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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed "blended format," a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The University aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking ed-
ucational journey. The UG programme in Political Science offers a com-
prehensive study of political processes and structures. It balances theory 
and practice, providing essential analytical tools. The curriculum follows 
a chronological progression of political thought and examines various sys-
tems and international relations. Designed for aspiring civil servants and 
future policymakers, it also develops critical thinking skills. The course 
prepares learners for careers in public service, diplomacy, and political 
consultancy. The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously crafted, in-
corporating relevant examples to facilitate better comprehension.

Rest assured, the university's student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr. Jagathy Raj V. P.						      01-09-2026
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Gandhi: Life, Intellectual 
Formation, and Social Context

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ describe the early life of Mahatma Gandhi

	♦ explain the major intellectual influences that shaped Gandhi’s philosophy

	♦ analyse the social and political conditions that contributed to the 
development of Gandhi’s thought

	♦ assess the significance of Gandhi’s formative experiences in the  
development of his political philosophy

While preparing for a seminar on Indian political thought, Anjali noticed that 
Gandhi’s ideas on truth, non-violence, and Satyagraha were discussed in almost 
every textbook. She wondered whether these ideas had appeared suddenly or had 
developed over time. As she explored Gandhi’s childhood, education, experiences 
in South Africa, and the conditions of colonial India, she realised that great political 
ideas are often shaped by personal experiences and historical circumstances. This 
unit examines the factors that shaped Gandhi as a political thinker.

Keywords

Mahatma Gandhi, Porbandar, South Africa, Satyagraha, Ahimsa, Truth, Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, National Movement, Colonialism, Gandhian Philosophy
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1.1.1 Early Life and Education of 
Gandhi

To understand Mahatma Gandhi’s 
life, we must examine the experiences 
that shaped his personality in his early 
years. His childhood, family environment, 
education, and exposure to different cultures 
played a major role in shaping his values 
and outlook. These experiences gradually 
transformed an ordinary law student into 
one of the most influential political leaders 
of the twentieth century. Although Gandhi’s 
political philosophy developed over many 
years, its foundations trace back to the lessons 
he learned in childhood and early education.

Birth and Family Background
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was 

born on 2 October 1869 at Porbandar, a 
coastal town in present-day Gujarat. He 
belonged to a Modh Bania family. His 
father, Karamchand Gandhi, served as the 
Diwan (Chief Minister) of the princely 
states of Porbandar and Rajkot. His mother, 
Putlibai, was deeply religious, and her life 
was marked by simplicity, fasting, prayer, 
and compassion. The home atmosphere 
encouraged discipline, honesty, self-control, 
and respect for all religions. These values 
remained with Gandhi throughout his life and 
later became an integral part of his political 
and social philosophy.
Childhood and Early Education

Gandhi spent his early years in Porbandar 
before his family moved to Rajkot. He 
received his school education in Rajkot 
and was known as an average student who 
was quiet, disciplined, and sincere rather 
than exceptionally brilliant. His teachers 
appreciated his honesty and regularity. 
Gandhi himself admitted in his autobiography 
that he was shy and lacked confidence in 
school.

Stories from Indian epics and 
religious literature also influenced him 
during childhood. The stories of King 
Harishchandra’s commitment to truth and 
Shravana’s devotion to his parents left a 
lasting impression. These stories encouraged 
him to regard truthfulness, duty, and sacrifice 
as guiding principles of life rather than merely 
moral ideals.

Education in England

In 1888, Gandhi travelled to England 
to study law at the Inner Temple, London. 
Before leaving India, he promised his mother 
that he would abstain from meat, alcohol, and 
immoral practices. He remained faithful to 
this pledge throughout his stay in England. 
Honouring this promise strengthened his 
belief that moral discipline should guide 
personal conduct.

Life in England exposed Gandhi to new 
ideas, cultures, and intellectual traditions. 
At first, he tried to adapt to English society 
by learning Western manners and customs. 
Gradually, however, he realised that outward 
imitation was less important than personal 
integrity. He devoted himself to the study 
of law while also reading books on religion, 
ethics, and philosophy. His association with 
the Vegetarian Society introduced him to 
discussions on diet, morality, and self-
restraint. During this period, he also read 
religious texts such as the Bhagavad Gita, 
the Bible, and other philosophical works, 
which broadened his understanding of 
different faiths.

Formation of Character

Gandhi’s education was not confined to 
formal academic training. His experiences in 
England taught him the value of simplicity, 
discipline, and independent thinking. Living 
in a foreign country required him to adapt 

Discussion
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to new surroundings while remaining 
faithful to his personal convictions. This 
balance between openness to new ideas and 
commitment to ethical principles became a 
defining feature of his personality.

His legal education also introduced him 
to constitutional methods, public reasoning, 
and the importance of justice. Although 
he returned to India in 1891 as a qualified 
barrister, the most valuable outcome of his 
education was not merely a professional 
degree but the development of habits of 
self-examination, discipline, and moral 
responsibility. These qualities later shaped 
his approach to politics and public life.

Gandhi’s early life laid the foundation 
for the ideals that guided his later career. 
His family, religious upbringing, school 
education, and experiences in England shaped 
his character and worldview. His commitment 
to truth, self-discipline, simplicity, and 
respect for different faiths emerged during 
these formative years. These early influences 
prepared him for the experiences that would 
later transform him into a national leader 
and one of the foremost political thinkers 
of modern India.

1.1.2  Intellectual Influences on 
Gandhi

Gandhi’s political philosophy did not 
emerge from a single source or tradition. 
It developed gradually through his 
engagement with Indian religious thought, 
Western philosophical writings, and his 
own experiences in public life. He did not 
accept every idea without question; instead, 
he interpreted different traditions in the light 
of practical experience. This process enabled 
him to evolve a distinctive philosophy centred 
on truth, non-violence, self-discipline, and 
service to humanity. Gandhi’s intellectual 
influences were therefore diverse, yet 
united by his search for moral and social 
transformation.

Influence of Indian Religious Traditions

Gandhi’s earliest influence came from 
the religious environment in which he was 
brought up. Hinduism introduced him to the 
concepts of truth (Satya), duty (Dharma), and 
selfless action (Nishkama Karma). Among 
Hindu scriptures, the Bhagavad Gita had 
the greatest impact on his thinking. Gandhi 
regarded the Gita as a guide to ethical action 
and interpreted its message as a call for 
selfless service rather than armed conflict. 
He often called it his “spiritual dictionary” 
because it offered moral guidance in difficult 
moments.

Jainism also shaped Gandhi’s philosophy, 
particularly through its emphasis on Ahimsa 
(non-violence), self-control, and respect for 
all forms of life. Growing up in Gujarat, 
where Jain traditions were influential, Gandhi 
became familiar with these principles early 
on. The Jain ideal of avoiding harm to living 
beings later became a central element of his 
political philosophy.

Buddhism contributed to Gandhi’s 
understanding of compassion, simplicity, and 
the rejection of hatred. Similarly, Christian 
teachings, especially the message of love 
and forgiveness in the Sermon on the Mount, 
strengthened his belief that moral courage 
was more powerful than violence. Gandhi 
also studied the Quran and appreciated 
its emphasis on equality, discipline, and 
universal brotherhood. His engagement with 
different religious traditions reinforced his 
belief that all religions contained valuable 
ethical teachings and deserved equal respect.

Influence of Western Thinkers

During his stay in England and later in 
South Africa, Gandhi became acquainted 
with the writings of several Western thinkers. 
Among them, John Ruskin, Leo Tolstoy, and 
Henry David Thoreau exercised a lasting 
influence on his thought.
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John Ruskin’s Unto This Last profoundly 
affected Gandhi’s economic and social 
ideas. From this work, Gandhi drew three 
important lessons: each individual’s welfare 
is linked to the welfare of all, all forms of 
labour deserve equal respect, and a simple 
life based on productive work is superior to 
one driven by material wealth. These ideas 
later inspired his concept of Sarvodaya and 
his emphasis on the dignity of labour.

Leo Tolstoy’s writings, particularly The 
Kingdom of God Is Within You, strengthened 
Gandhi’s belief in non-violence, love, and 
moral resistance. Gandhi admired Tolstoy’s 
criticism of violence and his insistence that 
social change should be achieved through 
ethical means rather than force. Their 
correspondence further deepened Gandhi’s 
commitment to non-violent action.

Henry David Thoreau’s essay Civil 
Disobedience influenced Gandhi’s 
understanding of resistance against unjust 
authority. Thoreau argued that individuals 
should not cooperate with unjust laws. Gandhi 
adapted this principle to Indian conditions 
and developed it into Satyagraha, combining 
non-cooperation with truth and non-violence 
rather than passive refusal alone.

Influence of Personal Experience

Books and religious teachings alone did 
not shape Gandhi’s philosophy. His own 
experiences also shaped his ideas. The 
racial discrimination he faced in South 
Africa transformed his understanding of 
justice, equality, and political action. These 
experiences convinced him that social and 
political change required courage, discipline, 
and organised public action.

Gandhi also believed that ideas should 
be tested in practice. His ashrams became 
centres where he experimented with 
communal living, manual labour, equality, 
sanitation, and self-reliance. This approach 
kept his philosophy practical rather than 

purely theoretical. He often described his 
life as a series of “experiments with truth,” 
indicating that his ideas evolved through 
continuous reflection and experience rather 
than rigid adherence to doctrine.

Gandhi’s intellectual development 
resulted from interactions among religious 
traditions, philosophical writings, and 
personal experience. The Bhagavad Gita, 
Jainism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam 
provided moral and spiritual foundations, 
while thinkers such as Ruskin, Tolstoy, and 
Thoreau enriched his social and political 
outlook. These influences were not accepted 
mechanically but were carefully adapted to 
Indian realities. The result was a distinctive 
political philosophy that combined ethical 
principles with practical action and continues 
to inspire debates on justice, peace, and 
human welfare.

1.1.3  Social and Political Context 
of Gandhi’s Philosophy

Gandhi’s philosophy emerged during 
a period of profound political, economic, 
and social transformation in India. British 
colonial rule had brought administrative 
changes and modern education, but it had 
also led to economic exploitation, political 
subordination, and widespread poverty. At 
the same time, Indian society was deeply 
divided by caste, untouchability, communal 
tensions, and social inequalities. Gandhi’s 
political ideas evolved as a response to 
these realities. Rather than offering abstract 
theories, he sought practical solutions to 
the problems confronting Indian society. 
His philosophy reflected the conditions of 
colonial India and his vision of a just, self-
reliant, and harmonious society.

Colonial Rule and Economic Exploitation

When Gandhi entered public life, India 
had been under British rule for more than a 
century. Colonial policies had transformed 
the Indian economy to serve British interests. 
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Traditional industries declined because 
Britain imported manufactured goods 
on a large scale, while Indian agriculture 
suffered from heavy taxation and recurring 
famines. Poverty and unemployment became 
widespread, particularly in rural areas.

Gandhi regarded political subjugation and 
economic exploitation as closely connected. 
He believed that British rule had weakened 
India’s capacity for self-reliant development 
by making the country dependent on foreign 
goods and institutions. This understanding 
led him to advocate Swadeshi, the promotion 
of indigenous industries, and the revival 
of village-based production. For Gandhi, 
political freedom could not be separated 
from economic independence.

Rise of Indian Nationalism

The late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries witnessed the growth of organised 
nationalism in India. The establishment 
of the Indian National Congress in 1885 
provided a platform for political demands, 
while events such as the Partition of Bengal 
(1905) strengthened nationalist sentiments. 
However, differences emerged within the 
national movement over the methods 
to be adopted to achieve independence. 
Some leaders favoured constitutional 
reforms, whereas others supported militant 
nationalism.

Gandhi gave the freedom movement a 
new direction. He transformed nationalism 
from an educated elite concern into a mass 
movement involving peasants, workers, 
women, students, and ordinary citizens. 
Through methods such as Satyagraha, 
Non-Cooperation, Civil Disobedience, and 
Quit India, he demonstrated that political 
participation could be peaceful, disciplined, 
and inclusive. His philosophy thus developed 
within the broader context of India’s struggle 
for national liberation.

Social Conditions in Indian Society

The political struggle against colonial 
rule was accompanied by serious social 
problems. Indian society was characterised by 
caste discrimination, untouchability, gender 
inequality, illiteracy, poor sanitation, and 
communal divisions. Gandhi believed that 
these internal weaknesses had weakened 
Indian society and made foreign domination 
possible.

He therefore argued that political freedom 
alone would not ensure national regeneration. 
Social reform had to become an integral 
part of the freedom movement. Gandhi 
campaigned against untouchability, promoted 
basic education, encouraged cleanliness 
and public health, supported women’s 
participation in public life, and appealed for 
communal harmony among different religious 
communities. These efforts formed part of 
his wider programme of constructive work, 
which aimed to rebuild society alongside 
the struggle for independence.

Influence of South African Experience

Gandhi’s experiences in South Africa 
between 1893 and 1914 decisively shaped 
his political philosophy. There he witnessed 
racial discrimination against Indians and 
other non-white communities. His removal 
from a railway compartment despite holding 
a valid ticket became a turning point in his 
life.

Instead of responding through violence, 
Gandhi organised peaceful resistance against 
discriminatory laws. These campaigns helped 
him develop the principles of Satyagraha, 
non-violent protest, and civil disobedience. 
The success of these experiments convinced 
him that organised moral resistance could 
challenge injustice more effectively than 
violence. When he returned to India in 1915, 
these methods became the foundation of his 
political leadership.
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Gandhi’s philosophy was closely linked 
to colonial India’s political, economic, and 
social conditions. British exploitation, the 
growth of nationalism, widespread poverty, 
caste discrimination, and communal ten-
sions all influenced the development of his 
ideas. His experiences in South Africa further 
strengthened his commitment to non-violence 
and moral resistance. Gandhi’s response to 
these challenges combined political action 
with social reform and economic reconstruc-
tion. As a result, his philosophy became not 
only a strategy for achieving independence 
but also a vision for building a democratic 
and humane society.

1.1.4 Gandhi as a Political Philosopher

Although Gandhi was actively engaged 
in political movements, he never separated 
politics from ethics. He believed that political 
action should be guided by truth, non-vio-
lence, and concern for human welfare. For 

him, means and ends were inseparable. A 
just society could not be established through 
unjust methods.

Unlike many political thinkers who con-
centrated primarily on the State or political 
institutions, Gandhi placed the individual at 
the centre of politics. He argued that democ-
racy could function successfully only when 
citizens practised honesty, self-discipline, and 
respect for others. His political philosophy 
therefore emphasised moral responsibility 
as much as constitutional arrangements.

The publication of Hind Swaraj in 1909, 
together with his later writings and public 
campaigns, established Gandhi as one of the 
leading political thinkers of the twentieth 
century. His ideas influenced not only India’s 
freedom struggle but also movements for 
civil rights, peace, and justice around the 
world.

Recap

1.	 Gandhi was born in Porbandar in 1869 and received his legal education 
in England.

2.	 His family background and religious upbringing shaped his moral 
outlook.

3.	 Indian religious traditions and Western thinkers significantly influenced 
his philosophy.

4.	 Gandhi’s experiences in South Africa transformed his approach to 
politics and public life.

5.	 Colonial exploitation and social inequalities provided the context for 
the emergence of Gandhian philosophy.

6.	 Gandhi developed Satyagraha as a method of resisting injustice through 
non-violence.
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7.	 His political thought expanded from political freedom to social and 
economic reconstruction.

8.	 Gandhi emerged as one of the foremost political thinkers of modern 
India through continuous reflection and practical action.

Objective Questions

1.	 In which year was Mahatma Gandhi born?

2.	 Gandhi was born in ________.

3.	 Where did Gandhi study law?

4.	 In which country did Gandhi first experiment with Satyagraha?

5.	 Which religious text did Gandhi describe as his “spiritual dictionary”?

6.	 Who is regarded as Gandhi’s political mentor?

7.	 Which book by John Ruskin influenced Gandhi’s social and economic 
ideas?

8.	 Which American thinker influenced Gandhi’s idea of civil disobedience?

9.	 Gandhi returned permanently to India in ________.

10.	The philosophy of Satyagraha is based on ________ and non-violence.

Answers

1.	 1869
2.	 Porbandar
3.	 Inner Temple, London
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Assignment

1.	 Discuss the early life and education of Mahatma Gandhi.

2.	 Explain the intellectual influences that shaped Gandhian philosophy.

3.	 Analyse the social and political context of Gandhian philosophy.

4.	 Examine the significance of Gandhi’s South African experience in the 
development of his political philosophy.

5.	 Assess the contribution of Gandhi’s formative experiences to modern 
Indian political thought.

4.	 South Africa
5.	 Bhagavad Gita
6.	 Gopal Krishna Gokhale
7.	 Unto This Last
8.	 Henry David Thoreau
9.	 1915
10.	Truth
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Ambedkar: Life, Intellectual 
Formation, and Social Context

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ describe the early life and educational background of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

	♦ explain the major intellectual influences that shaped Ambedkar’s political 
thought

	♦ analyse the social and political context in which Ambedkar’s philosophy 
evolved

	♦ examine the factors that contributed to the formation of Ambedkar’s 
political philosophy

During a classroom discussion on the Indian Constitution, Arun learned that Dr. 
B. R. Ambedkar was its chief architect. Curious to know how one person could 
make such an extraordinary contribution, he began reading about Ambedkar’s child-
hood, education, and public life. He discovered that years of social discrimination, 
academic excellence, and continuous struggle had shaped Ambedkar into one of 
India’s greatest political thinkers. This unit explores the experiences and ideas that 
shaped Ambedkar’s political philosophy.

Keywords

B. R. Ambedkar, Mhow, Columbia University, London School of Economics, John 
Dewey, Social Justice, Constitutionalism
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1.2.1 Early Life and Education of 
B. R. Ambedkar

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar was born 
on 14 April 1891 in Mhow, Central Provinces 
(present-day Madhya Pradesh). He was 
born into the Mahar community, which was 
treated as an “untouchable” caste under the 
prevailing social order. Although his father, 
Ramji Sakpal, served in the British Indian 
Army and valued education, the family 
continued to face social discrimination. 
Ambedkar’s childhood experiences of 
exclusion and humiliation later became the 
foundation of his lifelong struggle against 
caste inequality.

Childhood and Family Background

Ambedkar was the youngest child of 
Ramji Maloji Sakpal and Bhimabai. His 
father believed that education was the most 
effective means of social advancement and 
encouraged his children to study despite 
difficult circumstances. After his father’s 
retirement, the family moved to Satara in 
Maharashtra. The death of his mother during 
his childhood added further hardships to his 
life, but these challenges strengthened his 
determination to pursue education.

Growing up in a society deeply divided by 
caste, Ambedkar realised early on that social 
status often mattered more than individual 
ability. These experiences shaped his lifelong 
concern for equality, justice, and human 
dignity.

Experiences of Caste Discrimination

Ambedkar’s school life was marked 
by severe discrimination. Although he 
was academically brilliant, he was not 
allowed to sit with other students inside 
the classroom. Teachers rarely paid him 
attention, and he was often denied access 

to drinking water because members of the 
so-called “untouchable” communities were 
not permitted to touch public water vessels. 
Ambedkar later described these humiliating 
experiences through the expression “No 
peon, no water,” highlighting the everyday 
nature of caste discrimination.

These incidents left a deep impression on 
his mind. Instead of accepting social injustice, 
he became determined to understand its 
causes and work to eliminate it completely.

School and College Education

Despite social barriers, Ambedkar excelled 
in his studies. He became one of the first 
students from his community to pass the 
matriculation examination. He later joined 
Elphinstone College, affiliated with the 
University of Bombay, where he studied 
Economics and Political Science.

His academic achievements attracted 
the support of Sayajirao Gaekwad III, the 
Maharaja of Baroda, who awarded him 
a scholarship for higher studies abroad. 
This opportunity changed the course of 
Ambedkar’s life by giving him access to a 
world-class education.

Higher Education Abroad

In 1913, Ambedkar joined Columbia 
University in New York. There he studied 
economics, sociology, political science, 
history, philosophy, and public administration 
under distinguished scholars. His education 
exposed him to democratic values, 
constitutional government, and modern 
social science.

After completing his studies in the United 
States, he continued his education at the 
London School of Economics and Gray’s Inn. 
During this period, he completed advanced 
studies in economics and law, acquiring 

Discussion
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expertise that later influenced his work 
as a constitutional expert, economist, and 
political thinker.

Scholarship and Intellectual Growth

Ambedkar believed that education 
should develop critical thinking rather than 
merely provide employment. He was an 
extraordinary reader and maintained one 
of the largest private libraries of his time. 
His academic interests covered economics, 
law, history, religion, sociology, philosophy, 
anthropology, and comparative politics.

His extensive reading enabled him to 
examine Indian society from multiple 
perspectives and to develop independent 
ideas on democracy, social justice, 
constitutionalism, and human rights. Education 
became both a personal achievement and 
a social mission. He repeatedly urged the 
oppressed sections of society to “Educate, 
Organise and Agitate,” emphasising that 
knowledge was the foundation of social 
transformation.

Education as an Instrument of Social 
Change

Unlike many leaders of his time, Ambedkar 
viewed education as a means of liberation 
rather than simply a path to employment. 
He believed that ignorance sustained social 
inequality, whereas education empowered 
individuals to question discrimination 
and demand equal rights. This conviction 
shaped all his later efforts to improve access 
to education for socially disadvantaged 
communities.

His own journey-from a child facing 
untouchability to one of the most educated 
Indians of his generation-demonstrated 
the transformative power of education and 
became an inspiration for millions across 
the country.

B. R. Ambedkar’s early life and education 
reveal how personal struggle and academic 
excellence combined to shape one of India’s 
greatest political thinkers. His experiences 
of discrimination shaped his social mission, 
while his education gave him the knowledge 
and confidence to challenge injustice through 
constitutional and democratic means. These 
formative years laid the intellectual and moral 
foundation for his lifelong commitment to 
equality, liberty, and social justice.

1.2.2 Intellectual Influences on 
Ambedkar

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s political philosophy 
did not emerge from a single source. It 
developed through a combination of personal 
experience, academic study, and engagement 
with diverse intellectual traditions. His 
experiences of caste discrimination made 
him question the social order, while his 
education in India, the United States, and 
Britain introduced him to modern ideas on 
democracy, equality, economics, law, and 
social justice. Rather than accepting any 
philosophy in its original form, Ambedkar 
examined different ideas critically and 
adapted them to Indian conditions. As a 
result, his political thought became a unique 
synthesis of Indian social realities and global 
intellectual traditions.

Influence of Family and Early 
Experiences

Ambedkar’s earliest lessons came from his 
own life. Born into the Mahar community, he 
experienced untouchability from childhood. 
He was often denied equal treatment in 
school, public places, and society. These 
humiliating experiences convinced him that 
inequality was not simply an individual 
problem but a structural feature of Indian 
society. Instead of accepting discrimination, 
he became determined to fight for dignity, 
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education, and equal rights. His father, Ramji 
Sakpal, encouraged education despite severe 
social obstacles, strengthening Ambedkar’s 
belief that knowledge was the first step 
towards liberation.

Influence of Western Education

Ambedkar’s higher education transformed 
his intellectual outlook. At Columbia 
University in the United States, he studied 
political science, economics, sociology, 
philosophy, and public administration. Later, 
at the London School of Economics and 
Gray’s Inn, he expanded his understanding 
of constitutional law, finance, and democratic 
governance. These institutions exposed 
him to modern ideas of liberty, equality, 
constitutionalism, and individual rights. 
He realised that democratic societies could 
be built only through strong institutions 
and equal citizenship, not inherited social 
privileges.

Influence of John Dewey

Among Western thinkers, the American 
philosopher John Dewey influenced 
Ambedkar most. Dewey’s ideas on 
democracy, education, and pragmatism 
deeply impressed him during his years at 
Columbia University. Dewey argued that 
democracy was not merely a political system 
but a way of life based on participation, 
equality, and rational discussion.

Ambedkar adopted this broad 
understanding of democracy. He believed 
that democracy should transform social 
relations and provide equal opportunities to 
every citizen. His emphasis on constitutional 
morality, public education, and democratic 
institutions reflects Dewey’s influence, 
although Ambedkar adapted these ideas to 
the Indian context.

Influence of Liberal Political Thought

Ambedkar was also influenced by liberal 
thinkers who defended individual liberty, 

constitutional government, and the rule of 
law. Their writings strengthened his belief 
that the state must protect civil rights and 
prevent discrimination. At the same time, he 
recognised that political rights alone were 
insufficient in a society divided by caste. 
Therefore, he expanded liberal principles 
by demanding social and economic equality 
alongside political freedom.

