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ABSTRACT

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, an eminent jurist, economist, and social philosopher, played a decisive role in shaping
modern Indian society through his commitment to liberty, equality, fraternity, and human dignity. As a leading
advocate of social justice, he offered a sustained critique of caste hierarchy and institutionalised inequality,
exposing the socio-religious foundations that marginalised Dalits and women. His interventions extended
beyond political mobilisation to include a radical rethinking of education, gender justice, and constitutional
governance as interconnected instruments of social transformation (Ambedkar).

Ambedkar’s emphasis on education as an emancipatory force, his advocacy for women’s rights—particularly
through the Hindu Code Bill—and his demand for constitutional safeguards for marginalised communities
together articulate a coherent vision of social democracy. As the principal architect of the Indian Constitution,
he institutionalised this vision by embedding fundamental rights, affirmative action, and constitutional morality
within the framework of the modern state (Austin 50).

Adopting a critical-interpretive approach, this paper examines Ambedkar’s social philosophy through the
frameworks of social democracy and constitutional morality. It argues that his contributions must be understood
as an integrated project of social reconstruction that anticipates contemporary debates on intersectionality and
democratic ethics (Rege 22; Omvedt 115). By situating his thought within both historical and contemporary
contexts, the paper highlights Ambedkar’s enduring relevance in addressing persistent inequalities and
challenges to democratic life in India.

Keywords: Dr. B. R. Ambedkar; social justice; education; women’s emancipation; caste system; constitutional
morality; social democracy

INTRODUCTION

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar occupies a foundational position in the intellectual, political, and moral history
of modern India. Widely recognised as the chief architect of the Indian Constitution, Ambedkar was not merely
a jurist but a radical social philosopher, a theorist of social democracy, and an uncompromising critic of caste
hierarchy. His thought constitutes one of the most rigorous challenges to a social order structured by caste,
patriarchy, and religious orthodoxy. To interpret Ambedkar solely through his constitutional role is therefore to
overlook the deeper coherence of his project, which aimed at reconstructing Indian society on the principles of
liberty, equality, fraternity, and justice (Ambedkar).

At the core of Ambedkar’s intellectual framework lies the assertion that political democracy cannot survive
without social and economic democracy. He must thus be understood not as a reformer addressing isolated
issues, but as a theorist of social reconstruction whose ideas anticipate contemporary debates on substantive
equality and democratic ethics (Baxi 78). His engagements with education, caste abolition, women’s rights, and
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constitutionalism together form an integrated vision of social democracy rather than a set of disconnected
reforms.

Ambedkar’s intellectual commitments were deeply shaped by lived experience. Born into a community
subjected to untouchability, he encountered systemic exclusion in educational institutions, public spaces, and
everyday social interactions. These experiences informed his analysis of caste as a system of graded inequality
that denied dignity and fraternity (Ambedkar 45). Rejecting reformist perspectives that treated caste as a
remediable distortion, he identified it as the organising principle of the Hindu social order—a system that
regulates labour, marriage, and social status through birth. His characterisation of caste as a “division of
labourers” underscores its role in institutionalising inequality and suppressing human potential (Ambedkar 47).

His early activism reflected this structural critique. Through journals such as Mook Nayak (1920) and Bahiskrit
Bharat (1927), Ambedkar created counter-public spaces that articulated Dalit experiences and challenged
dominant nationalist narratives. These interventions foregrounded the centrality of education, political
representation, and legal rights in the struggle for social emancipation, while critiquing nationalist movements
that prioritised political independence over social justice (Zelliot 132).

A distinctive feature of Ambedkar’s thought is his insistence on education as the primary instrument of
emancipation. He conceptualised education not merely as a means of economic mobility but as a transformative
force capable of dismantling ignorance and ideological domination. His exhortation—“Educate, Agitate,
Organise”—encapsulates a pedagogy of resistance that links intellectual awakening with collective mobilisation
(Omvedt 98). In a society where knowledge had historically been monopolised by upper castes, this emphasis
represented a direct challenge to structures of epistemic inequality.

Equally central to Ambedkar’s vision is his contribution to women’s emancipation. He foregrounded gender
justice as structurally linked to caste oppression, arguing that social transformation was impossible without
women’s liberation. His advocacy for women’s education, property rights, and legal equality—particularly
through the Hindu Code Bill—marked a decisive departure from paternalistic reformism (Rege 45). Ambedkar’s
feminism was thus structural, grounded in rights, autonomy, and dignity rather than symbolic inclusion.

Ambedkar’s most enduring institutional contribution lies in constitution-making. As Chairman of the Drafting
Committee, he translated decades of social critique into a constitutional framework designed to transform
society. The Indian Constitution institutionalises his vision of social democracy through provisions abolishing
untouchability, guaranteeing fundamental rights, and enabling affirmative action (Austin 75). These were
conceived not merely as legal safeguards but as instruments of structural transformation.

Central to this vision is Ambedkar’s concept of constitutional morality. He argued that democracy requires not
only institutional mechanisms but also an ethical commitment to equality, fraternity, and reason. Constitutional
morality demands that citizens and institutions transcend inherited prejudices and uphold democratic values even
when they conflict with tradition or majoritarian impulses (Krishnaswamy 112). This insight remains particularly
relevant in contemporary India, where constitutional ideals often coexist with persistent social inequalities.

Despite extensive scholarship, significant gaps remain in Ambedkar studies. Much of the literature treats his
contributions—constitutionalism, education, and social reform—as discrete domains rather than as elements of
a unified philosophical project. Moreover, the ethical centrality of fraternity in his thought remains
underexplored (Guru 67).

