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Chapter I 

Introduction 
 

Dalits are India’s earlier “untouchables”, so called because their touch was 

considered polluting due to the work they did – use dead matter (the hides of animals, 

tanning, cutting hair or faces. The battle against untouchability is of long standing. 

The efforts of two great modern Indian leaders, however, had the greatest impact in 

bringing public awareness of the need for eradicating this acute and particular form of 

oppression: Mahatma Gandhi – who called them “Harijans” or “children of God”, and 

B.R. Ambedkar, a brilliant lawyer, himself from an untouchable caste, who led the 

drafting of India’s constitution. But although the Constitution of independent India 

outlawed untouchability and its practice in any form, and directed the government to 

take affirmative action to compensate untouchable castes for these historical wrongs, 

the stigma against them continues in both subtle and overt forms to this day. 

Accordingly, struggles by the oppressed castes have also persisted through both 

militant movements and advocacy. 

During the Independence movement Gandhi gave a call to end untouchability 

by raising the value of  all work and removing the indignity attached to “impure” 

work. Ambedkar is still worshipped across India for his mobilization and leadership of 

these oppressed peoples against caste discrimination and all its attendant evils and 

cruelties, including  the unique strategy of mass conversion to Buddhism. After 

India’s independence from British rule, untouchable and other oppressed castes 

became known as the “Scheduled Castes” (SC) since they were listed in a schedule, or 

annexure, by the first President of India under Article 341 of the Indian Constitution. 

In the late Sixties and Seventies, vibrant mass movements of these oppressed castes 

adopted the name “Dalit”, which derives from the Sanskrit root verb dal, meaning to 

crack or split. The term Dalit refers to those who have been broken, ground down by 

those above them in a deliberate way. The word also inherently denies the notions of 

pollution and karma that were used to justify caste hierarchy and exclusion, and 

rejects the paternalistic and charitable connotations of the term Harijan, as well as the 
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caste system as a whole. It is interesting to note that the original conceptualization of 

the “Dalit” identity included all oppressed groups, particularly women. The Dalit 

movement thus considered women of even the highest castes as Dalits, because of 

their oppression.Dalit assertions emerged at different points in different regions of the 

country. It was a combination of mass movements, powerful writings about caste 

oppression, and electoral politics, with many parties vying to woo Dalit voters. Strong 

Dalit Movements took root in several parts of Southern and Western 

India.Significantly, the National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW), formed in 

1995, has forced women’s movements in India to address the caste question seriously. 

Dalit feminists have articulated the three-fold oppression of Dalit women as: 

 

1. Dalits demoralized by upper castes; 

2. Agricultural workers subject to class domination, mainly at the hands of  

    upper caste land owners; 

3. Women facing patriarchal domination at the hands of all men, including men  

    of their own castes. 

 

Dalits today make up 16.2% of the total Indian population , but their control 

over resources of  the country is less than 5%. Close to half of the Dalit population 

lives under the official Indian Poverty Line and even more (62%) are illiterate. In the 

agriculture sector, most Dalits are landless or near landless agriculture labor. The total 

household income for Dalits in 1998 was just 68% of the national average. Less than 

10% of Dalit households have access to safe drinking water, electricity and toilets. 

Worst of all, Dalits are daily victims of the worst crimes and atrocities, far 

outnumbering other sections of society, despite the fact that many attacks go 

unreported for fear of further retaliation. Between 1992 and 2000, a total of 334,459 

cognizable offences against Dalits were registered nationwide with the police. Despite 

Constitutional guarantees to provide social and political equality since Independence, 

the practice of discrimination against lower castes and particularly Dalits - is upheld 

as part of tradition. A reputed feminist historian, Uma Chakravarti, elaborates on the 

relationship between  
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caste, gender, feminism and politics in her recent work, Gendering Caste.The forms of 

discrimination may have changed but the basic essence is explained in Dr. 

Ambedkar’s formulation.  

 

Caste is a system of graded inequality in which  

castes are arranged according to an ascending  

scale of reverence and a descending scale of contempt...  

i.e. as you go up the caste system, the  

power and status of a caste group increases and  

as you go down the scale the degree of contempt  

for the caste increases, as these castes have no  

power, are of low status, and are regarded as dirty  

and polluting.  

 

Taking inspiration from phule, Baba Saheb Dr. Ambedkar also talked the 

importance of education. But education must be rationalists and reasonable. Education 

agitates our mind. It gives us thought about what is good and what is bad. Hence, 

Education is root of every movement. Agitation on certain thing is uniting factor. It 

became the famous word of Ambedkar as Educate, agitate and organisional. 

Ambedkar was one of the tallest intellectuals of the country, a scholar who understood 

the crookedness of the Shastras. He was an iconoclast and questioned the very essence 

of Shastras. 