Influence of Buddhism

Buddhism became the strongest moral 
and philosophical influence in Ambedkar’s 
later life. He found in Buddhist teachings 
the values of reason, compassion, equality, 
and human dignity. Unlike caste-based 
social practices, Buddhism emphasised 
ethical conduct and the equal worth of every 
individual.

Ambedkar believed that the principles of 
liberty, equality, and fraternity, essential for 
democracy, were reflected more clearly in 
Buddhism than in the caste hierarchy. His 
conversion to Buddhism in 1956 represented 
the culmination of his search for a religion 
that supported justice and human equality 
rather than social exclusion.

1.2.3 Social and Political Context 
of Ambedkar’s Thought

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s political thought 
emerged during a period of major political 
and social change in India. The freedom 
movement against British rule was gaining 
strength, but Indian society remained deeply 
divided by caste, untouchability, economic 
inequality, and social exclusion. Ambedkar 
believed that political independence alone 
would not improve the lives of the oppressed 
unless these inequalities were removed. His 
ideas therefore developed in response to the 
realities of colonial India and the everyday 
experiences of millions denied equality and 
human dignity. These social conditions and 
his commitment to democratic transformation 
shaped his political philosophy.
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Colonial Rule and Social Inequality

During Ambedkar’s lifetime, India was 
under British colonial rule. The colonial 
administration introduced modern education, 
legal institutions, and representative 
government, but it did not fundamentally 
alter the caste-based structure of Indian 
society. While political reforms were 
gradually introduced, large sections of 
the population remained socially and 
economically disadvantaged.

Ambedkar observed that colonial rule 
had created opportunities for constitutional 
reforms, but these reforms would have limited 
value if the existing social order remained 
unchanged. In his view, democracy required 
not only political institutions but also equality 
in social life. Therefore, the struggle against 
colonial rule had to be accompanied by the 
struggle against caste oppression and social 
discrimination.

The Reality of the Caste System

The caste system was the most significant 
factor influencing Ambedkar’s political 
thought. Untouchability restricted access 
to education, public employment, temples, 
wells, roads, and other public facilities. Social 
status was determined by birth rather than 
individual ability. As a result, millions of 
people remained excluded from public life 
despite constitutional and administrative 
changes.

Ambedkar argued that caste was not 
merely a social custom but a system that 
regulated power, economic opportunities, 
and social relationships. It denied individuals 
the freedom to develop their abilities and 
prevented the growth of a democratic society. 
His political philosophy therefore focused on 
dismantling caste and establishing equality 
before law and society.

Rise of Democratic Politics

The early twentieth century witnessed 
significant constitutional developments in 
British India. Reforms such as the Indian 
Councils Acts and the Government of 
India Acts gradually expanded political 
representation. Questions relating to 
elections, representation, minority rights, 
and constitutional safeguards became 
increasingly important.

Ambedkar actively participated in 
these debates. He argued that democracy 
should not simply reflect majority rule but 
should also protect minorities and socially 
disadvantaged communities. In his view, 
political representation was necessary to 
ensure that the voices of oppressed groups 
were heard in legislative institutions. 
This concern later shaped his demand for 
constitutional safeguards and affirmative 
measures for the Scheduled Castes.

Social Reform and the Question of 
Equality

During Ambedkar’s time, many social 
reform movements attempted to remove 
social evils such as child marriage, illiteracy, 
and untouchability. While appreciating 
these efforts, Ambedkar believed that many 
reformers addressed only the symptoms of 
inequality without challenging its structural 
foundations.

He maintained that meaningful reform 
required rejecting caste hierarchy entirely. 
Equality could not be achieved through 
charity or goodwill alone; it required legal 
rights, educational opportunities, political 
representation, and social transformation. 
This approach distinguished Ambedkar from 
many contemporary reformers and made 
social justice the central objective of his 
political philosophy.
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Constitutionalism and Democratic 
Change

Unlike revolutionary thinkers who 
advocated violent social transformation, 
Ambedkar believed change could be 
achieved through constitutional methods. 
He regarded the Constitution as an instrument 
for protecting liberty, equality, and justice. 
Democratic institutions, an independent 
judiciary, fundamental rights, and the rule 
of law were essential for creating an inclusive 
society.

For Ambedkar, political democracy would 
remain fragile without social democracy. 
He repeatedly argued that liberty, equality, 
and fraternity should guide both public 

institutions and social relations. These 
principles later became central to his role 
as the Chairman of the Drafting Committee 
of the Constitution of India.

Ambedkar’s political thought developed in 
response to the complex realities of colonial 
India. British rule, caste discrimination, 
social inequality, constitutional reforms, and 
economic deprivation all shaped his ideas. 
He believed that political freedom could 
become meaningful only when accompanied 
by social justice, economic equality, and 
constitutional democracy. These historical 
conditions shaped his vision of an India 
founded on liberty, equality, fraternity, and 
the rule of law.

Recap

	♦ Dr. B. R. Ambedkar was born in 1891 at Mhow and overcame severe 
social discrimination through education.

	♦ His experiences of untouchability shaped his commitment to equality 
and justice.

	♦ Higher education in the United States and Britain broadened his 
understanding of democracy, economics, and constitutional law.

	♦ Thinkers such as John Dewey and social reformers like Jyotirao Phule 
influenced his political philosophy.

	♦ Colonial rule, caste discrimination, and constitutional reforms formed 
the background of his political thought.

	♦ Ambedkar believed that democracy required social as well as political 
equality.

	♦ His leadership of social movements strengthened his commitment to 
constitutional methods and democratic change.
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Objective Questions

1.	 In which year was Dr. B. R. Ambedkar born?

2.	 Ambedkar was born at ________.

3.	 Which university did Ambedkar attend in the United States?

4.	 Which philosopher had a major influence on Ambedkar’s democratic 
ideas?

5.	 Ambedkar completed higher studies in economics at the ________.

6.	 What was Ambedkar’s famous slogan for social transformation?

7.	 Which movement asserted the right of the oppressed to use public 
water sources?

8.	 Which religion did Ambedkar embrace in 1956?

9.	 Ambedkar regarded ________, equality, and fraternity as the foundations 
of democracy.

10.	Ambedkar was the Chairman of the ________ of the Constituent Assembly.

Answers

1.	 1891

2.	 Mhow

3.	 Columbia University

4.	 John Dewey

5.	 London School of Economics

6.	 Educate, Organise and Agitate
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Assignment

1.	 Explain the early life and educational background of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar.

2.	 Discuss the intellectual influences that shaped Ambedkar’s political 
philosophy.

3.	 Analyse the social and political context of Ambedkar’s thought.

4.	 Examine the influence of education and social movements on Ambedkar’s 
political ideas.

5.	 Evaluate the contribution of Ambedkar to modern Indian political 
thought.

7.	 Mahad Satyagraha

8.	 Buddhism

9.	 Liberty

10.	Drafting Committee
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Concept of Satyagraha

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the meaning and concept of Satyagraha

	♦ describe the principles and methods of Satyagraha

	♦ analyse Satyagraha as a technique of non-violent resistance

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance of Satyagraha in democratic societies 
and conflict resolution

While travelling to college, Anand noticed a group of people holding a peaceful 
protest against the destruction of a nearby wetland. There were no hateful slogans, 
no violence, and no damage to public property. Curious about how such movements 
could influence governments without using force, he began reading about Mahatma 
Gandhi’s idea of Satyagraha. He realised that lasting social change is not always 
achieved through violence but can also emerge from truth, discipline, and moral 
courage. This unit introduces the meaning, principles, methods, and continuing 
relevance of Satyagraha.

Keywords

Satyagraha, Ahimsa, Truth Force, Soul Force, Civil Disobedience, Non-Cooperation, 
Boycott, Fasting, Self-Suffering, Moral Force
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2.1.1 Meaning and Concept of 
Satyagraha

Satyagraha occupies a central place 
in Gandhian political philosophy. It was 
not developed merely as a method of 
political protest against colonial rule but 
as a comprehensive approach to resolving 
injustice through truth and non-violence. 
Gandhi regarded Satyagraha as a moral force 
capable of transforming both the individual 
and society. It rejected violence, hatred, 
and revenge, while encouraging courage, 
self-discipline, and voluntary suffering in 
the pursuit of justice. Developed first in 
South Africa and later refined during India’s 
freedom struggle, Satyagraha became one 
of the most influential methods of peaceful 
political action in the twentieth century. Even 
today, it remains an important framework 
for democratic protest, civil resistance, and 
conflict resolution.

2.1.1.1 Origin and Meaning of 
Satyagraha

Gandhi coined the term Satyagraha during 
the campaign against discriminatory laws in 
South Africa in 1906. Initially, the movement 
was described as “Passive Resistance,” a 
term commonly used in Europe for peaceful 
political opposition. Gandhi, however, felt 
this term did not adequately capture the 
spirit of his movement. Passive resistance 
often suggested a temporary political strategy 
adopted by the weak when they lacked 
military strength. It could even permit the 
use of violence if circumstances changed.

To distinguish his philosophy from passive 
resistance, Gandhi introduced the term 
Satyagraha, combining two Sanskrit words: 
Satya, meaning truth, and Agraha, meaning 
firmness, insistence, or steadfastness. 
Literally, Satyagraha means holding firmly 

to truth or insistence on truth. Gandhi also 
described it as Truth Force or Soul Force, 
emphasising that the strength of a Satyagrahi 
comes from moral conviction rather than 
physical power.

For Gandhi, truth was not merely factual 
correctness. It represented the highest moral 
reality. Since no individual possesses absolute 
truth, every person should remain open to 
dialogue, self-examination, and correction. 
This understanding made Satyagraha 
a process of discovering truth through 
peaceful engagement rather than defeating 
an opponent.

Satyagraha as a Moral Philosophy

Gandhi regarded Satyagraha as much more 
than a political technique. It was a way of 
life founded upon ethical principles. Every 
Satyagrahi was expected to cultivate honesty, 
self-discipline, fearlessness, compassion, 
and respect for others. These qualities were 
necessary because Satyagraha aimed not to 
destroy the opponent but to remove injustice 
by awakening moral conscience.

Unlike methods based on coercion or 
intimidation, Satyagraha appealed to reason 
and humanity. Gandhi believed that even 
those who committed injustice possessed the 
capacity for moral transformation. Therefore, 
the purpose of struggle was not to humiliate 
or punish the wrongdoer but to encourage 
voluntary recognition of truth.

For this reason, Satyagraha required the 
individual to practise self-control before 
attempting to change society. Gandhi 
repeatedly argued that political freedom 
could not be achieved without moral 
discipline. Thus, personal ethics and public 
action became inseparable components of 
Satyagraha.

Discussion
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2.1.1.2 Satyagraha and Truth

Truth formed the foundation of Gandhian 
philosophy. Gandhi often declared that “Truth 
is God,” indicating that truth was the highest 
principle governing human life. Every action 
undertaken through Satyagraha had to be 
guided by sincerity, honesty, and justice.

A Satyagrahi was expected to avoid 
falsehood, hatred, and manipulation. Instead 
of forcing others to accept one’s views, they 
should patiently present the truth and remain 
willing to suffer for it. Gandhi believed 
truth ultimately held greater power than 
violence because it appealed to individuals’ 
consciences.

He also recognised that human 
understanding is limited. Therefore, 
Satyagraha encouraged humility and 
dialogue. If evidence proved one’s position 
to be mistaken, a true Satyagrahi should be 
prepared to revise it. In this way, Satyagraha 
promoted both moral conviction and 
intellectual openness.

2.1.1.3 Satyagraha and Non-Violence

Although truth occupied the central place, 
Gandhi maintained that truth could not be 
pursued through violent means. Violence 
generated hatred, fear, and revenge, making 
genuine reconciliation impossible. Therefore, 
Ahimsa became the practical expression 
of truth.

Non-violence did not mean passivity or 
submission to injustice. On the contrary, 
Gandhi regarded violence and cowardice as 
equally undesirable. A Satyagrahi actively 
resisted injustice but refused to harm the 
opponent physically or mentally. Instead of 
inflicting suffering on others, the Satyagrahi 
willingly accepted suffering upon themself.

According to Gandhi, voluntary 
suffering had moral significance because 
it demonstrated sincerity and commitment 
to justice. Such sacrifice could touch the 

oppressor’s conscience and create the 
conditions necessary for reconciliation. In 
this sense, suffering became an instrument 
of persuasion rather than revenge.

Satyagraha as Active Resistance

One of Gandhi’s key contributions was 
redefining resistance itself. He rejected the 
belief that non-violence represented weakness 
or inaction. Satyagraha demanded exceptional 
courage because it required individuals to 
confront injustice openly without resorting 
to violence.

The Satyagrahi neither escaped conflict nor 
submitted to oppression. Instead, resistance 
took forms such as public persuasion, non-
cooperation, civil disobedience, peaceful 
demonstrations, fasting, and voluntary 
suffering. These methods challenged unjust 
authority while preserving the dignity of 
both the protester and the opponent.

Gandhi therefore distinguished Satyagraha 
from passive obedience and violent 
revolution. It represented a third path in 
which moral strength replaced physical force.

Satyagraha in Gandhi’s Political Practice

Gandhi first applied Satyagraha during the 
struggles of the Indian community in South 
Africa against discriminatory legislation. The 
success of these campaigns convinced him 
that non-violent resistance could become 
an effective instrument of political action.

After returning to India, he adapted 
Satyagraha to Indian conditions. Movements 
such as the Champaran Satyagraha (1917), 
Kheda Satyagraha (1918), Ahmedabad Mill 
Strike (1918), Non-Cooperation Movement 
(1920–22), Civil Disobedience Movement 
(1930–34), and the Quit India Movement 
(1942) reflected different applications of the 
same philosophy. Although these struggles 
differed in their immediate objectives, all 
were guided by truth, non-violence, public 
participation, and moral discipline.
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These movements also demonstrated that 
Satyagraha was not confined to political 
independence. Gandhi employed it to address 
social discrimination, labour disputes, peasant 
grievances, and questions of justice in 
everyday life.

Satyagraha represents one of Gandhi’s 
most significant contributions to political 
thought and practice. It transformed political 
resistance by replacing force with moral 
courage, truth, and non-violence. Rather 
than seeking to defeat opponents, it aimed 
to remove injustice through persuasion, self-
discipline, and voluntary suffering. Gandhi 
believed lasting social and political change 
could not be achieved through hatred or 
coercion, but through ethical action rooted in 
truth. As a philosophy of peaceful resistance 
and democratic participation, Satyagraha 
continues to influence movements for justice 
and human rights worldwide.

2.1.2 Principles and Methods of 
Satyagraha

Satyagraha was not simply a protest against 
injustice but a disciplined moral struggle 
guided by clearly defined principles. Gandhi 
believed Satyagraha’s success depended 
more on the individual’s character than on 
the movement’s strength. Every Satyagrahi 
was expected to cultivate truthfulness, self-
control, fearlessness, and non-violence 
before participating in public action. These 
principles distinguished Satyagraha from 
ordinary political agitation and made it an 
ethical way to resolve conflicts. Along with 
these principles, Gandhi also developed a 
variety of non-violent methods through which 
individuals and communities could oppose 
injustice while preserving human dignity.

2.1.2.1 Fundamental Principles of 
Satyagraha

Truth (Satya)

Truth is the foundation of Satyagraha. 
Gandhi regarded truth as the highest moral 

principle guiding both individual conduct and 
public life. A Satyagrahi must always remain 
truthful in words, actions, and intentions. A 
movement should aim to establish justice 
rather than defeat an opponent.

Gandhi also recognised that no individual 
possesses complete knowledge of truth. 
Every person understands truth only 
partially. Therefore, a Satyagrahi should 
remain willing to listen to others, examine 
different viewpoints, and correct personal 
mistakes whenever necessary. This openness 
to dialogue distinguishes Satyagraha from 
rigid ideological movements.

Non-Violence (Ahimsa)

Non-violence is the practical expression 
of truth. Gandhi maintained that truth cannot 
be defended through violent means because 
violence creates hatred, fear, and revenge. A 
Satyagrahi therefore avoids causing physical 
or mental harm even while opposing injustice.

However, non-violence should not be 
confused with passivity. Gandhi believed 
that remaining silent in the face of injustice 
was itself a form of violence. A Satyagrahi 
actively resists oppression but refuses to 
employ hatred or physical force. The struggle 
targets injustice rather than the individual 
responsible for it.

Love and Compassion

An important feature of Satyagraha is 
its emphasis on love. Gandhi argued that 
hatred cannot eliminate hatred; only love 
can transform human relationships. Even 
while opposing unjust actions, a Satyagrahi 
must respect the opponent’s dignity.

This principle explains why Gandhi 
rejected revenge as a political objective. 
Satyagraha aimed to awaken the wrongdoer’s 
conscience and create conditions for 
reconciliation rather than permanent hostility.
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Self-Suffering

One distinctive feature of Satyagraha is 
the acceptance of voluntary suffering. Gandhi 
believed a Satyagrahi should be prepared to 
endure hardship without inflicting suffering 
on others. Arrest, imprisonment, economic 
sacrifice, and physical discomfort were 
accepted as part of the struggle for justice.

According to Gandhi, voluntary 
suffering demonstrates sincerity and moral 
commitment. It appeals to the opponent’s 
conscience and often wins the sympathy 
of the wider public. This willingness to 
suffer peacefully gives Satyagraha its ethical 
strength.

Self-Discipline

Gandhi emphasised that successful 
Satyagraha requires strict personal discipline. 
Participants should practise honesty, 
simplicity, patience, and self-restraint. They 
must avoid anger, abusive language, and 
irresponsible behaviour during protests.

Discipline ensured that Satyagraha 
remained peaceful even when provoked 
by violence. It also prevented movements 
from being diverted by personal ambition 
or emotional reactions. Gandhi therefore 
considered moral discipline to be as important 
as political commitment.

2.1.2.2 Methods of Satyagraha

While the principles of Satyagraha 
provided its moral foundation, Gandhi also 
developed practical methods to apply these 
ideals in public life. The choice of method 
depended on the nature of the injustice and 
people’s willingness to participate peacefully.

Non-Cooperation

Non-cooperation involves voluntarily 
withdrawing support from an unjust 
government, institution, or authority. Gandhi 
believed that every government ultimately 
depends upon the cooperation of the people. 

When citizens peacefully refuse to cooperate 
with injustice, oppressive systems gradually 
lose their strength.

During the Non-Cooperation Movement 
(1920–22), Indians boycotted government 
schools, law courts, foreign goods, and 
official honours. The objective was not to 
destroy institutions but to withdraw moral 
legitimacy from colonial rule.

Civil Disobedience

Civil disobedience refers to the deliberate 
and peaceful violation of unjust laws. Gandhi 
maintained that citizens should normally obey 
laws, but they may openly and nonviolently 
disobey laws that violate justice.

A Satyagrahi willingly accepts legal 
punishment instead of trying to escape it. By 
doing so, they draw attention to the injustice 
of the law itself. The Salt Satyagraha of 1930 
remains one of the most important examples 
of civil disobedience in Gandhian politics.

Boycott

Boycott was another important method 
adopted by Gandhi. It involved refusing to 
purchase foreign goods, avoiding institutions 
that supported colonial rule, and encouraging 
the use of indigenous products.

The boycott of British goods promoted 
the Swadeshi movement while also reducing 
economic dependence on colonial industries. 
Gandhi regarded boycott as a peaceful form 
of resistance that combined political protest 
with economic self-reliance.

Strike (Hartal)

Gandhi accepted strikes as a legitimate 
method of protest when conducted peacefully 
and for just reasons. Workers or citizens could 
suspend their activities to oppose injustice.

However, he insisted that strikes should 
remain voluntary and disciplined. They 
should not involve intimidation, property 
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destruction, or violence against those who 
chose not to participate.

Fasting

Fasting occupied a unique place in 
Gandhi’s method of Satyagraha. He regarded 
it as an act of self-purification rather than 
a means of political coercion. A fast was 
undertaken only after careful reflection and 
only when the Satyagrahi possessed moral 
authority.

Through fasting, Gandhi sought to awaken 
society’s conscience and encourage the 
peaceful settlement of disputes. He repeatedly 
warned that fasting should never be used 
for selfish or personal objectives.

The principles and methods of Satyagraha 
together form a comprehensive philosophy of 
peaceful political action. Truth, non-violence, 
love, self-suffering, fearlessness, and self-
discipline provide its ethical foundation, 
while methods such as non-cooperation, 
civil disobedience, boycott, fasting, and 
constructive work translate these ideals 
into practice. Gandhi believed that enduring 
political and social change could be achieved 
only when moral values guided public action. 
The effectiveness of Satyagraha therefore 
depends not merely on the methods adopted 
but on the ethical commitment of those who 
practise it.

2.1.3 Stages of Satyagraha

Gandhi believed Satyagraha should be 
adopted only after sincere efforts to resolve 
disputes peacefully. It was not intended to 
be the first response to conflict.

The process generally followed a sequence. 
Initially, activists attempted dialogue and 
negotiation to explain the grievance and seek 
a peaceful solution. If these efforts failed, the 
movement raised public awareness through 
meetings, discussions, and campaigns. Only 
when all peaceful negotiations failed did 

the movement turn to methods such as non-
cooperation or civil disobedience.

Even during the struggle, Gandhi insisted 
that channels of communication should 
remain open. If the opponent showed 
willingness to negotiate, the Satyagrahi 
should respond positively. The objective 
was always settlement through justice rather 
than permanent confrontation.

Mass Participation in Satyagraha

One of Satyagraha’s most remarkable 
features was its ability to involve ordinary 
people in political action. Before Gandhi, 
organised political activity was largely 
confined to educated elites. Gandhi 
transformed it into a mass movement by 
encouraging peasants, workers, women, 
students, and ordinary citizens to participate 
in peaceful resistance.

Participation, however, required discipline. 
Gandhi repeatedly instructed volunteers 
to remain peaceful even when provoked. 
Violence by a few participants could weaken 
the moral authority of the entire movement. 
Therefore, self-control became essential to 
successful mass mobilisation.

The participation of large numbers of 
ordinary people also demonstrated that 
political change need not depend upon 
military strength. Collective moral action 
could become an effective instrument of 
democratic transformation.

Satyagraha transformed political 
resistance by showing that truth and non-
violence could become powerful instruments 
of social and political change. It rejected both 
violent revolution and passive submission, 
offering a democratic method based on moral 
courage, self-discipline, and collective action. 
Through dialogue, voluntary suffering, and 
peaceful resistance, Gandhi showed that 
ordinary people could successfully challenge 
injustice without sacrificing ethical values. 
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The continuing influence of Satyagraha in 
movements for civil rights, democracy, and 
peace confirms its significance as one of the 
most important techniques of non-violent 
resistance in modern political thought.

2.1.4 Contemporary Relevance of 
Satyagraha

Although Satyagraha was developed 
during the struggle against British colonial 
rule, its significance extends far beyond that 
historical context. Gandhi conceived it as 
a universal method for resisting injustice 
wherever it existed. The principles of truth, 
non-violence, self-discipline, and moral 
persuasion are not confined to a particular 
country or period. In an age marked by 
political conflicts, social inequalities, 
communal tensions, environmental crises, 
and human rights violations, Satyagraha 
continues to offer an alternative approach 
to conflict resolution. While the nature of 
political struggles has changed over time, 
Satyagraha’s ethical foundations remain 
relevant in democratic societies worldwide.

Satyagraha in Democratic Societies

Modern democracies provide constitutional 
methods for expressing public opinion, 
yet peaceful protests continue to play an 
important role in influencing governments 
and public policy. Gandhi’s concept of 
Satyagraha demonstrates that citizens can 
oppose injustice without resorting to violence 
or destruction.

Peaceful demonstrations, marches, 
public campaigns, signature movements, 
and acts of civil disobedience are often 
organised to demand policy changes or draw 
attention to social issues. When conducted 
with discipline and respect for democratic 
values, such movements reflect the spirit of 
Satyagraha. They encourage governments 
to engage in dialogue rather than suppress 
dissent through force.

Satyagraha therefore remains relevant as 
a democratic method through which citizens 
can exercise their rights while maintaining 
public order and social harmony.

Relevance in Human Rights Movements

The influence of Satyagraha extends 
beyond India. During the twentieth century, 
many leaders adopted Gandhian methods 
to challenge injustice through peaceful 
resistance. The American Civil Rights 
Movement under Martin Luther King Jr. 
employed non-violent protest to oppose racial 
discrimination. Similarly, Nelson Mandela 
acknowledged Gandhi’s contribution to 
the struggle against racial oppression in 
South Africa, although the South African 
movement later adopted different strategies 
as circumstances changed.