This paper addresses these gaps by offering an integrated and critical analysis of Ambedkar’s contributions to
Indian society. Adopting a critical-interpretive methodology, it draws on primary texts, speeches, and
constitutional debates, alongside contemporary scholarship in Dalit studies, feminist theory, and constitutional
thought. It argues that Ambedkar’s interventions in education, social justice, women’s empowerment, and
constitution-making constitute a coherent project aimed at dismantling caste and reconstructing society on
egalitarian foundations. In an era marked by persistent inequality and democratic strain, revisiting Ambedkar is
not merely an academic exercise but an ethical and political necessity.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The scholarship on Dr. B. R. Ambedkar has expanded significantly over the past decades, evolving from early
biographical narratives to sophisticated interdisciplinary analyses across political theory, sociology,
constitutional law, feminist studies, and Dalit epistemology. While Ambedkar has long been acknowledged as a
central figure in India’s democratic history, recent scholarship increasingly positions him as a radical social
philosopher whose work offers a coherent critique of caste, patriarchy, and hierarchical nationalism (Omvedt
12; Teltumbde 34). This section critically reviews major strands of Ambedkar scholarship, identifies their
contributions and limitations, and situates the present study within these ongoing debates.

Early Biographical and Reformist Studies

The earliest studies on Ambedkar were largely biographical and reformist in orientation. Foundational works by
Dhananjay Keer and C. B. Khairmode documented Ambedkar’s life, political struggles, and leadership of
marginalised communities (Keer 25; Khairmode 41). These accounts were crucial in recovering Ambedkar’s
contributions at a time when mainstream historiography largely marginalised Dalit voices.

However, such works tend to adopt celebratory and linear narratives, presenting Ambedkar primarily as an
exceptional individual rather than as a systematic thinker. While valuable as historical documentation, they often
understate the theoretical depth of his critique of caste, religion, and nationalism. His engagement with global
intellectual traditions—particularly liberalism, Marxism, and pragmatism—remains insufficiently analysed in
these early studies. Consequently, Ambedkar’s intellectual legacy is reduced to biography rather than examined
as a coherent philosophical project.

Ambedkar and the Critique of Caste

A substantial body of scholarship engages with Ambedkar’s analysis of caste as a system of graded inequality.
His Annihilation of Caste remains a foundational text in this regard, offering a radical critique of the Hindu
social order (Ambedkar 45). Scholars such as Eleanor Zelliot, Gail Omvedt, and Anand Teltumbde emphasise
that caste operates not merely as a social hierarchy but as a comprehensive structure regulating labour, marriage,
and access to knowledge (Zelliot 132; Omvedt 67; Teltumbde 89).

In contrast to reformist approaches, Ambedkar argued that caste is fundamentally incompatible with democracy.
Omvedt situates his critique within anti-Brahminical political traditions, while Zelliot highlights his role in
transforming Dalit consciousness into organised resistance. However, much of this scholarship isolates caste
critique from Ambedkar’s broader concerns with education, gender justice, and constitutionalism. This
fragmentation limits a holistic understanding of his thought. The present study addresses this gap by situating
caste abolition within his larger project of social democracy.

Ambedkar and Constitutionalism

Ambedkar’s contribution to constitutionalism has received sustained attention in legal and political scholarship.
Granville Austin’s characterisation of the Indian Constitution as a “social document” underscores its
transformative intent, linking constitutional provisions to social justice (Austin 50). Scholars such as Upendra
Baxi and Sudhir Krishnaswamy further elaborate Ambedkar’s concept of constitutional morality, emphasising
the ethical foundations necessary for democratic governance (Baxi 78; Krishnaswamy 112).

Ambedkar’s warning that democracy in India is “top-dressed on an undemocratic soil” is frequently cited to
highlight the tension between constitutional ideals and social realities (Ambedkar 263). However, an
overemphasis on his role as a constitutional architect risks narrowing his intellectual legacy. Such readings often
overlook the social critique that informed his constitutional vision. This study seeks to integrate constitutionalism
with Ambedkar’s broader analysis of caste and inequality, demonstrating that legal frameworks were conceived
as instruments of social transformation.
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Ambedkar and Women’s Emancipation: Feminist Perspectives

Feminist scholarship has increasingly foregrounded Ambedkar’s contributions to gender justice. His advocacy
for women’s education, legal rights, and political participation marked a significant departure from nationalist
discourses that often idealised women symbolically rather than addressing structural inequalities. Sharmila
Rege’s Dalit feminist framework positions Ambedkar as a key figure in theorising the intersection of caste and
gender (Rege 45).

Rege argues that Ambedkar’s approach to women’s emancipation was structural, grounded in legal reform and
material rights rather than cultural reformism. Similarly, Omvedt highlights the transformative potential of the
Hindu Code Bill in advancing gender equality (Omvedt 98). Despite these contributions, Ambedkar’s feminist
thought remains underrepresented in mainstream feminist discourse, which has historically prioritised upper-
caste perspectives. This study foregrounds women’s emancipation as central to Ambedkar’s broader vision of
social democracy.

Ambedkar, Religion, and Buddhism

Ambedkar’s critique of Hinduism and his conversion to Buddhism have generated significant scholarly interest.
His reinterpretation of Buddhism as Navayana emphasises rationality, equality, and social ethics, rejecting
ritualism and hierarchical authority (Omvedt 122). Scholars interpret this shift not as a retreat into spirituality
but as an ethical and political project aimed at constructing an alternative moral foundation for society.

His rejection of Brahminical texts such as the Manusmriti represents a decisive break from caste-based social
order. This body of scholarship highlights Ambedkar’s ability to integrate religion, ethics, and politics into a
unified emancipatory framework. However, further work is needed to connect this religious turn more explicitly
with his constitutional and social thought.

