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Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956), in several respects,  stood out from his 

eminent contemporaries due to his multi-faceted personality as a great scholar, statesman and 

a social revolutionary, a combination that is rare to come across. Ambedkar was a prolific 

writer, who covered diverse fields as economics, sociology, anthropology, history, political 

science, law, constitution and religion. In his four decades (i.e. early 1920s and mid 1950s), 

of active intellectual, social and political life, he was driven by the desire to understand and 

resolve the vital national issues that the country faced.  

Unfortunately, often Ambedkar‟s legacy is parochialised either as a leader of the 

Scheduled Castes or as the Chairman of the Constitution Drafting Committee. The significant 

aspects of his life are obliterated, like he was the First Indian who graduated D.Sc. in 

Economics; first Ph.D. in Economics and first double doctorate in Economics in South Asia. 

Reserve Bank of India was conceptualized on the guidelines presented by Ambedkar to the 

Hilton Young Commission in 1925. His Ph D thesis, entitled “The Problem of the Rupee- Its 

Problems and Its Solution”, published in 1923 became the guidelines for the RBI Act, 1934. 

Be it the founding guidelines of the RBI or the Principles of Free Trade, India‟s Water Policy 

and Electric Power Planning, Labor Welfare Funds, Post War Economic Planning, Indian 

Statistical Law, Creator of Damodar valley project, Hirakund project, Sone River valley 

project, Central Waterways and Irrigation Commission (CWINC), Reduction in Factory 

Working Hours, establishment of National Employment Agency, and envisioned Universal 

Adult Franchise, Ambedkar has played a remarkable role in the reconstruction of major 

sectors.
i
  Ironically, his extraordinary contributions in these fields has been erased from 

history or memory of past, nationalist historiography, public memory or pedagogy or text 

books. 

This raises the question as to how do we remember B.R. Ambedkar? His ideological 

formulations on caste society, politics or economy had deeper reflection on the then emerging 

national predicament and had crucial implications on the character of the Indian state. His 

version of development of the concept of „inclusive policy‟ has critical significance both in 

the academia and in the discourses on governance and justice in the 21
st
 century across 
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nation. His reflections on the problem of agricultural sector due to decline of capital 

investment in agriculture and rise in industrialization for the overall development; problems 

of democracy and constitutionalism to the issue of reorganization of states and participatory 

bureaucracy to inclusive demands; concerns for the planned economic development, not only 

in terms of developing programmes but making them accessible to common man, and above 

all conception of labour and the idea of right to work with dignity were dynamic and crucial. 

Ambedkar on Caste 

Ambedkar's reflections on the inherent opposition between caste ideology and 

democracy are more significant to understand the deeper tensions in public life, political 

culture and the lurking social conflicts. These deeper reflections were linked to the ethical 

concerns in envisaging a casteless society and realization of development and liberty. While 

criticizing Parliamentary democracy, he cautioned about its fallacy with the negligence of 

economic inequalities practiced in the system and noted that freedom of contract gave strong 

opportunities of defrauding the weak that added continuously to the economic wrong of the 

poor, the downtrodden and the disinherited class. The attempt to create “one man, one value” 

through democratic principle of “one man, one vote”, according to Ambedkar would fail to 

be realized because “Constitutional morality is not a natural sentiment. Hence, he believed 

that it has to be cultivated.”
ii
 

His most significant departure in his reflection on caste system was indeed in his 

substantial engagement as both an ideology and a system. His explorations on origins of caste 

and means to transform the society radically were deeply embedded in both Indic 

civilizational ethos and modern western liberalism. Epistemologically, while more substantial 

issues like envisioning a casteless society have been pushed to the background, his 

constitutional approach has had a critical impact.  However, despite six decades of liberal-

democracy shaped in socialistic pattern (as argued by Nehru) discrimination and exclusion 

still remains a huge challenge on the basis of caste, ethnicity, religion, gender etc.  The nature 

of exclusion associated with this institutional system has indeed come to be replicated as 

scores of group identities that are defined by marginality which are emphasized by 

demanding extension of specific policies of “social inclusion” like reservation. 
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Ambedkar on Linguistic States 

The challenges to Indian state have occasionally surfaced with the growing demand 

for smaller states. The model of development adopted has resulted in mass displacement of 

ethnic communities and tribes, producing newer forms of marginalization and exclusion. As 

the issue of reorganization of Indian states on the basis of language raged in the 1950s, 

Ambedkar compiled his opinions into a book, titled Thoughts on Linguistic States, published 

in 1955. Ambedkar felt that creation of states should be based on equal distribution of 

population and their capitals should be centrally located in those states. He criticized the 

confusion prevailing in the ruling camp in the 1950s on linguistic states. He noted that one 

language in a state can unite people and two languages can divide them.  

