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Abstract: Ambedkar’s views on women liberation were analysed from his four decades 
of writings and speeches. His unique problematization of the woman question in 
connection with the caste question was critically investigated. The enquiry encountered 
the mainstream feminist view that Ambedkar’s understanding of women question in his 
colonial phase of work is akin to that of the reactionary Hindu reformists and it involves 
inconsistencies with his post-colonial phase of work. The paper reasons that such a 
reading is partial, unfounded, and involves misperception of his political strategies for 
ideological commitments. Ambedkar perceived the question of women along caste and 
religious lines and committed to their cause in diverse phases of his struggles for the 
liberation of excluded humanity. The paper resolves that perceiving the women question 
excluding the caste question is a visionless mission and conceptualizing patriarchy apart 
from caste oppression is a futile effort. Accordingly, the paper argues, considering 
Ambedkar as an as essential philosopher of Indian gender discourse provides a further 
dimension to the feminist perspective.  
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Introduction 

Ambedkar paved the way for liberation of women in modern India. He devoted his life to 

the struggles against caste and its by-product, untouchability. His oeuvre steadily progressed for 

four decades from 1916 to 1956, from campus days at Columbia to conversion ceremony in 

Nagpur. His thought reflected changing ideas around the world and his practices reacted to the 

dynamics of his contemporary political strategies. Ambedkar was an eclectic thinker with a clear 

mission of liberating the excluded humanity. However, the alleged anomalies that cropped up in 

his corpus of works can be better comprehended in the light of his mission. Therefore, his views 

on the women question and his struggles for their liberation were not isolated affairs from his 

mission.   
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Ambedkar’s thoughts on women issues and his views on gender relations are significant 

themes in liberation discourses. His thoughts on women received differently among 

contemporary feminist scholars. Most of the Dalit feminists based their versions on his concepts 

and they have taken his thoughts as the directive principles for their liberation movements. Some 

feminists, those who echo western postmodern streams of thought, try to keep reservations on his 

views on women question in colonial phase. They claim that there are contradictions and 

inconsistencies in his initial views on women liberation by alleging that Ambedkar’s directives 

for the liberation of Dalit women were consistent with the Hindu reformists and those 

instructions put in private language were quite contrary to his libertarian ideals set in his later 

works. The reformists’ imagination of the colonial Indian ideal woman, defined in terms of her 

education, domestic responsibility and respectability instituted in Hindu tradition, was 

distinctively different from that of the Dalit woman who was categorised as filthy and amoral. In 

other words, their claim is that his views were consistent with the nationalist imagination of 

women, as above described, and his thought had not progressed beyond socio-religious                          

reformistic paradigm of the nationalist class.  

Explorations on Ambedkar’s perception of the Hindu women’s issues have got 

momentum recently. Some are excited readings and others are biased evaluations. Both accounts 

lead to dangerous distortion of his thought. Indian feminism was an introduced theory of the west 

and subsequently, failed to comprehend the gender question in the context of caste dynamics. 

Axiology, the meaning of liberation of women has been retorting to the changes in historical 

conditions. The historical context that affected the ideas of women liberation in colonial India 

was not the same as the conditions that gave rise to the notion of justice for women in free India. 

In this connection, Karl Marx’s observation of the relation between concepts and contexts is 

noteworthy. Marx observed, “German philosophers, would-be philosophers, and men of letters 

eagerly seized on this [French socialist] literature, only forgetting that when these writings 

immigrated from France into Germany, French social conditions had not immigrated along with 

them. In contact with German social conditions, this French literature lost all its immediate 

practical significance, and assumed a purely literary aspect…. The work of the German literati 

consisted solely…in annexing the French ideas without deserting their own philosophic point of 
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view. This annexation took place in the same way in which a foreign language is appropriated, 

namely by translation” (Marx and Engels: 1968: 35). This is undeniably true in the case of Hindu 

feminists’ lack of specific perspective and a common language to comprehend the complex 

matrix of caste question. Obviously, their imported concepts do not allow them to consider the 

contextual peculiarities of the subcontinent. However, a comprehensive and critical study can do 

justice to his vision of liberation. Ambedkar’s thoughts need to be comprehended in a 

comprehensive way. Many try to analyse that his thoughts were shaped by his unpleasant 

experiences since childhood and miss the point that he was exposed to the Indian as well as 

western intellectual traditions. He never valorised the view that experience is the sole source of 

knowledge. In fact, his exposure, not experience got edge and he himself claimed that “my five 

years of study in Europe and America had completely wiped out of my mind any consciousness 

that I was an untouchable” (Cited in Rattu 1995: 12). This confession proves the fact that the 

experience factor was undeniably minor, and it was not the primary source of his thought. 