Contemporary Debates and Critical Reassessments

Recent scholarship engages critically with the contemporary appropriation of Ambedkar. Scholars caution
against symbolic invocations that detach his image from the radical content of his ideas (Teltumbde 156). Others
critiqgue selective readings that privilege constitutionalism while neglecting his critiques of capitalism,
majoritarianism, and social exclusion.

Dalit scholars have increasingly emphasised subaltern epistemologies, arguing that Ambedkar must be read
through lived experiences of caste oppression rather than abstract universalism (Guru 67). This shift broadens
Ambedkar studies beyond elite frameworks and reinforces his relevance to ongoing struggles against inequality
and democratic erosion.

Research Gap and Justification

Despite the richness of existing scholarship, several gaps persist. First, Ambedkar’s contributions are often
examined in isolation—caste, constitutionalism, or gender—without recognising their interconnections. Second,
the ethical significance of fraternity in his thought remains under-theorised. Third, women’s empowerment is
frequently treated as peripheral rather than central to his vision of social justice.

This study addresses these gaps by offering an integrated analysis of Ambedkar’s thought through the
frameworks of social democracy and constitutional morality. By connecting his ideas on education, caste
abolition, women’s emancipation, and constitutional governance, the paper argues that Ambedkar’s project of
social reconstruction remains unfinished yet profoundly relevant. Such an approach not only deepens scholarly
understanding but also provides critical insights into the structural inequalities that continue to shape
contemporary India.
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Journey of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar: Life, Struggles, and Intellectual Formation

The life of Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar represents not merely a narrative of personal struggle but the
intellectual formation of a radical social thinker whose philosophy emerged from the lived experience of
structural oppression. His journey—from the margins of caste society to the centre of constitutional power—
was shaped by sustained encounters with exclusion, humiliation, and resistance. These experiences did not
simply inform his political thought; they constituted the epistemological foundation of his critique of caste and
his theory of social justice. Ambedkar’s life thus exemplifies how social suffering can be transformed into
systematic critique, collective mobilisation, and institutional reform (Omvedt 18).

Early Life and the Experience of Untouchability

Born on 14 April 1891 in Mhow into the Mahar community, Ambedkar experienced untouchability as a
pervasive and institutionalised reality. Despite his father’s position in the British Indian Army, caste stigma
shaped his early life, particularly in educational spaces where he was segregated and denied basic amenities such
as access to water (Ambedkar 23). These experiences revealed caste not as an occasional injustice but as a deeply
embedded social system that normalised exclusion.

Ambedkar later theorised caste as a structure of graded inequality that denied dignity and fraternity. His early
encounters with discrimination informed his rejection of reformist approaches that relied solely on moral
persuasion. While instances of individual kindness suggested the possibility of ethical agency, he recognised
that systemic change required structural transformation rather than isolated acts of compassion (Zelliot 45).

Education and Global Intellectual Exposure

Ambedkar’s educational trajectory marked a decisive shift from lived experience to intellectual critique. His
studies at Columbia University exposed him to liberal democratic thought and pragmatism, particularly the
influence of John Dewey, whose conception of democracy as a way of life profoundly shaped Ambedkar’s
thinking (Omvedt 36). His subsequent training at the London School of Economics and Gray’s Inn further
deepened his engagement with economics, law, and political theory.

Importantly, Ambedkar did not adopt Western frameworks uncritically. He recognised that class-based analyses
were insufficient to explain caste, which operates through hereditary status and religious sanction. This enabled
him to develop an original critique that challenged both Brahminical orthodoxy and reductionist Marxism
(Teltumbde 52). Education, for Ambedkar, thus became an instrument of intellectual emancipation and
collective transformation rather than merely a means of individual advancement.

Return to India and the Emergence of Political Consciousness

Ambedkar’s return to India marked a critical turning point. Despite his academic credentials, he encountered
exclusion in public employment, reinforcing his conviction that merit alone could not overcome caste-based
discrimination. This experience catalysed his transition from intellectual critique to organised political action.

Through journals such as Mook Nayak (1920) and Bahiskrit Bharat (1927), Ambedkar created counter-public
spaces that articulated Dalit experiences and challenged dominant nationalist narratives (Zelliot 132). His
testimony before the Southborough Committee in 1919 further signalled his demand for political safeguards,
including separate electorates for the Depressed Classes. These interventions demonstrate his early recognition
that political democracy without representation would remain structurally incomplete.

Mahad Satyagraha and the Turn to Mass Mobilisation

The Mahad Satyagraha of 1927 marked a decisive shift toward mass mobilisation. By asserting the right of
untouchables to access public water sources, Ambedkar transformed a civic entitlement into a political act of
resistance. The violent opposition to the movement exposed the limitations of legal reform in the absence of
social change (Omvedt 72).
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The symbolic burning of the Manusmriti during this period represented an ideological rupture, signalling
Ambedkar’s rejection of religious texts that legitimised inequality. Unlike reformers who sought reinterpretation,
Ambedkar advocated a complete break from oppressive scriptural authority. His approach underscored that
dignity could not be achieved through inclusion within hierarchical systems but required their dismantling.

Political Organisation and the Question of Representation

Ambedkar’s commitment to self-representation led to the formation of organisations such as the Independent
Labour Party (1936) and the Scheduled Castes Federation. These initiatives reflected his belief that marginalised
communities must articulate their own political interests rather than depend on upper-caste leadership
(Teltumbde 88).

