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Abstract: 

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar (1891-1956) the principal architect of the Indian Constitution, 

and one of the most visionary leaders of India. He remains to this day as a symbol of 

Humanity. He is the father of Indian Democracy and a nation-builder of modern 

India. But his notion of Nationalism and Democracy to envision an egalitarian 

society has rarely received adequate academic attention. His views on religion, how 

it affects socio-political behaviour, and therefore what needs to build an egalitarian 

society is unique. Such reflections in terms of nationalism and freedom of the people 

are of great significance in contemporary time in India and the world in general. 

Therefore, this paper attempts to analyse Dr Ambedkar’s vison of Nation and 

Democracy. This article also envisages to study how caste-system is the major 

barrier to bring about a true nation and a harmonious society. What role does religion 

play in society and politics? Can socio-spiritual values inspire to break down the 

barriers of caste-differences to bring an egalitarian society? 

History bears witness to the fact that extensive reforms and liberation occur 

whenever a great mind engages with the suffering of the oppressed people. 

Whenever great mind and humane contemplation has been combined with that of 

suffering of people, which is inseparable from extensive reforms and liberation in the 

lives of people. 

Key Words: Democracy, Nation, Caste, Ambedkar, Buddhism, Prabuddha Bharata.  

 

It is universally admitted that Nationalism is a force in the history of mankind. It is man-

made: therefore, it closely related with man’s life, her pride, and her self-dignity and well-being. 

It is a vital force to be reckoned/ imagine with for citizen or human. But there is difference 

between two terms; Nationality and Nationalism. These are two different psychological states of 

human mind. Dr. Ambedkar spells that Nationality is “Consciousness of kind” which is an 

awareness of the existence of that tie of kinship,” and Nationalism is “the desire for a separate 

national existence for those who are bound by this tie of kinship.” 
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It is true that there cannot be Nationalism without the feeling of Nationality being in 

existence. What Dr. Ambedkar warns: “It is important to bear in mind that the converse is not 

always true. The feeling of nationality may be present and yet the feeling of nationalism may be 

quite absent. That is to say, nationality does not in all cases produce nationalism.”
1
 Nationality 

cannot be flame into nationalism unless there is will to leave as a nation and it is dynamic 

expression of human to express that desire. Secondly nationality is a social feeling which 

expresses itself as a cultural home. One must feel the nativity and proximity with its own culture 

and traditional practices of that society in which s/he leaves or in the nation s/he leaves. 

Otherwise as Lord Acton’s phrase:  

“Nation as a soul as it was wandering in search   of a body in which to begin life over 

again and dies out finding none.”  

Both progressive and experimental modernism, in spite of paying lip service to the facts 

of exploitation was far worse than foreign colonialist exploitation. The leaders of Shudras like 

E.V. Ramaswamy Periyar did not share the Congress enthusiasm for Quit India movement. 

Likewise, in Maharashtra the great social reformer Mahatma Jyotiba Phuley tirelessly fought for 

the eradication of untouchability and worked hard, in spite of severe opposition, for the 

education of Shudras, untouchables and women in pre modern caste based society. For them the 

freedom from casteist exploitation was of at most importance. Without it, the sufferings and 

exploitation of Shudras and Untouchables would continue to be perpetrated by dominant upper 

castes. Therefore, the forces of decolonization led by the dominant castes and the vision of new 

India proclaimed by the upper castes could provide little inspiration to the cultural and artistic 

expression of the downtrodden of the country.  

This is what made Ambedkar chalk out a different course of evolution for the 

downtrodden masses of the nation. Indian heritage, a matter of pride for few, was the pain and 

hurt for others. The social struggle to demand and get what was due to them became essential for 

most of the lower castes in post- independent India. Ambedkar saw no hope for these people in 

the confines of casteist society. His vision for the future of the downtrodden people combines the 

possibilities of democracy with the promises of egalitarian Buddhist philosophy – outside the 

inhuman caste- system of Brahmanical Hinduism. His ideas of free India were based on the 
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Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, which he conspicuously enshrined in the preamble of Indian 

Constitution. His philosophy has the base of Buddhism in which he saw the great hope for 

democratic and egalitarian Indian society.  