These movements demonstrated that 
non-violent resistance could mobilise public 
opinion, expose injustice, and bring about 
significant political and legal reforms. The 
global acceptance of peaceful protest as a 
legitimate democratic practice owes much 
to Gandhi’s experiments with Satyagraha.

Satyagraha and Social Justice

Contemporary societies still face problems 
such as discrimination, social exclusion, 
corruption, and human rights violations. 
Gandhi’s method encourages people to 
challenge these problems through peaceful 
collective action rather than violence.

Several public campaigns in India 
concerning environmental protection, 
transparency in governance, women’s rights, 
and the rights of marginalised communities 
have adopted methods such as peaceful 
demonstrations, public awareness campaigns, 
fasting, and non-cooperation. Although these 
movements differ in their objectives, many 
reflect the broader principles of Satyagraha 
by relying on moral persuasion instead of 
coercion.
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Satyagraha also reminds citizens that 
democratic participation involves not only 
voting during elections but also taking 
responsible action whenever justice is 
threatened.

Relevance in Environmental Movements

Environmental degradation has emerged 
as one of the major challenges of the twenty-
first century. Gandhi consistently warned 
against unlimited consumption, excessive 
industrialisation, and the reckless exploitation 
of natural resources. His emphasis on 
simplicity, self-restraint, and responsible 
resource use has gained renewed importance 
in discussions of sustainable development.

Several environmental movements 
have adopted peaceful methods inspired 
by Gandhian philosophy. Public campaigns 
against deforestation, pollution, displacement, 
and ecological destruction often depend upon 
non-violent protest, public mobilisation, 
and moral appeal rather than violent 
confrontation.

Although Gandhi did not use the modern 
language of environmental politics, many 

scholars recognise that his philosophy 
anticipated contemporary concerns regarding 
sustainability and ecological balance.

Satyagraha in Conflict Resolution

The relevance of Satyagraha extends 
beyond political protest to peaceful conflict 
resolution. Gandhi believed that lasting peace 
could not be achieved through fear or military 
victory alone. Genuine peace required 
dialogue, mutual respect, and willingness 
to understand opposing viewpoints.

Today, methods such as negotiation, 
mediation, reconciliation, and confidence-
building have become important elements of 
conflict resolution at national and international 
levels. These approaches reflect the same 
principle that guided Satyagraha-the belief 
that conflicts should be resolved through 
communication and mutual understanding 
rather than violence.

In societies experiencing ethnic, religious, 
or political tensions, Gandhian methods 
continue to provide valuable guidance for 
promoting peaceful coexistence.

Recap

1.	 Satyagraha literally means holding firmly to truth.

2.	 Gandhi developed Satyagraha as an alternative to violence and passive 
resistance.

3.	 Truth and non-violence form the ethical foundations of Satyagraha.

4.	 Love, self-suffering, fearlessness, and self-discipline are essential 
qualities of a Satyagrahi.

5.	 Non-cooperation, civil disobedience, boycott, fasting, and constructive 
work are important methods of Satyagraha.
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6.	 Satyagraha seeks to transform the opponent through moral persuasion 
rather than coercion.

7.	 Gandhi successfully applied Satyagraha in South Africa and during 
India’s freedom struggle.

8.	 Satyagraha continues to influence democratic protests, human rights 
campaigns, environmental movements, and peaceful conflict resolution 
across the world.

Objective Questions

1.	 Who coined the term Satyagraha?

2.	 The word Satya means ________.

3.	 Satyagraha was first developed by Gandhi in ________.

4.	 Which principle forms the practical expression of truth in Gandhian 
philosophy?

5.	 Which movement is regarded as the most famous example of Civil 
Disobedience led by Gandhi?

6.	 Satyagraha is based on ________ force rather than physical force.

7.	 Which method involves the peaceful violation of an unjust law?

8.	 Which Gandhian method encourages rebuilding society through 
social reform and community service?

9.	 Satyagraha seeks to change the ________ rather than destroy the 
opponent.

10.	Gandhi described Satyagraha as Truth Force or ________.
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Answers

1.	 Mahatma Gandhi

2.	 Truth

3.	 South Africa

4.	 Ahimsa

5.	 Salt Satyagraha (Dandi March)

6.	 Moral

7.	 Civil Disobedience

8.	 Constructive Programme

9.	 Conscience

10.	Soul Force

Assignment

1.	 Explain the meaning and concept of Satyagraha.

2.	 Discuss the principles and methods of Satyagraha.

3.	 Analyse Satyagraha as a technique of non-violent resistance.

4.	 Distinguish between Satyagraha and passive resistance.

5.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of Satyagraha in democratic 
societies.

6.	 Examine the contribution of Satyagraha to modern political thought 
and conflict resolution.
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Concept of Non-Violence

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the meaning and concept of non-violence (Ahimsa)

	♦ examine non-violence as an ethical and political principle

	♦ describe the practice of non-violence in public life

	♦ analyse the role of non-violence in democratic politics and social 
transformation

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance and limitations of Gandhian 
non-violence

While returning from college, Naveen saw news reports about violent protests in 
one city and peaceful demonstrations in another. He noticed that the peaceful move-
ment attracted public support and encouraged discussions between the protesters 
and the authorities. Curious about why non-violent movements often gain greater 
legitimacy, he began reading about Gandhi’s philosophy of Ahimsa. He realised 
that non-violence is not a sign of weakness but a disciplined method of achieving 
justice through moral courage and democratic action. This unit explains the meaning, 
principles, practice, and relevance of Gandhian non-violence.

Keywords

Ahimsa, Non-Violence, Truth, Satyagraha, Compassion, Moral Courage, Civil Resistance, 
Peace, Dialogue, Conflict Resolution
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2.2.1 Meaning and Concept of 
Non-Violence 

Non-violence, or Ahimsa, is a fundamental 
principle of Gandhian philosophy. Although 
Ahimsa has deep roots in Indian religious 
traditions, Gandhi transformed it into a 
practical principle for individual conduct, 
social reform, and political action. For him, 
non-violence was not simply the absence of 
physical violence but a positive force based 
on love, truth, compassion, and respect for 
human dignity. He believed that lasting peace 
and justice could not be achieved through 
hatred or coercion. Instead, they required self-
discipline, moral courage, and a willingness 
to understand even those who opposed us. 
Gandhi’s interpretation of Ahimsa therefore 
extended beyond religion and became a 
guiding principle for democratic politics, 
social harmony, and international peace.

Meaning of Ahimsa

The word Ahimsa is derived from the 
Sanskrit word Himsa, meaning injury or 
violence. The prefix A denotes negation, 
making Ahimsa mean non-injury or non-
violence. Traditionally, the concept refers to 
avoiding harm to living beings in thought, 
word, and action. Gandhi accepted this 
traditional meaning but expanded its scope 
considerably.

For Gandhi, non-violence did not merely 
mean refraining from physical attacks. A 
person could be non-violent only when 
free from hatred, revenge, jealousy, and ill 
will. Speaking harshly, humiliating others, 
spreading falsehoods, exploiting the weak, 
or encouraging discrimination were also 
forms of violence. Thus, Ahimsa required 
purity of thought, speech, and behaviour.

He therefore viewed non-violence as a 
positive ethical principle that encouraged 
goodwill, compassion, and cooperation 
among human beings rather than simply 
the absence of conflict.

2.2.1.1 Philosophical Foundations of 
Ahimsa

Gandhi’s understanding of non-violence 
drew on several philosophical and religious 
traditions. Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism 
had long regarded Ahimsa as an important 
moral value. Jainism, in particular, emphasised 
complete respect for all forms of life, while 
Buddhism stressed compassion and the 
rejection of hatred. Gandhi drew inspiration 
from these traditions but interpreted them in 
the context of modern political and social life.

He was also influenced by the teachings 
of Jesus Christ, especially the message of 
love and forgiveness found in the Sermon on 
the Mount. Similarly, Leo Tolstoy’s writings 
strengthened his conviction that love and 
moral courage were more powerful than 
violence. Gandhi combined these influences 
with Indian ethical traditions to develop a 
universal philosophy of non-violence.

2.2.1.2 Ahimsa as a Positive Principle

One of Gandhi’s major contributions was 
interpreting Ahimsa as an active principle 
rather than passive avoidance of violence. 
He argued that remaining silent in the face 
of injustice could not be considered true 
non-violence. A person committed to Ahimsa 
should actively oppose injustice, exploitation, 
and discrimination, but without hatred or 
violence.

Thus, non-violence required positive 
action. It encouraged dialogue instead of 
hostility, persuasion instead of coercion, and 

Discussion
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reconciliation instead of revenge. Gandhi 
believed the objective of struggle should 
always be the removal of injustice, not the 
destruction of the opponent.

This understanding distinguished 
Gandhian Ahimsa from the popular belief 
that non-violence meant avoiding conflict.

2.2.1.3 Relationship between Truth and 
Non-Violence

Gandhi regarded Truth (Satya) and 
Non-violence (Ahimsa) as inseparable. He 
often stated that truth was the goal, while 
non-violence was the means of attaining 
it. Because truth represented the highest 
moral value, it could not be pursued through 
violence.

Violence, according to Gandhi, produces 
fear, hatred, and resentment. Such conditions 
make it impossible to discover truth or 
establish genuine justice. Non-violence, by 
contrast, creates an atmosphere of mutual 
respect where dialogue and understanding 
become possible.

He therefore maintained that anyone 
seeking truth must practise non-violence, 
and anyone committed to non-violence must 
remain faithful to truth. These two principles 
formed the ethical foundation of his political 
philosophy.

2.2.2 Essential Features of 
Gandhian Non-Violence

The essential features of non-violence 
are as follows. 

Love instead of Hatred

According to Gandhi, hatred only increases 
conflict and division. Love and compassion 
help individuals understand each other and 
create possibilities for reconciliation. Even 
while resisting injustice, a non-violent person 
should respect the opponent’s dignity.

Courage and Fearlessness

Gandhi argued that non-violence demands 
greater courage than violence. A fearless 
person is prepared to defend justice without 
using physical force. The willingness to face 
hardship and suffering peacefully is a true 
sign of courage.

Self-Discipline

Self-discipline is essential for practising 
Ahimsa. Gandhi expected individuals to 
control anger, selfishness, and hatred 
while remaining patient and truthful. Such 
discipline enables peaceful resistance even 
in difficult situations.

Respect for Human Dignity

Gandhi believed that every individual 
possesses equal dignity regardless of caste, 
religion, gender, or economic status. Non-
violence therefore rejects discrimination, 
exploitation, and humiliation. Respect for 
human dignity forms the ethical foundation 
of a just society.

Readiness for Self-Sacrifice

A person following Ahimsa should be 
willing to suffer for the sake of truth rather 
than inflict suffering on others. Gandhi 
regarded voluntary sacrifice as a sign of 
moral strength. Such self-sacrifice often 
awakens society’s conscience and strengthens 
the cause of justice.

Ahimsa beyond Individual Ethics

Gandhi extended Ahimsa beyond personal 
conduct to social, political, and economic life. 
He believed that governments, communities, 
and nations should also resolve disputes 
through peaceful dialogue and cooperation. 
In this way, non-violence became a guiding 
principle for public life and democratic 
governance.

Gandhi transformed the traditional concept 
of Ahimsa into a dynamic philosophy of 
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individual conduct, political action, and social 
change. For him, non-violence meant much 
more than avoiding physical harm; it involved 
cultivating truth, love, compassion, self-
discipline, and respect for human dignity. By 
linking Ahimsa with justice and democratic 
participation, Gandhi demonstrated that 
peaceful methods could become powerful 
instruments of social transformation. His 
understanding of non-violence continues 
to influence discussions of peace, human 
rights, conflict resolution, and ethical politics 
worldwide.

2.2.3  Practice of Non-Violence in 
Public Life

For Gandhi, non-violence was not 
confined to personal morality or philosophical 
discussion. It was meant to be practised 
in every sphere of public life, including 
politics, society, economics, education, 
and community relations. He believed 
that a peaceful society could be built only 
when individuals and institutions adopted 
non-violence in their everyday activities. 
Gandhi demonstrated through his own life 
that public action guided by truth, self-
discipline, and compassion could become 
a powerful instrument of social and political 
transformation.

Non-Violence in Political Movements

Gandhi applied non-violence in the 
Indian freedom struggle through movements 
such as the Champaran Satyagraha, the 
Non-Cooperation Movement, the Civil 
Disobedience Movement, and the Quit India 
Movement. These campaigns encouraged 
peaceful protests, public participation, 
and moral resistance instead of violent 
confrontation. Through these movements, 
Gandhi showed that organised non-violence 
could become an effective political strategy.

Non-Violence in Social Reform

Gandhi believed that non-violence 

should guide efforts to reform society. He 
campaigned against untouchability, promoted 
communal harmony, encouraged women’s 
participation in public life, and supported the 
upliftment of disadvantaged communities. He 
believed social reform should be achieved 
through persuasion, dialogue, and public 
awareness rather than force.

Non-Violence in Community Life

Peaceful coexistence among different 
communities was central to Gandhi’s 
philosophy. He encouraged mutual respect 
among people belonging to different religions, 
castes, and cultures. During periods of 
communal tension, Gandhi appealed for 
reconciliation and peaceful dialogue instead 
of retaliation. He believed that lasting unity 
could be achieved only through trust and 
understanding.

Non-Violence in Economic Life

Gandhi extended the principle of non-
violence to economic activities. He criticised 
economic systems based on exploitation, 
greed, and excessive competition. Instead, 
he promoted cooperation, fair distribution of 
resources, village industries, and the dignity 
of labour. His concept of Trusteeship also 
reflected the belief that wealth should be 
used responsibly for the welfare of society.

Non-Violence in Education

Gandhi believed education should develop 
moral values alongside intellectual abilities. 
Through his concept of Basic Education (Nai 
Talim), he encouraged students to cultivate 
truthfulness, discipline, cooperation, and 
respect for manual labour. In his view, 
education should prepare responsible citizens 
capable of contributing to a peaceful society.

Non-Violence in Leadership

Gandhi expected political and social 
leaders to practise honesty, humility, and 
selfless service. Leadership should be 
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based on moral authority rather than fear or 
coercion. A true leader, according to Gandhi, 
wins people’s confidence through personal 
example, ethical conduct, and commitment 
to public welfare.

Gandhi’s practice of non-violence 
extended far beyond political protest. He 
applied it to social reform, economic life, 
education, leadership, and interpersonal 
relationships. By integrating ethical values 
with public action, Gandhi demonstrated 
that non-violence could become a practical 
method for promoting justice, democracy, 
and social harmony. His approach continues 
to provide valuable guidance for building 
peaceful and inclusive societies.

2.2.4 Contemporary Relevance of 
Non-Violence

Although Gandhi developed the 
philosophy of non-violence during India’s 
freedom struggle, its relevance extends 
well beyond the colonial period. In the 
contemporary world, societies continue 
to face problems such as armed conflicts, 
terrorism, communal violence, environmental 
degradation, social inequality, and political 
intolerance. These challenges have renewed 
interest in Gandhian non-violence as an 
alternative way to resolve disputes and 
promote justice. While governance and 
communication methods have changed, 
the values of peace, dialogue, and mutual 
respect continue to make non-violence an 
important principle in public life.

Relevance in Democratic Politics

In democratic societies, peaceful protest 
is recognised as a legitimate way to express 
public opinion. Gandhi’s principle of non-
violence encourages citizens to oppose 
injustice through dialogue, peaceful 
demonstrations, public campaigns, and 
constitutional methods rather than violence. 
Such approaches strengthen democratic 

institutions by promoting participation and 
accountability.

Relevance in Conflict Resolution

Many contemporary conflicts arise from 
ethnic, religious, political, and regional 
differences. Gandhi believed that lasting 
peace cannot be achieved through force alone. 
Negotiation, mediation, reconciliation, and 
mutual understanding are more effective in 
resolving disputes. His philosophy continues 
to influence peace-building initiatives 
worldwide.

Relevance in Human Rights Movements

Several movements for civil rights, 
gender equality, environmental protection, 
and social justice have adopted peaceful 
methods inspired by Gandhian principles. 
Non-violent campaigns have demonstrated 
that organised public action can influence 
governments and bring about legal and social 
reforms without resorting to violence.

Relevance in Promoting Social Harmony

Modern societies are characterised by 
cultural and religious diversity. Gandhi’s 
emphasis on tolerance, mutual respect, and 
communal harmony remains important 
for maintaining peaceful coexistence. 
His philosophy encourages dialogue and 
cooperation among different communities 
instead of hostility and division.

Relevance in Sustainable Development

Gandhi’s advocacy of simple living, 
responsible consumption, and respect for 
nature has gained renewed significance 
amid climate change and environmental 
degradation. His ideas encourage sustainable 
development by promoting the careful use 
of natural resources and reducing excessive 
consumerism.

Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence 
continues to provide valuable guidance for 
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addressing many contemporary challenges. 
Its emphasis on dialogue, justice, tolerance, 
and peaceful resistance makes it relevant for 
democratic politics, human rights movements, 
environmental protection, and international 

peace. Although its application may face 
practical limitations in certain situations, non-
violence remains one of the most influential 
ethical and political principles for promoting 
peaceful social transformation.

Recap

1.	 Ahimsa is the foundation of Gandhian philosophy.

2.	 Gandhi interpreted non-violence as a positive force based on truth 
and love.

3.	 Non-violence is both an ethical value and a political principle.

4.	 Truth and non-violence are inseparable in Gandhian thought.

5.	 Gandhi practised non-violence in politics, social reform, education, 
and economic life.

6.	 Non-violence promotes dialogue, cooperation, and peaceful conflict 
resolution.

7.	 Gandhian non-violence continues to influence democratic movements 
and human rights campaigns across the world.

8.	 Despite certain practical limitations, non-violence remains an important 
approach to achieving justice and peace.

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the Sanskrit meaning of Ahimsa?

2.	 According to Gandhi, non-violence is closely connected with ________.

3.	 Gandhi regarded non-violence as a ________ principle as well as a 
political principle.

4.	 Which movement used non-violence as its primary method of struggle?
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5.	 Gandhi believed that hatred can be overcome through ________.

6.	 Non-violence encourages disputes to be resolved through ________ 
rather than violence.

7.	 Gandhi’s concept of Basic Education is known as ________.

8.	 Which principle requires respect for the dignity of every individual?

9.	 Gandhian non-violence supports ________ participation in politics.

10.	According to Gandhi, truth is the goal and non-violence is the ________.

Answers

1.	 Non-injury or non-violence

2.	 Truth

3.	 Ethical

4.	 Satyagraha

5.	 Love

6.	 Dialogue

7.	 Nai Talim

8.	 Ahimsa

9.	 Democratic

10.	Means
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Assignment

1.	 Explain the meaning and concept of non-violence (Ahimsa).

2.	 Discuss non-violence as an ethical and political principle.

3.	 Examine the practice of non-violence in public life.

4.	 Analyse the relationship between truth and non-violence in Gandhian 
philosophy.

5.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of non-violence.

6.	 Critically examine the strengths and limitations of Gandhian non-
violence.
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Swaraj and Trusteeship

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the concept of Swaraj in Gandhian political thought

	♦ describe the concept and objectives of Trusteeship

	♦ analyse the relationship between Swaraj and Trusteeship

	♦ examine the relevance of Swaraj and Trusteeship in contemporary society

	♦ evaluate the strengths and limitations of Gandhi’s ideas on self-gover-
nance and economic justice

During a discussion on India’s development, Rahul observed that economic 
growth alone had not eliminated poverty or inequality. While reading about Mahatma 
Gandhi, he came across the ideas of Swaraj and Trusteeship. He realised that Gandhi 
viewed development not merely as economic progress but as a combination of 
self-governance, ethical leadership, social responsibility, and the welfare of all. 
This unit explains how these two concepts continue to influence discussions on 
democracy and development.

Keywords

Swaraj, Gram Swaraj, Self-rule, Self-Government, Self-Discipline, Trusteeship, 
Sarvodaya, Decentralisation, Swadeshi 
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2.3.1 Concept of Swaraj

The idea of Swaraj occupies a central place 
in Gandhian political thought. Although the 
term literally means self-rule, Gandhi gave 
it a much broader meaning than political 
independence from foreign rule. For him, 
Swaraj represented freedom at both the 
individual and collective levels. It required 
self-discipline, moral responsibility, social 
equality, and democratic participation. 
Gandhi believed a nation could achieve 
genuine freedom only when its people could 
govern themselves ethically and responsibly. 
Thus, Swaraj became the foundation of his 
vision of an ideal political and social order.

Meaning of Swaraj

The word Swaraj is derived from two 
Sanskrit words: Swa, meaning “self”, and 
Raj, meaning “rule” or “governance”. In its 
simplest sense, Swaraj means self-rule. While 
many nationalist leaders interpreted Swaraj 
as political independence from British rule, 
Gandhi argued that its meaning extended 
beyond the transfer of political power.

According to Gandhi, Swaraj begins with 
the individual. A person who cannot control 
their own desires, emotions, and actions 
cannot contribute to a truly free society. 
Therefore, self-government at the national 
level must be supported by self-discipline 
at the individual level.

Swaraj as Self-Government

Gandhi believed political freedom should 
enable people to govern themselves rather than 
depend excessively on the State. Democracy, 
according to him, should encourage active 
citizen participation rather than concentrating 
power in a few hands. Swaraj therefore meant 
responsible citizenship, public participation, 
and accountability in governance.

He argued that freedom was meaningful 
only when individuals were conscious of 
both their rights and duties. A society based 
solely on rights without responsibility could 
not sustain democratic institutions.

Swaraj as Self-Discipline

For Gandhi, Swaraj was closely linked 
with self-control. Individuals should regulate 
their behaviour through moral values rather 
than external force. Truth, non-violence, 
honesty, simplicity, and self-restraint were 
essential qualities of a free individual.

He believed that political independence 
without moral discipline would merely 
replace one form of domination with another. 
Therefore, self-rule first required mastery 
over one’s own thoughts and actions.

Swaraj and Village Self-Government

One distinctive feature of Gandhi’s concept 
of Swaraj was his emphasis on Gram Swaraj, 
or village self-government. He visualised 
every village as a self-governing community 
capable of managing its own affairs through 
local participation and cooperation.

Village communities should possess 
the authority to make decisions regarding 
local administration, education, agriculture, 
sanitation, and economic development. 
Decentralisation of power, according to 
Gandhi, would strengthen democracy by 
bringing governance closer to the people.

Swaraj and Economic Self-Reliance

Gandhi believed that political freedom 
should be supported by economic 
independence. Excessive dependence on 
foreign goods or highly centralised industries 
weakened national self-reliance. Therefore, 
he promoted Swadeshi, village industries, 
Khadi, and local production as essential 
components of Swaraj.

Discussion
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Economic self-reliance did not imply 
complete isolation from the outside world. 
Instead, it encouraged communities to build 
their own productive capacity while reducing 
unnecessary dependence on external forces.

Gandhi’s concept of Swaraj extends far 
beyond national independence. It combines 
individual self-discipline, democratic 
participation, decentralised governance, 
economic self-reliance, and social justice 
into a comprehensive vision of freedom. 
By linking political liberty with moral 
responsibility, Gandhi presented Swaraj as 
a way of building an ethical and democratic 
society. His interpretation continues to 
influence debates on democracy, local 
governance, and sustainable development 
in contemporary India.

2.3.2 Concept of Trusteeship

Trusteeship is one of Gandhi’s important 
contributions to economic and political 
thought. He developed this idea as an 
alternative to both unrestricted capitalism 
and state socialism. Gandhi believed wealth 
and property should not be viewed solely 
as private possessions but as resources 
held in trust for society’s welfare. While 
individuals could earn and own property 
through honest means, they also had a moral 
responsibility to use their wealth for the 
common good. Trusteeship therefore sought 
to reduce economic inequality through ethical 
responsibility rather than violent conflict or 
compulsory redistribution.

Meaning of Trusteeship

Trusteeship is based on the principle that 
wealth belongs ultimately to society, and 
those who possess it are only its trustees. 
Gandhi did not reject private property 
altogether, but he argued that ownership 
carries social obligations. Wealth should 
be used not merely for personal benefit but 
also for improving the welfare of others.

According to Gandhi, every individual 
has the right to meet their basic needs. 
However, accumulating excessive wealth 
without concern for society was morally 
unacceptable. Trusteeship therefore aimed 
to balance individual initiative with social 
responsibility.