His engagement with labour politics also reveals an attempt to bridge caste and class struggles. However,
Ambedkar remained critical of movements that subsumed caste within broader nationalist or class-based
frameworks. His disagreements with Gandhian politics, particularly on separate electorates, highlight his
insistence on structural safeguards rather than symbolic reform. These debates reinforced his commitment to
constitutional mechanisms as essential tools of social justice.

Constituent Assembly and Constitutional Safeguards

Ambedkar’s role in the Constituent Assembly represents the institutional culmination of his intellectual and
political journey. As Chairman of the Drafting Committee, he translated decades of critique into a constitutional
framework designed to secure equality, liberty, and justice. Provisions abolishing untouchability, guaranteeing
fundamental rights, and enabling affirmative action reflect his commitment to transforming social structures
through legal means (Austin 75).

Central to this framework is the concept of constitutional morality, which emphasises the ethical responsibilities
of citizens and institutions. Ambedkar argued that democracy requires not only formal structures but also a
commitment to fraternity and human dignity (Baxi 78). At the same time, he warned that political democracy
would remain fragile without corresponding social and economic transformation, a concern that continues to
resonate in contemporary India.

Journey as an Evolving Intellectual Project

Ambedkar’s journey was not a linear progression but an evolving and unfinished project. His resignation over
the Hindu Code Bill and his conversion to Buddhism reflect both his disillusionment with entrenched social
conservatism and his continued search for ethical alternatives (Omvedt 122). These moments underscore his
refusal to compromise on principles of equality and dignity.

His life, therefore, must be understood as an ongoing intellectual and political project that continues to challenge
the contradictions between constitutional ideals and social realities. Ambedkar’s legacy lies not only in
institutional achievements but in his enduring insistence that democracy requires the annihilation of caste and
the realisation of social justice.

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Contribution to Education: Knowledge as Emancipation

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar conceptualised education as the most powerful instrument of social transformation and
human emancipation. Unlike contemporaries who approached education as a vehicle for moral refinement or
cultural revival, Ambedkar understood it as a radical force capable of dismantling entrenched structures of caste,
gender, and power. Rooted in his own experiences of exclusion, his educational philosophy treats knowledge
not as an abstract ideal but as a material condition for dignity, agency, and democratic participation. Education,
in his framework, is inseparable from social justice and constitutes the epistemic foundation of social democracy
(Omvedt 98).

Page 12960
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue V May 2026

Education as the Foundation of Emancipation

Ambedkar’s well-known call—“Educate, Agitate, Organise”—captures the centrality of education in his
emancipatory politics (Ambedkar 62). For him, education extended beyond literacy or economic advancement;
it was a means of cultivating critical consciousness and enabling oppressed communities to interrogate the
ideological foundations of their subordination. He argued that caste persisted not only through coercion but also
through internalisation and religious sanction, making intellectual liberation a necessary precondition for social
transformation.

The historical denial of education to marginalised communities, Ambedkar maintained, was a deliberate strategy
of social control. Knowledge was monopolised to preserve caste privilege, transforming education into an
instrument of exclusion. Consequently, he framed access to education as a democratic right rather than a matter
of charity, directly challenging reformist approaches that sought gradual uplift without structural change (Zelliot
88).

Education, Reason, and Social Critique

Central to Ambedkar’s philosophy is the emphasis on reason, scientific temper, and critical inquiry. Influenced
by Enlightenment thought and pragmatic philosophy, he rejected unquestioned adherence to tradition and
scriptural authority. Education, he argued, must cultivate scepticism, ethical reasoning, and intellectual
autonomy—qualities essential for dismantling caste ideology (Teltumbde 52).

Ambedkar’s critique of traditional pedagogy is thus inherently political. Systems grounded in religious authority
perpetuate inequality by naturalising hereditary status and restricting mobility. In contrast, modern education
must affirm equality before reason and foster social responsibility. By aligning education with rational critique,
Ambedkar redefined it as a cornerstone of democratic life rather than a mechanism of cultural reproduction.

Comparative Perspectives: Ambedkar and Other Indian Thinkers

Ambedkar’s educational philosophy diverges significantly from that of other major Indian thinkers. He criticised
Gandhi’s Nai Talim for idealising village life while overlooking its deeply embedded caste hierarchies
(Ambedkar 78). In Ambedkar’s view, education rooted in traditional social structures risked reproducing rather
than dismantling inequality.

While Rabindranath Tagore’s humanistic vision emphasised creativity and freedom, it lacked sustained
engagement with caste as a structural problem. Jawaharlal Nehru’s emphasis on scientific temper aligned more
closely with Ambedkar’s rationalism; however, Nehru’s largely class-centric framework did not adequately
address caste as an autonomous axis of inequality. Ambedkar’s distinctive contribution lies in foregrounding
caste as the central problem that education must confront for democracy to be meaningful (Omvedt 104).

Education and Democratic Citizenship

Ambedkar viewed education as indispensable to the formation of democratic citizens. Democracy, for him, was
not merely a political arrangement but a mode of associated living grounded in liberty, equality, and fraternity
(Ambedkar 95). Without education, citizens cannot exercise rights effectively or resist ideological domination.

This perspective distinguishes Ambedkar from elitist models that restrict education to privileged classes. He
advocated mass education, particularly for marginalised communities, as a prerequisite for substantive
democracy. Education, in this sense, becomes a vehicle for cultivating constitutional consciousness and enabling
active participation in public life (Baxi 82).

Institutional Initiatives and Advocacy

Ambedkar’s commitment to education extended beyond theory into practice. He actively encouraged
marginalised communities to pursue higher education and supported initiatives such as hostels, scholarships, and
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educational associations aimed at overcoming structural barriers (Zelliot 140). His own academic achievements
served as a powerful example of the transformative potential of education.