Ambedkar fought for the dignity of Dalits. The Hindu Varnavyavastha 

snatched the dignity from Dalits. It degraded labour. He considered the Hindu law 

book as the source of caste system and discrimination against Dalits in India that he 

launched a movement against it.On December 25th 1927, he launched a Satyagraha in 

Mahad town of Maharastra for the water rights of Dalits and against the Manu Smriti. 

He burnt Manu Smriti terming it a document of discrimination with a number of his 

supporters. 

It was of great courage to do so in the den of violent Chitpawan Brahmins in 

Maharastra. He fought for the rights of Dalits and had a broader vision for his 
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community. His main concern was to ensure fare participation of Dalits in political 

life of the country and he succeeded in getting separate electorate for them, which he 

had to withdraw to save the life of Gandhi in 1932 known as Poona Pact. 

Then as constitutionalist when he drafted constitution and later worked very 

hard to ensure fare deal for women in the Hindu Code Bill. In the last phase of his life 

when Babe Saheb embraced Buddhism, his main concern was providing a political 

alternative to Dalits. It is also interesting to note that B.R.Ambedkar was a humanist 

to the core of his heart. Even when his so called followers have converted him as a 

caste man or narrowly interpreted his ideologies and perception, Ambedkar could be 

termed an international humanist. Poor Dalits who consider him his emancipator. 

 

Untouchability and its Abolition:  

Untouchability, as indicated above, has always been considered as social evil. 

Since long efforts had been made to eradicate it. Religious and social, reformers like 

Buddha, Ramanuja, Ramanand, Chitanya, Kabir, Nank, Tukaram and others, made 

great efforts to eradicate it as far as possible. 

The BrahmoSamaj and the AryaSamaj, and other social organizations by 

propaganda, education, and practical measures, did much to secure the social, 

religious and cultural equality to them. 

The establishment and consolidation of the British Raj gradually but radically 

changed the political, administrative, economic and social fabric of India. The new set 

up in theory decried the caste, color and creed prejudices and attempted to re-mould 

the Indian society on the principles of competition and individualism, liberty and 

equality. It encouraged the dissemination of the rational, liberal and humane ideas of 

the West. 

The new polity, the new administrative framework, the new judicial system, the 

new forms of land tenure and taxation, the new patterns of trade, the new education 

system, and the network of communications stressed the spirit of equality. A new 

environment emerged in the society where the process of westernization and 

sanskritization got brewed up; the consciousness for positive rights was created, the 
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general awareness took a new turn cultimating in farreaching political and 

sociological changes. 

Among the depressed classes also rose intellectuals, distinguished of whom 

was Dr.Ambedkar, who struggled to secure for them the social recognition and human 

rights. The all India Depressed Association and the All India Depressed Classes 

Federation, the principal organizations of these classes, initiated a movement to 

improve their conditions. 

They aimed at improving their miserable economic conditions, and to spread 

education among them. They worked to secure for them the rights to draw water from 

public wells, admission to the schools, and to the use of roads; and enter the public 

temples. The Mahad Satyagrah for the right of water led by Dr. Ambedkar was one of 

the outstanding movements of the untouchables to win equal social rights. 

All India Harijans Sevak Sangh founded by Gandhi in 1923 started numerous 

schools for the Harijan including residential vocational schools. The Congress 

Government after came in power in various States under the Government of India Act. 

1935 did useful work for restoring to the depressed classes their rightful place. The 

Congress Government in Bombay passed, the Bombay Harijan Temple Worship 

(Removal of Disabilities) Act enabling the trustees to admit the Harijans to the 

temples. 

Free education of the Harijans, from the primary class to the university level 

was introduced by the C.R and Bihar and Congress Governments in their respective 

Provinces. The rulers of states like Travancore, Indore, Aundh and Devas, took the 

initiative in throwing open all state temples by proclamation to the untouchables. 

 

Aspects of Dalit Movement:  

The strategies, ideologies, approaches of Dalit movement varied from leader to 

leader, place to place and time to time. The ‘Dalit consciousness’ came to the fore in 

different forms and shades. Thus, some Dalit leaders followed the process of’ 

Sanskritization’ to elevate themselves to the higher position in caste hierarchy. 

They adopted Brahman manners, including vegetarianism, putting sandalwood 

paste on forehead, wearing sacred thread, etc. Thus Dalit leaders like Swami Thykkad 
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(Kerala), Pandi Sunder Lai Sagar (UP), MuldasVaishya (Gujarat), Moon 

VithobaRaojiPande (Maharashtra) and others tried to adopt established cultural norms 

and practices of the higher castes. 

Imitation of the high caste manners by Dalits was an assertion of their right to 

equality. Treating Dalits as outside the fourfold Varna system, and describing them as 

‘outcastes’ or ‘Panchama’ gave rise to a movement called Adi-Hindu movement. 

Thus, certain section of Dalit leadership believed that Dalits were the original 

inhabitants of India and they were not Hindus. That Aryans or Brahmins who invaded 

this country forcibly imposed untouchability on the original inhabitants of this land. 