Moral Basis of Trusteeship

Trusteeship rests on ethical values such 
as truth, non-violence, compassion, and self-
restraint. Gandhi believed that economic 
life should be guided by moral principles 
rather than greed and competition. Those 
who possess wealth should voluntarily 
recognise their responsibility towards 
workers, consumers, and society at large.

He expected the wealthy to act as custodians 
of social resources instead of treating wealth 
as an instrument of personal power. Thus, 
Trusteeship transformed economic ownership 
into a moral responsibility.

Trusteeship and Economic Equality

Gandhi accepted that complete economic 
equality might not be immediately achievable. 
However, he believed extreme wealth 
inequalities should be reduced. Trusteeship 
encouraged the fair distribution of resources 
by promoting voluntary sharing, social 
responsibility, and concern for the welfare 
of weaker sections.

Instead of class conflict, Gandhi advocated 
cooperation between employers and workers. 
He believed that mutual trust and dialogue 
could create a more just economic order 
than violent confrontation.

Trusteeship and Private Property

Unlike socialist thinkers, Gandhi did not 
advocate abolishing private property. He 
accepted individual ownership provided that 
it served social welfare. Property owners 
were expected to use their wealth responsibly, 
provide fair wages, improve working 
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conditions, and contribute to community 
development.

Thus, Trusteeship recognised private 
ownership while placing ethical limits 
on its use. According to Gandhi, wealth 
should benefit society rather than remain 
concentrated in the hands of a few individuals.

Trusteeship and Labour

Gandhi attached equal dignity to labour 
and capital. He believed that employers and 
workers should cooperate instead of viewing 
each other as enemies. Labour should receive 
fair wages, humane working conditions, and 
respect, while employers should recognise 
their moral responsibility towards society.

Trusteeship therefore sought to create 
industrial harmony by encouraging 
cooperation, dialogue, and mutual 
responsibility rather than class struggle.

Criticisms of Trusteeship

The concept of Trusteeship has attracted 
criticism from several scholars. Critics argue 
that it depends largely on the voluntary 
goodwill of wealthy individuals and lacks 
legal mechanisms for implementation. They 
question whether economic inequality can 
be reduced without compulsory reforms 
and state intervention.

Others point out that Trusteeship assumes 
a high degree of moral responsibility among 
property owners, which may not always exist 
in practice. Despite these criticisms, the 
concept continues to influence discussions 
on corporate social responsibility, ethical 
business practices, and inclusive development.

Gandhi’s concept of Trusteeship presents 
an ethical approach to economic life by 
combining private ownership with social 
responsibility. It encourages the wealthy 
to use their resources for society’s welfare 
while promoting cooperation rather than 
conflict between labour and capital. Although 

critics have argued that the concept relies 
on voluntary action, its emphasis on ethical 
business practices, social responsibility, and 
inclusive development remains relevant in 
contemporary discussions of economic 
justice.

2.3.3 Relationship between 
Swaraj and Trusteeship

Swaraj and Trusteeship are closely 
connected concepts in Gandhian political 
thought. While Swaraj provides Gandhi’s 
vision of a free and self-governing society, 
Trusteeship offers an ethical framework for 
organising its economic life. Gandhi believed 
that political freedom alone would not create 
a just society unless it were supported by 
economic responsibility and social equality. 
Similarly, economic justice could not be 
achieved without responsible citizens capable 
of self-governance. Together, Swaraj and 
Trusteeship represent Gandhi’s integrated 
vision of political, economic, and moral 
development.

Common Ethical Foundation

Both Swaraj and Trusteeship are rooted 
in truth, non-violence, self-discipline, and 
social responsibility. Gandhi believed that 
political and economic systems should be 
guided by ethical principles rather than greed 
or the pursuit of power. In both concepts, 
individual conduct plays an important role 
in creating a just and peaceful society.

Swaraj Requires Economic Justice

Gandhi argued that political independence 
alone cannot ensure genuine freedom. If 
wealth remains concentrated in the hands of a 
few, many people will continue to experience 
poverty and exploitation despite political 
freedom. Trusteeship complements Swaraj 
by encouraging the fair use of wealth for the 
welfare of society and reducing economic 
inequalities through moral responsibility.
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Trusteeship Supports Self-Governance

Swaraj emphasises responsible citizenship 
and self-government. Trusteeship strengthens 
this idea by expecting individuals, especially 
those with wealth and influence, to exercise 
self-restraint and act in the interests of 
society. Thus, both concepts depend on 
voluntary responsibility rather than external 
compulsion.

Decentralisation and Local 
Development

Gandhi’s vision of Swaraj favoured 
decentralised governance through self-
reliant villages. Trusteeship contributes to 
this vision by encouraging local investment, 
rural development, village industries, and 
community welfare. Instead of concentrating 
wealth and power in urban centres, both 
concepts seek balanced and inclusive 
development.

Welfare of All (Sarvodaya)

The ultimate objective of both Swaraj 
and Trusteeship is Sarvodaya, or the welfare 
of all. Swaraj seeks political freedom and 
democratic participation, while Trusteeship 
promotes economic justice and social 
responsibility. Together, they aim to create 
a society where every individual has 
opportunities for a dignified life, free from 
exploitation or discrimination.

Alternative to Capitalism and 
Socialism

Gandhi believed that unrestricted 
capitalism encouraged excessive wealth 
accumulation, while rigid state socialism 
concentrated too much power in the State. 
Swaraj and Trusteeship together offered an 
alternative model based on decentralisation, 
voluntary cooperation, ethical leadership, 
and shared responsibility. This approach 

attempted to balance individual freedom 
with social welfare.

2.3.4  Contemporary Relevance 
of Swaraj and Trusteeship

Although Swaraj and Trusteeship were 
developed during India’s struggle against 
colonial rule, their relevance extends 
beyond that historical period. Contemporary 
societies continue to face challenges such 
as economic inequality, environmental 
degradation, excessive centralisation of 
power, unemployment, and unequal access to 
resources. Gandhi’s ideas provide an ethical 
perspective for addressing these issues 
by promoting decentralised governance, 
responsible use of wealth, and people-centred 
development. While economic and political 
conditions have changed considerably, the 
values underlying Swaraj and Trusteeship 
continue to influence discussions on 
democracy, sustainable development, and 
corporate responsibility.

Relevance of Swaraj in Democratic 
Governance

Gandhi’s concept of Swaraj continues to 
be reflected in democratic decentralisation 
and local self-government. Institutions such 
as the Panchayati Raj system encourage 
people’s participation in decision-making and 
local development. By involving citizens in 
governance, Swaraj strengthens democracy 
and promotes grassroots accountability.

Relevance in Rural Development

Gandhi believed India’s progress depended 
on the development of its villages. Even today, 
programmes promoting rural employment, 
village industries, self-help groups, and local 
entrepreneurship reflect the spirit of Gram 
Swaraj. These initiatives seek to reduce rural 
poverty while encouraging self-reliance and 
balanced regional development.
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Relevance of Trusteeship in Business 
and Industry

The principle of Trusteeship remains 
relevant in discussions on ethical business 
practices. Modern concepts such as Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) encourage 
business organisations to contribute to 
education, healthcare, environmental 
protection, and community welfare. Although 
CSR differs from Gandhi’s original concept, 
both emphasise that wealth should serve 
broader social interests rather than private 
profit alone.

Relevance for Inclusive Development

Rapid economic growth has often been 
accompanied by increasing inequality. 
Gandhi’s idea of Trusteeship reminds society 
that development should benefit all sections 
of the population. Public policies relating to 
poverty alleviation, social welfare, financial 
inclusion, and equitable distribution of 
opportunities reflect the broader objective 
of reducing social and economic disparities.

Criticisms

Despite their continuing relevance, both 
concepts have attracted criticism. Some 
scholars argue that Swaraj’s emphasis on 
village-centred development may not fully 

address the needs of a modern industrial 
economy. Similarly, Trusteeship has been 
criticised for relying on the voluntary 
goodwill of wealthy individuals rather than 
legal or institutional mechanisms to reduce 
inequality.

Others contend that globalisation, 
technological change, and complex economic 
systems require stronger state regulation 
than Gandhi had envisaged. Nevertheless, 
many of Gandhi’s ethical concerns regarding 
inequality, environmental sustainability, 
and responsible governance remain highly 
relevant.

The concepts of Swaraj and Trusteeship 
continue to offer valuable insights into 
contemporary debates on democracy, 
development, and economic justice. Swaraj 
emphasises participatory governance, 
decentralisation, and self-reliance, while 
Trusteeship encourages the responsible 
use of wealth for the welfare of society. 
Although these ideas face certain practical 
limitations in the modern world, their ethical 
foundations remain significant for promoting 
inclusive development, sustainable growth, 
and responsible leadership. Gandhi’s vision 
continues to inspire efforts towards building 
a democratic society that combines political 
freedom with social and economic justice.

Recap

	♦ Indian religious traditions and Western thinkers significantly influenced 
Gandhi's Philosophy.

	♦ Gandhi’s experiences in South Africa transformed his approach to 
politics and public life.

	♦ Colonial exploitation and social inequalities provided the context for 
the emergence of Gandhian philosophy.
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	♦ Gandhi developed Satyagraha as a method of resisting injustice through 
non-violence.

	♦ His political thought expanded from political freedom to social and 
economic reconstruction.

	♦ Gandhi emerged as one of the foremost political thinkers of modern 
India through continuous reflection and practical action.

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the literal meaning of Swaraj?

2.	 Which concept represents Gandhi’s idea of village self-government?

3.	 Trusteeship is mainly associated with the ________ use of wealth.

4.	 Gandhi regarded wealth owners as ________ of society’s resources.

5.	 Which principle encourages decentralisation of political power?

6.	 Swaraj is closely connected with ________ and moral responsibility.

7.	 Which concept aims at the welfare of all?

8.	 Trusteeship seeks cooperation between labour and ________.

9.	 Which modern concept reflects ideas similar to Trusteeship?

10.	Gandhi believed that political freedom should be accompanied by 
________ justice.

Answers

1.	 Self-rule

2.	 Gram Swaraj

3.	 Ethical

4.	 Trustees
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5.	 Swaraj

6.	 Self-discipline

7.	 Sarvodaya

8.	 Capital

9.	 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

10.	Social

Assignment

1.	 Explain Gandhi’s concept of Swaraj.

2.	 Discuss the concept and significance of Trusteeship.

3.	 Analyse the relationship between Swaraj and Trusteeship.

4.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of Swaraj.

5.	 Examine the importance of Trusteeship in promoting economic justice.

6.	 Critically assess Gandhi’s ideas on Swaraj and Trusteeship.
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Ambedkar on Justice

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain Ambedkar’s concept of justice

	♦ examine the social, economic, and political dimensions of justice in 
Ambedkar’s thought

	♦ assess the contemporary relevance of Ambedkar’s idea of justice

	♦ evaluate Ambedkar’s contribution to the development of social justice 
in India

During a classroom discussion on equality, Anjali argued that justice means treat-
ing everyone equally before the law. Her teacher then asked whether people who 
have suffered discrimination for centuries can enjoy equality through legal rights 
alone. Curious about this question, Anjali began reading the writings of Dr. B. R. 
Ambedkar. She realised that justice involves not only equal laws but also equal 
dignity, equal opportunities, and the removal of social and economic inequalities. 
This unit examines Ambedkar’s comprehensive understanding of justice.

Keywords

Justice, Social Justice, Economic Justice, Political Justice, Human Dignity, Liberty, 
Equality, Fraternity, Constitutional Justice,  Social Transformation
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3.1.1 Concept of Justice in 
Ambedkar’s Thought

Justice is the central organising principle 
of B. R. Ambedkar’s political philosophy. 
Unlike conventional legal interpretations, 
Ambedkar understood justice as a 
comprehensive social ideal that seeks to 
eliminate inequality, discrimination, and 
exploitation. He argued that a society cannot 
be called just merely because it guarantees 
legal rights; justice must also be reflected in 
social relations and economic opportunities. 
His concept of justice emerged from his 
lifelong struggle against caste oppression 
and his commitment to building a democratic 
society founded on liberty, equality, and 
fraternity. For Ambedkar, justice was not an 
abstract philosophical idea but a practical 
programme for reconstructing Indian society.

Justice as a Social Ideal

Ambedkar regarded justice as the 
foundation of an ideal social order. He 
believed that every individual should enjoy 
equal status, equal opportunities, and equal 
protection under the law. Justice, therefore, 
was not confined to courts or legal institutions 
but extended to every sphere of social life. A 
society could be considered just only when it 
enabled all its members to live with dignity 
and freedom, irrespective of caste, religion, 
gender, or economic background.

Unlike traditional theories that treated 
justice mainly as legal fairness, Ambedkar 
linked justice with the transformation of 
society itself. He argued that political 
institutions alone could not establish justice 
unless social inequalities were removed. 
Justice, therefore, required structural changes 
that would ensure equal participation in 
public life.

3.1.1.1 Philosophical Basis of Justice

Ambedkar’s concept of justice drew on 
both Western liberal thought and Buddhist 
philosophy. His education at Columbia 
University exposed him to ideas of 
constitutionalism, democracy, individual 
rights, and social equality, while Buddhism 
strengthened his belief in compassion, 
rationality, and human dignity. He did not 
adopt any single philosophical tradition 
completely; instead, he developed an 
independent understanding suited to Indian 
society.

For Ambedkar, justice was inseparable 
from reason and morality. Social institutions 
should be judged not merely by tradition 
or religious authority, but by whether they 
promote human welfare and equal treatment. 
Any custom or institution that denied dignity 
or equality lacked moral legitimacy.

Critique of the Traditional Social Order

A distinctive feature of Ambedkar’s theory 
of justice is his critique of the caste system. He 
argued that caste institutionalised inequality 
by assigning social status, occupation, and 
rights based on birth rather than merit. Such 
a system denied justice because it deprived 
individuals of equal opportunities and treated 
human beings unequally from birth.

Ambedkar rejected the argument that 
caste represented a natural or harmonious 
social arrangement. Instead, he described it 
as a system of graded inequality in which 
every caste sought superiority over another. 
Justice, therefore, required the destruction 
of caste rather than minor reforms within 
it. His demand for the annihilation of caste 
was essentially a demand for social justice.

Discussion
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Justice as Liberty, Equality and Fraternity

Ambedkar regarded liberty, equality, and 
fraternity as the three pillars of justice. These 
principles were mutually dependent and 
could not function in isolation.

Liberty protects the freedom of thought, 
expression, belief, and action. Equality ensures 
equal legal status and equal opportunities for 
all citizens. Fraternity creates mutual respect, 
social cooperation, and a sense of common 
citizenship. According to Ambedkar, liberty 
without equality would produce privilege, 
equality without liberty would suppress 
individual freedom, and both would remain 
unstable without fraternity. Justice could 
therefore be realised only when these three 
principles operated together in society.

Justice and Constitutionalism

Ambedkar believed justice should not 
depend solely on society’s goodwill. It 
required constitutional guarantees and 
effective legal institutions. As Chairman of 
the Drafting Committee of the Constituent 
Assembly, he ensured that the Constitution 
incorporated principles of equality before law, 
prohibition of discrimination, abolition of 
untouchability, and protection of fundamental 
rights.

He regarded the Constitution as an 
instrument of social transformation rather 
than merely a legal document. Constitutional 
democracy would remain meaningful 
only if it actively promoted justice for 
historically disadvantaged communities. 
Thus, law became an important mechanism 
for achieving social change.

Justice and Democracy

Ambedkar argued that democracy is 
meaningful only when it is founded on 
justice. Political democracy gives citizens 
equal voting rights, but this alone cannot 
eliminate centuries of social and economic 

inequality. If society continues to be divided 
by caste and privilege, democratic institutions 
cannot function effectively.

For this reason, Ambedkar insisted that 
political democracy must be accompanied 
by social democracy. Justice creates the 
conditions necessary for meaningful 
citizenship by ensuring equal opportunities, 
equal dignity, and equal participation in 
public life. Democracy without justice, he 
warned, would remain fragile and incomplete.

3.1.1.2 Distinctive Features of 
Ambedkar’s Concept of Justice

Ambedkar’s theory of justice differs from 
many classical theories because it places 
social inequality at the centre of political 
analysis. He viewed justice not simply as 
fair laws but as the reconstruction of social 
relations based on equality and human 
dignity. His approach combines constitutional 
safeguards, democratic institutions, social 
reform, and economic opportunities into a 
single framework.

Unlike approaches that accept social 
hierarchy as inevitable, Ambedkar argued 
that justice requires removing institutional 
discrimination. His concept therefore remains 
closely connected with constitutional 
morality, social democracy, and the protection 
of human rights.

Ambedkar developed one of the most 
comprehensive theories of justice in modern 
Indian political thought. By linking justice 
with liberty, equality, fraternity, human 
dignity, and constitutional democracy, he 
transformed it from a legal principle into 
a programme for social reconstruction. 
His critique of caste and his insistence 
on constitutional safeguards continue to 
influence debates on democracy, social 
justice, and human rights in contemporary 
India. Ambedkar’s concept of justice remains 
a guiding framework for creating an inclusive 
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society based on equality, dignity, and 
democratic values.

3.1.2 Social, Economic, and 
Political Dimensions of Justice

Ambedkar’s concept of justice extends 
beyond legal equality to include social, 
economic, and political transformation. He 
believed that justice cannot be achieved 
by addressing only one sphere of human 
life while ignoring others. Political rights 
lose their meaning if people continue to 
experience social discrimination and 
economic deprivation. Therefore, Ambedkar 
viewed justice as a multidimensional concept 
in which social equality, economic security, 
and political freedom reinforce one another. 
His vision aimed at creating a democratic 
society where every individual enjoys equal 
dignity, opportunities, and participation in 
public life.

3.1.2.1 Social Justice

For Ambedkar, social justice was the 
foundation of all other forms of justice. He 
argued that Indian society was organised 
around the caste system, which denied 
equality and dignity to large sections of 
the population. A society divided by caste 
could never become democratic because it 
prevented people from interacting as equals.

Ambedkar therefore regarded the abolition 
of caste and untouchability as essential 
conditions for establishing social justice. 
He believed that every individual should 
have equal access to education, public spaces, 
occupations, and social opportunities. Justice 
required removing inherited privileges as 
well as inherited disabilities. In this sense, 
social justice meant creating a society based 
on equal human dignity rather than birth-
based hierarchy.

Social Justice and Human Dignity

Ambedkar consistently maintained 
that justice begins with respect for human 

dignity. Practices that humiliate individuals 
because of caste, religion, or gender violate 
the principles of democracy. Every person 
should be treated as an equal member of 
society, able to participate fully in social, 
cultural, and political life.

Human dignity, therefore, became 
the moral basis of his struggle against 
untouchability, caste discrimination, and 
social exclusion.

3.1.2.2 Economic Justice

Ambedkar believed political democracy 
could not survive amid extreme economic 
inequality. Poverty, unemployment, and 
unequal access to productive resources 
prevented large sections of society from 
exercising their freedoms effectively. Justice 
therefore required not only political rights 
but also economic opportunities.

He supported State intervention to reduce 
inequality, promote employment, regulate key 
industries, and improve the living conditions 
of workers and marginalised communities. In 
States and Minorities, Ambedkar proposed 
measures such as State ownership of major 
industries, labour protection, and equitable 
distribution of economic resources. These 
proposals reflected his belief that economic 
democracy is essential for social justice.

3.1.2.3 Political Justice

Political justice occupied an equally 
important place in Ambedkar’s philosophy. 
He argued that every citizen should enjoy 
equal political rights irrespective of caste, 
religion, gender, or economic status. Universal 
adult franchise, equality before law, freedom 
of expression, and constitutional safeguards 
were necessary to ensure meaningful political 
participation.

Ambedkar strongly believed that 
democracy should provide equal opportunities 
for all citizens to participate in governance. 
Political institutions should protect minorities 
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and weaker sections from domination by 
socially powerful groups. For this reason, 
he supported constitutional safeguards, 
reservations, and independent institutions 
that could protect democratic rights.

Constitutional Safeguards

Ambedkar regarded the Constitution 
as the principal instrument for securing 
political justice. Fundamental Rights, the 
abolition of untouchability, equality before 
law, affirmative action, and constitutional 
remedies were incorporated to protect citizens 
against discrimination and arbitrary exercise 
of power.

He believed that constitutional guarantees 
transform justice from an abstract ideal into 
an enforceable right available to every citizen.

Interrelationship between Social, 
Economic, and Political Justice

One of Ambedkar’s most important 
contributions is his argument that these 
three dimensions of justice are inseparable. 
Social equality without economic security 
leaves people vulnerable to exploitation. 
Economic reforms without political freedom 
can produce authoritarianism. Political 
democracy without social equality becomes 
merely formal because unequal social 
relations continue to influence public life.

For this reason, Ambedkar insisted that 
democracy must promote social equality, 
economic welfare, and political participation 
simultaneously. Only the balanced 
development of these three dimensions can 
establish a just and inclusive society.

3.1.2.4 Justice and the Indian 
Constitution

The Preamble to the Constitution reflects 
Ambedkar’s comprehensive understanding of 
justice by recognising social, economic, and 
political justice as the fundamental objectives 
of the Indian Republic. These ideals also 

find expression in the Fundamental Rights, 
Directive Principles of State Policy, and 
provisions for affirmative action.

Ambedkar regarded the Constitution 
not merely as a legal document but as an 
instrument for transforming Indian society. 
Through constitutional democracy, he sought 
to replace the traditional order of inequality 
with a new order based on justice, equality, 
and human dignity.

Ambedkar developed a multidimensional 
concept of justice that integrates social 
equality, economic democracy, and 
political freedom into a single framework. 
He argued that justice cannot be realised 
unless discrimination, poverty, and 
political exclusion are addressed together. 
His constitutional vision sought to create 
institutions that could protect individual 
rights while transforming unequal social 
structures. The continuing relevance of 
his ideas lies in their ability to connect 
democracy with social transformation and 
human dignity, making justice the foundation 
of an inclusive constitutional order.

3.1.3 Contemporary Relevance of 
Ambedkar’s Idea of Justice

Ambedkar’s idea of justice was developed 
in response to the inequalities of colonial India 
and the caste-based social order. However, 
the principles he advocated continue to 
remain relevant in contemporary democratic 
societies. Issues such as caste discrimination, 
social exclusion, gender inequality, economic 
disparities, and unequal access to education 
and employment continue to challenge the 
constitutional promise of justice. Ambedkar’s 
concept of justice provides a framework for 
addressing these issues through constitutional 
values, democratic institutions, and social 
reform. His vision reminds us that justice is 
not a one-time achievement but a continuous 
process of creating an inclusive and equitable 
society.
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Justice and Social Equality

Although the Constitution guarantees 
equality before the law, various forms of 
social discrimination continue to exist. Caste-
based exclusion, untouchability in new forms, 
honour killings, and discrimination against 
marginalised communities indicate that social 
justice remains an unfinished project.

Ambedkar argued that democracy cannot 
survive where social inequality persists. His 
emphasis on dignity, equal treatment, and 
the annihilation of caste continues to guide 
efforts towards building an inclusive society 
based on constitutional values rather than 
inherited social status.

Justice and Affirmative Action

Ambedkar recognised that formal equality 
alone could not correct centuries of historical 
discrimination. Therefore, he supported 
special constitutional measures to improve 
the educational, social, and political position 
of disadvantaged communities.

Reservation policies, constitutional 
safeguards for Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes, and measures for 
educational and employment opportunities 
reflect this approach. These policies are 
intended not as privileges but as instruments of 
social justice that promote equal opportunities 
in a deeply unequal society.

Justice and Social Movements

Ambedkar’s ideas continue to inspire 
numerous social movements working for 
equality, dignity, and democratic rights. 
Organisations advocating the rights of Dalits, 
women, labourers, and other marginalised 
groups frequently draw upon his constitutional 
vision of justice.

Challenges to the Realisation of Justice

Despite constitutional guarantees, several 
challenges continue to hinder the full 

realisation of Ambedkar’s vision. Persistent 
caste discrimination, economic inequality, 
social exclusion, gender-based violence, 
and unequal access to education remain 
significant concerns.

Ambedkar had warned that political 
democracy would become unstable if social 
and economic inequalities continued. His 
warning remains relevant today because 
constitutional values require continuous 
public commitment and institutional support.

Continuing Significance of Ambedkar’s 
Idea of Justice

The enduring importance of Ambedkar’s 
philosophy lies in its comprehensive 
understanding of justice. It combines liberty, 
equality, fraternity, constitutional morality, 
and human dignity into a single democratic 
framework. Rather than treating justice as 
merely a legal concept, Ambedkar viewed 
it as the foundation of a democratic society 
committed to the welfare of all its citizens.