Ambedkar’s critical formulations on Hinduism were influenced by the Buddha and Phule. His 

idea of associating the women question with caste system can be read as an acute manifestation 

of those traditions.  

Ambedkar’s views on liberation of the Dalits including women differ from that of M.K. 

Gandhi, who claimed to annihilate caste, eradicate untouchability, and liberate women through 

reforms in Hinduism. Gandhi built his ideal social order, Ramarajya on Hindu ideals and 

glorified the utility of caste as a social organization. He thought of solving the issues of woman’s 

subordination and untouchability by changing the spiritual quotient of caste-Hindu men. He 

never thought that the Hindu ideological apparatus manifests in diverse forms of untouchability 

and degradation of women. He consciously ignored the invariable association between these 

form of oppression and Brahmanical systems of thought. In contrast to this sort of reactionary 

streams of thought, Ambedkar tried to problematize the issues of Dalits and women in 

connection with the practices of caste hierarches and hegemonic patriarchies that are aligned 

with Brahmanism. Consequently, he tried to resolve these problems through the devaluation of 

religion and depreciation of the authority of Sastras. Gandhi viewed the woman question as an 

internal strife, related to the repentance of caste-Hindu men in view of constructing an ideal 
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womanhood along the lines of Hindu ideal woman Sita. Ambedkar focused on elevating the 

virtue of self-creation that meant for raising self-respect, which was crushed by the Brahmanical 

discursive construction of Dalit woman as filthy, awkward and amoral. With the intention of 

turning negative image to positive picture, Ambedkar prescribed certain personal virtues to make 

the Dalit woman an active agent in transforming the private sphere and he brought women into 

his struggles for justice in order to realise their potential as agents of change in public sphere. In 

this context, his language of personal virtues can be understood as strategies of education to 

bring forth their suppressed agencies’ worth in making creative choices. 

Critique of Hindu Patriarchy  

Hindu patriarchy is different from that of the western variety. Hindu species of patriarchy 

enjoys religious sanction, intertwined with cruel caste system and it owns well-established codes 

including the Manusmriti and these codes are considered as a package of Hinduism. Ambedkar 

targeted Hindu patriarchy by critiquing its sources and condemning the connected politics and 

practices of the Hindu family. He thought that many heinous customary practices of Hindu 

patriarchy descended from Brahmanism that begot caste system. Keeping this unique 

phenomenon in mind, Ambedkar criticised the practice of Sati, opposed the practice of child 

marriage and condemned the practice of imposed widowhood. Indeed, these practices made the 

sustenance of caste system easier and held back the agency of women.  

The caste system, Ambedkar assumed that, was preserved because of the continuity of 

endogamous practices among Hindus. “Endogamy is the only characteristic peculiar to caste,” 

and it was intended “to preserve and maintain this caste, inter caste marriages were banned” 

(Ambedkar 1979: 5). He noted that Hinduism adopted various means including compulsory 

widowhood, Sati and child marriage to supress the sexuality of women. For him, “Sati, enforced 

widowhood and girl marriage are customs that were primarily intended to solve the problem of 

the surplus man and surplus woman in a caste and to maintain its endogamy” (Ibid: 14). He 

explained that the problem of surplus men was solved by the practice of child marriage, and the 

issue of surplus women was fixed by the practice of Sati and imposed widowhood. He thought 
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that towards legitimising these heinous practices, Hinduism brought the concept of pativrata and 

perpetually enslaved the Hindu women.  