They believed that if Hinduism was discarded, untouchability would 

automatically come to an end. That Dalits began to call themselves Adi-Andhras in 

Andhra, Adi- Karnataka in Karnataka, Adi-Dravidas in Tamil Nadu, Adi-Hindus in 

Uttar Pradesh and Adi-Dharmis in Punjab. Dalits also followed the route of 

conversion with a purpose of getting rid of untouchability and to develop their moral 

and financial conditions. A good number of Dalits were converted to Christianity, 

especially in Kerala. Some of the Dalits, especially in Punjab were converted to 

Sikhism. 

They are known as Mazhabis, Namdharis, KabirPanthis etc. Dalits also got 

converted to Buddhism. Dr. Ambedkar converted to Buddhism along with his millions 

of followers at Nagpur in 1956. As a protest against Hinduism some of the Dalit 

leaders founded their own sects or religions. Guru Ghasi Das (MP) founded Satnami 

Sect. Gurtichand Thakur (Bengal) founded Matua Sect. Ayyan Kali (kerala) founded 

SJPY (Sadha Jana ParipalanYogam) and Mangu Ram (Panjab) founded AdiDharam. 

Attempts were also made to organize Dalits politically in order to fight against 

socioeconomic problems. Dr. Ambedkar formed the independent Labour Party in 

1936. He tried to abolish the exploitative Khoti system prevailing in Kokan part of 

Maharashtra, and Vetti or Maharaki system a wage free hereditary service to the caste 

Hindus in the local administration. He tried to convince the Government to recruit the 

Mahars in Military. Ultimately he became successful in 1941 when the first Mahar 

Regiment was formed. 
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Chapter 2 

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar & Dalit Movement 

 

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar attained ‘Mahaparinirvan’. Born on 14th April 

1891, in the military town Mhow, he was the fourteenth child of his parents. Parents 

from untouchable community viz. Mahar, his father was a retired army officer and 

headmaster in a military school, and his mother an illiterate woman. 

Since he was born in an untouchable caste, he was made to sit separate from 

other students in a corner of the classroom. Despite all kinds of humiliations, he 

passed his high school in 1908 with flying colours. This was such an exceptional 

achievement for an untouchable, that he was felicitated in a public meeting. 

Four years later he graduated in Political Science and Economics from Bombay 

University. After his graduation he went to the USA to study economics at the 

Columbia University with a scholarship form the Maharaja of Baroda. Bhimrao 

remained abroad from 1913 to 1917 and again from 1920 to 1923. In the meantime he 

had established himself as an eminent intellect. Columbia University had awarded him 

the PhD for his thesis, which was later published in a book form under the title “The 

Evolution of Provincial Finance in British India”. But his first published article was 

“Castes in India – Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development”. In 1920 he went to 

London where he got his Bar-at-Law at Gray’s Inn for Law. During his sojourn in 

London from 1920 to 1923, he also completed his thesis titled “The Problem of the 

Rupee” for which he was awarded the degree of DSc. 

During the brief stay in India from 1917 to 1920 he first got a job as Military 

Secretary in Baroda Raja’s office. Here he was ill treated again by the upper caste 

employees. Even drinking water was not given to him and files were kept at a distance 

from him. He couldn’t continue in Baroda and later taught at Sydnom College in 

Bombay and also brought out Marathi weekly whose title was ‘MookNayak’ 

(meaning ‘Dumb Hero’). He had to face similar experience of untouchability and 

dishonour even in Bombay. 
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Ambedkar’s Dalit Movement 

While coming back to India in 1923, Ambedkar again experienced humiliation. 

The upper caste lawyers would not even have tea at his desk. But his greatest 

consolation was his clients, whom he treated with liberal mind. His reputation and 

fame among the Depressed Classes began to grow. He visualised and struggled for a 

casteless and equal India. 

By the time he returned to India, Bhimrao had equipped himself fully to wage 

war against the practice of untouchability. In 1924 he started the organisation 

‘BahiskritHitakariniSabha’ (Outcastes Welfare Association), for the upliftment of the 

untouchables. Ambedkar adopted a two-pronged strategy. First, the eradication of 

illiteracy and economic uplift of the downtrodden and second, initiating non-violent 

struggle against visible symbols of casteism, like denial of entry into temples and 

drawing water from public wells and tanks. 

The problems of the downtrodden were centuries old and difficult to overcome. 

Their entry into temples was forbidden. They could not draw water from public wells 

and ponds. Their admission in schools was prohibited. Ambedkar won two major 

victories when the High Court of Bombay gave a verdict in favour of the 

untouchables. On 25th December 1927, he led the Mahad March at the Chowdar Tank 

at Colaba, near Bombay, to ensure the untouchables right to draw water from the 

public tank. The marchers were met with the brutality of caste Hindus. He then burnt 

copies of the ‘Manusmriti’ publicly terming it a document of discrimination with a 

number of his supporters. It was an act of great courage to do so in the den of violent 

Chitpawan Brahmins in Maharastra. The two struggles shook the religious foundation 

on which the caste system is built. This marked the beginning of the anti-caste and 

ant-priest movement in Maharastra. The temple entry movement launched by Dr. 