His ideas continue to guide constitutional 
interpretation, public policy, judicial 
decisions, and debates on social justice in 
modern India.

Ambedkar’s idea of justice remains one of 
the most significant contributions to modern 
Indian political thought. Its emphasis on 
equality, dignity, constitutional safeguards, 
and social transformation continues to guide 
democratic governance and public policy. 
Although constitutional reforms have 
made considerable progress, many of the 
inequalities Ambedkar identified persist. 
His vision therefore continues to inspire 
efforts towards creating a society where 
justice is realised not only through law but 
also through equal opportunities, social 
inclusion, and respect for human dignity.
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Recap

	♦ Ambedkar viewed justice as a comprehensive social ideal rather than 
merely a legal concept.

	♦ Justice, according to Ambedkar, is based on liberty, equality, fraternity, 
and human dignity.

	♦ He considered the caste system the greatest obstacle to social justice.

	♦ Social justice requires the elimination of discrimination and equal 
opportunities for all.

	♦ Economic justice seeks to reduce inequality and protect the rights of 
workers and disadvantaged communities.

	♦ Political justice ensures equal participation, constitutional rights, and 
democratic representation.

	♦ The Indian Constitution reflects Ambedkar’s vision of social, economic, 
and political justice.

	♦ Ambedkar’s concept of justice continues to guide debates on equality, 
constitutional rights, and democratic governance.

Objective Questions

1.	 Which principle occupies a central place in Ambedkar’s political 
philosophy?

2.	 Ambedkar regarded justice as a combination of liberty, equality, and 
________.

3.	 According to Ambedkar, which social institution was the greatest 
obstacle to justice?

4.	 Which document reflects Ambedkar’s vision of social, economic, and 
political justice?

5.	 Political democracy must be accompanied by ________ democracy.
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Answers

1.	 Justice

2.	 Fraternity

3.	 Caste system

4.	 The Constitution of India

5.	 Social

6.	 Article 17

7.	 Dignity

8.	 Political justice

9.	 Social

10.	Social

6.	 Which constitutional provision abolished untouchability?

7.	 Ambedkar believed that justice should protect the ________ of every 
individual.

8.	 Which principle ensures equal participation in governance?

9.	 Reservation policies are intended to promote ________ justice.

10.	Ambedkar considered the Constitution an instrument of ________ 
transformation.

58  SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



Assignment

1.	 Explain the concept of justice in Ambedkar’s political thought.

2.	 Discuss the social, economic, and political dimensions of justice.

3.	 Analyse the relationship between justice and constitutional democracy.

4.	 Examine Ambedkar’s critique of the caste system from the perspective 
of justice.

5.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of Ambedkar’s idea of justice.

6.	 Critically assess Ambedkar’s contribution to the development of social 
justice in India.
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1.	 Ambedkar, B. R. (1936). Annihilation of Caste. Navayana. (Original 
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Ambedkar on Equality

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain Ambedkar’s concept of equality

	♦ examine the relationship between equality and the annihilation of caste

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance of Ambedkar’s idea of equality

While attending a seminar on the Indian Constitution, Akhil heard that every 
citizen is equal before the law. However, he wondered why the Constitution also 
provides reservations and special safeguards for certain communities. As he explored 
the writings of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, he realised that equality is not merely about 
treating everyone the same, but about removing historical disadvantages and creating 
equal opportunities. This unit examines Ambedkar’s understanding of equality as 
the foundation of democracy and social justice.

Keywords

Equality, Social Equality, Constitutional Equality, Equality of Opportunity, Annihilation 
of Caste, Human Dignity, Social Democracy, Liberty, Fraternity
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3.2.1  Concept of Equality in 
Ambedkar’s Thought

Equality is one of the most fundamental 
principles in B. R. Ambedkar’s political 
philosophy. Throughout his life, he argued 
that no democratic society can survive unless 
all individuals enjoy equal social status, equal 
opportunities, and equal rights. Unlike the 
formal notion of equality before the law, 
Ambedkar advocated substantive equality 
that removes historical disadvantages and 
enables every individual to develop with 
dignity. His concern with equality emerged 
from his personal experience of caste 
discrimination and his study of liberalism, 
democracy, and Buddhism. Consequently, 
equality became the foundation of his struggle 
for social justice, constitutional democracy, 
and human emancipation.

3.2.1.1 Meaning of Equality

Ambedkar understood equality as the 
equal moral worth of every human being. 
He rejected the idea that people are superior 
or inferior because of birth, caste, religion, 
or occupation. Equality, in his view, means 
that every individual should enjoy the same 
dignity, legal protection, opportunities, and 
freedom to develop their abilities.

He distinguished equality from uniformity. 
Equality does not require everyone to have 
identical talents or economic resources; 
rather, it requires society to provide equal 
opportunities and remove barriers created 
by discrimination and privilege.

Equality as the Foundation of Democracy

Ambedkar considered equality the 
cornerstone of democracy. He argued 
that democracy is not merely a form of 
government but a way of life based on 

mutual respect and equal treatment. If society 
continues to accept caste hierarchy and social 
discrimination, political democracy cannot 
function effectively.

He therefore maintained that democratic 
institutions can succeed only when citizens 
recognise one another as equals. Equality 
creates the social conditions necessary for 
liberty, justice, and democratic participation.

Equality and Human Dignity

For Ambedkar, equality was inseparable 
from human dignity. Every person possesses 
inherent worth irrespective of social 
background. Practices such as untouchability, 
caste discrimination, and exclusion from 
public life deny individuals their dignity and 
therefore violate the principle of equality.

His struggle against caste oppression was 
essentially a struggle to restore dignity to 
those who had been denied equal status for 
centuries. Equality, therefore, became both 
a moral and a constitutional principle.

Equality and Individual Rights

Ambedkar believed that equality 
should be guaranteed through individual 
rights protected by the Constitution. Equal 
citizenship, equality before law, freedom 
of occupation, educational opportunities, 
and protection against discrimination were 
necessary to ensure that all citizens enjoyed 
equal status.

However, he also recognised that legal 
equality alone could not remove historical 
disadvantages. Therefore, equality required 
both constitutional rights and positive 
measures to improve the conditions of 
disadvantaged communities.

Discussion
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Equality as Equality of Opportunity

Ambedkar strongly supported equality 
of opportunity rather than equality of 
privilege. Every individual should have 
access to education, employment, political 
participation, and public resources without 
discrimination. Opportunities should be 
determined by ability and merit, not caste 
or social origin.

Equality and Constitutional Democracy

As Chairman of the Drafting Committee, 
Ambedkar ensured that equality became 
one of the basic principles of the Indian 
Constitution. The Constitution guarantees 
equality before law, prohibits discrimination 
on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex, or 
place of birth, abolishes untouchability, 
and provides equal opportunities in public 
employment.

He regarded these constitutional 
provisions as essential for creating an 
egalitarian society based on justice rather 
than inherited privilege.

Distinctive Features of Ambedkar’s 
Concept of Equality

Ambedkar’s concept of equality differs 
from classical liberal approaches because 
it recognises the historical effects of caste 
discrimination. He argued that treating 
unequal groups equally without correcting 
past injustices merely preserves existing 
inequalities. Therefore, genuine equality 
requires constitutional safeguards, affirmative 
action, and social reform.

His understanding combines legal equality, 
social equality, economic opportunity, 
and human dignity into a comprehensive 
democratic framework.

Ambedkar’s concept of equality extends 
far beyond formal legal equality. It seeks to 
establish a society in which every individual 

enjoys equal dignity, equal opportunities, and 
equal participation in public life. By linking 
equality with democracy, constitutionalism, 
and social justice, Ambedkar transformed 
it into a principle of social reconstruction. 
His vision continues to shape constitutional 
values and public policy in India, making 
equality an enduring foundation of democratic 
society.

3.2.2  Equality and the 
Annihilation of Caste

The idea of equality sits at the centre of 
Ambedkar’s critique of the caste system. He 
believed caste was the greatest obstacle to 
establishing a democratic and just society 
because it denied individuals equal status, 
opportunities, and dignity. In Annihilation 
of Caste (1936), Ambedkar argued that caste 
was not merely a social institution but a 
system that legitimised inequality through 
religious and social customs. He maintained 
that genuine equality could never be achieved 
unless the caste system itself was completely 
dismantled. Thus, the struggle for equality 
became inseparable from the struggle to 
annihilate caste.

3.2.2.1 Ambedkar’s Critique of the 
Caste System

Ambedkar argued that the caste system 
institutionalised inequality by assigning social 
status, occupations, and rights according to 
birth. It denied individuals the freedom to 
choose their profession, develop their talents, 
or participate equally in society. Instead of 
promoting social cooperation, caste divided 
society into numerous hereditary groups 
with unequal status.

He described caste as a system of graded 
inequality, where every caste considered itself 
superior to another while accepting its own 
subordination to higher castes. According to 
Ambedkar, this structure made social unity 
and democratic citizenship impossible.
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Equality and the Rejection of Birth-Based 
Hierarchy

Ambedkar rejected the belief that birth 
determines an individual’s social position 
or worth. He argued that every human being 
has equal moral value, regardless of caste, 
religion, or family background. Social status 
should be determined by ability, education, 
and character rather than hereditary privilege.

This rejection of birth-based hierarchy 
formed the philosophical basis of his demand 
for equality. A democratic society, in his view, 
must recognise individuals as citizens rather 
than members of hereditary social groups.

Annihilation of Caste as a Condition for 
Equality

Ambedkar believed that reforms within 
the caste system could not establish equality 
because caste itself was founded upon 
inequality. He therefore argued that the 
system had to be completely abolished rather 
than merely modified.

In Annihilation of Caste, he maintained 
that social reform should precede political 
reform. Political independence would have 
little meaning if society continued to deny 
large sections of the population equal rights 
and dignity. Equality, therefore, required 
destroying caste as a social institution.

Equality through Social Reform

Ambedkar considered education, social 
awareness, and public reform essential for 
achieving equality. He encouraged oppressed 
communities to organise themselves, pursue 
education, and challenge discriminatory 
customs through democratic means.

He also criticised social practices that 
prevented inter-caste interaction. According 
to him, caste survived because it restricted 
social relations and reinforced hereditary 
divisions. Removing these barriers was 
necessary to create an egalitarian society.

Equality and Religious Reform

Ambedkar argued that certain religious 
interpretations had been used to justify 
caste inequality. He believed that social 
equality could not be established unless 
these discriminatory doctrines were critically 
examined and rejected.

His decision to embrace Buddhism in 
1956 reflected this conviction. He viewed 
Buddhism as a religion based on equality, 
rationality, compassion, and human dignity. 
Conversion represented not only a religious 
choice but also a rejection of caste-based 
social hierarchy.

Equality and Social Democracy
Ambedkar frequently emphasised that 

political democracy cannot survive without 
social democracy. Social democracy, 
according to him, rests upon the principles 
of liberty, equality, and fraternity. These 
values encourage citizens to treat one another 
with mutual respect rather than according 
to caste identity.

He warned that constitutional equality 
would remain ineffective if society continued 
to practise social discrimination. Therefore, 
equality required both constitutional 
guarantees and transformation of social 
attitudes.
Continuing Relevance

Although the Constitution abolished 
untouchability and guarantees equality before 
the law, caste-based discrimination continues 
to exist in various forms. Inequalities in 
education, employment, housing, marriage, 
and access to social opportunities demonstrate 
that Ambedkar’s critique remains relevant.

His demand for the annihilation of caste 
continues to influence debates on social 
justice, affirmative action, human rights, 
and democratic citizenship. The pursuit of 
equality remains closely connected with 
the removal of caste-based discrimination 
in contemporary India.
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Ambedkar regarded the annihilation of 
caste as the essential condition for establishing 
equality in Indian society. He showed that 
caste was not merely a cultural practice but 
a system that denied liberty, dignity, and 
equal opportunities to millions. By linking 
equality with social reform, constitutional 
democracy, and human dignity, Ambedkar 
transformed the struggle against caste into 
a broader movement for social justice. His 
ideas continue to provide an intellectual 
foundation for building an inclusive and 
egalitarian democratic society.

3.2.3 Contemporary Relevance of 
Ambedkar’s Idea of Equality

Ambedkar’s concept of equality 
remains one of the most influential ideas 
in contemporary Indian political thought. 
Although the Constitution guarantees equality 
before the law and prohibits discrimination, 
Indian society continues to face challenges 
arising from caste, class, gender, religion, 
and regional inequalities. Ambedkar believed 
that democracy could survive only when 
equality became a living social reality rather 
than merely a constitutional promise. His 
ideas continue to shape public policy, judicial 
interpretation, social movements, and debates 
on social justice. In contemporary India, 
equality remains closely connected with 
human dignity, constitutional rights, and 
inclusive development.
Equality and Social Justice

Ambedkar regarded equality as the 
foundation of social justice. Despite 
constitutional guarantees, caste 
discrimination, social exclusion, and 
unequal access to education and employment 
continue to affect many communities. His 
philosophy reminds society that equality 
requires removing structural barriers that 
prevent individuals from participating fully 
in social life.

Policies promoting social inclusion, 
educational opportunities, and protection 

against discrimination continue to reflect 
Ambedkar’s understanding of equality as 
an instrument of justice rather than merely 
a legal principle.

Equality and Affirmative Action

One of Ambedkar’s enduring contributions 
is his justification of affirmative action as 
a means of achieving substantive equality. 
He argued that communities subjected to 
centuries of discrimination cannot compete 
equally without institutional support. Equality 
therefore sometimes requires differential 
treatment to create equal opportunities.

Reservations in education, public employ-
ment, and legislative representation remain 
important mechanisms for reducing historical 
inequalities and expanding access to public 
institutions. Although debated, these mea-
sures remain rooted in Ambedkar’s vision 
of social equality.

Equality and Human Rights

Ambedkar’s concept of equality has 
become closely associated with the modern 
human rights discourse. His insistence on 
equal dignity, freedom from discrimina-
tion, and equal legal protection continues to 
influence debates concerning the rights of 
Dalits, Adivasis, women, religious minorities, 
persons with disabilities, and other vulner-
able groups.

His philosophy emphasises that human 
rights cannot be separated from social equal-
ity. Legal rights become meaningful only 
when individuals can exercise them without 
fear of discrimination or exclusion.

Challenges to Equality

Despite constitutional progress, significant 
challenges remain. Caste-based discrimi-
nation, educational inequalities, economic 
disparities, gender-based violence, social 
exclusion, and unequal access to oppor-
tunities continue to affect many sections 
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of Indian society. New forms of inequality 
associated with technology, urbanisation, and 
economic liberalisation have also emerged.

These developments show that equality 
is not a static achievement but an ongoing 
democratic responsibility. Ambedkar’s ideas 
remain relevant because they encourage 
constant efforts to eliminate both traditional 
and emerging forms of inequality.

Continuing Significance

Ambedkar’s concept of equality continues 
to influence constitutional interpretation, 
judicial decisions, public administration, 
educational policy, and democratic move-
ments. His philosophy has expanded the 
understanding of equality beyond formal 
legal rights to include dignity, opportunity, 
representation, and social participation.

In contemporary India, equality remains 
a principal constitutional value guiding the 
pursuit of justice, democracy, and inclusive 
nation-building.

Ambedkar’s idea of equality continues 
to provide intellectual and constitutional 
guidance for addressing the challenges of 
contemporary Indian society. His vision 
combines legal equality with social trans-
formation, human dignity, and equal 
opportunities for all citizens. While con-
stitutional democracy has created important 
safeguards, persistent discrimination and 
inequality show that his mission remains 
unfinished. Ambedkar’s philosophy remains 
relevant because it connects equality with 
justice, democracy, and the creation of an 
inclusive social order based on constitu-
tional values.

Recap

	♦ Ambedkar regarded equality as the foundation of democracy and social 
justice.

	♦ Equality means equal dignity, equal opportunities, and equal rights for 
every individual.

	♦ Ambedkar considered the caste system the greatest obstacle to equality.

	♦ He argued that equality requires the complete annihilation of caste.

	♦ Ambedkar supported affirmative action to correct historical discrimination.

	♦ Equality remains central to contemporary debates on human rights, 
social justice, and inclusive development.

	♦ Ambedkar’s philosophy continues to guide constitutional governance 
and democratic reforms in India.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Which principle forms the foundation of Ambedkar’s democratic 
philosophy along with liberty and fraternity?

2.	 According to Ambedkar, which social institution is the greatest obstacle 
to equality?

3.	 Equality before law is guaranteed under which constitutional principle?

4.	 Ambedkar argued that caste should be ________ to establish equality.

5.	 Which book contains Ambedkar’s most detailed critique of the caste 
system?

6.	 Equality of opportunity is closely associated with access to ________ 
and employment.

7.	 Ambedkar regarded ________ as the moral basis of equality.

8.	 Equality, liberty, and fraternity together constitute the basis of ________.

Answers

1.	 Equality

2.	 Caste system

3.	 Equality before Law

4.	 Annihilated

5.	 Annihilation of Caste

6.	 Education

7.	 Human dignity

8.	 Social democracy
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Assignment

1.	 Explain Ambedkar’s concept of equality.

2.	 Discuss the relationship between equality and the annihilation of caste.

3.	 Analyse equality in constitutional democracy.

4.	 Examine Ambedkar’s justification of affirmative action.

5.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of Ambedkar’s idea of equality.

6.	 Critically examine Ambedkar’s contribution to the development of an 
egalitarian society.
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Ambedkar on Democracy

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain Ambedkar’s concept of democracy

	♦ distinguish between social democracy and political democracy

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance of Ambedkar’s democratic thought

	♦ assess Ambedkar’s contribution to the development of constitutional 
democracy in India.

During a discussion on democracy, Meera observed that India regularly holds 
free elections, yet many people still experience discrimination and social inequality. 
Her teacher explained that democracy is not limited to elections but also requires 
equality, justice, and respect for constitutional values. While reading the works of 
Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, Meera realised that democracy must transform society as well 
as government. This unit examines Ambedkar’s understanding of democracy and 
its continuing relevance in contemporary India.

Keywords

Democracy, Social Democracy, Political Democracy, Constitutional Morality, 
Constitutional Democracy, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Rule of Law, Democratic Governance
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3.3.1 Ambedkar’s Idea of 
Democracy

Democracy occupies a central position in 
the political philosophy of B. R. Ambedkar. 
Unlike the conventional understanding that 
identifies democracy with elections and 
representative government, Ambedkar viewed 
it as a comprehensive social and moral order. 
He argued that democracy cannot survive 
on constitutional institutions alone unless it 
is supported by equality, liberty, fraternity, 
and social justice. For him, democracy 
was not simply a mechanism for choosing 
governments but a way of organising society 
based on respect for human dignity and equal 
citizenship. His democratic vision sought to 
transform India’s deeply hierarchical social 
structure into an inclusive, participatory 
society grounded in constitutional values.

3.3.1.1 Meaning of Democracy

Ambedkar defined democracy as “a 
mode of associated living, of conjoint 
communicated experience.” He believed that 
democracy is more than a political system; 
it is a social relationship based on equality, 
cooperation, and mutual respect. Citizens 
should not merely participate in elections 
but should also recognise one another as 
equals in everyday social life.

This understanding distinguishes 
Ambedkar’s conception of democracy from 
procedural definitions that focus only on 
elections and representative institutions. In 
his view, democracy requires democratic 
values to become part of social behaviour.

Democracy as a Way of Life

Ambedkar consistently argued that 
democracy should become a way of life 
rather than remain confined to constitutional 

arrangements. A democratic society is one in 
which individuals respect each other’s rights, 
resolve conflicts peacefully, and participate 
equally in public affairs.

He believed that democratic habits such as 
tolerance, dialogue, and respect for diversity 
are as important as democratic institutions. 
Without these values, constitutions alone 
cannot sustain democracy.

Democracy and Social Equality

A distinctive feature of Ambedkar’s 
democratic theory is the close relationship 
between democracy and social equality. He 
argued that caste-based hierarchy destroys 
the very foundation of democracy because 
it divides society into unequal groups.

A society governed by caste cannot 
develop democratic citizenship, as people 
continue to interact based on superiority and 
inferiority. Therefore, establishing democracy 
requires eliminating social inequalities and 
creating equal social relations.

Democracy and Liberty, Equality, and 
Fraternity

Ambedkar regarded liberty, equality, 
and fraternity as the moral foundations 
of democracy. These principles are 
interdependent and cannot function 
separately.

Liberty protects individual freedom, 
equality removes discrimination, and 
fraternity promotes social solidarity. 
According to Ambedkar, democracy becomes 
stable only when these values are practised 
together. He frequently observed that equality 
without liberty suppresses freedom, liberty 
without equality creates privilege, and both 
become fragile without fraternity.

Discussion
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Democracy and Constitutional 
Government

Ambedkar believed that democracy should 
function through constitutional institutions 
rather than arbitrary political power. He 
supported representative government, an 
independent judiciary, the rule of law, and 
the protection of Fundamental Rights.

He viewed the Constitution as the 
institutional framework through which 
democratic values could be translated into 
practice. Constitutional government protects 
citizens against the misuse of political 
authority while ensuring accountability 
and equal rights.

Democracy and Minority Rights

Ambedkar argued that democracy cannot 
be reduced to the rule of the numerical 
majority. A genuine democracy must also 
protect the rights and interests of minorities. If 
majority rule becomes a means of suppressing 
weaker sections, democracy loses its moral 
legitimacy.

He therefore supported constitutional 
safeguards, political representation, and 
legal protections for socially disadvantaged 
communities. Ambedkar argued that 
democracy should promote inclusion rather 
than domination.

Democracy and Social Transformation

For Ambedkar, democracy was an 
instrument of peaceful social transformation. 
He rejected violent revolution and rigid 
social conservatism. Democratic institutions 
should create opportunities for removing 
inequality through constitutional methods, 
public debate, legislation, and social reform.

He believed that democracy enables 
societies to achieve change without sacrificing 
liberty or political stability. Thus, democracy 
became a means of reconstructing society 
on the principles of justice and equality.

Distinctive Features of Ambedkar’s 
Democratic Thought

Ambedkar’s idea of democracy differs 
from conventional liberal theories because 
it integrates political institutions with social 
transformation. He argued that elections 
alone cannot sustain democracy without 
social equality, constitutional morality, and 
respect for human dignity.

His democratic philosophy combines 
constitutional government, social justice, 
minority protection, and democratic 
participation into a comprehensive framework. 
This makes his theory particularly relevant 
to diverse and socially unequal societies.

Ambedkar developed a broad and dynamic 
conception of democracy that extends beyond 
electoral politics. He saw democracy as a way 
of life grounded in liberty, equality, fraternity, 
constitutional morality, and social justice. His 
insistence that political democracy must be 
supported by social transformation remains 
one of his most significant contributions to 
modern political thought. In contemporary 
India, his democratic philosophy continues 
to guide efforts to strengthen constitutional 
governance, protect minority rights, and 
promote an inclusive democratic society.

3.3.2  Social Democracy and 
Political Democracy

One of Ambedkar’s most significant 
contributions to democratic theory is his 
distinction between political democracy 
and social democracy. He argued that 
political democracy, based on elections and 
constitutional rights, cannot survive in a 
society marked by caste hierarchy, inequality, 
and social exclusion. Democracy must 
therefore extend beyond political institutions 
to transform social relations. Ambedkar 
believed liberty, equality, and fraternity 
should shape not only the Constitution but 
also everyday social life. His idea of social 
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democracy sought to bridge the gap between 
constitutional ideals and social reality.

Meaning of Political Democracy

Political democracy refers to a system 
of government in which citizens participate 
in public affairs through universal adult 
franchise, free elections, representative 
institutions, and constitutional governance. 
It guarantees political rights such as voting, 
freedom of speech, equality before the law, 
and participation in government.

Ambedkar strongly supported 
parliamentary democracy because it enables 
the peaceful transfer of power and protects 
individual liberties. However, he believed 
that political democracy alone could not 
create a just society if social inequalities 
remained unchanged.

Meaning of Social Democracy

Ambedkar defined social democracy as 
a way of life based on liberty, equality, and 
fraternity. It requires individuals to recognise 
one another as equals and reject all forms 
of discrimination based on caste, religion, 
gender, or social status.

Unlike political democracy, which 
focuses on institutions, social democracy 
seeks to transform social relationships. It 
promotes equal dignity, mutual respect, 
and opportunities for every individual. 
For Ambedkar, democracy could become 
meaningful only when these values guided 
everyday social life.