He supported linguistic states for two reasons; One, to make the path for democracy 

easy and to remove racial and cultural tensions. His opinions reflect in today‟s situations in 

Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Assam or Maharashtra. One of the most interesting proposals by 

Ambedkar in1955 was to split Madhya Pradesh and Bihar. He wanted Madhya Pradesh to be 

divided into northern and southern states. Similarly, he had envisioned Bihar‟s division into: 

north Bihar with Patna as capital and Ranchi being the capital of south Bihar. After a good 45 

years, the split came with the formation of Chhattisgarh out of Madhya Pradesh and 

Jharkhand out of Bihar in the year 2000.
iii

 

For him Andhra and Hyderabad (Telangana) were never one state, rather two separate 

entities. The demand for a separate Telangana never really died down, and finally they 

became separate states in 2014. More ominous seems to be his prescription for Uttar Pradesh. 

He sought to divide Uttar Pradesh, which was a six crores population state in 1955 into three 

states of two crores population each. Western Uttar Pradesh with Meerut, Central Uttar 

Pradesh with Kanpur and Eastern Uttar Pradesh with Allahabad as capital. Ambedkar‟s 

recommendations for Maharashtra will be too startling for today‟s reader. He proposed the 

creation of a city state of Bombay (Mumbai) with a rider that the taxes collected from 

Bombay should be equally divided among the three states he proposed to carve out of rest of 

Maharashtra. His proposal was for a western Maharashtra, Marathwada or central 

Maharashtra and eastern Maharashtra comprising Vidharbha. While accepting the linguistic 

states as a matter of principle, he proposed further division of single language states for better 

administration, access to administration for people of various regions within the geographic 

entity and also their sentiments. 
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Reserve Bank of India and the Employment Exchanges 

Reserve Bank of India was conceptualized as per the guidelines presented by 

Ambedkar to Hilton Young Commission (also known as Royal Commission on Indian 

Currency and Finance). The guidelines were based on his book, The Problem of the Rupee:  

Its Origin and Its Solution. When this Commission came to India under the name of “Royal 

Commission on Indian Currency & Finance”, every member of it carried a copy of 

Ambedkar‟s book entitled The Problem of the Rupee: Its Origin and its Solution.
iv

 

Legislative Assembly passed this under the name, the RBI Act of 1934. Its need, working 

style and its outlook was presented by Ambedkar in front of Hilton Young Commission, on 

15 December, 1925.
v
  

Ambedkar, the Honourable Labour Member, of the Viceroy Executive Council, 

presided over third of the Standing Labour Committee, in Bombay on May 7 and 8, 1943.
vi

 

He discussed questions relating to labor welfare, war production, the employment of skilled 

and semi-skilled personal, industrial disputes and the collection of statistical information on 

labour problems etc and favored the scheme for establishing employment exchanges for 

skilled and semi-skilled personal.
vii

 Ambedkar was instrumental in bringing establishment of 

employment exchanges. He created employment exchanges in India, also known as National 

Employment Agency, introducing skill development initiative in the government sector.
viii

 

The scheme being conducted on a voluntary basis, meant, people could to register 

themselves with the Employment Exchanges with their educational and technical 

qualifications. The suggestion that there should be representatives of the Provincial 

Governments in the Advisory Committees attached to Employment Exchanges was also 

adopted. This is the only possibility to get into a job market in the government sector since 

Independence till early 1980s.These Employment Exchanges worked very well until the 

employing organizations started introducing the examination schemes. Also with the 

liberalization and privatization process in 1990s in India jobs in government sector started 

shrinking. 