Ambedkar in 1930 at Kalaram temple, Nasik is another landmark in the struggle for 

human rights and social justice. 

He was fully convinced that nothing could emancipate the Dalits except 

through a complete destruction of the caste system. He continued his movement to 

attack the base of caste system in every possible way. 
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In the meantime, the Simon Commission visited India and Dr. Ambedkar met 

the commission in Pune in which Ambedkar presented his position on depressed 

classes. He then followed it up during the round table conference after which Ramsay 

McDonald? announced ‘Communal Award’ as a result of which several communities 

including the ‘depressed classes’ were given the right to have separate electorates. 

Gandhiji wanted to defeat this design and went on a fast unto death to oppose it. On 

24th September 1932, Ambedkar and Gandhiji reached an understanding, which 

became the famous Poona Pact. According to this Pact, in addition to the agreement 

on electoral constituencies, reservations were provided for untouchables in 

Government jobs and legislative assemblies. The Pact carved out a clear and definite 

position for the downtrodden on the political scene of the country. For the first time in 

Indian history it opened up opportunities of education and government service for 

them and also gave them a right to vote. 

Dr. Ambedkar attended all the three Round Table Conferences in London and 

each time, forcefully projected his views in the interest of the ‘untouchable’. He 

exhorted the downtrodden sections to raise their living standards and to acquire as 

much political power as possible. He was of the view that there was no future for 

untouchables in the Hindu religion and they should change their religion if need be. In 

1935, he publicly proclaimed,” I was born a Hindu because I had no control over this 

but I shall not die a Hindu”. 

It is also interesting to note and which not many Ambedarkites have ventured, 

that Dr Ambedkar was a socialist to the core of his heart. The disappointing relation 

with the communist movement stands as the single most unfortunate paradox of 

contemporary Indian history. It didn’t come out of much of ideological differences, 

which certainly existed in the form of certain unclear theoretical constructs in the 

mind of Ambedkar – as from the attitudes of the communist leaders towards the Dalit 

movement. These leaders in the Trade Unions of Bombay dogmatically regarded the 

caste question as an unimportant super-structural issue, which would automatically 

disappear when the revolution takes place. Their orthodox outlook regarding 

untouchability, caste disparity, discrimination was the basics on which Ambedkar’s 

entire thesis on Communism was formed. For historical reasons the leadership of this 
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communist movement however came from the middle class educated youth who had 

to come from upper castes communities, the majority being the Brahmin itself. 

Ambedkar’s writing on Marxism is heavily reflects his frustration with the 

Bombay-Communists. This legacy to identify Marxism with its self-appointed 

practitioners still appears to be followed by Dalits. They cite examples of the 

parliamentary communist parties to show the lacuna or inapplicability of Marxism. It 

is necessary for them to understand that Marxism intrinsically solicits criticism but it 

presupposes its careful study. 

As Anand Teltumde puts it, although Ambedkar could not discuss the 

philosophy of communism in the manner it deserved, he was never antagonistically 

disposed towards it. Rather, he acknowledged the beauty of communist philosophy 

and said that it was closer to his own. Preoccupied with the mission of liberating the 

Dalits, he insisted, quite like Marx, that the test of the philosophy was in practice, and 

opined that if communists worked from that perspective, to win success in India 

would be far easier than in Russia (Janata, 15 January, 1938). He always regarded 

communism as the ultimate benchmark to assess his highest ideal – Buddhism. With 

unpleasant experience with communist dogma and vulgarity of his times, he did sound 

polemically against Communism and appeared at times even professing its doom but 

it all underscored his wrath against the dogma that occupied the communist practice. 

Despite all these aspects of Ambedkar’s disagreements with Communism it is cannot 

be ruled out that Ambedkar was not a Socialist. He was a socialist of a different kind. 

One of his prime conflicts with Marx was ‘dictatorship of the proletariats’, which he 

condemned saying that dictatorship of any kind is unethical. His stood for greater 

democracy of, by, for and among the oppressed ones in every field. At one stage he 

was clearly of the opinion that the historical conflict is between the exploited and 

exploiters and that all. 

It is with this idea that Dr. Ambedkar, formed the Independent Labour Party, 

participated in the provincial elections and was elected to the Bombay Legislative 

Assembly. During these days he stressed the need for abolition of the ‘Jagirdari’ 

system, pleaded for workers’ Fight to strike and addressed a large number of meetings 

and conferences in Bombay Presidency. In 1939, during the Second World War, he 
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called upon Indians to join the Army in large numbers to defeat Nazism, which he 

said, was another name for Fascism. 