As Indian History witnesses the advocates of India as Nation had struggled with the 

vision of Dr. Ambedkar. He had deep disagreements with Gandhi on the idea of free and 

casteless India. Gandhi was of opinion that Political Freedom first then social and economic 

freedom is assured involuntarily, which was undoubtedly a myth and picture is much clear 

before us today. Caste violence and discrimination is very much living reality of Indian society 

in everyday life. Therefore, Dr. Ambedkar made distinction between freedom of country and 

freedom of people. He stated clearly that,  

“It is entirely wrong to concentrate all our attention on the political independence of our 

country, and to forget the foremost serious problem of social and economic 

independence. It is suicidal to imagine that political independence necessarily means all 

real sided freedom. Not to make a distinction between the freedom of the country and the 

freedom of the people in the country is to allow oneself to be misled, if nor deceived.”
2
 

In other words, what prevents India to be an equal society is the caste-system, which was 

one of the significant character of Gandhi’s idea of free nation called “Swaraj.”  As he says: 

Swaraj will be the Government, run by Governing class. The Government for the people will be 

what the governing class will choose to make of it.
3
 

Thus Dr. Ambedkar made it clear that Swaraj will not be government by the people but it 

will be government run by governing class and in the absence of Govt. by the people. Orthodox 

caste based India will prevail even after Independence and caste system will be the greatest 

hurdle in preventing India to be an egalitarian. Caste system is just not a social unequal 

hierarchical order but has deep root in Hindu religion. Once it gets the divine origin and 

authenticity of sacred texts (Shāshtras), no one could able to challenge it. Dr. Ambedkar’s was of 

firm opinion that slavery is an antithesis to religion. His criterion of religion was very clear: a. 

Religion is necessary for a free Society, b. Not every Religion is worth having, c. It is wrong to 

make God the centre of Religion, d. The function of Religion is to reconstruct the world and to 
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make it happy and not to explain its origin or its end, e. Worth and not birth is the measure of 

man, f. What is important is high ideals and not noble birth, g. Everyone has a right to learn. 

Learning is as necessary for man to live as food is.
4
 

Dr. Ambedkar criticized Gandhi on his remedy to the caste-system. According to Gandhi, 

the best remedy is that small castes should be fuse themselves into a big caste. There should be 

four such big castes so that we may reproduce old system of vernās.
5
 As he suggests Verna 

means the determination of man’s occupation before s/he is born and there is no liberty to choose 

occupation what s/he wants. One must be honest with the given duty by birth based on his verna 

or caste. According to him removal of Untouchability does not mean Inter-dining or Inter-

marriage. It means that the Untouchable will be classed as Shudras.
6
 This was the precise reason 

India got political freedom but not social, economic, and spiritual freedom.  

 

Dr. Ambedkar, as mentioned above, was clear that equality must be the governing 

principle in all spheres including religion. The Indian Caste system deprived education for the 

members of lower castes because of inequality; which led depressed classes into terrible injustice 

in spite of their genius talents. The question still remains unanswered as to why such injustice 

perpetuates even today. Answer is obvious – Caste. The consequences of the caste system in 

education kills intelligence and therefore the future of the nation. More that 60% of Indian 

intelligence – comes from the lower strata of Indian society – remaining unused to build a nation, 

because of caste. One wonders, how a nation’s history, sociology, economy, politics, culture, and 

religion is complete by ignoring more than half of the population of the country? Without the 

whole of Indian society, the history, sociology, economy, politics, culture, and religion will 

always remain the story of privileged.    

 

In this case, if the opportunity for higher education will remain a matter of merely a 

section of caste privileged people, it will only strengthen the caste-system. In result, education 

for the privileged will inevitably strengthen a vertical education system based on oppressive 

caste-hierarchy. On the other hand, education to under-privileged will destroy the hierarchy and 

will help to bring a horizontal and harmonious society. As Dr. Ambedkar expressed: 
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… though education is being given on a large scale, it is not given to the right strata of 

Indian Society. If you give education to that strata of Indian Society which has a vested 

interest in maintaining the Caste System for the advantages it gives them, then the Caste 

System will be strengthened. On the other hand, of you give education to the lowest strata 

of Indian Society, which is interested in blowing up the Caste System, the Caste System 

will be blown up.
7
   

 

One of the major failures of democracy is the presence of glaring inequality in society. 

This is dangerous for any democracy to be a successful experience; and state must take efforts to 

remove it as soon as possible for the experience of true democracy. Dr. Ambedkar very rightly 

recognized the need for what could make the Indian state a true democratic and peaceful country. 