Relationship between Social and 
Political Democracy

Ambedkar regarded social democracy and 
political democracy as inseparable. Political 
institutions cannot function effectively if 
society continues to practise inequality and 
discrimination. Equal voting rights become 
ineffective when social conditions prevent 
citizens from enjoying equal opportunities.

He therefore argued that political 
democracy must rest upon the foundation of 
social democracy. Constitutional rights alone 
cannot establish democracy unless society 
also accepts equality as a social principle.

Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity as the 
Basis of Social Democracy

Ambedkar repeatedly emphasised that 
liberty, equality, and fraternity form the 
ethical basis of social democracy. These 
principles are complementary and cannot 
exist independently.

Liberty protects individual freedom, 
equality removes social and legal 
discrimination, while fraternity creates a 
sense of common citizenship and mutual 
respect. According to Ambedkar, democracy 
becomes stable only when these three 
principles operate together in both public 
institutions and social life.

Caste as an Obstacle to Social 
Democracy

Ambedkar identified the caste system as 
the greatest barrier to social democracy. Caste 
divides society into hereditary groups with 
unequal status and restricts social interaction 
among citizens. These divisions weaken 
fraternity and prevent democratic values 
from emerging.

He argued that a society governed by caste 
cannot develop genuine democracy because 
its members do not recognise one another 
as equals. Therefore, the establishment of 
social democracy required the complete 
abolition of caste-based discrimination and 
untouchability.

Constitutional Democracy and Social 
Change

Ambedkar believed that the Constitution 
provides the legal framework for 
achieving social democracy. Fundamental 
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Rights, equality before law, abolition of 
untouchability, and affirmative action were 
designed to reduce social inequalities and 
strengthen democratic citizenship.

However, he cautioned that constitutional 
provisions alone would not transform 
society. Citizens and political leaders must 
actively practise constitutional values in 
their everyday conduct if democracy is to 
survive.

Warning against Contradictions in 
Democracy

In his final speech to the Constituent 
Assembly on 25 November 1949, Ambedkar 
warned that India was entering a life of 
contradictions. While the Constitution 
guaranteed political equality through 
universal adult franchise, society still suffered 
from deep social and economic inequalities.

He cautioned that if these contradictions 
persisted, those denied justice might lose 
faith in constitutional democracy. Therefore, 
political democracy had to be strengthened 
through continuous efforts to establish social 
and economic equality.

Significance of Ambedkar’s Theory

Ambedkar’s distinction between political 
democracy and social democracy remains 
one of the most original contributions to 
democratic theory. It highlights that elections 
alone cannot guarantee democracy unless 
supported by social equality, human dignity, 
and constitutional morality.

His theory has influenced debates on 
democratic citizenship, minority rights, 
social justice, affirmative action, and 
constitutional governance. It remains an 
important framework for understanding the 
relationship between democracy and social 
transformation.

Ambedkar regarded social democracy 
as the essential foundation of political 

democracy. While political democracy 
guarantees constitutional rights and 
representative government, social democracy 
ensures equality, dignity, and fraternity 
among citizens. He believed that democratic 
institutions can function effectively only 
when supported by an egalitarian social order. 
His analysis remains relevant because it 
reminds democratic societies that political 
freedom alone cannot ensure justice 
unless accompanied by social equality and 
constitutional values.

3.3.3 Contemporary Significance 
of Ambedkar’s Democratic 
Thought

Ambedkar’s democratic thought 
continues to occupy an important place in 
contemporary political discourse. Although 
his ideas emerged during the struggle against 
colonialism and caste oppression, they remain 
relevant to modern constitutional democracy. 
Challenges such as social inequality, 
majoritarian politics, discrimination, 
weakening of democratic institutions, and 
declining public trust in governance have 
renewed interest in Ambedkar’s vision of 
democracy. His emphasis on constitutional 
morality, social justice, liberty, equality, 
fraternity, and the protection of minority 
rights provides a comprehensive framework 
for strengthening democratic institutions. 
Ambedkar’s democratic philosophy continues 
to influence constitutional interpretation, 
public policy, judicial decisions, and 
democratic movements in India.

Relevance to Constitutional 
Democracy

Ambedkar regarded the Constitution as 
the foundation of democratic governance. 
His insistence on constitutional supremacy, 
the rule of law, and independent institutions 
continues to guide Indian democracy. 
Constitutional values remain essential to 
ensuring accountability, limiting the arbitrary 
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exercise of power, and protecting citizens’ 
rights.

In contemporary India, debates concerning 
judicial independence, federalism, separation 
of powers, and constitutional governance 
continue to draw upon Ambedkar’s 
constitutional vision.

Relevance to Social Justice

Ambedkar believed that democracy cannot 
survive in a society marked by inequality 
and discrimination. Despite constitutional 
guarantees, caste discrimination, social 
exclusion, and unequal access to education 
and employment continue to affect many 
sections of society.

His democratic philosophy reminds us that 
political democracy must be accompanied by 
social justice. Policies promoting affirmative 
action, educational opportunities, and social 
inclusion continue to reflect his commitment 
to creating an egalitarian social order.

Enduring Legacy of Ambedkar’s 
Democratic Thought

Ambedkar’s democratic philosophy 
has become an integral part of India’s 

constitutional tradition. His ideas continue to 
influence the judiciary, public administration, 
academic scholarship, civil society 
movements, and democratic reforms. By 
integrating constitutional governance with 
social justice, he developed a democratic 
model that can address both political and 
social inequalities.

His vision remains relevant not only 
for India but also for other plural societies 
seeking to balance democracy with equality, 
diversity, and human rights.

Ambedkar’s democratic thought 
continues to provide a strong intellectual 
foundation for constitutional governance 
and social transformation. His emphasis on 
constitutional morality, equality, social justice, 
minority rights, and democratic participation 
remains highly relevant in addressing the 
challenges facing contemporary democracies. 
By linking democracy with human dignity 
and constitutional values, Ambedkar 
demonstrated that democratic government 
must serve not only political stability but 
also social equality and justice. His ideas 
continue to inspire efforts towards building an 
inclusive, participatory, and constitutionally 
governed democratic society.

Recap

	♦ Ambedkar regarded democracy as both a system of government and 
a way of life.

	♦ Democracy must be founded on liberty, equality, fraternity, and justice.

	♦ Political democracy cannot survive without social democracy.

	♦ Democracy must safeguard the rights of minorities and disadvantaged 
communities.

	♦ Ambedkar believed that constitutional methods should guide political 
and social change.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Ambedkar described democracy as a mode of ________ living.

2.	 Which three principles form the moral foundation of democracy according 
to Ambedkar?

3.	 Political democracy must be supported by ________ democracy.

4.	 Democracy must protect the rights of both the majority and the ________.

5.	 Ambedkar believed that social change should be achieved through 
________ methods.

6.	 Which constitutional value promotes mutual respect among citizens?

7.	 Ambedkar warned that political democracy cannot survive without 
________ equality.

Answers

1.	 Associated

2.	 Liberty, Equality and Fraternity

3.	 Social

4.	 Minority

5.	 Constitutional

6.	 Fraternity

7.	 Social
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Assignment

1.	 Explain Ambedkar’s concept of democracy.

2.	 Discuss the relationship between social democracy and political 
democracy.

3.	 Examine the role of constitutional morality in democratic governance.

4.	 Evaluate the contemporary significance of Ambedkar’s democratic 
thought.

5.	 Critically assess Ambedkar’s contribution to constitutional democracy 
in India.
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Caste and Untouchability

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ examine Gandhi’s views on caste and untouchability

	♦ analyse Ambedkar’s critique of the caste system

	♦ compare Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s approaches to caste reform

During a discussion on social inequality, Anand observed that although untouchability 
is legally abolished, caste still influences many aspects of social and political life in 
India. His teacher explained that two of the most influential thinkers who addressed 
this issue were Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. While Gandhi sought to 
reform Hindu society by eliminating untouchability, Ambedkar argued that caste 
itself had to be abolished. This unit examines their ideas and the intellectual debate 
that shaped modern India’s understanding of equality and social justice.

Keywords

Caste, Untouchability, Varna, Harijan, Depressed Classes, Scheduled Castes, Annihilation 
of Caste, Social Justice
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4.1.1 Gandhi’s Perspective on 
Caste and Untouchability

The question of caste and untouchability 
occupied an important place in Gandhi’s 
social and political philosophy. Gandhi 
regarded untouchability as one of the greatest 
moral evils in Indian society and devoted 
considerable attention to its eradication 
throughout the national movement. At 
the same time, he distinguished between 
the caste system as it existed in practice 
and the original ideal of varna. While he 
strongly opposed untouchability and social 
discrimination, he initially believed that the 
principle of varna represented a functional 
social order based on duties rather than 
hierarchy. His position evolved, reflecting 
changing social realities and his engagement 
with critics such as B. R. Ambedkar.

Gandhi’s Understanding of Varna

Gandhi distinguished varna from the caste 
system. He argued that the original concept 
of varna was based on the division of social 
functions and not on ideas of superiority 
or inferiority. According to him, different 
occupations were equally valuable because 
every form of labour contributed to the 
welfare of society.

He maintained that varna, in its ideal 
form, encouraged social cooperation and 
prevented unhealthy competition. However, 
Gandhi acknowledged that this ideal had 
gradually degenerated into an oppressive 
caste hierarchy that promoted discrimination 
and inequality.

Gandhi’s Critique of Untouchability

Gandhi consistently condemned 
untouchability as a social evil that had no 
moral or religious justification. He described 
it as a blot on Hindu society and argued that it 

violated the principles of truth, non-violence, 
and human dignity. He repeatedly stated 
that no religion could justify the exclusion 
of fellow human beings based on birth.

For Gandhi, removing untouchability was 
essential to both social justice and national 
unity. He argued that a society that tolerated 
such discrimination could neither claim moral 
superiority nor successfully fight for political 
freedom.

Harijan Movement and Social Reform

To eliminate untouchability, Gandhi 
launched a nationwide campaign known 
as the Harijan Movement. He referred to 
the so-called untouchables as Harijans or 
“children of God,” intending to restore their 
dignity within Hindu society. Through his 
journals Harijan and Young India, he appealed 
to public opinion against discriminatory 
practices.

Gandhi travelled extensively across the 
country, raising funds for the education 
and welfare of the Depressed Classes, 
encouraging temple entry, promoting access 
to public wells and schools, and urging caste 
Hindus to abandon discriminatory customs.

Constructive Programme

Gandhi regarded eradicating untouchability 
as an integral part of his Constructive 
Programme. He believed that social reform 
should accompany the struggle for political 
independence. Congress workers were 
encouraged to work among the Depressed 
Classes by promoting education, sanitation, 
healthcare, vocational training, and economic 
self-reliance.

He argued that genuine Swaraj could not 
be achieved unless Indian society removed 
the inequalities existing within itself. National 

Discussion
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freedom and social reform were therefore 
closely interconnected.

Gandhi on Hindu Society

Gandhi believed that the Depressed 
Classes formed an integral part of Hindu 
society and should not be treated as a separate 
political community. He hoped that internal 
reform within Hinduism would eliminate 
caste discrimination while preserving the 
cultural unity of the Hindu community.

This conviction shaped his opposition to 
proposals that would politically separate the 
Depressed Classes from the larger Hindu 
electorate. He feared that such measures 
would permanently divide Hindu society 
and weaken the national movement.

Methods of Social Change

Gandhi believed that lasting social reform 
should be achieved through moral persuasion 
rather than coercion. He appealed to the 
conscience of caste Hindus, encouraging them 
to voluntarily abandon practices associated 
with untouchability. According to Gandhi, 
legislation alone would not transform social 
attitudes unless accompanied by ethical and 
spiritual reform.

His approach emphasised non-violence, 
dialogue, public awareness, constructive 
work, and personal example as instruments 
of social transformation.

Criticisms of Gandhi’s Approach

Although Gandhi’s campaign against 
untouchability attracted widespread public 
support, it also received significant criticism. 
Ambedkar argued that Gandhi attacked 
untouchability without questioning the 
broader structure of caste itself. According 
to Ambedkar, the persistence of varna 
inevitably sustained caste hierarchy and 
social inequality.

Critics further argued that Gandhi’s 
emphasis on moral reform underestimated 

the need for legal safeguards, political 
representation, and structural transformation. 
They believed that social equality required 
institutional reforms rather than reliance 
solely on appeals to individual conscience.

Evolution of Gandhi’s Views

Gandhi’s position on caste gradually 
shifted in the later years of his life. While 
he initially defended the ideal of varna, 
he increasingly criticised hereditary caste 
distinctions and accepted inter-caste dining 
and inter-caste marriage as legitimate ways 
to promote social equality. His later writings 
reflected a stronger commitment to equality 
and greater recognition of the need to remove 
all forms of caste discrimination.

Nevertheless, he continued to believe 
that reform within Hindu society offered 
the most effective path towards eliminating 
untouchability.

Gandhi regarded untouchability as a 
serious moral and social injustice that 
demanded immediate eradication. His 
campaign combined ethical reform, 
constructive work, public mobilisation, and 
social service to improve the conditions 
of the Depressed Classes. However, his 
distinction between varna and caste and 
his preference for reform within Hinduism 
differed fundamentally from Ambedkar’s 
demand for the complete annihilation of 
caste. These differences laid the foundation 
for one of the most significant debates in 
modern Indian political thought and continue 
to influence discussions on social justice 
and equality.

4.1.2 Ambedkar’s Critique of 
Caste and Untouchability

The critique of caste occupies the central 
place in B. R. Ambedkar’s political and social 
philosophy. Unlike earlier social reformers 
who sought to remove untouchability while 
preserving the caste order, Ambedkar argued 
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that caste itself was the root cause of social 
inequality and oppression. His critique was 
based on personal experience, historical 
analysis, and rational inquiry rather than 
religious interpretation. In works such as 
Annihilation of Caste, Ambedkar maintained 
that democracy, equality, and social justice 
could never flourish in a society organised 
on hereditary hierarchy. For him, completely 
destroying caste was a necessary condition 
for building a democratic and egalitarian 
India.

Ambedkar’s Understanding of Caste

Ambedkar rejected the view that caste 
was merely a division of labour or a harmless 
social arrangement. He argued that caste was 
fundamentally a division of labourers, in 
which occupations, rights, and social status 
were permanently fixed by birth. Such a 
system denied individuals the freedom to 
develop their abilities and prevented society 
from fully using human talent.

According to Ambedkar, caste destroyed 
the principle of equality by assigning different 
values to people based on birth. It created rigid 
social boundaries that restricted education, 
employment, marriage, and participation 
in public life.

Caste as a System of Graded Inequality

One of Ambedkar’s major contributions 
was describing caste as a system of graded 
inequality. Unlike a simple division between 
privileged and oppressed groups, caste 
created a hierarchy in which each caste 
considered itself superior to those below it 
while remaining subordinate to those above.

This structure weakened collective 
resistance because hierarchy divided 
oppressed communities. Ambedkar argued 
that this graded inequality prevented social 
solidarity and became the greatest obstacle 
to democracy and national unity.

Critique of Varna

Ambedkar rejected the distinction between 
varna and caste that Gandhi often maintained. 
In his view, caste evolved directly from 
the varna system, and the two could not 
be separated in practice. He argued that 
hereditary occupation and birth-based social 
status inevitably produced hierarchy and 
exclusion.

Therefore, attempts to preserve varna 
while eliminating caste discrimination 
were, according to Ambedkar, logically 
inconsistent. Genuine equality required 
rejecting both caste and the ideological 
foundations that supported it.

Critique of Hindu Social Order

Ambedkar argued that the caste system 
survived because religious doctrines and 
social customs supported it. He believed 
that many orthodox interpretations of 
Hindu scriptures legitimised inequality 
and discouraged social reform. As long as 
these beliefs remained unquestioned, caste 
discrimination would continue.

In Annihilation of Caste, Ambedkar 
therefore called for a critical examination of 
religious authority. He argued that no social 
institution should be accepted merely because 
tradition sanctioned it. Social practices should 
instead be judged by reason, equality, and 
human welfare.

Untouchability as the Extreme Form of 
Caste

Ambedkar regarded untouchability as the 
most inhuman expression of the caste system. 
It denied basic civil rights, blocked access to 
education, public facilities, and employment, 
and reduced millions to permanent social 
exclusion.

He argued that untouchability could not 
be removed without destroying the caste 
structure that produced it. Programmes 
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aimed only at improving the condition of 
the Depressed Classes without dismantling 
caste would leave the fundamental source 
of inequality untouched.

Annihilation of Caste

Ambedkar’s most influential work, 
Annihilation of Caste (1936), presented 
a systematic critique of the caste system. 
Originally prepared as a presidential address 
for the Jat-Pat Todak Mandal of Lahore, 
the speech was never delivered because 
the organisers objected to his criticism of 
Hindu scriptures. Ambedkar later published it 
independently, and it became one of the most 
important texts in modern Indian political 
thought.

In this work, he argued that caste was 
incompatible with liberty, equality, fraternity, 
and democracy. He maintained that social 
reform should precede political reform 
because political independence would 
have little meaning in a society governed 
by hereditary inequality.

Constitutional and Political Response

Unlike many contemporary reformers, 
Ambedkar combined social criticism with 
constitutional and political solutions. 
He demanded legal protection against 
discrimination, political representation for the 
Depressed Classes, access to education, and 
equal opportunities in public employment.

These ideas later found expression in the 
Constitution of India through the abolition of 
untouchability, Fundamental Rights, equality 
before the law, and affirmative action. For 
Ambedkar, constitutional democracy was 
the institutional means for achieving social 
equality.

Ambedkar’s critique of caste and 
untouchability represents one of the most 
radical and influential analyses of social 
inequality in modern India. He showed that 

caste was not simply a social custom but an 
institutionalised hierarchy that denied liberty, 
equality, and human dignity. By advocating 
the annihilation of caste, constitutional 
safeguards, and democratic transformation, 
Ambedkar sought to reconstruct Indian 
society on the principles of justice and 
equal citizenship. His ideas continue to 
shape debates on caste, social justice, and 
constitutional democracy in contemporary 
India.

4.1.3  Gandhi–Ambedkar Debate 
on Caste

The debate between Mahatma Gandhi and 
B. R. Ambedkar on caste represents one of 
the most significant intellectual exchanges in 
modern Indian political thought. Although 
both leaders were committed to improving 
the condition of the Depressed Classes and 
eliminating untouchability, they differed 
fundamentally on the nature of caste, the 
methods of social reform, and how to achieve 
equality. Gandhi believed that Hindu society 
could be reformed through moral regeneration 
and the removal of untouchability, whereas 
Ambedkar argued that caste itself was 
an oppressive institution that had to be 
completely dismantled. Their disagreement 
extended beyond social reform to questions 
of political representation, constitutional 
rights, and the future of Indian democracy. 
The debate continues to shape discussions 
on social justice, equality, and democratic 
transformation in contemporary India.

Different Understanding of Caste

The most fundamental disagreement 
concerned the nature of the caste system. 
Gandhi distinguished between the ideal 
concept of varna and the existing caste system. 
He believed varna originally represented a 
functional division of labour based on social 
duties and had later degenerated into an 
oppressive hierarchy. Consequently, Gandhi 
sought to reform Hindu society by removing 
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untouchability while preserving what he 
considered the ethical elements of varna.

Ambedkar rejected this distinction. He 
argued that varna and caste were historically 
and socially inseparable. He argued that 
hereditary occupations and birth-based 
status inevitably produced hierarchy and 
discrimination. Therefore, genuine social 
equality required the complete annihilation 
of caste rather than its reform.

Difference on Untouchability

Both Gandhi and Ambedkar strongly 
opposed untouchability, but they differed 
regarding its causes and remedies. Gandhi 
regarded untouchability as a moral and 
religious evil that had corrupted Hindu 
society. He appealed to the conscience of 
caste Hindus and encouraged voluntary 
reform through constructive programmes, 
temple entry movements, and campaigns 
for social equality.

Ambedkar considered untouchability to be 
the inevitable outcome of the caste system. In 
his view, eliminating untouchability without 
abolishing caste would merely remove one 
symptom while leaving the underlying 
structure of oppression intact. He therefore 
insisted that social equality could not be 
achieved unless caste itself disappeared.

Reform versus Reconstruction

Gandhi believed that Hindu society 
possessed the capacity for internal reform. 
He argued that ethical awakening, self-
purification, and constructive social 
work would gradually eliminate caste 
discrimination and restore social harmony.

Ambedkar disagreed with this gradualist 
approach. He argued that centuries of 
discrimination had demonstrated the 
limitations of moral appeals. Social 
justice required structural transformation 

through legal safeguards, political power, 
constitutional rights, and institutional reforms. 
For Ambedkar, social reconstruction, not 
moral reform, was the appropriate response 
to caste inequality.

Political Representation

One of the sharpest disagreements between 
Gandhi and Ambedkar concerned the political 
representation of the Depressed Classes. 
Ambedkar believed that socially oppressed 
communities required independent political 
representation to safeguard their interests. 
Since caste Hindus dominated political 
institutions, he argued that the Depressed 
Classes should have separate electorates to 
elect their own representatives.

Gandhi opposed this proposal because he 
believed that the Depressed Classes were an 
integral part of Hindu society. In his view, 
separate electorates would permanently 
divide Hindu society and weaken the national 
movement. This disagreement eventually 
culminated in the Poona Pact of 1932, which 
replaced separate electorates with reserved 
seats in joint electorates.

Religion and Social Change

Religion also became an important point of 
disagreement. Gandhi believed that Hinduism 
contained the moral resources necessary 
for self-correction and social reform. He 
interpreted religious teachings to support 
equality and human dignity while rejecting 
practices that encouraged untouchability.

Ambedkar argued that many traditional 
interpretations of Hindu scriptures legitimised 
caste hierarchy. He therefore maintained 
that meaningful social reform required 
questioning the religious foundations of 
caste. His eventual conversion to Buddhism 
in 1956 symbolised his rejection of caste-
based social order and his search for an 
egalitarian ethical framework.
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Significance of the Debate

The Gandhi–Ambedkar debate extended 
beyond the immediate issue of caste. It raised 
broader questions concerning democracy, 
equality, minority rights, constitutionalism, 
and social justice. Gandhi highlighted the 
ethical and moral dimensions of social reform, 
while Ambedkar emphasised institutional 
change and constitutional safeguards.

Their dialogue enriched modern Indian 
political thought by presenting two 
contrasting yet influential approaches to 
social transformation. Many contemporary 
discussions on affirmative action, social 
justice, constitutional rights, and democratic 
inclusion still draw on the ideas developed 
during this historic debate.

The Gandhi–Ambedkar debate on caste 
remains one of the defining intellectual 
engagements in modern India. While Gandhi 
sought to reform Hindu society by eliminat-
ing untouchability through moral and social 
reform, Ambedkar argued that caste itself 
had to be abolished through constitutional, 
political, and social transformation. Their dis-
agreement reflected two different approaches 
to achieving justice and equality rather than 
a difference over the goal itself. The debate 
continues to provide valuable insights into 
the relationship between democracy, social 
reform, and human dignity, making it an 
enduring subject of study in Indian political 
thought

Recap

	♦ Caste is a hereditary system of social stratification based on birth.

	♦ Untouchability represented the most severe form of caste-based 
discrimination.

	♦ Gandhi regarded untouchability as a moral evil and sought its abolition 
through social reform.

	♦ Gandhi distinguished between the ideal of varna and the existing caste 
system.

	♦ Ambedkar argued that caste itself was the source of social inequality 
and demanded its complete annihilation.

	♦ Ambedkar viewed political rights and constitutional safeguards as 
essential for achieving social equality.

	♦ Gandhi and Ambedkar differed in their approaches to caste but shared 
the objective of improving the condition of the Depressed Classes.

	♦ Their debate remains one of the most influential discussions on equality, 
democracy, and social justice in modern India.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Caste determines an individual’s social status primarily by ________.