He stood for the nationalisation of property like land, banks etc. Ambedkar was 

also an advocate of women’s rights. He struggled for women’s liberation from the 

caste-entrenched patriarchal system. At the conference of the Depressed Classes 

Women in Nagpur in 1942, he stated: ‘let every girl who marries stand by her 

husband, claim to be her husband’s friend and equal, and refuse to be his slave’. He 

resigned from the Nehru’s cabinet as Law Minister only when the cabinet refused to 

pass the Women’s Rights Bill. This strongly proves that his idea of Socialism was 

embedded in his core agenda of freedom for all from all forms of bondage. 

 

Dalit Movement after Ambedkar  

Dalit movement post Ambedkar had witnessed several ups and downs. On one 

side a categorical awakening among the Dalits had grown beyond all levels of history 

and on the other it has somewhere stagnant after Ambedkar mainly due to ideological 

disposition of stagnation. It would be opportune to look at the post Ambedar Dalit 

movement and do a stock taking of the changes within the Dalit politics to understand 

the phenomenon. SubashGatade says that the ups and downs through which the Dalit 

politics passed through after the death of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar can be broadly 

divided into three phases – Rise and Fall of the Republican Party, emergence of the 

Dalit Panthers and thirdly the growing assertion of Dalits for political power and their 

consequent refusal to remain satisfied merely with education and job opportunities 

arising out of the policy of reservation. 

There is no need to underline the immense potentialities in the phenomenon of 

Dalit assertion in today’s caste ridden polity. There is no denying the fact that it is a 

step ahead in the real democratisation of the Indian society and the polity dominated 

by Brahminical values and traditions despite nearly six decade experiment in electoral 

democracy. The impressive intervention of BSP under Kanshiram in the national 

politics underlines this third stage. It is noteworthy that while in the earlier two stages 

in the post Ambedkar Dalit movement the unfolding Dalit politics in Maharashtra 

guided its orientation, its role has been increasingly marginalised in the third stage. 
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The success achieved by BSP has certainly encouraged emergence of similar 

experiments in different parts of the country. 

At this stage there is another factor that developed among Dalit castes too. 

These are organising themselves under the banners of their respective caste and sub-

caste for achieving their rights. Consequently their guns are trained besides the Varna 

system also on the so-called rich Dalit castes or the creamy layer in them, which they 

feel, have monopolised a large part of the reserved posts. The Mahar/neo-Buddhists 

vs. Matang and Charmakar debate in Maharashtra, Mala vs. Madiga in Andhra 

Pradesh are symptomatic of this rising trend. This propensity is similar in most states 

where the marginalized Dalits are organising themselves into a movement for 

castewisecategorisation of reserved seats in educational institutions and jobs etc, 

which could not avail of the quota for historical reasons, could avail of it. 

It is indeed ironical that at a time when the issue of Dalit assertion has got 

acceptance even in the mainstream polity in the 90s a counter tendency has emerged 

which seem to fracture the new found identity. One could also perceive the whole 

process as an explosion of identities hitherto suppressed by the hegemonic caste and 

class structure. In the beginning of the 70s the term Dalit denoted a broad, 

homogenous fraternity. This is no more the case. If you just say Dalit you are making 

an incomplete statement. It would be necessary to also specify whether he is a Mala or 

a Madiga or a Matang or a Charmakar. This process has thrown up new ‘icons’ from 

among the different castes and the sub–castes as well. This clearly gives a broader 

picture of the fact that how much the individual caste identity had become more 

important than the collective one of the 70s. 

Another aspect that the Dalit movement in the post-Ambedkar era failed to 

address is that of the direct challenges of communal fascism. Communal-fascism is 

exploring its way to elaborate its base, activities and action. It appears that building of 

philanthropic and religious institutions like Saraswati Sishu Mandir, Vanvasi Kalyan 

Ashram, Sanghs, Deen Dayal Shodh Sansthan, Sanskriti Bihar, Vikas Bharit, Gayatri 

Pariwar, Brahmakumari Samaj, etc. are some of the strategies adopted to create 

inroads among the Dalits & Adivasis. Another strategy applied is the steady and 

systematic capturing of the community panchayats and organisations. The best 
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example of this is Gujarat where the communal fascists have got their stranglehold 

and successfully executed the carnage against the Muslims by communalizing Dalits 

and Adivasis. 

Resultant is the perpetual assurance of control over these communities plus a 

bonus of sustaining casteism. Expansion of caste fascism has so far and is 

disintegrating the Dalit ideology, theology, and identity and intimidated their very 

existence. Apparently this ruptures the community, deteriorates the noble notions of 

sharing, caring and co-operation, expansion of patriarchy and battered the inkling of 

community ownership over resources. Let us not forget Ambedkar was the greatest 

fighter against religious fascism and historical caste fascism. 