The Hindu reformists were also engaged in these cultural matters that degraded women 

and tried to resolve the issues through the regeneration of caste-Hindus, but they never tried to 

question the very source of women oppression. Ambedkar thought that these practices were 

responsible for the ruination of civilization and hurdles in the path of modernity. He found that 

caste system aligned with patriarchy produced untouchability and degraded women’s status. 

Ambedkar exposed the distinction between the Hindu reformists’ claims and their actual 

practices concerning the questions of woman. For him, one type of social reform is “in the sense 

of the reform of the Hindu Family,” that involves “widow remarriage, child marriage etc.,” and 

another type is a “social reform in the sense of the reorganization and reconstruction of the 

Hindu Society,” which “relates to the abolition of the Caste system” (Ambedkar 2003b: 82). 

Ambedkar observed that varieties of Hindu social reformers, indeed, busily engaged in first type 

of reforms, excluding the need for annihilating caste. With the intention of liquidating rigid caste 

order and liberating women from the clutches of patriarchy, Ambedkar proposed intermarriages 

in an inverse order. His idea of intermarriage in inverse order has been depicted as a demand for 

equality among the Dalit and caste-Hindu men in marrying Hindu women by a bunch of biased 

feminists. Ambedkar, in fact, thought of intermarriage as a means of exercising women’s free 

will in personal affairs, and as a source of exit from the cruel Hindu patriarchal control over their 

sexuality. Intermarriage is also an occasion for the oppressed Hindu women to ascertain her 

sovereignty over her mind and body. However, this preliminary move can be seen as a necessary 

means for annihilation of cast and abolition of patriarchy. 

Liberation through Legal Means 

Ambedkar thought of constitutional processes as a legal means to bring about justice to 

the excluded people including women. There has been a misconception among liberation 

theorists that Ambedkar exclusively worked for the Dalit women. His major works on women, 

entangled with cast issues, explore the stringent inhuman constraints imposed on Hindu women. 

Though they all are women, problems faced by the caste-Hindu women are qualitatively 
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different from that of the Dalit women because the Dalit women were excluded from the Hindu 

customary practices. Conversely, the caste-Hindu women were not geographically excluded and 

this inclusion made them victims of ridiculous as well as rigid customs. By chance, exclusion of 

Dalit women allowed them to escape the entrapment of customs and enabled them to enjoy a 

little bit of freedom. This illustration reveals how gender and caste are entangled and how futile 

is the exercise of analysing the question of women excluding the question of caste. Keeping 

these complexities of the woman question in mind, Ambedkar aimed at radically restructure the 

ruined Hindu social order based on the democratic principle triad; liberty, equality and fraternity. 

His involvement in the legislative path of women’s liberation was initially found in his support 

to the maternity leave bill for working women in 1920. Likewise, he successfully fought for the 

rights of the excluded and committed to the cause of women in securing equal rights with men in 

the Constitution. Furthermore, his humanist instinct and democratic insight prompted him to 

fight for the rights of Indian women by the means of Hindu Code Bill. 

The Constitutional provisions related to women and the Hindu Code Bill crafted women 

as equal citizens of India. The provisions for women in these documents witness his respect for 

human personality and his devotion to the democratic principles of equality, liberty and 

fraternity. Ambedkar gave precedence to the principle of “fraternity” and made a case that this 

“is only another name for democracy” (Ambedkar 2004: 57). He felt that liberal democratic 

principle of equality alone would be insufficient to confront the gender hierarches and caste 

discrimination that are hallmarks of the Hindu social order. He realised that the survival of 

political democracy depends on the prevalence of social democracy. Ambedkar recognised the 

need of developing social democracy from the grassroots to counter the inadequacies of political 

democracy in producing fundamental change. Ambedkar gave primacy to the social than the 

political and he declared that his “social philosophy may be said to be enshrined in three words: 

Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity.” Moreover, Ambedkar clarified, “My philosophy has roots in 

religion and not in political science. I have derived them from the teachings of my master, the 