Multi-purpose Dams and National Water Policy 

On November 1937, an independent Department of Labor had been created, the 

Department of Industry, which was a part of a combined Department of Industry and Labour, 

going to the Commerce Department. Subjects like “irrigation”, “electricity” and others 
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related to public works were also transferred to the newly created Department of Labour. The 

policy formulation and planning for the development of “irrigation and electric power” 

including “hydro-electric power” thus became the major concern of the Labor Department 

with Ambedkar taking over the Labor portfolio in July 1942.
ix

 

As a member of the Viceroy‟s Executive Council, Ambedkar held charge of Labor 

and Public Works.
x
 He said that the Government which he was joining was principally 

constituted for the purpose of helping the war. It was not a reconstituted Government even 

though it had a programme for the reconstruction of economic and social life of the country.
xi

 

In that capacity Ambedkar was actually the architect of the Damodar Valley Corporation 

(DVC) which was the first river valley project in India. Following successful implementation 

of the DVC, independent India embarked upon a massive programme for the implementation 

of multipurpose river valley projects all over India in the Five-Year Plans for economic 

development. Lord Wavell was the Viceroy of India when the first river valley project was 

taken up for formulation. 

The Viceroy had in mind, a British engineer for the top slot for the upcoming venture. 

The then veteran journalist, Durga Das,
xii

 focused on an epic clash of the two titans—Viceroy 

Wavell and Ambedkar, the member of his Executive Council, arrayed against each other over 

the issue. A chief engineer was needed to head the Commission to draw up plans for flood 

control in the Damodar Valley Corporation in Bihar. Wavell favored the choice of a British 

expert who had been an adviser of the Aswan Dam project in Egypt. Ambedkar, however, 

wanted an American who had undertaken the Tennessee Valley Authority.
xiii

 In support of his 

demand, Ambedkar argued that Britain had no big rivers and its engineers lacked experience 

in building big dams. While arguing for this, Ambedkar convinced the Viceroy and other 

executive council members on his point. Ambedkar‟s only objective in the case of the DVC 

was that an American engineer with working experience in the Tennessee Valley Authority 

would be befitting for the assignment, in the interest of eastern India, where Damodar was the 

river of sorrow for Bengal, Bihar and Jharkhand. In the downstream, the ferocity of the 

Damodar inflicted untold miseries on millions of villagers in Bengal consistently.
xiv

 But his 

historical role as the Minister of Public Works in creating the Damodar Valley Corporation 

(DVC) is all but forgotten.
xv

 Let us retrace his role, he envisioned for the projects in this 

particular case.  
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Ambedkar visited Calcutta at least twice besides Patna. In Calcutta he addressed 

meetings in January and September 1945 at Rotunda, Writers‟ Building to initiate the 

groundwork for the DVC project. According to him, “My purpose is to tell you that the 

Government of India is very much alive to the disadvantages arising from the state of affairs 

and wishes to take steps to evolve a policy which will utilize the water resources to the 

purpose which they are made to serve in other countries.”
xvi

 Ambedkar wanted the DVC to be 

a multi-purpose river valley project for utilization of enormous water resources for 

comprehensive development of the country. “The project is a welcome one to the 

Government of India. It very clearly shows a fine prospect of the control of the river, a 

prospect of controlling floods, of securing a fine area for perennial irrigation with resultant 

insurance against famine and a much needed supply of power. I am sure it will be more than 

welcome to the governments of Bengal and Bihar, if they realize what the project will mean 

to them and their people.”
xvii

 The objectives of the project were outlined in the following 

terms:
 xviii

 

1. An aggregate controlled reservoir capacity of about 4,700,000 acre-feed; 

2. Sufficient water for perennial irrigation of about 760,000 acres, besides water 

navigation purposes;  

3. Electrical energy among to 3,00,000 kilowatts, and it would promote directly 

the welfare of five million people and indirectly of many more millions. 

   

The model that Ambedkar had in mind was the best known river valley project in the 

world. It was the Tennessee Valley Scheme in the United States of America. While 

addressing a meeting on January 3, 1944, the visionary articulated the objectives as: “The 

Government has very much in its mind the Tennessee Valley Scheme operating in the United 

States. They (technical experts) are studying the Scheme and feel that something along that 

line can be done in India, if the Provinces offer their cooperation and agree to override 

provincial barriers which have held up so much of their progress and their 

prosperity.”
xix

 Ambedkar spelled out further steps in the direction taken by the government. 

“As a preliminary step for securing the best use of the water resources of the country, the 

Government of India have created a central organization—called the Central Technical 

Power Board, and are contemplating to create another to be called the Central Waterways, 

Irrigation and Navigation Commission.”
xx

 The objectives of “these two organizations,” 

clarified that the Executive Member, “is to advise the Provinces on how their water resources 
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can be utilized and how a project can be made to serve purposes other than their irrigation. 