Thirdly Dalit movement neither understand the politics of imperialist 

globalization not address it in any form. Rather than entering the debate in a critical 

way from the subaltern perspective, it remained passive to the process of 

globalisation, and many times joined the sustaining party. Globalization in India 

marked through Economic Reforms launched in July 1991 in India were in nature of a 

crisis management response to the economic and political crises that erupted in early 

90s. The blue print for the Reforms was provided by the combination of macro-

economic stabilization and structural adjustment programme of International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank respectively, which had been adopted by 

many countries before in similar situations. 

This had quantitative and qualitative adversities on food security, employment, 

inflation, poverty alleviation schemes as well as social security. For example 

reservation in the educational institutions and the financial assistance in the form of 

scholarships and freeships had gone out of context, with the advent of education as an 

industry. Without education, all constitutional safeguards including the reservation in 

services would be futile. The Reforms have already resulted in freezing the grants to 

many institutions and in stagnating, if not lowering, the expenditure on education. The 

free market ethos has entered the educational sphere in a big way. Commercialization 

of education is no more a mere rhetoric; it is now the established fact. Commercial 

institutions offering specialised education signifying the essential input from 

utilitarian viewpoint have come up in a big way from cities to small towns. 
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It is the same way that the employment sector had its impact due to the thus 

called ‘economic reforms’. Howsoever, unsatisfactory the results of the 

implementation of reservation in employment may be, its importance from the Dalit 

viewpoint cannot be under emphasised. As could be evidenced by the organised 

private sector, where it would be difficult to find a Dalit employee (save of course in 

scavenging and lowliest jobs), without reservations Dalits would have been totally 

doomed. The importance of reservations thus could only be assessed in relation to 

situations where they do not exist. Whatever be their defects and deficiencies, they 

have given certain economic means of livelihood and some social prestige to the sons 

and daughters of over 1.5 million landless labourers. Whether they get real power or 

not, over 50,000 Dalits could enter the sphere of bureaucratic authority with the help 

of reservations. Besides these tangible benefits promised by the policy, it has instilled 

a hope in Dalit community. This hope predominantly manifests in the form of spread 

of education among them. Their emotional bond with the nation and its Constitution 

despite heaps of injustice and ignominy they bear every moment of their life may also 

be significantly attributable to the Reservation Policy. 

The selling out the PSU, the disinvestment of PSUs, promotion of privatisation, 

the letting off of land to the corporates, etc. had crafted formulae of neo-colonisation. 

This is high time that Dalit leadership across the country enters this debate in a big 

way, which it had until now failed to do. 

Coming back to Ambedkar, he was not dogmatic but pragmatic. He had rightly 

confronted the forces of fascism, communalism and capitalism. He believed that any 

system that promotes unequal human relationships should not thrive. Unfortunately, 

his socio-economical writings were kept aside while his writings on religion and caste 

system of 30s were used more by the representatives of the movement, thus clearly 

alienating a vast masses of the unorganisedlabour away from the mainstream 

Ambedkarite movement. That is why today, despite globalisation resulting in wars 

and multiple conflicts, yet we Dalits simply remain as silent spectators, just waiting 

for our turn of reservation. Dalits are confined to use the Dalit card for just reservation 

in education and employment, nothing else. 
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The forth barrier of the post Ambedkar Dalit movement is the emergence of a 

new sect of Dalit elite. This Dalit elite whom Baba Saheb had opposed tooth and nail 

in his lifetime had become the SarkariBabuSahab clan, who not only take the benefits 

of reservations but also conveniently forget the community once they get there. It is 

also observed that while this sect functions throughout with the brand ‘Dalit’, also 

engage in all the corrupt practices that was once the cornerstone of Brahministic 

culture and ethics. It is interesting that Ambedkar fought for the rights of Dalits and 

had a broader vision, which couldn’t be inculcated by post–AmbedkarAmbedkarites. 

He wanted to give his people an identity so that they get out of Varna System, but here 

what we see is the stimulation of the culture of varna and caste within the Dalit 

communities. 

Despite the leaps and bounds, the Dalit movement made in Indian context, the 

failure of Ambedkarite movement to address the questions of fascism, communalism, 

globalisation, imperialism and the most importantly patriarchy in relation with 

casteism has altogether dragged the Dalit movement to the crossroad in the present 

context. 

And then any pragmatic and progressive movement cannot stand on the 

selective criticism of a few religious texts or political ideologies and conveniently 

keeping quiet on other questions. A movement cannot be built on superfluous 

philosophy of negativism. It has to provide its own alternative to the people. To quote 

V.B. Rawat, Dalits have their own distinct identity and culture and those claiming to 

provide them an alternative God really misquote Ambedkar and kill their 

revolutionary spirit as suggested by many Dalit activists. Ambedkar’s popularity 

among the Dalits is not due to the corrupt Dalits who use all tactics to grab money and 

power but the poor Dalits who consider him as the liberator. There are many reasons 

for the same. Ambedkar is a uniting factor for Dalits. No doubt that he has become an 

icon of Dalits from North to South from Hindi heartland to the southern Tamilnadu. 