Buddha” (Ambedkar 2003b: 503). Ambedkar’s insistence on social democracy and fraternity 

was to provide proper space for the Dalits and women in an egalitarian social order. After 

resigning from the Cabinet, Ambedkar noted that despite the sluggish working of constitutional 
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democracy and the Government’s indifference to the cause of the excluded, he had just stayed in 

the Cabinet in the expectations of getting the Hindu Code Bill passed. The Bill, Ambedkar made 

a case that was planned to provide “the widow, the daughter, the widow of the pre-deceased 

son…the same rank as the son in the matter of inheritance. In addition to that, the daughter also 

is given a share of her father’s property; her share is prescribed as half of that of his son” 

(Ambedkar 1995: 42). By means of the Bill, Ambedkar aimed at contracting the age-old practice 

of preferring son and treating daughter as a secondary species in the Hindu unjust families. For 

that reason, he made daughters and widows as equal partners in the case of inheritance. In this 

way, he wanted to make women financially independent and he made widow’s work immune to 

exploitation. Ambedkar admitted that even if the “large majority of our countrymen do not 

accept” the Hindu Code Bill would be obliged to become law to eliminate the “obstruction of 

Law in the social advancement of women” (Ibid:  42).  

The Hindu Code Bill, as stated by his resignation letter, “was the greatest social reform 

measure ever undertaken by the Legislature of this country,” however, that the Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru “although sincere, had not the earnestness and determination required to get 

the Hindu Code Bill through” (Ibid: 1325-24). Ambedkar reminded Nehru on his foremost 

concern for economic reforms and disregard for social reforms that impinge on the liberation of 

women and Dalits. He resolved that “to leave inequality between class and class, between sex 

and sex which is the soul of 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 a heap of 

dung” (Ibid: 1325). In spite of all those stumbling blocks, Ambedkar revered the ideal of respect 

for human personality irrespective of class, caste and gender. In contract to the traditional view 

of human hierarchy, Ambedkar’s modern thought favours equality in all walks of life and allows 

an active human agency that can bring about progressive changes in the traditional social order. 

Accordingly, his belief in these human values prompted him to provide crucial changes in the 

existing legal regime for the liberation of Indian women.   
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Liberation through Conversion  

Ambedkar held that caste system originated in the course of history. His proposition leads 

to the conclusion that this system must have an end. Ambedkar witnessed the hegemony of 

Brahmanism and continuity of caste domination in Independent India, therefore, decided to 

abandon Hindu religion in the interest of the Dalits and women. He wanted to develop an 

alternative culture deprived of untouchability and women oppression. He thought that Buddhism 

provides an alternative culture, offers an egalitarian social order that is foreign to the Hindu 

society built up on inequality and indifference. He converted to Buddhism for human equality 

and interpreted Buddhism along the ideals of equality, liberty and fraternity. Gail Omvedt 

accounts that his reformed Buddhism offers equal status for women and it involves “feminist 

ethics” and she argues that Ambedkar’s turn to Buddhism was to “redefine and 

reconstitute…relations with the whole of Indian society, with its various groups, its historical 

and cultural traditions” (Omvedt 1994: 134). Ambedkar thought that Buddhist social philosophy 

founded on egalitarian principles and democratic rights provides conceptual framework for the 

liberation of Indian women. He found that many of the rituals in Buddhism, unlike Hinduism, do 

not involve ritual purity, indeed, they promote dynamic socialization and brotherhood among 

fellow human beings, despite their class, caste or gender identities (Ambedkar 2003b: 527-32). 

Likewise, Ambedkar’s Navayana marks significant changes in traditional versions of Buddhism, 

including the doctrine of Four Noble Truths, that do not fit for the modern call for a liberation 

theology. His Navayana states, “If life is sorrow, death is sorrow and rebirth is sorrow, then there 

is an end of everything. Neither religion nor philosophy can help a man to achieve 

happiness…The four Aryan truths are a stumbling block…The four Aryan truths deny hope to 

man” (Ambedkar 1957: x). M.S. Gore contextualises his Navayana as “a modern liberal 

philosophy” and a “religion with a social mission” which “answered the needs of India’s 

depressed millions” (Gore 1993: 258). In this way, Ambedkar recreated a correlation between 

Buddhist ontology and modern epistemology in forming a liberation framework for the radical 

restructuring of hierarchical Hindu social order.  