Significantly, Ambedkar insisted on the role of the state in ensuring educational access. Rejecting reliance on
charity or philanthropy, he argued that education is a matter of justice and entitlement. This position underscores
his broader commitment to institutional accountability and public responsibility in achieving social equality.

Education and Substantive Equality

A defining feature of Ambedkar’s educational thought is his insistence on substantive equality. He recognised
that formal access to education does not eliminate historical disadvantage. Structural inequalities—rooted in
caste, poverty, and discrimination—require compensatory measures to ensure meaningful equality of
opportunity.

This insight informed his advocacy for reservations and affirmative action in education. Ambedkar argued that
without such measures, education would reproduce privilege under the guise of merit (Ambedkar 102). His
framework thus redefines equality as a condition to be created through policy intervention rather than assumed
as a natural outcome of formal access.

Scholarly Perspectives on Ambedkar’s Educational Thought

Scholars such as Eleanor Zelliot, Gail Omvedt, and Gopal Guru highlight the transformative nature of
Ambedkar’s educational philosophy. Zelliot emphasises education as a catalyst for social awakening, while
Omvedt situates it within broader struggles for equality and human rights (Zelliot 152; Omvedt 115). Guru
underscores Ambedkar’s focus on dignity, self-respect, and moral agency as the ultimate goals of education
(Guru 67).

These interpretations converge in recognising that Ambedkar’s educational vision is both political and ethical.
It seeks not merely to impart skills but to reconstruct social relations and challenge structures of domination.

Contemporary Relevance

Ambedkar’s educational philosophy remains highly relevant in contemporary India, where disparities in access
and quality continue to reflect caste and gender inequalities. The increasing commodification of education and
the persistence of exclusionary practices highlight the need for a justice-oriented framework.

Ambedkar’s insistence on education as a public good and democratic necessity offers a critical alternative to
market-driven models. His vision underscores that without critical consciousness and ethical commitment,
educational expansion risks reinforcing inequality. Education, therefore, must remain central to the ongoing
project of social democracy and inclusive development.

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Contribution to Social Justice: Annihilating Caste and Reconstructing Society

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s contribution to social justice constitutes the intellectual and ethical core of his work. While
his role in constitution-making is widely recognised, his most radical intervention lies in his systematic critique
of caste and his insistence that social justice must precede—and sustain—political democracy. For Ambedkar,
social justice was not an abstract ideal but a transformative project aimed at dismantling entrenched hierarchies
and reconstructing society on the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity (Omvedt 67).

Caste as a System of Graded Inequality

Ambedkar’s analysis of caste marked a decisive break from reformist and functionalist interpretations. He
rejected the notion of caste as a benign division of labour, instead describing it as a “division of labourers”
structured through hierarchy, endogamy, and religious sanction (Ambedkar 47). In Annihilation of Caste, he
demonstrated that caste negates individual freedom and social mobility, making democratic life structurally
untenable.
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Unlike Gandhian approaches that sought to reform caste morally, Ambedkar argued that caste must be
annihilated at its roots. A system of graded inequality, he maintained, cannot generate fraternity—the ethical
basis of democracy. Thus, caste abolition becomes a necessary condition for democratic reconstruction rather
than a peripheral reform.

Annihilation of Caste as Radical Social Philosophy

Annihilation of Caste stands as one of the most uncompromising critiques of Indian society. Ambedkar’s
argument extends beyond condemning discriminatory practices to challenging the authority of religious texts
that legitimise inequality (Ambedkar 63). He contended that as long as scriptural authority remained
unguestioned, caste would persist as both a social and moral order.

This critique is radical in its insistence that oppression is institutional rather than merely individual. Ambedkar
emphasised the need for intellectual rebellion—urging individuals to subject tradition to reason. His call to reject
the moral legitimacy of the Shastras underscores the centrality of ideological transformation in achieving social
justice (Teltumbde 89).

Social Justice, Democracy, and Fraternity

Ambedkar’s conception of social justice is inseparable from his theory of democracy as a mode of associated
living. He argued that political democracy cannot survive without social democracy, defined by the principles
of liberty, equality, and fraternity (Ambedkar 95). Among these, fraternity occupies a foundational ethical role.

For Ambedkar, fraternity represents the recognition of shared humanity that makes equality meaningful and
liberty sustainable. Without it, equality becomes formal and liberty becomes privilege. Since caste enforces
separation and hierarchy, it destroys the conditions necessary for fraternity. Social justice, therefore, is
fundamentally about creating the ethical foundations of democratic life (Guru 67).

Compensatory Justice and Reservations

Ambedkar’s advocacy of reservations and affirmative action remains one of his most significant contributions.
Recognising that historical exclusion produces structural disadvantage, he argued that formal equality alone
cannot ensure justice. Equality of opportunity requires compensatory measures to address systemic inequalities.

Reservations in education, employment, and political representation were thus conceived as instruments of
substantive equality rather than concessions (Ambedkar 102). Importantly, Ambedkar viewed these measures as
transitional mechanisms aimed at enabling participation and inclusion, not as permanent entitlements. His
framework reframes justice as corrective rather than merely distributive.

Limits and Challenges of Social Justice Measures

Despite his commitment to constitutional safeguards, Ambedkar remained aware of their limitations. In his
Constituent Assembly speeches, he warned of a “life of contradictions” in which political equality coexists with
social and economic inequality (Ambedkar 263). Legal provisions, he argued, cannot succeed without
corresponding social transformation.

This insight remains relevant in contemporary India, where affirmative action has improved access but has not
eliminated caste-based discrimination or social stigma. Ambedkar’s thought thus underscores that legal reform
must be accompanied by changes in social attitudes and power structures (Baxi 78).