However he himself was against ‘hero worship’ of any time. He believed in the 

exploration of knowledge on historical and scientific basis. This has to be a regular, 

rather ongoing, process which is only possible by addressing the problems of the 

oppressed and exploited masses. The undeniable fact is the Ambedkar is mainly 
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known among the working class Dalits. The only way to salute Bhimrao is by truly 

standing against oppressive structure, for equality and justice. Bhimrao Ramji 

Ambedkar, better known as B. R. Ambedkar, and to the many whom he served 

throughout his life, as Babasheb, one of the singular figures of the Indian revolution 

was born on this day in 1891. 

While an untouchable (the term in general use has shifted to “dalit,” largely led 

by Ambedkar himself) his father, like his grandfather before, served in the British 

Army, and because of that he had access to an education. Nonetheless, the indignities 

he suffered ranging from not being allowed to sit inside the classroom, to having to sit 

on a gunny sack he brought with him to and from school so as not to contaminate the 

ground, to only having access to water at school if a paid servant was there to pour the 

water that the boy would otherwise not be allowed to touch again because his touch 

would contaminate it for everyone else, marked his understanding of many things. 

The boy was brilliant. He graduated from Bombay University, and then won a 

scholarship to Columbia, where he earned his first doctorate. From there he went on to 

earn a law degree and a second doctorate at the London School of Economics before 

turning his attention to what would become his life work. In 1924 he established the 

BahishkritHitkarainiSabha, the Outcastes Welfare Association. Three years later he 

led a mass march at the Chowder Tank in Colaba, outside Bombay, demanding that 

untouchables have the right to draw water. As civil rights leaders Dr Ambedkar and 

Mohandas Gandhi worked in an uneasy alliance. While Ambedkar was committed to 

independence, he had little trust of the dominant culture, and continued to press hard 

on behalf of the dalit communities. When Gandhi and others introduced the term 

“harijans,” meaning “people of God,” for the untouchables, rather than their own 

preferred term “dalit,” Ambedkar opposed having the term foisted upon them as one 

more example of being marginalized. He did quip that if his people were the children 

of God, then the upper casts would all be the children of monsters. When India 

achieved independence, Dr Ambedkar was appointed India’s first law minister, 

basically India’s first attorney general. But, facing endless frustrations at his attempts 

to advance civil rights on behalf of all marginalized people, as a last straw, when his 
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attempt to enshrine gender equality in laws concerning marriage and inheritance were 

frustrated, he resigned his office. 
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Chapter 3 

Participation of Dalit Women in the Movement 
 

One of the major landmarks of Dalit Movement led by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar had 

been the huge participation of women and their articulation for political, social and 

economic rights for women in general and depressed class women in particular. 

Dr. Ambedkar was always concerned about women empowerment. In a letter 

to his father’s friend, young Dr. Ambedkar, during his studies at New York, said – We 

shall see better days soon and our progress will be greatly accelerated if male 

education is persuaded side by side with female education…” And Dalit women 

listened to the advice and participated in the Dalit’s struggle for equal rights. 

Further, Dr. Ambedkar believed said that I am a great believer in women’s 

organization. I know that what they can do to improve the condition of the 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 began to work 

among the depressed classes, I made it a point to carry women along with men. 

I strongly believe in the movements run by women. If they are truly taken into 

confidence, they may change the present picture of a society which is very miserable. 

In past, they have played a significant role in improving the condition of weaker 

section and classes. 

Don’t forget some of our great Dalit women leaders. As Babasaheb said, “They 

cannot make history who forgets History.” It is not true that our women had not taken 

active part so far in any movement or in our social movement. 

 

Dalit Women Leaders participated with BabasahebAmbedkar. 

RamabaiAmbedkar 

In January 1928, a women’s association was founded in Bombay with 

RamabaiAmbedkar, Dr. Ambedkar’s wife, as its president.They have among 

themMrs. AnjinibaiDeshbhratar who simply for the help of thier girls started and 

continued at her own cost a free boarding house at Nagpur for the Depressed Classes 
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Girl students. This she did out of the savings from the small pay earned by her 

husband who is employed as a clerk. Similarly, in the Satyagraha on Kalaram temple 

and Chavdar tank, Dalit women even from distant parts of Hyderabad volunteered to 

take part. Dr. Ambedkar believed in the strength of women and their role in the 

process of social reform. In the Kalram Temple entry Satyagraha at Nasik in 1930, 

five hundred women participated and many of them were arrested along with men and 

ill-treated in jails. The historic Mahad Satyagraha witnessed participation of three 

hundred women along with their male counterparts. 