Needless to say, the caste-system serves the interest of the governing classes and therefore they 

never bothered to annihilate caste. Above all, its eternal justification under the name of Hindu 

religion served the selfish interests of the privileged castes. Thus, victims and sufferers of caste-

system remained eternally oppressed. Nation cannot function on the basis of caste and will 

remain in disharmony unless caste-inequality is removed by its very cause. Education is certainly 

one of the tolls for emancipation for ignorant and innocent masses.   

 

As observed by John Adams, Education is the dynamic side of Philosophy, is very true in 

case of Dr. Ambedkar. He is true patriotic and transformer of social system in India. This 

appears obvious in Dr. Ambedkar’s thinking when he gave a mantra of Education. Dr. Ambedkar 

had viewed education as the means to open the hidden eyes of human beings to acquire 

knowledge and to cultivate the mind.  The doors for education was closed for the lower sections 

of the country due to Varnāsharamadharma of the caste system creating graded inequality due to 

the accident of birth. This gave privileges to a small section of the society and depriving the 

major section of the society. Needless to say, the father of nation – M. K. Gandhi was one of the 

main advocate of Varnāshramadharma. He wanted that aim of education should be able to do 

away with the blind faith in religion, hypocrisy, fear, selfishness, and ill feelings. In his view, 

right education is strength and a person without education is weak. In few public meetings Dr 

Ambedkar said, struggle for your rights and get rid of illiteracy on account of which you were 
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ruined. Due to lack of education and self-confidence upper castes cheated you and sent you to 

your doom. You have to root out your slavery though education for end of the slavery. Do not 

depend on God nor on any mahatmas for your emancipation, you have to strive for your own 

liberation. Thus he gave three mantras – Be educate, organize, and agitate. 

 

According to Dr. Ambedkar, education is that which make men fearless, teach equality, 

make understand their human rights, and train men to struggle for their freedom; including 

freedom of the mind. Education is a revolution for him.  If education can’t serve these purposes,
 

then such education is a dead one and better it should be burnt or set to fire. Dr. Ambedkar 

believed that is not education which does not make men capable, does not teach mind for 

freedom, and does not teach moral building in person. True education is that which safeguards 

the interest of the humanity and provides knowledge to all. It must promote feelings of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity in the society. 

 

The advocates of education like M. K. Gandhi, Swami Dayanand Sarswati, Vivekanand, 

Aurobindo, Madan Mohan Malviya, etc. remained blind in their vision to recognize that the 

problem of caste is a hurdle to bring a genuinely just and equal society. This was the very reason 

why Dr. Ambedkar in setting up Bahishkrit Hitkarini Sabha in 1924, advanced the cause of 

education and particularly higher education and culture among depressed classes by opening 

colleges, hostels, libraries, social centers and study circles. He used education not to fulfill just 

materialistic wants, but to emancipate mind from its prejudices. 

 

Dr. Ambedkar’s vision for education was profound and clear to emancipate everyone and 

lower castes in particular as they were the immediate sufferers of the oppressive caste based 

society. Education certainly facilitates the certain degree of emancipation from poverty and 

oppression. Freedom cannot come automatically, the mind needs to train for freedom and 

education can provide impetus in that process. As a humanist he was in favor of imparting 

education for the development of human personality. Education stands for the effort of man to 

rediscover himself as a free being rather than merely a child of the state. Ambedkar argued that 

education is a matter of human development, and he orates that the process of development must 
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not be reduced to a merely a materialistic development, but it must facilitate a man’s spiritual 

growth too.  

 

The problem of raising the lower order in India is not feed them, to cloth them, and to 

make them serve the higher classes as the ancient ideal of this country. The problem of 

the lower order is to remove from them that inferiority complex which has stunted their 

growth and made them slaves to others, to create in them the consciousness of the 

significance of their lives for themselves and for the country, of which they have been 

cruelly robbed by the existing social order.
8
  

 

It can be argued that education in its fullest sense could be able to free an individual from 

material and mental slavery. There is no freedom unless the mind is trained or educated to use its 

freedom. The right of man to education becomes fundamental to his freedom. An ignorant man 

may be free physically but he cannot employ his freedom so as to give the assurance of 

happiness. The exercise of one’s intellectual powers through education constitutes the highest 

good in man, which leads him to free his mind. In this sense Dr. Ambedkar teaches character is 

more important than education.  