The Damodar River will be a multipurpose project. It will have the object of not only 

preventing floods in the Damodar River but also have the object of irrigation, navigation and 

the production of electricity.” Here Ambedkar declared that the authority which “will be in 

charge of this project after it is completed, will be more or less modelled, as far as may be 

possible, on the Tennessee valley Authority”.
xxi

 “There is only one thing, which the 

Government of India expects the Provinces to bear in mind the absolute necessity of ensuring 

that the benefits of the project get ultimately right down to the grassroots, i.e., everyone 

living in the Valley and some of those in the vicinity.”
xxii

 Tracing out the constitutional 

difficulty as he anticipated, he spoke out his mind in no ambiguous terms: “Irrigation has 

been the only objective of our waterways policy. Further, we have not taken sufficient 

account of that fact that there is no difference between railways and waterways, and if 

railways cannot be subjected to provincial boundaries, neither can waterways at any rate 

those that flow from province to province.”
xxiii

 Ambedkar touches on a critical matter and his 

anticipation of potential animosities in these matters remains ever insightful and useful in 

contemporary conflicts between states over resources. 

He notes that the disadvantages of this error are many and obvious. “To give one 

illustration, a province needs electricity and wishes to utilizes its water resources for the 

purpose but cannot do so because the point at which water dam lies in another province, 

which being agricultural does not need electricity and has no interest in it or money to finance 

the project, and would not allow the needy province to use the site. Complain as much as we 

like, a province can take unfriendly attitude and justify it in the name of Provincial 

autonomy.”
xxiv

  

Clarifying the Central Government‟s position, Ambedkar said in the second meeting 

at Calcutta: “The Damodar Valley Project is a matter of grave urgency, and it would be 

criminal folly not to come to an early decision, without which it is not possible for us to 

proceed further in the matter. I, therefore, hope and trust that, with your cooperation, we 

should be able today to return with our decisions fully and firmly made.”
xxv

 Continuing 

further he said: “Let me tell you that the Government of India is very keen, very earnest, and 

is prepared to play its full part in carrying through its project.”
xxvi

 “The Government of India 

is prepared to assume direct responsibility for securing staff and organization necessary to 

carry out all further preliminary investigations in such manner as will facilitate and expedite 
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construction with assistance as the two Provinces can render without serious detriment to 

their post-war development works. The Government, however, realize the shortage of 

engineering manpower in Bengal and will endeavor to find the necessary staff by drawing 

upon services, if found available, of a military unit and its equipment to assist the preliminary 

investigation. This will avoid drawing on the strained resources of the province at a large 

extent that is necessary and will secure a most rapid supply of equipment.”
xxvii

  In the 

Calcutta Conference of January 3, 1944, Ambedkar argued that:
xxviii

 

The project of damming the Damodar should have as its purpose not merely stopping 

the flood but also include the generation of electricity and supply of water for 

irrigation, navigation and industrial use. There has not been enough realization that 

our policy for waterways must be multipurpose policy so as to include all possible 

uses of water. 

When Ambedkar took charge of irrigation and electricity, as a part of Labour portfolio, in the 

early 1940s, it was a crucial period for the evolution and adoption of the concept of economic 

planning at an all India level. The post-war reconstruction and economic development for 

India was then taking shape.  The policy regarding water resources and electric power 

development was conceived, initiated and was given a definite shape as part of this 

programme. The irrigation and power department began all-India planning for the 

development of irrigation, waterways and navigation virtually from scratch. A Central 

Government policy with regard to water resources and hydro-electric power development 

was accordingly evolved and given a definite shape during 1942-46. Among the 

consequences of these efforts were:
xxix

 

(1) The emergence of a definite all-India policy with regard to the development of 

“water and electric power resources” of the country; 

(2) The creation of an administrative apparatus and technical organizations at the 

Centre to assist the states in the development of irrigation and electric power 

resources, such as the present day Central Water Commission and Central Electricity 

Authority; 

(3) The adoption of the concept of River Valley Authority or Corporation to 

overcome constitutional problems regarding the jurisdiction of Central-State 

Governments to develop irrigation and hydro-electric power on inter-state rivers;  

(4) The introduction of the concept of regional and multipurpose development of 

river valley basin for the first time in India; and  

(5) The initiation of some important present-day river valley projects, major and 

minor, which include the Scheme for Damodar, Mahanadi, Sone River and the 

Schemes for the rivers of Deccan. 
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The Labour Department also treated the Sone Valley Project as a multipurpose river 

management scheme covering not only the potentialities for irrigation by canals and perennial 

hydro power for the area but also for increased utilization of such power for pumping from 

the tube, wells or from the river and increased fertility by dewatering the waterlogged areas. 