Ambedkar’s account of ancient Indian history differs from that of the descriptions of 

nationalists and so-called social reformers. Contrary to the official historians’ glorification of 
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“Aryan Age as the golden age of India,” Ambedkar depicts the Age of Buddhism as the golden 

age of Indian civilization. He claims that the Buddhist era renounced Brahmanism by standing in 

the way of its heinous practices of cast system, and by means of upholding the status of women 

high (Ambedkar 2003a: 495). His version of representing the past equips the excluded humanity 

to desire for a new egalitarian future. Ambedkar ridiculed the Hindu reformists’ portrayal of “the 

Aryan woman” as a model for the modern woman. He depicted “the Aryan Age as an oppressive 

and morally-bankrupt time.” And it “was marked by gambling, intoxication, and perverse sexual 

and gender relations.” Despite the fact, “the celebration of Aryan women as models for 

contemporary today,” Ambedkar exclaimed, “We wonder why Draupadi never had been given a 

chance to gamble away her five husbands,” and he asked, “or Sita an opportunity to send her 

calumniators and doubters on the pyre onto the woods” (Ibid: 495). Alternatively, Buddhism 

brought a social revolution by condemning the caste system, endorsing intermarriages, 

encouraging inter-dining and advancing women’s social status. Buddhist revolution provided 

women “the right to knowledge and the right to realize their spiritual potentialities along with 

man” (Ibid: 121). Moreover, as a social revolutionary, “the Buddha did not place any premium 

on virginity as such. He kept his way open to all classes of women – married, unmarried, 

widows, and even prostitutes” (Ibid: 121). Ambedkar explains that Buddhism is an egalitarian 

doctrine and its corresponding practices were inclusive and women held property rights, made 

choices in marital affairs, indeed, “Under the Buddhist regime,” woman “became a free person” 

(Ibid: 496). The Buddhist revolution followed by a counter-revolution that re-established 

Brahmanism as the sovereign ideological apparatus. Subsequently, Manu made his Code 

available for practicing caste hierarchy and legitimising gender roles. For Ambedkar, Manu was 

the progenitor of caste system and accountable for the degradation of Indian woman. Actually, 

Manu “wanted to deprive women of the freedom they had under the Buddhist regime” 

(Ibid:125). Manu’s code banned divorce, approved marital violence, excluded women from 

learning, denied women’s right to property, and in due course, Indian woman as “a wife reduced 

to the level of a slave” (Ibid:124). Therefore, Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism was to regain 

the egalitarian status a long time ago enjoyed in the Buddhist revolutionary era. It means his 

crusade for conversion can be understood as another revolution movement in modern Indian 

history. Ambedkar thought that combining the Constitutional endowment of political democracy 



Scholar Critic                                                       ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
 Vol-02, Issue-03, December 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
 

120 
 

with the Buddhist provision of social democracy in framing a liberation framework for the 

excluded humanity in Indian society. In his framework, the Constitutional provisions provide 

equal citizenship for women and conversion to Buddhism would allow the Hindu women to 

breakout out the patriarchal hierarchy entrapped by the evil Hindu genii.  

Conclusion  

Ambedkar’s contribution for bringing about justice to the India women has been viewed 

vividly. His liberation theory and practice made him one of the major sources of various rights 

movements in the Indian subcontinent. His deployment of caste categories into feminist 

discourse is a unique phenomenon, it opens up further windows of feminist perspective, and it 

provides broad base to the identity politics. Some caste-Hindu feminists claim that they have 

found certain inconsistencies in his views on women’s liberation. In actual fact, they have 

mistaken his political strategies for ideological commitments. The critical investigating of his 

oeuvre has shown the futility of their criticism and the enquiry rebuts their claims as 

unsupportive and biased. Indeed, Ambedkar had a distinct perception of the woman question in 

terms of theory and practice. Ambedkar’s ideas and strategies for liberation of the Dalits and 

women are the sources of improvisation for the current conditions and they do guide the 

excluded humanity in contemporary contexts to wage war on the oppressive forces.  
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