 

…that education is a sword and being a double edged weapon, is dangerous to wield. An 

educated man without character and humility is more dangerous than a beast. If his 

education is detrimental to the welfare of the poor, the educated man is a curse to society. 

Character is more important than education.
9
   

 

By struggling through all means like constitutionally, politically, socially, economically, 

he found the real liberation in Buddhism. It was 1956, after Independence of India, Dr. 

Ambedkar embraced Buddhism and opened a window to see Indian history in new light for 

Indians. The process of building new India initiated different colors for the task of rebuilding a 

National Culture based on the proud heritage of ancient past and the great promises of the 

modern future that is Buddhism. This search led the creative intelligentsia to forge progressive 
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and experimental modernism of art and culture, as if this was the common pursuit of modern 

India across ideological and sociological boarders. 

 

Dr Ambedkar saw the Buddha’s Dhamma as the best, even the only, way to bring about 

something like an ideal society – a 'new society'. He defined such a society in terms of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity, which for him were deep Buddhist principles, derived not from the 

French Revolution but as he expressed “from the teachings of my master, the Buddha”.
10

 In this 

sense the Buddha was the first and true educator/teacher for genuine equal and just society.  

Though, Dr. Ambedkar was born into a caste then considered untouchable, he was 

benefited, through the philanthropy of two reformist Maharajas, to get an excellent education in 

the West and returned to a senior post in the government of one of these princes. However, he 

soon realised that education was not enough, for he still suffered humiliation and prejudice, for 

all his Doctorates. 'Modernisation' alone did not bring change. He devoted himself thereafter, 

with outstanding selflessness, to freeing his people from the oppressions of caste by every means 

at his disposal: journalism, social agitation, labour organising, legal action, political activism, 

and even in government – first in the Viceroy's Council and then in the first Cabinet of the 

independent India, in which he served as Law Minister. He was asked by Pandit Nehru, to chair 

the committee that oversaw the drafting up the Constitution of the Republic of India – and is 

reported to have done the lion's share of the work himself.  

However, even at this pinnacle of personal achievement, he knew that not enough had been 

done: caste discrimination persisted throughout India, much as it always had, and hundreds of 

millions of people suffered under its oppressions. When there was resistance in Parliament to his 

attempts to bring full equality to women by reforming Hindu family law through Hindu Code 

Bill, and Government support was withdrawn, he became finally disillusioned with the political 

process as a means of eradicating social injustice. He had done so much to give India political 

democracy and at least the legal basis for social democracy, yet the old attitudes persisted. The 

problem lay much deeper than laws and constitutions could reach.  

We built a temple [the Constitution] for a god to come in and reside, but before the god could 

be installed, the devil had taken possession of it.
11
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Dr. Ambedkar had been thinking deeply about the roots of caste over many years, coming to 

understand that those roots lay in the mind itself: “Caste is a notion, a state of mind.” That notion 

was integrally embedded in the whole Hindu mind-set, entwined with its powerful and 

superstitious beliefs in a social destiny ordained by the gods. But this insight also suggested the 

solution: “What mind creates, mind can undo.”
12

 In 1936 he decided that he would leave 

Hinduism and began the search for another religion, both for himself and for his people. He had 

definite criteria for his search: such a new religion must enshrine the principles of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity, utterly rejecting caste discrimination in all its forms. It must also be 

compatible with reason and science, not enjoining blind belief in supernatural agencies that 

control human fate. And it must not justify poverty. 

For Dr. Ambedkar, real reform comes about only from a change in mental attitudes and 

outlook on the part of many people in society. It is the Dhamma that offers the firmest basis for 

that change of heart – a change that would express itself in a transformed society that was truly 

equal, just, and free, underlain by a powerful sense of shared citizenship, even by respect and 

love between all citizens. He considered this to be true not just for the oppressed castes from 

which he himself came or even for all Indians – he believed that the Dhamma was the surest 

basis for a truly just society anywhere. Society based on the principles of Dhamma is only the 

way to bring society in harmony or to make any nation as Prabuddha (Enlightened) nation. This 

is the non-violent and compassionate path of Buddhism he embraced to make India as 

Prabuddha Bhārata. 
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