With the creation of two strong technical organizations at the Centre, the Central Technical 

Power Board and the Central Waterways and Irrigation Commission, the stage was set for an 

all-India water and hydro-electric power policy. In its dedicated work of laying down the 

basic elements of the nation‟s present-day water and power policy, the Labour Department 

had been notching one success after another. In a systematic manner, the Department 

developed the concept of Authority or Corporation to over-come the constitutional 

difficulties in the development of water resources of inter-State rivers. It adopted the 

multipurpose development approach on the basis of river valley basin and created two 

technical expert bodies at the Centre, the entire exercise having been fulfilled in the short 

span of four years (1942-46).  Ambedkar being in-charge of the Department was instrumental 

in providing an appropriate lead and direction to the whole policy and the planning process. 

One really wonders, as to how many Indians know that Ambedkar was instrumental in 

creating and outlined the projects like: 1) Damodar Valley project (the first multipurpose 

river valley project in India) in 1944 on the lines of Tennessee Valley Authority; 2) Bhakra-

Nangal dam (India's biggest multipurpose river valley project, Highest gravity dam in India); 

3) The Sone River Valley projects and 4) Hirakud dam (Longest dam in India). 

Veritably, it is an irony or a sort of poetic justice that “the authorship of the first river 

valley project falling into the hands of Ambedkar. He not only laid the foundation of the 

prestigious project but also inaugurated the National Water Policy. The same man, when a 

student in school, denied access to the water source or taps for drinking water”.
xxx

 

Ambedkar and the Labor Question 

In the field of industrialization, Ambedkar‟s contribution has been forgotten, 

especially his thought and policy concerning welfare of the labour classes. In 1942, when 

Ambedkar was a member of the Executive Council of Viceroy, he held charge of the Labor 

Department which included Labor Laws, Coal mines, Printing and Public Works Department. 

Ambedkar stayed for long in labor colony and hence was sensitive to the problems of the 

labour class. As the Labor Minister, he enacted significant labor laws like the Indian Trade 
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Union Act, Industrial Disputes Act, Compensation, Working Hours and Maternity Benefit are 

crucial.  

In the First Joint Conference, on August 7, 1942, Ambedkar stressed for the „need for 

uniformity in Labour Legislation‟.
xxxi

 The earlier conferences were attended only by the 

representatives of the Central and Provincial Governments and some of the Indian States‟ 

(outside British rule) as constituents of the conferences. Whereas this Conference under the 

leadership of Ambedkar as a Labor Member, the most important participants were the 

Employers and the Employees, who were not represented in the earlier conferences. In this 

Conference, he stressed on the following matters: 

(1) The desirability of establishing a Labour conference a permanent organization to meet 

at least once a year; 

(2) The desirability of instituting a Standing Advisory Committee of this Conference 

which would meet, whenever Government thought it necessary to invite them to meet 

and to advice Government on matters placed before it; and 

(3) Defining in general terms the procedure for the constitution of these bodies. 

 

Ambedkar proposed two bodies: a Plenary Conference and a Standing Advisory Committee. 

The Standing Committee representatives were to include: Government of India, Provinces, 

native states, employers and employees. A resolution setting up a Plenary Labour Conference 

and a Standing Committee was unanimously adopted at the Tripartite Labour Conference. 

Representatives of employers and workers were in full agreement with the objectives of the 

Conference. V.V. Giri, the President of the All-India Trade Union Congress (AITUC), 

welcomed the institution of the Conference and hoped that it would engage itself, not merely 

with discussions but with the question of the advancement of labour conditions and of peace 

in industry.
xxxii

   

Amongst the many bills that were introduced by Ambedkar for the welfare and 

benefit of the workers and laborers, one was „the war Injuries (Compensation Insurance) Bill, 

“to impose on employers a liability to pay compensation to workmen sustaining… injuries 

and to provide for the insurance of employers against such liability” in the Central Legislative 

Assembly, on 31
st
 March 1943.

xxxiii
 The Mines Maternity Benefit Act, 1942, was amended 

under Ambedkar with more benefits, such as “a woman working in the mine is entitled to a 

maternity benefit for a period of 8 weeks, is divided into two parts of four weeks each, one 

part preceding delivery and another part succeeding delivery”.
xxxiv

 The Central government 
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set up an Advisory Committee to advise on matters arising out of the administration of the 