Social Justice beyond Legalism

Ambedkar’s vision extends beyond legal frameworks to encompass cultural and ethical transformation. He
recognised that caste persists through every day practices, internalised hierarchies, and social norms.
Consequently, social justice requires changes in social relations as well as institutional arrangements.
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His advocacy of inter-caste marriage as a means of dismantling caste illustrates this broader vision. By
challenging endogamy, Ambedkar sought to disrupt the reproduction of caste itself. Social justice, therefore,
becomes a lived practice requiring ethical commitment and collective action rather than mere legal compliance
(Omvedt 115).

Scholarly Interpretations

Scholars such as Gail Omvedt, Anand Teltumbde, and Gopal Guru highlight the transformative scope of
Ambedkar’s social justice framework. Omvedt situates his thought within global struggles for equality, while
Teltumbde emphasises the structural radicalism of his critique (Omvedt 122; Teltumbde 156). Guru foregrounds
dignity and self-respect as the moral core of Ambedkar’s vision, redefining social justice as a question of ethical
equality rather than welfare (Guru 67).

These interpretations collectively affirm that Ambedkar’s project transcends legal reform, aiming instead at a
fundamental reorganisation of social relations.

Contemporary Relevance

Ambedkar’s conception of social justice remains deeply relevant in contemporary India, where caste-based
violence, economic inequality, and democratic challenges persist. The erosion of affirmative action, the rise of
majoritarian politics, and the commaodification of rights underscore the fragility of egalitarian gains.

Ambedkar’s insistence that democracy must be judged by its treatment of the most marginalised continues to
provide a critical normative framework. His thought reminds us that social justice is an ongoing project requiring
continuous political engagement, ethical commitment, and institutional vigilance.

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and Women’s Empowerment: Gender Justice as Social Reconstruction

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s engagement with women’s empowerment represents one of the most radical dimensions
of his social philosophy. At a time when women’s issues were often subordinated to nationalist or reformist
agendas, Ambedkar articulated a vision of gender justice grounded in equality, autonomy, and enforceable legal
rights. His approach was structural rather than symbolic, rooted in a critique of the interlocking systems of caste
and patriarchy. For Ambedkar, women’s emancipation was not a secondary concern but a foundational condition
for social democracy (Rege 45; Omvedt 98).

Women’s Oppression in Caste Society

Ambedkar’s analysis of women’s subordination is inseparable from his critique of caste. He argued that caste
persists through the regulation of women’s sexuality and reproductive autonomy. Practices such as endogamy,
child marriage, enforced widowhood, and restrictions on remarriage function to maintain caste hierarchy.

In Castes in India: Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development, Ambedkar identifies endogamy as the
“keystone of the caste system” (Ambedkar 12). By linking caste reproduction to the control of women, he offers
a structural analysis of patriarchy that anticipates later feminist theories. Women thus occupy a central position
in sustaining caste, not merely as victims but as subjects within a system of power that binds gender oppression
to social hierarchy.

Education and Women’s Emancipation

Education occupies a central place in Ambedkar’s vision of women’s liberation. He viewed it as the primary
means for cultivating critical consciousness, economic independence, and self-respect. Rejecting nationalist
representations of women as symbols of tradition, Ambedkar insisted on their status as autonomous individuals
entitled to equal rights (Omvedt 104).

He actively encouraged women’s participation in political and public life. Women’s conferences and public
interventions—such as those by Dalit women leaders—reflect his commitment to ensuring that women articulate
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their own demands rather than depend on male mediation (Rege 52). This emphasis on voice and participation
marks a decisive shift from paternalistic reform to democratic inclusion.

Feminist Praxis and Political Advocacy

Ambedkar’s feminism was grounded in praxis. As a legislator, he addressed issues related to women’s labour,
health, and legal rights. His advocacy of birth control and family planning reflects a progressive concern for
women’s bodily autonomy and well-being (Omvedt 115).

In his speeches, Ambedkar urged women to reject oppressive customs and assert their rights as citizens. He
challenged the glorification of female sacrifice prevalent in nationalist discourse, instead promoting dignity,
rationality, and legal empowerment. This emphasis underscores his belief that emancipation requires both
ideological change and institutional reform.

The Hindu Code Bill and Legal Transformation

Ambedkar’s most significant contribution to women’s rights was his role in drafting the Hindu Code Bill. The
Bill sought to grant women rights to property, inheritance, divorce, and adoption—thereby challenging the legal
foundations of patriarchal control (Rege 60).

The intense opposition to the Bill revealed the depth of resistance to gender equality within Indian society.
Ambedkar’s resignation as Law Minister in 1951, following the Bill’s dilution, underscores his uncompromising
commitment to gender justice. Although later enacted in modified form, the episode highlights his insistence
that legal reform is essential to social transformation.

Intersectionality: Caste and Gender

A defining feature of Ambedkar’s thought is its intersectional insight. Long before the concept gained theoretical
prominence, he recognised that women’s experiences are shaped by caste and class. Dalit women, in particular,
face compounded forms of oppression—subject to both caste-based violence and patriarchal domination (Rege
45).

Dalit feminist scholars such as Sharmila Rege argue that Ambedkar provides a foundational framework for
intersectional analysis in India. His emphasis on lived experience and structural inequality challenges dominant
feminist narratives that often overlook caste. This perspective expands feminist discourse beyond identity to
encompass systemic power relations.

Ambedkar within Indian Feminist Discourse

Despite his contributions, Ambedkar’s role in feminist thought has historically been under-recognised. Early
feminist movements in India were often led by upper-caste elites and focused on reform within existing cultural
frameworks. Ambedkar’s insistence on dismantling Brahminical patriarchy and ensuring legal equality posed a
fundamental challenge to such approaches (Omvedt 122).