2.	 Which social practice was abolished under Article 17 of the Indian 
Constitution?

3.	 Gandhi referred to the Depressed Classes as ________.

4.	 Which work contains Ambedkar’s most systematic critique of caste?

5.	 Ambedkar described caste as a system of ________ inequality.

6.	 Gandhi believed that untouchability could be removed through ________ 
reform.

7.	 Ambedkar argued that caste should be completely ________.

8.	 Which principle forms the foundation of Ambedkar’s critique of caste?

9.	 Gandhi distinguished between caste and ________.

10.	The debate between Gandhi and Ambedkar primarily concerned social 
________.

Answers

1.	 Birth

2.	 Untouchability

3.	 Harijans

4.	 Annihilation of Caste

5.	 Graded

6.	 Moral
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Assignment

1.	 Explain the nature and characteristics of the caste system in India.

2.	 Discuss Gandhi’s perspective on caste and untouchability.

3.	 Analyse Ambedkar’s critique of caste and untouchability.

4.	 Compare Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s approaches to social reform.

5.	 Evaluate the significance of the Gandhi–Ambedkar debate on caste.

6.	 Critically assess the relevance of their ideas in contemporary India.

7.	 Annihilated

8.	 Equality

9.	 Varna

10.	Justice
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Separate Electorate:  
The Political Stakes

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the concept and historical background of separate electorates

	♦ analyse Ambedkar’s demand for separate electorates for the Depressed 
Classes

	♦ examine Gandhi’s opposition to separate electorates

During a lecture on India’s freedom movement, Rahul came across the terms 
Communal Award, Separate Electorates, and Poona Pact. He wondered why two 
national leaders who both opposed untouchability disagreed so sharply on political 
representation. As he studied the constitutional debates of the 1930s, he realised 
that the disagreement was not merely about elections but about democracy, minority 
rights, and social justice. This unit examines these issues through the contrasting 
perspectives of Gandhi and Ambedkar.

Keywords

Separate Electorates, Joint Electorates, Communal Award, Poona Pact, Ramsay 
MacDonald, Round Table Conference, Depressed Classes, Political Representation.
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4.2.1 Concept of Separate 
Electorate

The demand for separate electorates 
was one of the most important political 
proposals advanced by B. R. Ambedkar 
during the constitutional negotiations of 
the 1930s. It emerged from his conviction 
that the Depressed Classes constituted a 
distinct political community whose interests 
could not be adequately protected within the 
existing social order. Ambedkar believed that 
centuries of caste discrimination had deprived 
the Depressed Classes of political power, 
social dignity, and economic opportunities. 
Therefore, political safeguards were essential 
for ensuring their effective participation in 
representative institutions. His demand 
for separate electorates was not intended 
to divide the nation but to establish genuine 
political equality for historically oppressed 
communities.

Political Background of the Demand

Ambedkar’s demand developed during 
the constitutional reforms initiated by the 
British Government in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s. As representative institutions 
expanded, minority representation became 
increasingly important. Muslims, Sikhs, 
Anglo-Indians, Indian Christians, and 
Europeans had already received separate 
electorates under earlier constitutional 
reforms.

Ambedkar argued that the Depressed 
Classes faced discrimination far more severe 
than other minorities because they suffered 
not only political exclusion but also social 
segregation and economic deprivation. 
Consequently, they required independent 
constitutional safeguards to protect their 
interests.

Rationale for Separate Electorates

Ambedkar believed that political 
representation should enable oppressed 
communities to choose leaders who genuinely 
represented their interests. Under a joint 
electorate, candidates from the Depressed 
Classes would depend largely on the votes 
of socially dominant castes. This would 
make them politically dependent upon the 
majority and limit their ability to challenge 
caste discrimination.

Separate electorates, according to 
Ambedkar, would allow the Depressed 
Classes to elect representatives accountable 
primarily to their own community. Such 
representatives would be better positioned 
to raise issues relating to discrimination, 
education, employment, land rights, and 
social justice.

The Principle of Double Voting

One distinctive feature of Ambedkar’s 
proposal was the concept of double voting, 
incorporated in the Communal Award of 
1932. Members of the Depressed Classes 
would participate in a separate electorate 
to elect their own representatives while 
simultaneously voting in the general 
electorate.

Ambedkar regarded this arrangement as an 
important constitutional safeguard because it 
combined independent political representation 
with participation in the broader democratic 
process. He later described the second vote as 
a valuable political instrument for protecting 
the interests of the Depressed Classes.

Representation and Political 
Empowerment

For Ambedkar, political representation was 
closely connected with social emancipation. 

Discussion
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He repeatedly argued that communities 
denied political power could not effectively 
secure education, employment, economic 
opportunities, or legal protection. His famous 
observation, “Political power is the key to 
all social progress,” reflected this belief.

Separate electorates were therefore 
intended to empower the Depressed 
Classes politically, not merely increase their 
numerical representation in legislatures. 
Ambedkar believed that without independent 
political voice, other reforms would remain 
ineffective.

Demand before the Round Table 
Conferences

Ambedkar forcefully presented his 
demand during the Round Table Conferences 
held in London between 1930 and 1932. 
He argued before the British Government 
that the Depressed Classes could not rely 
upon caste Hindu leadership to protect their 
interests.

He maintained that constitutional 
safeguards should reflect actual social 
conditions rather than formal religious 
identity. Since the Depressed Classes suffered 
systematic exclusion within Hindu society, 
they required separate political institutions 
capable of protecting their rights during the 
transition to self-government.

Acceptance through the Communal 
Award

The British Government accepted 
Ambedkar’s demand in principle through 
the Communal Award announced by Prime 
Minister Ramsay MacDonald on 16 August 
1932. The Award granted separate electorates 
to the Depressed Classes along with reserved 
seats in provincial and central legislatures.

Ambedkar welcomed the Award because 
he believed it recognised the political identity 
of the Depressed Classes and provided 

constitutional safeguards against domination 
by caste Hindu majorities. However, the 
Award immediately generated strong 
opposition from Gandhi, ultimately leading 
to the Poona Pact.

Criticism of the Demand

Ambedkar’s proposal was criticised by 
several national leaders, particularly Gandhi. 
Critics argued that separate electorates would 
fragment Hindu society and strengthen the 
British policy of divide and rule. They feared 
that recognising the Depressed Classes as a 
separate political community would weaken 
national unity during the freedom struggle.

Ambedkar rejected these criticisms, 
arguing that genuine national unity could 
not be built on the continued political 
subordination of oppressed communities. 
In his view, equality and justice were 
prerequisites for meaningful national 
integration, not obstacles to it.

4.2.2 Gandhi’s Opposition to 
Separate Electorates

Mahatma Gandhi strongly opposed the 
proposal to grant separate electorates to the 
Depressed Classes under the Communal 
Award of 1932. Although he accepted that 
untouchability was a grave social evil and 
that the condition of the Depressed Classes 
required urgent improvement, he believed 
that separate electorates were not the 
appropriate solution. Gandhi argued that the 
Depressed Classes were an inseparable part 
of Hindu society and that granting them a 
separate political identity would permanently 
divide the Hindu community. His opposition 
was therefore based not on denying the 
rights of the Depressed Classes but on 
his understanding of social unity, national 
integration, and the future of the Indian 
freedom movement. Gandhi’s resistance 
to separate electorates ultimately led to his 
fast unto death in Yerawada Jail and the 
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negotiations that resulted in the Poona Pact 
of 1932.

Depressed Classes as Part of the Hindu 
Community

Gandhi’s main reason for his opposition 
was his belief that the Depressed Classes 
formed an integral part of Hindu society. 
While he admitted that caste Hindus had 
committed grave injustices against them, 
he maintained that these injustices should 
be corrected through reform within Hindu 
society rather than through political 
separation.

According to Gandhi, recognising the 
Depressed Classes as a separate political 
community would imply that they were no 
longer part of Hindu society. He feared that 
such a constitutional arrangement would 
permanently institutionalise divisions that 
social reform sought to remove.

Fear of Division within Hindu Society

Gandhi believed that separate electorates 
would divide the Hindu community into 
distinct political groups. He argued that 
once separate electorates were introduced, 
caste Hindus and the Depressed Classes 
would begin to function as separate political 
communities with competing interests. In his 
view, such an arrangement would weaken 
social solidarity and delay the eradication 
of untouchability.

For Gandhi, unity within Hindu society 
was essential for achieving both social 
reform and national independence. Political 
separation would make reconciliation more 
difficult and deepen existing social divisions.

Opposition to the Communal Award

The announcement of the Communal 
Award intensified Gandhi’s opposition. 
While the Award granted separate electorates 
to several minority communities, Gandhi 
objected specifically to its extension to the 
Depressed Classes.

He argued that religious minorities such 
as Muslims and Sikhs constituted distinct 
political communities with separate historical 
identities. The Depressed Classes, however, 
belonged to the Hindu fold despite the 
discrimination they suffered. Therefore, 
Gandhi considered their political separation 
fundamentally different from that of religious 
minorities.

Concern over the British Policy of 
Divide and Rule

Another important reason for Gandhi’s 
opposition was his belief that separate 
electorates would strengthen the British 
colonial policy of divide and rule. He 
maintained that the British Government had 
repeatedly encouraged political divisions 
among different communities to weaken 
the Indian national movement.

Granting separate electorates to the 
Depressed Classes, Gandhi believed, would 
create another permanent division within 
Indian society and reduce the possibility 
of united resistance against colonial rule. 
National unity therefore became an important 
consideration in his opposition.

Gandhi’s Fast unto Death

On 20 September 1932, while imprisoned 
in Yerawada Central Jail, Gandhi began a fast 
unto death against the provision of separate 
electorates for the Depressed Classes. He 
declared that he would continue his fast 
until the proposal was withdrawn.

The fast created enormous public pressure 
throughout India. Political leaders, social 
reformers, and representatives of the 
Depressed Classes entered into negotiations 
to find a compromise acceptable to both 
Gandhi and Ambedkar. The fast thus became 
the immediate context for the negotiations 
that culminated in the Poona Pact.
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Gandhi’s Alternative: Joint Electorates 
with Reservation

Although Gandhi opposed separate 
electorates, he accepted that the Depressed 
Classes required adequate political 
representation. He therefore supported joint 
electorates with reserved seats.

Under this arrangement, representatives 
of the Depressed Classes would be elected 
from reserved constituencies but through a 
common electorate. Gandhi believed that this 
system would ensure political representation 
while preserving the unity of Hindu society.

Criticism of Gandhi’s Position

Ambedkar and several leaders of the 
Depressed Classes criticised Gandhi’s 
opposition to separate electorates. They 
argued that moral appeals alone could 
not protect communities that had suffered 
centuries of exclusion and discrimination. 
Political rights, they maintained, should 
not depend upon the goodwill of socially 
dominant groups.

Ambedkar also believed that Gandhi’s 
fast placed enormous moral pressure on him 
during the negotiations. Although the Poona 
Pact increased the number of reserved seats, 
Ambedkar later said that abandoning separate 
electorates deprived the Depressed Classes 
of an important instrument of independent 
political representation.

Gandhi’s opposition to separate electorates 
rested on his belief that the Depressed Classes 
were an inseparable part of Hindu society 
and that political separation would weaken 
both social unity and the national movement. 
He favoured joint electorates with reserved 
seats to combine political representation with 
social integration. While his position reflected 
concerns about national unity and moral 
reform, Ambedkar considered it inadequate 
for securing independent political rights for 
the Depressed Classes. The disagreement 
between the two leaders became one of the 
defining constitutional debates of modern 
India and directly shaped the negotiations 
leading to the Poona Pact.

Recap

	♦ Separate electorates were introduced by the British to ensure political 
representation for minority communities.

	♦ Ambedkar demanded separate electorates to secure independent political 
representation for the Depressed Classes.

	♦ Gandhi opposed separate electorates because he believed they would 
divide Hindu society and weaken national unity.

	♦ The Communal Award of 1932 accepted Ambedkar’s demand for 
separate electorates.

	♦ Gandhi’s fast at Yerawada Jail led to negotiations between Gandhi 
and Ambedkar.
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	♦ The Poona Pact replaced separate electorates with reserved seats in 
joint electorates.

	♦ The Pact increased the number of reserved seats for the Depressed 
Classes while rejecting separate electorates.

	♦ The debate over separate electorates continues to influence discussions 
on representation, reservation, and constitutional democracy.

Objective Questions

1.	 Which constitutional arrangement allowed members of a community 
to elect their own representatives?

2.	 The Communal Award was announced by ________.

3.	 Ambedkar demanded separate electorates for the ________ Classes.

4.	 Gandhi began his fast against the Communal Award in ________ Jail.

5.	 The Communal Award granted the Depressed Classes the right to 
________ voting.

6.	 Gandhi believed separate electorates would divide the ________ 
community.

7.	 The Poona Pact became the basis for later constitutional provisions 
relating to ________.

Answers

1.	 Separate Electorates

2.	 Ramsay MacDonald

3.	 Depressed
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Assignment

1.	 Explain the concept and evolution of separate electorates in colonial 
India.

2.	 Analyse Ambedkar’s justification for separate electorates.

3.	 Discuss Gandhi’s opposition to separate electorates.

4.	 Critically assess the Gandhi–Ambedkar debate on political representation.

4.	 Yerawada

5.	 Double

6.	 Hindu

7.	 Reservation
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The Poona Pact and Its 
Consequences

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ describe the negotiation process and major provisions of the Poona Pact

	♦ analyse the political significance of the Poona Pact

	♦ evaluate the impact of the Poona Pact on Dalit representation and Indian 
politics

During a discussion on reservation and political representation, Anjali wondered 
why the Constitution provides reserved seats for Scheduled Castes but not separate 
electorates. Her teacher explained that this arrangement originated from the Poona 
Pact of 1932, an agreement reached between Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. 
Ambedkar during one of the most critical moments of the freedom movement. 
This unit examines the historical background, provisions, political significance, and 
long-term consequences of the Poona Pact.

Keywords

Poona Pact, Communal Award, Joint Electorates, Reserved Seats, Dalit Representation, 
Scheduled Castes, Political Representation, Yerawada Jail, Ramsay MacDonald, 
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4.3.1 Historical Importance of the 
Context

The historical circumstances surrounding 
the Poona Pact illustrate the complex 
relationship between the freedom struggle 
and the movement for social justice. Gandhi 
prioritised national unity and social reform 
within Hindu society, whereas Ambedkar 
emphasised constitutional safeguards and 
independent political representation for the 
Depressed Classes.

The Pact therefore emerged not simply 
as a compromise between two individuals 
but as an outcome of competing visions 
regarding democracy, minority rights, and 
constitutional representation. It became a 
defining moment in the constitutional history 
of modern India.

The Poona Pact emerged from a complex 
historical process involving constitutional 
reforms, the struggle for political 
representation, and conflict between different 
approaches to social justice. The Round 
Table Conferences, the Communal Award, 
Gandhi’s fast, and Ambedkar’s demand for 
political safeguards together created the 
circumstances that made the Pact possible. 
Understanding this historical context helps 
explain why the Poona Pact remains one of 
the most significant constitutional agreements 
in India’s freedom movement and democratic 
development.

4.3.2  Negotiation and Provisions 
of the Poona Pact

The Poona Pact resulted from intensive 
negotiations between Mahatma Gandhi, Dr. 
B. R. Ambedkar, and several other political 
leaders in September 1932. Gandhi’s fast 
against the Communal Award created urgency, 

making a negotiated settlement unavoidable. 
The discussions sought to reconcile two 
opposing objectives: Gandhi’s insistence 
on preserving Hindu unity and Ambedkar’s 
demand for effective political safeguards for 
the Depressed Classes. After several days of 
deliberations, they reached an agreement on 
24 September 1932 at Yerawada Jail, Pune. 
The Pact became one of the most influential 
constitutional compromises of the Indian 
freedom movement and significantly shaped 
the future of political representation for the 
Scheduled Castes.

Beginning of the Negotiations

Following Gandhi’s fast on 20 September 
1932, political leaders across the country 
feared that his death would have serious 
political and social consequences. The British 
Government had indicated that it would 
consider modifications to the Communal 
Award if the concerned communities reached 
a mutually acceptable agreement.

Consequently, negotiations were initiated 
between Gandhi, Ambedkar, Madan Mohan 
Malaviya, M. C. Rajah, Tej Bahadur Sapru, 
Rajendra Prasad, Ghanshyam Das Birla, and 
other prominent leaders. The discussions 
focused on finding an alternative that would 
protect the interests of the Depressed Classes 
without introducing separate electorates.

Gandhi’s Position during the 
Negotiations

During the negotiations, Gandhi remained 
firm in his opposition to separate electorates. 
He argued that the Depressed Classes were an 
integral part of Hindu society and that granting 
them a separate political identity would 
permanently divide the Hindu community. 
However, Gandhi accepted that they required 

Discussion
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adequate political representation and was 
willing to support a substantial increase in 
reserved seats within a joint electorate.

His objective was to combine political 
safeguards with the preservation of social 
unity.

Ambedkar’s Position during the 
Negotiations

Ambedkar entered the negotiations with 
the primary objective of protecting the 
political rights of the Depressed Classes. 
Although he regarded separate electorates 
as the most effective safeguard, Gandhi’s 
fast created enormous moral and political 
pressure. Ambedkar later acknowledged that 
he faced a difficult choice between preserving 
the constitutional rights secured through the 
Communal Award and preventing a national 
crisis if Gandhi died.

Ultimately, he agreed to compromise on 
separate electorates in exchange for stronger 
guarantees of political representation and 
additional safeguards for the Depressed 
Classes.

Signing of the Poona Pact

After several rounds of discussion, the 
agreement was finalised on 24 September 
1932 at Yerawada Central Jail in Pune. 
Representatives of the Depressed Classes 
and leaders representing the caste Hindu 
community signed it. The British Government 
accepted the agreement and modified the 
Communal Award provisions relating to 
the Depressed Classes accordingly.

On 26 September 1932, Gandhi ended 
his fast after receiving confirmation that the 
settlement had been accepted.

Major Provisions of the Poona Pact

The most important provision of the Pact 
was the replacement of separate electorates 
with joint electorates. Members of the 

Depressed Classes would no longer elect their 
representatives through separate electoral 
rolls. Instead, they would participate in a 
common electorate along with other Hindu 
voters.

To compensate for the loss of separate 
electorates, the Pact substantially increased 
the number of reserved seats for the Depressed 
Classes in provincial legislatures from 71 
under the Communal Award to 148 seats. 
This represented a significant expansion of 
legislative representation.

Primary Election System

The Pact introduced a unique primary 
election mechanism. Before the general 
election, voters belonging to the Depressed 
Classes in each reserved constituency would 
elect a panel of four candidates from their 
own community. The final election would 
then be conducted through the joint electorate.

This arrangement attempted to ensure 
that candidates representing the Depressed 
Classes would first receive the support of 
their own community before facing election 
by the larger electorate.

Representation in the Central 
Legislature

The agreement also provided 
representation for the Depressed Classes 
in the Central Legislature. It reserved 18 
per cent of the seats allotted to the general 
electorate in British India for members of 
the Depressed Classes.

This provision recognised the need for 
their participation not only in provincial 
legislatures but also at the national level.

Safeguards for Public Services and 
Education

The Poona Pact extended beyond 
legislative representation by addressing 
educational and employment opportunities. 
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It declared that no person should suffer 
disabilities in public services merely because 
they belonged to the Depressed Classes. It 
further recommended that every effort should 
be made to secure fair representation of the 
community in government employment.

The Pact also required provincial 
governments to earmark an adequate 
portion of educational grants for advancing 
the Depressed Classes. These provisions 
reflected the recognition that political 
representation alone would not eliminate 
historical disadvantages.

Significance of the Negotiated 
Settlement

The Poona Pact represented a political 
compromise rather than a complete victory 
for either Gandhi or Ambedkar. Gandhi 
succeeded in preventing separate electorates 
and preserving the principle of a common 
Hindu electorate. Ambedkar secured a 
substantial increase in reserved seats and 
obtained constitutional assurances relating 
to education and public employment.

Although both leaders accepted the 
agreement, they interpreted its significance 
differently. Gandhi saw it as an achievement 
for Hindu unity, while Ambedkar viewed it 
as a compromise accepted under exceptional 
circumstances rather than an ideal solution.

The negotiations leading to the Poona Pact 
illustrate the complexity of constitutional 
politics during India’s freedom struggle. The 
agreement emerged through dialogue between 
two leaders who shared a commitment to 
uplifting the Depressed Classes but differed 
fundamentally on how to achieve it. By 
replacing separate electorates with reserved 
seats and introducing additional safeguards 
for education and public employment, the 
Pact established a new framework for political 
representation. Its provisions later influenced 
the constitutional arrangements adopted in 
independent India and continue to occupy 

an important place in discussions on social 
justice and democratic representation.

4.3.3  Political Significance of the 
Poona Pact

The Poona Pact of 1932 was more than 
an agreement between Mahatma Gandhi and 
Dr. B. R. Ambedkar; it became a landmark 
in India’s constitutional and political 
history. The Pact resolved the immediate 
controversy over separate electorates, but 
its significance extended far beyond that 
issue. It redefined political representation 
for the Depressed Classes, influenced later 
constitutional developments, and shaped 
the relationship between social justice and 
democratic governance. While Gandhi 
regarded the Pact as a victory for Hindu unity, 
Ambedkar viewed it as a compromise forced 
by extraordinary political circumstances. 
Consequently, the political significance of 
the Poona Pact remains a subject of ongoing 
scholarly debate.

Resolution of a Constitutional Crisis

The immediate significance of the 
Poona Pact lay in its successful resolution 
of the constitutional crisis created by the 
Communal Award and Gandhi’s fast unto 
death. The conflict threatened both the 
national movement and the constitutional 
negotiations under British rule.

By replacing separate electorates with 
reserved seats in joint electorates, the 
Pact removed the immediate deadlock. It 
enabled the British Government to modify 
the Communal Award without abandoning 
the principle of political safeguards for the 
Depressed Classes.

Shift from Separate Electorates to 
Reserved Representation

One of the most significant political 
outcomes of the Pact was the replacement 
of separate electorates with reserved 

100  SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



representation within joint electorates. This 
marked an important shift in the constitutional 
approach to minority representation.

Instead of creating separate political 
communities, the Pact sought to ensure 
representation while preserving a common 
electoral system. This principle later 
became the basis for political reservation 
for Scheduled Castes under the Constitution 
of India.

Recognition of the Depressed Classes 
as a Political Category

Although the Pact abolished separate 
electorates, it recognised that the Depressed 
Classes required special constitutional 
safeguards. By increasing the number of 
reserved seats and introducing provisions 
relating to education and public employment, 
the agreement acknowledged that historical 
discrimination required political intervention.

This recognition strengthened the claim 
that the problems of the Depressed Classes 
were not merely social issues but matters 
of constitutional and political importance.

Ambedkar’s Political Assessment

Ambedkar accepted the Pact as a practical 
compromise but remained dissatisfied with 
its long-term consequences. He believed that 
abandoning separate electorates deprived 
the Depressed Classes of genuine political 
independence. Under the system of joint 
electorates, Scheduled Caste candidates 
would continue to depend upon the votes 
of the majority community, reducing their 
ability to represent the interests of their own 
people independently.

In his later writings, Ambedkar criticised 
the joint electorate system for making many 
Scheduled Caste representatives politically 
dependent upon dominant caste interests.

Different Historical Interpretations

Historians and political thinkers have 
interpreted the Poona Pact differently. Some 
regard it as a successful compromise that 
balanced minority representation with 
national unity. They argue that the increase in 
reserved seats and constitutional safeguards 
represented a significant improvement over 
earlier arrangements.

Others, particularly scholars influenced 
by Ambedkar’s writings, argue that the Pact 
weakened the independent political voice 
of the Depressed Classes by denying them 
separate electorates. According to this view, 
the agreement strengthened representation 
in numerical terms but reduced political 
autonomy.

4.3.4  Impact on Dalit 
Representation and Indian 
Politics

The Poona Pact had far-reaching 
consequences for Dalit representation 
and the evolution of democratic politics 
in India. Although the agreement resolved 
the immediate controversy over separate 
electorates, it fundamentally changed how 
the Depressed Classes would participate 
in representative institutions. By replacing 
separate electorates with reserved seats in 
joint electorates, the Pact established a 
new model of political representation that 
continues to influence Indian democracy. At 
the same time, it generated enduring debates 
regarding the effectiveness of reservation, 
the political autonomy of Dalit leadership, 
and the relationship between representation 
and social justice. The long-term impact of 
the Pact can therefore be understood only 
by examining both its achievements and 
its limitations.
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Expansion of Political Representation
One immediate outcome of the Poona 

Pact was a substantial increase in legislative 
representation for the Depressed Classes. 
The number of reserved seats in provincial 
legislatures increased from 71 under the 
Communal Award to 148. The Central 
Legislature also provided representation 
through reserved seats within the general 
electorate.

This increase enabled greater participation 
of Dalit representatives in legislative 
institutions and ensured that their concerns 
received greater attention in constitutional 
and political discussions.

End of Separate Electorates

The most significant constitutional 
consequence of the Pact was the abandonment 
of separate electorates for the Depressed 
Classes. Under the new arrangement, Dalit 
candidates contested elections from reserved 
constituencies but were elected through a 
joint electorate.