Coal Mines Labour Welfare Ordinances, promulgated in January 1944.
xxxv

 While addressing 

a Mica Conference between representatives of the Government of India, the Bihar 

Government, trade associations and spokesmen of the mica labor, held at Kodarma (Bihar) on 

April 29, 1944, Ambedkar asserted that the “Government of India is prepared to do its best to 

put this industry on a sound and stable footing”.
xxxvi

 Referring to the question of labour and 

industry, Ambedkar emphasized that if the Government was to help the industry it would not 

allow the industry to exploit labour, and stressed that Government would require that labour 

must be assured a living wage, fair condition of employment and general welfare, in the 

interest of maintaining Labour Welfare.
xxxvii

 

The Factories Act, 1934, was amended with provisions such as “compensatory 

holidays for the loss of compulsory holidays”, as the earlier Act had no such provisions for 

compensatory holidays.
xxxviii

 This was followed by Payment of Wages Act, 1936 the 

amendment proposed by Ambedkar on 16
th

 November, 1944, to suit the changed times that 

benefited the workers.
xxxix

 The amendment of the Workmen‟s Compensation Act, 1923 was 

taken up by Ambedkar, on 8
th

 February, 1946 was old and suited the times. It aimed „to 

rectify the injustice done to a particular class of Workmen‟.
xl

 The Indian Mines Act, 1923, 

was further amended   for imposing an obligation upon the mine owners to provide pit-head 

baths “equipped with shower baths and locker rooms for the use of men employed in mines 

and of similar and separate places and rooms for the use of women in mines where women 

are employed and for prescribing either generally or with particular reference to, the number 

of men and women ordinarily employed in a mine, the number and standards of such places 

and rooms”.
xli

 

According to Section 34 the Factories Act, 1934, for perennial factories the maximum 

hours of work per week was fixed at 54, while for the non-perennial or seasonal factories the 

total was 60 hours a week. Ambedkar proposed clause 2 of the Bill to make changes in the 

maximum hours of work fixed by section 34. For perennial factories the maximum was fixed 

at 48, while for the seasonal factories the maximum was fixed at 54, which is known as 

Factories (Amendment) Bill, 1944, and is followed till date, i.e., 8 hours a day.
xlii

 

On 11
th

 March, 1946, Ambedkar proposed three specific matters related to the 

„Welfare and Social Security of Workers‟ - unemployment relief, adequate dearness 

allowance and social security benefits, in the Central Legislative Assembly.
xliii

 On 9
th

 April, 
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1946, Ambedkar introduced a Bill, the Mica Mines Labor Welfare Fund Bill, to constitute a 

fund for the financing of activities to promote the welfare of labour employed in the mica 

mining industry”.
xliv

 He amended many of the old Acts and introduced new ones for the 

benefit of the laboring poor in this country. 

The utter hollowness and the superficiality of the then Labour Movement in India 

were deplored by Ambedkar, and he was honored by the Bombay Presidency Committee of 

the Indian Federation of Labour. Maniben Kara,
xlv

 paid tribute to the ameliorative work done 

by Ambedkar within the short period since he took up the reigns of office as Labour Member. 

Ambedkar advised the Labour leaders to sink their differences and present a united front 

against capitalism. Ambedkar urged the need for the formation of a United Labour Party in 

this country on the model of the British Labour Party.
xlvi

  

Ambedkar & Women's rights 

Ambedkar was in the forefront of liberation and empowerment of women. Ambedkar 

conceived and formulated laws that recognized women‟s right to property, Maternity Benefits 

introducing the maternity leaves and the Women‟s Labour Welfare Fund etc. Ironically 

women who continue to benefit from the fruits of the progressive ideas of Ambedkar are 

ignorant of his contributions and reduce him to simply a leader of the untouchables. 