Recent scholarship has begun to reposition Ambedkar as a central figure in Indian feminist discourse. His focus
on rights, dignity, and institutional reform aligns closely with contemporary feminist concerns, particularly those
addressing structural inequality and social justice.

Contemporary Relevance of Ambedkar’s Feminism

Ambedkar’s feminist vision remains highly relevant in contemporary India, where gender inequality continues
to intersect with caste and economic disparities. Issues such as gender-based violence, labour exclusion, and
reproductive rights reflect the persistence of structural inequalities he identified.
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His insistence that gender justice is integral to democracy challenges attempts to marginalise women’s issues.
By grounding women’s rights in constitutional principles rather than cultural norms, Ambedkar provides a
framework for resisting patriarchal regression and strengthening democratic ethics (Baxi 82).

Ambedkar’s contribution to women’s empowerment is both visionary and structurally grounded. By linking
gender justice with caste abolition and constitutional reform, he redefined social transformation as an integrated
project. His feminist interventions—spanning education, political advocacy, and legal reform—remain central
to his broader vision of social democracy.

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and Constitution Making: Social Democracy and Constitutional Morality

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s most enduring contribution lies in his role as the principal architect of the Indian
Constitution; however, reducing his work to technical drafting obscures its philosophical depth. For Ambedkar,
constitution-making was a transformative political project aimed at reconstructing Indian society on the
foundations of social democracy, substantive equality, and human dignity. The Constitution was conceived not
merely as a legal framework but as an instrument of social revolution designed to dismantle entrenched
hierarchies and enable historically marginalised communities to participate as equal citizens (Austin 50; Baxi
78).

Ambedkar’s Vision of Social Democracy

Ambedkar’s conception of democracy extends beyond electoral representation to encompass a way of life
grounded in liberty, equality, and fraternity (Ambedkar 95). He argued that political democracy cannot survive
without social and economic democracy. In his Constituent Assembly speech of 25 November 1949, he warned
that India would enter independence with political equality but deep social inequality—a contradiction that
threatened democratic stability (Ambedkar 263).

Fraternity, in Ambedkar’s formulation, is not merely an ethical ideal but the foundation of democratic life.
Without social solidarity and mutual recognition, liberty risks becoming privilege and equality a formal
abstraction. His emphasis on fraternity thus integrates moral philosophy with constitutional design, highlighting
the ethical conditions necessary for democracy.

The Constitution as a Transformative Social Document

Ambedkar envisioned the Constitution as a dynamic and transformative document. Granville Austin’s
description of it as a “social document” captures this orientation toward social change (Austin 75). The
Constitution not only limits state power but also mandates intervention to address structural inequalities rooted
in caste, patriarchy, and economic disparity.

The framework of Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles reflects this dual commitment to liberty and
social justice. Unlike classical liberal constitutions, the Indian Constitution recognises inequality as structural
and legitimises state action to redress historical injustice. Ambedkar’s insistence on justiciable rights was central
to empowering citizens, particularly marginalised groups, against both state and societal domination.

Abolition of Untouchability and Equality before Law

The abolition of untouchability under Article 17 represents a radical constitutional intervention, translating
Ambedkar’s critique of caste into enforceable law. By criminalising untouchability, the Constitution seeks to
delegitimise not only discriminatory practices but also their moral and cultural foundations (Ambedkar 302).

Article 14, guaranteeing equality before the law, affirms the moral equality of all citizens. While Ambedkar
acknowledged the limitations of legal equality, he viewed it as a necessary foundation for broader social
transformation. Together, these provisions signify a decisive break from caste hierarchy and affirm the
Constitution’s ethical commitment to dignity and justice.
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Affirmative Action and Compensatory Justice

Ambedkar’s theory of compensatory justice underpins the system of reservations. Recognising that historical
exclusion creates structural disadvantage, he argued that equality requires differential treatment to ensure
fairness (Ambedkar 102). Reservations in education, employment, and political representation were thus
conceived as instruments of substantive equality.

Importantly, Ambedkar regarded these measures as context-specific and subject to democratic evaluation. He
rejected both the notion of permanent entitlements and the abstraction of formal equality detached from social
reality. This nuanced framework continues to inform debates on social justice and public policy (Teltumbde
156).

Article 32 and the Right to Constitutional Remedies

Ambedkar described Article 32 as the “heart and soul” of the Constitution because it renders fundamental rights
enforceable (Ambedkar 189). By allowing individuals to approach the Supreme Court directly, this provision
transforms rights into actionable claims rather than symbolic guarantees.

Article 32 reflects Ambedkar’s emphasis on institutional accountability and his scepticism of unchecked power.
It establishes the judiciary as a key guardian of constitutional values, ensuring that the promises of equality and
justice are not undermined by state or social forces (Baxi 82).

Constitutional Morality: Ethics beyond Legalism

Ambedkar’s concept of constitutional morality represents one of his most significant theoretical contributions.
He argued that the success of a constitution depends on the ethical commitment of citizens and institutions to
democratic principles (Krishnaswamy 112). Constitutional morality requires adherence to norms of equality,
reason, and restraint, even when they conflict with tradition or majoritarian sentiment.

In societies marked by deep social hierarchies, Ambedkar warned that institutions could be subverted by
populism or authoritarianism. Constitutional morality thus functions as a safeguard, ensuring that democratic
governance remains anchored in ethical values rather than mere procedural compliance.

