there would 

be the level and extent of this realisation by the womenfolk, more accelerated would 

be their march towards emancipation. He made a multi-dimensional contribution to 

the empowerment of women by advocating girl's education, removal of adverse social 

attitudes towards women. He considered education for women to be as essential as for 

men because children usually emulate both their parents. He advised women to mould 

their children that they led a life of virtue and wanted them to be bold and fearless like 

men. He argued that history proved that Indian women could fight on the warfront, if 

the situation demands so. 

He wanted to position women as not only a member of the family, also of society. His 

aim was to re-engme-e-F4e.:Soc4ety lfoffi :grass-root level and he involved state for this 

purpose through Hindu Code Bill which sought to confer on women the right to 

property and adoption. Ambedkar while admitting the limitations of the bill, 

acknowledged it to be the basic foundation of empowerment of women. 

Thus, Ambedkar's vision of empowerment of women through legal reforms was 

intertwined with raising social conscience through social re-engineering and through 

education. Social awareness and social responsiveness appeared to him to be the basic 

ingredient of women empowerment. 

To sum up, it can be stated that his policy prescription for women emancipation and 

empowerment encompasses two domains: 'Social' and 'Political'. In the social 

domain, he prescribed 'Educate, Organise and Agitate' as the motto tor emancipation 

and empowerment of women which he had also prescribed for the depressed classes. 

Since the position of women in Ambedkar's era was not much different from that of 

the down-trodden; their mental and physical inhibitions being alike, their symptoms 

being the same, their analysis and handling could not be different. 
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In the political domain, he wanted multi-pronged interventions in terms of 'legal 

safeguard against exploitation', 'economic rights', 'positive discrimination tor 

underprivileged' and 'legal sanction of new social order based on the trinity 

principles' of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. He felt it would be necessary to bring 

about changes through the help of law and thus he preferred intet:ventions at ~gal and 

public policy level. 

However, he not only stopped at prescribing the policy measures for women 

empowerment and emancipation but when he got the opportunity he also attempted to 

institutionalise those policy prescriptions. 

The Preamble represents the quintessence of Ambedkar's social and political thought. 

There is a close relation thematically and ideologically between the Preamble and 

Ambedkar's perception of justice. While it is true that the ideals contained in the 

Preamble had been drawn mostly from the Objective Resolution; it is important to 

note the extent of the role played and support given by Ambedkar towards their 

adoption in the Constitution. It £an nofbe denied that he played a key role as the 

Chairman of the Drafting Committee in getting these ideas accepted in the Constituent 

Assembly and embedded in the Preamble those ideals that he had been striving so 

long. 

His arguments in the Constituent Assembly in support of provisions for women 

empowerment vividly express his conviction and willingness to see his policy 

prescriptions finding legal sanction. He also found this opportunity suitable to carry 

out 'social re-engineering' through law which was one of his principles in upliftment 

of the downtrodden in Hindu society. 

Ambedkar played a pivotal role in piloting 'Hindu Code bill'. Although, he could not 

be considered as the architect of this crucial legal framework towards empowerment 

and emancipation of Indian women, he shouldered the responsibility to give it a final 

shape. Though, Ambedkar could not see the Hindu Code Bill find its place in statute 

book while in Cabinet, his contribution towards institutionalising of measures 

towards women empowerment is widely acknowledged. His attempt was honest, 
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emotional and forceful but it unfortunately ended in unceremonious surrender through 

resignation. 

6.2 Critical evaluation of his ideas and vision on Women Empowerment and 

Emancipation 

Ambedkar's ideas and vision about women emancipation and empowerment are not 

------as- clear as ills Rleas and vision about the emancipation and empowerment of the 

untouchables. Many a times, Ambedkar pointed out the same underlying causes for 

inhuman treatment and sufferings of both untouchables and women. Studies of 

relevant literature bring out clearly the fact that Ambedkar blamed the Hindu Social 

Order and its principle of graded inequality as the prime reasons for sufferings of 

women and untouchables. Reasonably he blamed Manu, the author of Manusmiriti, 

for granting inferior status to both women and untouc_habl~§. 

Similarly, he believed in human emancipation-as a whole and he adopted a general 

framework of 'educat~:, qrg_ani"i.e:; ag!fafe,'f~ both women and untouchables. On the 

broader context, his ideal of empowerment remained 'equality in social, political and 

economic spheres' and his policy prescriptions for women empowerment are in 

unison with that of untouchables and other depressed classes. 

However, his effort towards institutionalization of his policy prescriptions became 

more explicit in' the domain related to untouchables. He fought single handedly for 

reservation, separate electorates, special provisions etc. for untouchables in various 

forums, however, in the case of women, he can not be credited for initiating legal 

reforms. 