Ambedkar was the modern thinker who took the historical survey of any social question and 

analyzed the dynamics involved. In order to get to the understanding of the caste system in 

India, he conducted a historical survey. In his seminal work, “Castes in India: Their 

Mechanism, Genesis and Development” Ambedkar inferred that “women were the gateways 

to the caste system.”
xlvii

  “The operations of caste both at the systemic level and at the 

functioning of patriarchy, the growing caste/class divide in feminist political discourse makes 

Ambedkar‟s view on women‟s oppression, social democracy, caste and Hindu social order 

and philosophy, significant to modern Indian feminist thinking.”
xlviii

   

In the Hindu Code Bill, Ambedkar aimed at protecting the rights of the women and 

emancipating them from the traditional patriarchal Hindu laws. He presented his case in the 

house, “all I am asking of this House of this: that if you want to maintain the Hindu culture, 

the Hindu society, do not hesitate to repair is necessary. This Bill asks for nothing more than 

repairing those parts of the Hindu system which are almost becomes dilapidated.”
xlix

  Under 

the Hindu Code Bill Ambedkar tried to touch upon seven important aspects related to the 

woman: marriage, divorce, inheritance, property, maintenance, adoption, minority and 
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guardianship. It was a precursor of the civil code that was applicable to citizens irrespective 

of sex, ethnicity, and religion. It sought to unfetter the subjects from religious bond and 

replace it with modern liberal values. “Ambedkar argued that the Bill was the greatest social 

reform measure ever undertaken by the legislature in this country. No law passed by the 

Indian legislature in the past or likely to be passed by the future can be compared to it in 

point of its significance. To leave inequality between class and class, between sex and sex 

which is the soul of the Hindu society, untouched and to go on passing legislation relating to 

economic problems is to make a farce of our Constitution and to build a palace on dung heap. 

This is the significance attached to the Hindu Code.”
l
 Ambedkar resigned from the post of 

the first Law Minister of India when his proposed „Hindu Code Bill' consists of Rights for 

Indian Women was dropped by then Prime Minister Nehru.  

The contribution of Ambedkar for women empowerment in India is totally eliminated 

to a great degree in feminist ideology or consciousness. 

Ambedkar on 28
th

 July, 1928 presented a bill on Maternity Benefit Bill in Bombay 

Legislative Council where he opined that, “the bill is altogether biased...there is absolutely, I 

believe, unanimity on this proposition that the pre natal conditions which affect the mother 

are an important factor in the bill and the subsequent bringing up of the child...it is in the 

interests of the nation that the mother ought to get a certain amount of rest during the pre 

natal period and also subsequently.”
li
  Keeping the welfare of mother in mind, he thus 

introduced maternity benefit where it became the responsibility of the Government to look 

into the welfare of women.  Ambedkar stressed that the bill shall be applicable only to the 

factories and not to the agricultural sector.  He said that, “it is to those industries where the 

conditions are such that they particularly affect the health of a woman that this principle is 

extended. In agriculture and other occupations the women are not exposed to those dangers or 

to those factors which obtain in factories and which affect the health of the women working 

in those factories. That is the reason, why for instance, such legislation is usually confined 

only to factories.”
lii

  He further rejected the plea to reduce the wages of the women on 

maternity leave and added that, “the burden will probably be shifted on to the consumer and 

if it is shifted on to the consumer, the society as such ought not to object to pay the larger 

price for the produce in order that the producers who it may be benefitted.”
liii

 This way 

Ambedkar was one of the prime modern thinkers whose foresight ensured basic rights of 

working women. 
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As a Labour Member of the Viceroy‟s Executive Council, Ambedkar framed many 

laws for Women labor's in India like Mines Maternity Benefit Act; Women Labor Welfare 

Fund; Women and Child Labor Protection Act; Maternity Benefit for Women Labor; 

Restoration of Ban on Employment of Women on Underground work in Coal Mines; Equal 

pay for equal work irrespective of sex. Ambedkar was the first person who brought "Equal 

pay for equal work irrespective of the sex" in India in terms of Industrial workers as a Labour 

Minister in the Viceroy executive council. In this regard he said, "We have also taken care to 

see, and this is an important point, that women shall be paid the same wages as men”.
liv

  

Even Ambedkar‟s proposal of Hindu Code Bill was too radical and ahead of his 

times, and for to his dismay the Hindu Code Bill faced a stiff opposition from the members of 

the Parliament inside and outside. It was attacked as it was felt that it hurt the religious 

sentiments of the Hindus. “The general subordination of women assumed a particularly 

severe form in India through the powerful instrument of religious traditions which have 

shaped social practices. A marked feature of Hindu society is its legal sanction for an extreme 

expression of social stratification in which women and the lower castes have been subjected 

to humiliating conditions of existence. Due to the majority of Hindus staying in India, this 

Bill had been a matter of concern as it directly intervened in their religious world. The laws 

and the customs they were following since centuries were challenged.... President Rajendra 