Limits of Constitutionalism and Political Realism

Despite his commitment to constitutionalism, Ambedkar recognised its limitations. He cautioned that legal
frameworks alone cannot transform society without corresponding social change. His resignation over the Hindu
Code Bill exemplifies his awareness of the limits of legislative reform in the absence of political will (Omvedt
122).

This realism distinguishes Ambedkar from idealistic constitutional theorists. He viewed the Constitution as a
necessary but insufficient instrument of justice, requiring supplementation through education, social reform, and
political mobilisation.

Contemporary Relevance of Ambedkar’s Constitutional Vision

Ambedkar’s constitutional philosophy remains profoundly relevant in contemporary India. Persistent
inequalities, challenges to minority rights, and the rise of majoritarian politics underscore the fragility of
democratic institutions. His insistence that democracy must be grounded in social equality challenges reductive
interpretations of democracy as mere electoral majoritarianism (Guru 67).

Ambedkar’s warnings against hero worship, institutional erosion, and authoritarian tendencies resonate strongly
in the present context. His call for constitutional vigilance and ethical citizenship continues to provide a critical
framework for defending democratic values.
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Ambedkar’s role in constitution-making represents the culmination of his intellectual and political project. The
Indian Constitution embodies his vision of social democracy by institutionalising substantive equality and
constitutional morality. Yet its transformative potential depends on continuous democratic engagement and
ethical commitment.

The persistence of inequality reveals that Ambedkar’s constitutional project remains unfinished. His legacy
therefore functions not only as a historical achievement but as a normative challenge—calling for the realisation
of liberty, equality, and fraternity in both institutional structures and everyday social life.

CONCLUSION

Ambedkar’s Unfinished Project and the Future of Social Democracy in India

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s contribution to modern India represents one of the most comprehensive and
philosophically grounded attempts to reimagine democracy as an instrument of social transformation rather than
a mere structure of governance. His intellectual and political project advances a radical critique of caste
hierarchy, social exclusion, and institutional inequality while simultaneously articulating a constructive vision
of social democracy rooted in liberty, equality, fraternity, and human dignity. This study has demonstrated that
Ambedkar’s engagements with education, social justice, women’s empowerment, and constitution-making are
not discrete interventions but interdependent components of a unified project of social reconstruction (Omvedt
98; Guru 64).

At the centre of Ambedkar’s philosophy lies an uncompromising commitment to the annihilation of caste. By
conceptualising caste as a “division of labourers,” he exposed its structural function in sustaining graded
inequality and denying the ethical foundations of democratic life (Ambedkar 47). His critique moves beyond
moral condemnation to a systematic analysis of the ideological, religious, and institutional mechanisms through
which caste reproduces itself. In doing so, Ambedkar transformed the discourse on social justice from one of
reformist sympathy to one of structural transformation.

Ambedkar’s emphasis on education as a foundational instrument of emancipation reflects his recognition that
liberation must be both material and epistemic. His call to “Educate, Agitate, Organise” encapsulates a pedagogy
of resistance that links knowledge with agency and collective mobilisation (Rege 52). By asserting education as
a democratic right, he challenged the historical monopolisation of knowledge and repositioned it as central to
citizenship, dignity, and social equality.

Equally significant is Ambedkar’s pioneering contribution to women’s empowerment. His analysis of the
interlocking structures of caste and patriarchy anticipates contemporary intersectional frameworks,
foregrounding the specific vulnerabilities of marginalised women. Through his advocacy for legal reform—most
notably the Hindu Code Bill—Ambedkar sought to institutionalise gender equality and dismantle patriarchal
control over property, marriage, and inheritance (Omvedt 115). His feminist vision, grounded in rights and
autonomy, remains a vital resource for contemporary debates on gender justice.

Ambedkar’s constitutional vision represents the institutional culmination of his broader social philosophy. By
embedding fundamental rights, affirmative action, and safeguards for marginalised communities, the
Constitution operationalises his commitment to substantive equality. His concept of constitutional morality
further extends this framework by emphasising that democracy depends not only on legal provisions but also on
ethical commitment, institutional restraint, and civic responsibility (Baxi 82). The Constitution, in this sense, is
both a legal document and a moral project.

Yet Ambedkar’s thought is marked by a profound realism regarding the limits of constitutionalism. He
consistently warned that political democracy, in the absence of social and economic democracy, would remain
precarious. The persistence of caste discrimination, gender inequality, and economic exclusion in contemporary
India reveals the enduring relevance of these concerns. The contradiction between constitutional ideals and social
realities underscores the unfinished nature of Ambedkar’s project.

Page 12968
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue V May 2026

In this context, Ambedkar’s emphasis on fraternity acquires renewed significance. As an ethical principle,
fraternity bridges the gap between formal equality and lived social relations, enabling democratic coexistence in
a deeply diverse society. Without fraternity, constitutional guarantees risk becoming hollow, and democracy
itself may devolve into majoritarianism or procedural formalism.

Ambedkar’s relevance today extends far beyond symbolic recognition. His ideas provide a critical framework
for interrogating contemporary challenges, including democratic erosion, identity-based exclusion, and
institutional fragility. Engaging with Ambedkar requires moving beyond selective appropriation toward a
sustained engagement with the radical implications of his thought—particularly his insistence on structural
transformation, ethical accountability, and social justice.

In conclusion, Ambedkar’s vision of social democracy remains both indispensable and unfinished. His work
continues to pose a fundamental challenge: whether a society structured by deep inequalities can realise the
democratic ideals it constitutionally proclaims. Addressing this challenge demands not only institutional reform
but also collective ethical commitment, critical consciousness, and sustained political action. Reclaiming and
extending Ambedkar’s legacy is therefore not merely an intellectual endeavour but an urgent moral and political
imperative for the future of democracy in India.
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