The Hindu Code Bill, which was regarded as the milestone attempt for social re

engineering through law that aimed at emancipation and empowerment of women, 
• 

was a vision of Pandit Nehru. Ambedkar, by virtue of his position as Law Minister, 

was entrusted with the responsibility to pilot the bill. Even though, when he was to 

shoulder this prime responsibility, he could not succeed to force a logical conclusion 

to the bill. The bill saw significant changes and subsequent implementation in parts 
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after Ambcdkar resigned from the Cabinet. Therefore, while acknowledging the effort 

put forward by Ambcdkar for passing the Bill is commendable, it can be argued that 

he failed to bring f~)rth the social re-engineering that he aimed for women 

empowerment and emancipation through Hindu Code BilL However due to his efforts 

the various elements of the Hindu Code bill were enacted smoothly between 1955 and 

l ~~J,~!JChllsSp_ecial Marriage Act, 1954, The Hindu MarnagtHlGt--, 1-%5, Tile Hindu 

Succession Act, 1956, The Hindu Minority & Guardianship Act, 1956, The Adoption 

and Maintenance Act, 1956. 

Many authors (Nazeer, 200 I; Shabbir, 2005) have credited Ambedkar for bringing 

social justice and empowerment to women through constitutional provisions. 

However, Ambedkar himself acknowledged that he came into the Constituent 

Assembly with no greater aspiration than to safeguard the interests of the Scheduled 

Castes. A critical review of the process of constitution making reveals that Pandit 

Nehru, Sardar Patel, Rajendra Prasad and M. _Azad_\¥hich constituted the 'oligarchy' 

were the source of influence in the constitution making process. The ideology of the 

Congress Party was another dominant factor in the process of decision making in the 

Constituent Assembly. As the chairniari of:OraftingC-Ommittee, the mle of Ambedkar 

was reduced to a highly skilled technocrat who would transcript the ideas and visions 

of Nehru and other members of Congress party. 

Many _authors argued that Preamble of the Constitution of India represents the 

quintessence of Ambedkar's social and political thought. However, the resemblance 

of the underlying philosophy of P,reamble and Ambedkar's perception of justice is 

purely incidental. Ambedkar had no decisive role to play in shaping and piloting the 

Preamble. It was the handiwork of Nehru who through his historical resolution on the 

Aims and Objectives moved at the assembly's first session during December, 1946 

that subsequently paved the way for the adoption of the Preamble that adorns the 

Constitution of India. Moreover, besides Article 39, there are no specific provisions 

for women and even that provision cannot be categorised as 'positive discriminatory' 

towards women as has been so gracefully put forward by Ambedkar in the case of the 

untouchables. 
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In the views of Austin (2006) Ambedkar created the kind of Constitution which the 

Congress wanted him to create. Before he got involved in the task of Constitution 

making. his politics had an uncompromising realism about it. which. in retrospect, is 

totally at variance with the provisions that actually exist in the Constitution of India. 

However, the inability of Ambedkar to inscribe into the Constitution of India the 

principles and structure of the economic life of people_ c_an_!Je understood realisinE 

that neither the Drafting Committee nor its chairman was free to write the provisions 

of the Constitution according to their own philosophy. They were the agents of the 

Constituent Assembly,-as such were bound by the -advice an(Cguidance of its various 

sub..:committees. Tne Drafting Committee had to take note of the various illscussions 

and comments and give them a legal shape for incorporation into the final draft. Thus, 

Ambedkar had to play mostly the role of a technocrat applying his legal skills and 

acumen in drafting the Constitution. 

6.3 Limitations of the Present Study 

The current study afteiiipts }i:rccapttirf the ideas arid visions of Ambedkar through 

exploratory research of primary and secondary resources. The writings and speeches 

of Ambedkar as made available through various publications are relied upon as 

primary sources. Secondary sources comprise of biographies, books, journal articles 

and online resources on relevant topics. However, in many cases it is noted that these 

secondary sources also relied upon the same primary sources. Thus, the study can be 

said as primarily based upon writings and speeches of Ambedkar himself, which 

however, are mainly in form of compilation and translation from various sources. 

The study does not attempt to gather empirical data on the focussed area through 

structured or unstructured interviews or questionnaire and thus it does not generate 

any new empirical data or information. The analysis is solely based on published 

resources. 

The study is contextually based on the period encompassing the life and time of 

Ambedkar and thus it does not consider the contemporary Indian Society and issues 

related to it. The ideas, vision and policy prescriptions envisaged by Ambedkar are 
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discussed in relation to pre-independent Indian society only and thus their relevance 

in current Indian society can be debated. 

6.4 Scope of Future Research and Directions 

Future research can build upon the limitations as highlighted in the previous section. 

A future study can focus on the relevance of ideas; vision and policy prescriptions of 

Ambedkar in contemporary Indian Society or it can examine the changes in the 

Indian Social and Political Order in the context of Women Empowerment putting this 

study as a reference point. 
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