 

Mrs. GitabaiGaikwad 

The work of Mrs. Gitabai Gaikwad is indescribable. Just as the sky cannot be 

lighted by one solitary star, so our great movement cannot achieve success by the deed 

of one Mrs. Gitabai. Her deeds show us the way and guide us in our path towards the 

right passage and our object.On 20th July 1942, The All India Depressed Classes 

Women Conference was organized and 25,000 women attended that conference.Let us 

all unite, march forward in the directions pointed out to us and achieve our rights. In 

the meanwhile we must continue our fight for the rights of the Depressed Classes 

unabated and with the help of our sisters, uneducated though they might be who are 

ever ready to lay down their lives under the leadership of our great leader Dr. 

Ambedkar, said Mrs. Kirtibai Patil, Chairman of the Reception Committee of the All 

India Depressed Classes Women Conference in her speech July 20, 1942, Nagpur. 

 

Sulochanabai Dongre, 

SulochanabaiDongre, President of All India Depressed Classes Women 

Conference.  While addressing the participants, SulochanabaiDongre said, “One 

important question is of birth control. In this respect, educated women can be 

successful because they can realize the evils of it. It is no use multiplying sickly, ill-

fed and illiterate children at the cost of mother’s health. To stop this evil every woman 

should consider this question seriously and should act soon. To solve this problem 

female education on an extensive scale is essential”. 
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Women Participated in Dalit Movement 
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In fact, the clear departure of Dalit feminism from the mainstream nationalist 

women’s movement occurred right at the very beginning. At the AIWC conference 

held in 1937, Hindu women like Jaibai Choudhuri had insulted the Dalit women by 

arranging separate seating for them at meals. In retaliation to that “shameful and 

despicable behaviour” of the caste Hindu women, the Ramabai Ambedkar Women’s 

Sanghwas formed on January 1, 1938. The vexed relationship between Gandhian 

nationalism and Ambedkar’s reforms came to the forefront during such critical 

moments. 

Ramabai Ambedkar who was hailed for “her goodness of heart, her nobility of 

mind, and her purity of heart” by no less than Ambedkar himself, RadhabaiKamble 

whose speeches inspired the labour meets in Vidharba, Sulochanabai Dongre, whose 

presence at public meetings was awe-inspiring, Tulsabai Bansode, who sang songs 

and worked at the hand press with her husband, Anjanibai Deshbhratar who organised 

untouchable girl students in 1936, the three sisters Geetabai, Seetabai and Ramabai 

who worked tirelessly at home and the movement, Meenambal Shivraj who advocated 

the role of education powerfully, Mukta Sarvagaud who strongly advocated the role of 

personal hygiene, Shantabai Dani who travelled as the sole woman along with male 

activists, Shantabai Sarode who was a wrestler and arbitrated disputes in her area and 

the many women who converted to Buddhism present us with an amazing range of 

women who actively engaged themselves in the movement and took themselves 

seriously. 
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First Vaidik Marriage of Mahar Caste on 21/06/1929 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All India Dalit Women Council 1942 Nagpur 
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( Dr. BabasahebAmbedkar, RadhabaiKamble, KirtibaiPatil, SulochanaDongare, 

D. G. Jadhav, etc.) 

 

Dalit Women Welcome Dr. BabasahebAmbedkar after become a Labour 

Minister, Mumbai  in 1942 
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Delhi BoudhyaMahasabha Rally 1957 
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Conclusion  

One of the main think of Dalit Movement led by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar had been 

the huge participation of women and their articulation for political, social and 

economic rights for women in general and depressed class women in particular. 

Dr. Ambedkar was always concerned about women empowerment. 

Ambedkar’s  social and educational thought remains surprisingly neglected in Indian 

educational discourse. Education was assigned a revolutionary role in Ambedkar’s 

conception of social progress and in his vision of a just and equal society. It was 

identified as a key instrument of liberation from oppressive structures of Hindu caste-

patriarchy as well as of reconstruction of a new social order. Women were integral to 

this visionary egalitarianism and were consciously mobilised as political actors in the 

dalit liberation movement led by Ambedkar in the early decades of the twentieth 

century. This article explores the interface between Ambedkar’s ideologies of 

liberation and education, on the one hand, and dalit women’s thoughts and 

perspectives, on the other hand. It seeks to incorporate gender in the understanding of 

the historical processes of social change. It argues that an emancipatory discourse on 

gender was an important component of Ambedkar’s philosophy of social democratic 

liberalism and permitted women an authentic identification with its underlying 

principles with a view to achieving a full and enlightened citizenship. The research 

shows how the imbibing of Ambedkar’s thought and participation in his movement 

constituted the bedrock of dalit women’s political education. The arena of formal 

education was a significant focus of women’s political involvement, and they played 

foundational roles as political educators and educational activists. Dalit women 

redefined ideals of both womanhood and educational purpose in terms of counter-

hegemonic reconstructions of nation, society and community, and articulated new 

subject positions grounded in them. 
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