Prasad wrote several letters to Nehru protesting against the bill. The bill, argued the 

president, was highly discriminatory, for it applied to only one community, Hindus. Many 

more joined the ranks of Prasad. Paradoxically, even the woman member Sarojini Naidu did 

not support this bill. But after a while the Bill was split into four parts and was passed, such 

as Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, Hindu Succession Act, 1956, Hindu Minority and 

Guardianship Act, 1955 and Hindu Adoption and Maintenance Act, 1956.
lv

 

Ambedkar‟s views on rights of women, in terms of education, work and property 

rights resonated with the global feminist aspirators and liberal democratic principles. The 

historic Mahad  Satyagraha witnessed  participation  of  three  hundred  women  along  with  

their  male counterparts. Addressing another meeting of about 3000 women, he said, “I 

measure the progress of community by the degree of progress which women had achieved. 

Let every girl who marries stand by her husband, claim to be her husband‟s friend and equal, 

and refuse to be his slave. I am sure if you follow this advice, you will bring honor and glory 
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to yourselves.”
lvi

  He always emphasized upon the importance of education and raised the 

slogan educate, organize, agitate to bring about the changes in the society.  

 

Now all Indians have right to vote without any bias in terms of gender or caste or 

class or literacy or religion. Ambedkar was the first person in India who pioneered the idea of 

„Universal Adult Franchise‟ before the Southborough Commission. I don't know how many 

Indians know, it was because of Ambedkar the fundamental engine of democratic principle of 

„Adult franchise‟ in Indian polity i.e., right to vote to every Indian without any discrimination 

became a reality. Prior to this „right to vote‟ was only to the privilege of the rich, landed and 

the tax payers. 

  

Ambedkar was far sighted and modern in his approach and thereby often referred to 

as Modern Manu by his critics and colleagues. From addressing the issues in the social, 

political, economic and cultural needs to meeting the challenges faced by women at the 

individual level, Ambedkar worked tirelessly to get those issues not only noticed but also 

accepted by the society. His reflections can be found in today‟s Wage Act, Maternity 

Benefits, Marriage Acts etc which have shaped civil and private life profoundly.  

 

Ambedkar walked a tightrope, between securing a modern society for all Indians 

ensuring a modern stabilized state around a constitutional architecture of social change.
lvii

 

Granville Austin has rightly described that the Indian Constitution drafted by Ambedkar as 

“first and foremost a social document. ... The majority of India‟s constitutional provisions are 

either directly arrived at furthering the aim of social revolution or attempt to foster this 

revolution by establishing conditions necessary for its achievement.” 
lviii

 

In his brief condolence message in the Rajya Sabha, India‟s first prime 

minister Jawaharlal Nehru said, “Dr Ambedkar for many, many years had been a very 

controversial figure in Indian public affairs, but there can be no doubt about his outstanding 

quality, his scholarship, and the intensity with which he pursued his convictions, sometimes 

rather with greater intensity than perhaps required by the particular subject, which sometimes 

reacted in a contrary way.”
lix

  

In his over 40 years of active public life, Ambedkar contested the ideas and actions of 

almost every major political stream of those times — the nationalists (Congress), cultural 

https://indianexpress.com/about/jawaharlal-nehru
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nationalists (Hindu Mahasabha, Jan Sangh), Communists and Socialists.  Ambedkar‟s clash 

with the powerful historical figures has accrued him a great deal of vilification and 

misrecognition that resulted in the erasure of his extraordinary contributions to the making of 

a nation and its future. For a mortal to rise against the malice, condemnations and 

stigmatization and to foster the sense of belonging and affinity to the nations inclusive of all 

is no easy accomplishment.  

Ambedkar‟s legacy has been reduced to the leader of a specific community or the 

marginalized almost tainted by the stigma of “traitor”, that continues to afflict contemporary 

consciousness and historical memory sustained by prejudice and distortions in discourses. It 

is only recently that his fecund and remarkable range of work is gaining recognition. For 

instance, some claims that Ambedkar is the founding father of the Republic of India, and 

Nobel laureate Amarya Sen claims that “Ámbedkar is the father of my economics”.
lx

 His 

prognosis and foresight remains ever relevant today in political strife concerning state 

formations, water woes between states, the common civil code and equal wages, apart from 

political culture. Ambedkar still remains the touchstone of India‟s conscience, our inability to 

reconcile to the burden of guilt of erasures, distortions and vilification. He requires a critical 

engagement in thought and politics that recognizes his contribution as one of the major 

architects of modern India. 
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