While this system preserved the principle 
of a common electorate, it also altered the 
nature of Dalit political representation. 
Representatives now had to secure the 
support of a wider electorate rather than 
relying exclusively on voters from their own 
community.

Ambedkar’s Criticism

Although Ambedkar accepted the Pact, 
he remained dissatisfied with its long-term 

implications. He argued that separate elec-
torates would have enabled the Depressed 
Classes to elect independent leaders account-
able primarily to their own community. The 
joint electorate, in contrast, made many Dalit 
candidates dependent upon the support of 
socially dominant groups.

Ambedkar later observed that the double 
vote provided under the Communal Award 
had been a powerful constitutional safeguard. 
Its abolition, he believed, weakened the 
political bargaining power of the Depressed 
Classes and limited the independence of 
their representatives.

Continuing Debate on Political 
Representation

The Poona Pact continues to generate 
scholarly and political debate regarding the 
effectiveness of reserved representation. 
Supporters argue that political reservation 
has enabled Scheduled Castes to secure rep-
resentation in legislative institutions and 
participate more actively in democratic 
governance.

Critics, however, contend that represen-
tatives elected through joint electorates may 
remain influenced by dominant political 
parties and social groups. Consequently, 
whether reserved representation provides 
genuine political empowerment continues to 
be debated in contemporary Indian politics.

Recap

	♦ The Poona Pact emerged from the constitutional crisis created by the 
Communal Award of 1932.

	♦ Gandhi’s fast and negotiations with Ambedkar resulted in a political 
compromise.
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	♦ The Pact replaced separate electorates with reserved seats in joint 
electorates.

	♦ It substantially increased legislative representation for the Depressed 
Classes.

	♦ The Pact also recommended safeguards relating to education and public 
employment.

	♦ Gandhi regarded the Pact as essential for preserving Hindu unity, 
while Ambedkar considered it a compromise accepted under difficult 
circumstances.

	♦ The Poona Pact influenced the Government of India Act, 1935, and later 
the Constitution of India.

	♦ The agreement continues to influence debates on reservation, political 
representation, and social justice.

Objective Questions

1.	 The Poona Pact was signed on ________.

2.	 The Poona Pact replaced separate electorates with ________ electorates.

3.	 The Pact increased the number of reserved provincial seats to ________.

4.	 Gandhi’s fast took place in ________ Jail.

5.	 The Communal Award was announced by ________.

6.	 The Poona Pact provided reserved representation in both provincial 
and ________ legislatures.

7.	 The Pact recommended adequate educational grants for the ________ 
Classes.

8.	 Ambedkar regarded the loss of ________ as the greatest limitation of 
the Poona Pact.
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9.	 The principles of the Poona Pact later influenced the ________ of India.

10.	The Poona Pact remains an important milestone in the history of ________ 
democracy.

Answers

1.	 24 September 1932

2.	 Joint

3.	 148

4.	 Yerawada

5.	 Ramsay MacDonald

6.	 Central

7.	 Depressed

8.	 Separate Electorates

9.	 Constitution

10.	Constitutional

Assignment

1.	 Explain the historical background of the Poona Pact.

2.	 Discuss the negotiation process and major provisions of the Poona Pact.

3.	 Analyse the political significance of the Poona Pact.

4.	 Evaluate the impact of the Poona Pact on Dalit representation.
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Democracy and the State

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the democratic ideas of Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

	♦ compare the concepts of the State as developed by Gandhi and Ambedkar

	♦ critically assess the similarities and differences between Gandhi and 
Ambedkar on democracy and the State

One evening, Revanth was watching a television discussion on a newly intro-
duced government policy. Some speakers argued that the government should have 
greater powers to solve social problems, while others insisted that too much State 
control could threaten individual freedom. As the debate continued, Subheesh began 
to wonder why thinkers often disagreed about the role of the State in a democracy. 
While searching for answers, he came across the political ideas of Mahatma Gandhi 
and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. Although both wanted India to become a just and demo-
cratic nation, they offered different perspectives on democracy, governance, and the 
responsibilities of the State. This unit introduces these two influential approaches 
and examines their continuing relevance to Indian democracy.

Keywords

Democracy, State, Swaraj, Gram Swaraj, Constitutional Democracy, Social Democracy, 
Political Democracy, Constitutional Morality, Decentralisation, etc.
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5.1.1 Gandhi and Ambedkar on 
Democracy

Democracy occupied a central position 
in the political thought of both Mahatma 
Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. Each 
regarded it as the most suitable form of 
government for an independent India, yet 
neither confined democracy to periodic 
elections or representative institutions. They 
believed that democracy should improve 
the lives of ordinary people and create 
conditions in which every individual could 
live with dignity and freedom. However, their 
approaches differed considerably. Gandhi 
viewed democracy primarily through the 
lens of ethics, self-rule, and decentralisation, 
whereas Ambedkar understood it as a 
constitutional and social order founded upon 
liberty, equality, fraternity, and justice. Their 
differing social experiences and political 
priorities shaped these distinct conceptions 
of democracy.

5.1.1.1 Gandhi’s Concept of 
Democracy

For Gandhi, democracy was fundamentally 
a moral way of life. It could not survive 
merely because a country adopted elections 
or parliamentary institutions. A democratic 
society required citizens who practised truth, 
non-violence, tolerance, and self-discipline in 
their daily lives. Unless individuals developed 
these moral qualities, political institutions 
alone could not guarantee democratic 
governance.

Democracy as a Moral Way of Life

Gandhi believed that democracy was 
much more than a political arrangement or a 
method of electing governments. In his view, 
it was a way of life founded on truth, non-
violence, mutual respect, and self-discipline. 

A democratic society could flourish only 
when its citizens possessed moral character 
and accepted responsibility for their actions. 
Political institutions alone could not sustain 
democracy if individuals lacked honesty, 
tolerance, and concern for the common good. 
Thus, Gandhi regarded moral values as the 
real foundation of democratic life.

Swaraj and Decentralised Democracy

Gandhi’s idea of democracy was closely 
connected with his concept of Swaraj. While 
Swaraj signified freedom from colonial rule, 
it also meant self-rule at both the individual 
and community levels. He believed that 
democracy should begin from the grassroots, 
where people actively participated in local 
decision-making. His concept of Gram 
Swaraj envisaged self-governing village 
communities capable of managing their own 
affairs with minimum dependence on central 
authority. Such decentralisation, according 
to Gandhi, would encourage participation, 
accountability, and public responsibility 
while preventing the excessive concentration 
of political power.

Gandhi’s Critique of Parliamentary 
Democracy

Although Gandhi supported democratic 
government, he criticised the parliamentary 
system as it functioned in many Western 
countries. He believed that excessive party 
politics, electoral competition, and the 
pursuit of political power often weakened 
public morality. Democracy, in his opinion, 
should not become a struggle for office but 
a means of serving society. He therefore 
preferred consensus, public service, and 
ethical leadership over partisan conflict. 
Political authority should exist to promote 
the welfare of the people rather than the 
interests of political parties.

Discussion
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5.1.1.2Ambedkar’s Concept of 
Democracy

Ambedkar accepted parliamentary 
democracy as the most appropriate form 
of government for India, but he gave it a 
much broader meaning than the conventional 
understanding of representative government. 
For him, democracy was not merely a political 
arrangement but “a mode of associated 
living” based on mutual respect and equal 
participation. He argued that democracy 
must extend beyond political institutions 
into the social and economic spheres.

Democracy Beyond Political Institutions

Ambedkar regarded democracy as 
much more than a system of government. 
He described it as a mode of associated 
living, where individuals lived together 
with mutual respect and equal dignity. 
Democracy, according to him, could not 
be confined to elections, legislatures, or 
representative institutions. It had to shape 
the social relationships among citizens and 
create conditions in which every individual 
enjoyed equal opportunities and freedom.

Political, Social, and Economic Democracy

One of Ambedkar’s most significant 
contributions was his insistence that 
political democracy alone was insufficient. 
Universal adult franchise and representative 
government could survive only with social 
and economic democracy. Political equality 
would remain incomplete if society continued 
to be divided by caste, untouchability, 
poverty, and discrimination. Therefore, 
liberty, equality, and fraternity had to become 
guiding principles not only of the Constitution 
but also of social and economic life.

Constitutional Morality and Minority 
Rights

Ambedkar attached great importance 
to constitutional morality. He argued that 

democracy depended upon respect for 
constitutional values, the rule of law, and 
individual rights. At the same time, he 
warned against reducing democracy to simple 
majority rule. In a society divided by caste 
and social inequalities, majoritarian politics 
could easily marginalise weaker sections. He 
therefore advocated constitutional safeguards, 
protection of minority rights, and independent 
democratic institutions to ensure justice for 
all sections of society. His distinction between 
political majority and communal majority 
highlighted the need to protect vulnerable 
groups within a democratic system.

Areas of Convergence and Divergence

Although Gandhi and Ambedkar 
approached democracy from different 
perspectives, they agreed that it should 
promote human dignity and public 
welfare. Both rejected authoritarian rule 
and believed democracy required active 
citizen participation rather than passive 
obedience. Each recognised that democracy 
should contribute to the moral and social 
development of society and not merely 
provide a method for forming governments.

Their differences lay mainly in how 
to achieve a democratic society. Gandhi 
believed that democracy could be sustained 
through moral regeneration, non-violence, 
and decentralised village institutions. 
Ambedkar considered these measures 
insufficient in a society deeply divided 
by caste. He assigned a greater role to 
constitutional safeguards, legal rights, State 
intervention, and institutional reforms to 
establish equality and protect vulnerable 
communities. While Gandhi placed greater 
faith in moral transformation, Ambedkar 
relied more upon constitutional democracy 
and social justice as the foundations of 
democratic life.

Both perspectives have made enduring 
contributions to Indian political thought. 
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Gandhi highlighted the ethical foundations of 
democracy, whereas Ambedkar strengthened 
its constitutional and social dimensions. 
Together, their ideas continue to shape debates 
on democracy, citizenship, governance, and 
justice in contemporary India.

5.1.2 Concept of the State: 
Perspectives of Gandhi and 
Ambedkar

The State occupied an important place in 
the political philosophies of both Mahatma 
Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. However, 
their understanding of its nature and functions 
differed considerably. Gandhi viewed the 
State with caution and believed that excessive 
political authority threatened individual 
freedom and moral development. Ambedkar, 
on the other hand, regarded the State as an 
essential democratic institution capable of 
protecting rights, promoting social justice, 
and reducing historical inequalities. Their 
contrasting perspectives reflect two different 
approaches to political organisation in 
modern India.

Gandhi’s Concept of the State

The State did not occupy the central 
position in Gandhi’s political philosophy 
that it did in many Western political theories. 
While he recognised the need for political 
authority to maintain social order, he believed 
the State should remain subordinate to 
individuals’ moral development and freedom. 
Gandhi was deeply concerned about the 
tendency of modern States to accumulate 
power and rely on coercion. Consequently, 
he envisioned a political order in which 
authority was decentralised, citizens actively 
participated in self-government, and the 
State functioned primarily as a facilitator of 
public welfare rather than as an instrument 
of control.

The State as a Necessary but Limited 
Institution

Gandhi did not reject the State, but he 
was deeply sceptical of its growing power. 
He believed the State ultimately relied on 
coercion and legal authority, whereas an 
ideal society should be guided by moral 
responsibility and voluntary cooperation. 
The more people depended on government 
control, the weaker their capacity to govern 
themselves. Consequently, Gandhi favoured 
a State with limited powers that interfered 
as little as possible in citizens’ lives.

State and Individual Freedom

Individual freedom was central to 
Gandhi’s political philosophy. He believed 
that every person possessed the capacity for 
moral growth and self-discipline. Excessive 
State intervention could weaken this capacity 
by encouraging dependence instead of 
responsibility. Gandhi therefore argued that 
political authority should exist primarily to 
facilitate human welfare rather than regulate 
every aspect of social life. A democratic 
State should encourage citizens to become 
self-reliant and socially responsible.

Decentralised State and Gram Swaraj

Gandhi’s alternative to the centralised 
modern State was Gram Swaraj, a federation 
of self-governing villages. Each village would 
function as an autonomous political unit 
managing its own affairs through democratic 
participation and collective decision-making. 
Higher levels of government would perform 
only those functions that could not be 
effectively handled at the local level. Such 
decentralisation would strengthen democracy, 
reduce bureaucratic control, and promote 
greater public participation in governance.

Ambedkar’s Concept of the State

Ambedkar regarded the State as 
indispensable to building a democratic and 
socially just society. Unlike thinkers who 
viewed the State mainly as an agency for 
maintaining law and order, he assigned it 
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a much broader responsibility. In a society 
marked by caste hierarchy, social exclusion, 
and economic inequality, the State had to play 
an active role in protecting fundamental rights, 
ensuring equal opportunities, and promoting 
the welfare of disadvantaged groups. His 
conception of the State was therefore closely 
linked to constitutional democracy, social 
justice, and the establishment of an egalitarian 
social order.

The State as an Instrument of Social 
Justice

Unlike Gandhi, Ambedkar assigned the 
State a more active role. He believed that 
Indian society was deeply divided by caste, 
inequality, and social discrimination. Under 
such conditions, social justice could not 
be achieved through moral persuasion or 
voluntary reform alone. The democratic State 
had a responsibility to eliminate injustice 
by protecting the rights of disadvantaged 
communities and ensuring equal opportunities 
for all citizens.

Constitutional State and Rule of Law

Ambedkar regarded the Constitution as 
the foundation of the modern democratic 
State. In his view, political authority had 
to function within constitutional limits 
and remain accountable to the people. He 
attached great importance to the rule of law, 
an independent judiciary, fundamental rights, 
and constitutional morality. These institutions 
protected individual liberty while preventing 
the arbitrary exercise of governmental power. 
A constitutional State was therefore essential 
for safeguarding democracy in a socially 
diverse country.

Welfare State and Democratic Governance

Ambedkar also viewed the State as an 
agency for social and economic development. 
He believed that governments should actively 
promote education, employment, public 
welfare, and economic justice. The State 

should remove barriers created by caste 
and social inequality through appropriate 
legislation and public policies. Rather than 
remaining a passive observer, it should 
become an instrument for creating a more 
equal and democratic society. This explains 
his consistent support for affirmative action, 
constitutional safeguards, and legal protection 
for weaker sections.

Comparative Perspective

The contrast between Gandhi and 
Ambedkar reflects two different conceptions 
of the democratic State. Gandhi emphasised 
moral self-government, decentralisation, and 
minimum State intervention. He feared that 
excessive concentration of political power 
would undermine individual freedom and 
local democracy. Ambedkar, in contrast, 
considered an active constitutional State 
indispensable for protecting rights and 
transforming an unequal society. While 
Gandhi expected society to regulate itself 
through ethical values, Ambedkar believed 
that constitutional institutions and State 
action were necessary to secure justice and 
equality.

Despite these differences, both thinkers 
agreed that the ultimate purpose of the 
State was the welfare of the people. Gandhi 
stressed moral regeneration and local self-
government, whereas Ambedkar highlighted 
constitutionalism, social justice, and equal 
citizenship. Together, their ideas provide 
two influential perspectives on the role of 
the State in a democratic society.

5.1.3 Role and Functions of the 
State

The role of the State has been a subject 
of continuous debate in political thought. 
While some thinkers favour a limited State 
that performs only essential functions, others 
advocate an active State that promotes social 
justice and economic welfare. Gandhi and 
Ambedkar approached this question from 
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different philosophical perspectives. Gandhi 
believed that the State should interfere as little 
as possible in the lives of individuals and 
communities, whereas Ambedkar assigned 
the State a central role in securing equality, 
protecting rights, and transforming society. 
Despite these differences, both thinkers saw 
the welfare of the people as the State’s 
ultimate purpose.

Gandhi on the Role and Functions of 
the State

The State as a Guardian of Public Order

Gandhi accepted the need for the State 
to maintain peace, protect life and property, 
and ensure conditions in which people could 
live harmoniously. However, he believed that 
these functions should be performed with the 
least possible use of coercion. The authority 
of the State should rest more on citizens’ 
voluntary cooperation than on force or fear. 
According to Gandhi, a society guided by 
moral values would require only a limited 
governmental machinery.

Promotion of Local Self-Government

One of the State’s primary functions, 
Gandhi argued, was encouraging Gram 
Swaraj. Rather than concentrating authority 
in the central government, he wanted to 
distribute power among village communities. 
Local bodies should manage education, 
sanitation, agriculture, dispute settlement, 
and other matters affecting everyday life. 
Higher levels of government would be 
limited to coordinating activities that local 
institutions could not handle effectively.

Ambedkar on the Role and Functions 
of the State

Protection of Fundamental Rights

Ambedkar regarded protecting 
fundamental rights as one of the foremost 
responsibilities of the democratic State. 
Every citizen, irrespective of caste, religion, 

gender, or social status, should enjoy equal 
protection under the law. The State should 
ensure justice by preventing discrimination 
and safeguarding civil liberties through 
constitutional and legal mechanisms.

Promotion of Social Justice

Unlike Gandhi, Ambedkar believed 
that social inequalities could not disappear 
through moral reform alone. The State had 
an active responsibility to remove caste 
discrimination, protect weaker sections, and 
create equal opportunities for all citizens. He 
supported legislative measures, affirmative 
action, and constitutional safeguards as 
essential instruments for achieving social 
justice. A democratic State, according to 
Ambedkar, should function as an agency 
of social transformation rather than merely 
maintaining law and order.

Economic Welfare and Inclusive 
Development

Ambedkar assigned important economic 
responsibilities to the State. He believed that 
governments should promote education, 
employment, industrial development, labour 
welfare, and social security. Economic 
inequalities weakened democracy by limiting 
opportunities for disadvantaged groups. 
Therefore, the State should formulate policies 
that ensured balanced economic development 
and improved the living conditions of all 
sections of society.

Comparative Perspective

Gandhi and Ambedkar differed 
significantly in their understanding of the 
functions of the State. Gandhi preferred a 
limited State that relied upon moral values, 
voluntary cooperation, and decentralised 
institutions. He feared that an excessively 
powerful State would weaken individual 
initiative and local democracy. Ambedkar, 
by contrast, saw the State as an indispensable 
instrument for protecting rights, promoting 
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equality, and correcting historical injustices. 
While Gandhi assigned greater responsibility 
to society, Ambedkar expected the State to 
play a proactive role in securing justice and 
democratic citizenship.

Despite these differences, both thinkers 
agreed that the legitimacy of the State 
depended upon its service to the people. 
Whether through moral leadership and 
decentralisation, as Gandhi proposed, or 
through constitutional governance and social 
justice, as Ambedkar advocated, the ultimate 
objective remained the creation of a humane, 
democratic, and inclusive society.

The political philosophies of Mahatma 
Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar offer two 
influential perspectives on democracy and 
the State in modern India. While Gandhi 
emphasised the ethical foundations of 
democratic life through non-violence, 
self-rule, and decentralised governance, 
Ambedkar highlighted the importance of 
constitutional democracy, social justice, and 
equal citizenship. Their ideas emerged from 
different historical experiences and addressed 
different dimensions of India’s political and 
social realities.

Comparing their views shows that 
democracy cannot be understood solely 
as a political system or a constitutional 
arrangement. It also requires active public 
participation, respect for human dignity, 
social equality, and accountable institutions. 
Similarly, the State is not merely an 
instrument of political authority but an agency 
responsible for maintaining justice, protecting 
rights, and promoting social welfare. Gandhi 
and Ambedkar differed on the extent of State 
intervention, yet both regarded public welfare 
as the ultimate purpose of political authority.

The ideas of these two thinkers continue 
to shape India’s democratic development. 
Gandhi’s vision of decentralisation and 
participatory democracy remains relevant 
to local self-government, while Ambedkar’s 
emphasis on constitutional morality, equality, 
and minority rights continues to guide 
democratic governance. Together, their 
political thought provides valuable insights 
into the challenges of building an inclusive, 
just, and democratic society.

Recap

1.	 Democracy occupied a central place in the political thought of both 
Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar.

2.	 Gandhi viewed democracy as a moral way of life based on truth, non-
violence, self-rule, and decentralisation.

3.	 Ambedkar regarded democracy as a constitutional, social, and 
economic order founded on liberty, equality, and fraternity.

4.	 Gandhi favoured decentralised governance through Gram Swaraj and 
local self-government.
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5.	 Ambedkar considered the State an essential instrument for protecting 
rights and promoting social justice.

6.	 Gandhi preferred a limited State that encouraged voluntary cooperation 
and moral responsibility.

Objective Questions

1.	 Who regarded democracy primarily as a moral way of life?

2.	 Which concept is closely associated with Gandhi’s idea of decentralised 
democracy?

3.	 According to Ambedkar, democracy must include political, social, and 
________ democracy.

4.	 Which three principles formed the foundation of Ambedkar’s democratic 
philosophy?

5.	 Who described democracy as a “mode of associated living”?

6.	 Which thinker strongly emphasised constitutional morality for the 
successful functioning of democracy?

7.	 Gandhi preferred a ________ State with greater emphasis on local 
self-government.

8.	 Ambedkar regarded the State as an instrument of ________ justice.

9.	 Which thinker advocated Gram Swaraj as the basis of democratic 
governance?

10.	According to Ambedkar, the Constitution should protect the rights of 
________ communities.
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Answers

1.	 Mahatma Gandhi

2.	 Gram Swaraj

3.	 Economic

4.	 Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity

5.	 B. R. Ambedkar

6.	 B. R. Ambedkar

7.	 Limited

8.	 Social

9.	 Mahatma Gandhi

10.	Minority (or disadvantaged)

Assignment

1.	 Explain Gandhi’s concept of democracy and examine its ethical 
foundations.

2.	 Discuss Ambedkar’s concept of democracy with special reference to 
political, social, and economic democracy.

3.	 Compare the concepts of the State as developed by Gandhi and Ambedkar.

4.	 Analyse the role and functions of the State in the political thought of 
Gandhi and Ambedkar.

5.	 Critically compare Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s views on democracy 
and the State.

6.	 Examine the significance of Swaraj and Gram Swaraj in Gandhi’s 
democratic philosophy.
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7.	 Discuss Ambedkar’s ideas on constitutional democracy, constitutional 
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8.	 Evaluate the relevance of Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s ideas for strengthening 
democracy in contemporary India.
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Hind Swaraj and  
Annihilation of Caste

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the historical background of Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of 
Caste.

	♦ examine Gandhi’s critique of modern civilisation as presented in Hind 
Swaraj.

	♦ analyse Ambedkar’s critique of the caste system in Annihilation of Caste.

	♦ evaluate the continuing relevance of Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s ideas 
in contemporary Indian society.

One afternoon, Ajith was preparing for a classroom discussion on India’s freedom 
movement. While reading, he noticed that political independence was only one of the 
many issues Indian thinkers discussed. Some were equally concerned about social 
inequality, while others questioned the meaning of progress and civilisation itself. 
Curious to understand these different perspectives, he began reading Hind Swaraj 
by Mahatma Gandhi and Annihilation of Caste by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. This unit 
introduces the historical background of these two important works and explains the 
ideas that continue to influence political thought in India.

Keywords

Hind Swaraj, Annihilation of Caste, Modern Civilisation, Swaraj, Industrialisation, 
Materialism, Caste, Social Equality, Social Justice
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5.1.1  Background and Context of 
Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of 
Caste

Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of Caste 
occupy a distinctive place in the history of 
modern Indian political thought. Though 
written nearly three decades apart, both works 
emerged during periods of intense political 
and social change and sought to address 
the major challenges confronting Indian 
society. Gandhi questioned the prevailing 
ideas of modern civilisation and proposed 
an alternative vision of self-rule rooted in 
ethics and moral responsibility. Ambedkar, 
on the other hand, examined the deeply 
entrenched caste system and argued that 
genuine democracy was impossible without 
social equality. To appreciate the ideas 
presented in these works, it is necessary 
to understand the historical conditions, 
intellectual influences, and political debates 
that shaped their writing.

5.1.1.1 The Political and Intellectual 
Background of Hind Swaraj

The early twentieth century marked a 
turning point in India’s struggle against 
British colonial rule. The partition of Bengal 
in 1905 had generated widespread political 
unrest and strengthened nationalist sentiment 
across the country. At the same time, 
differences began to emerge within the Indian 
national movement over the methods to be 
adopted to achieve independence. While the 
Moderates continued to favour constitutional 
reforms and negotiations with the British 
government, the Extremists advocated 
boycott movements, mass mobilisation, 
and, in some cases, revolutionary action. 
This growing ideological divide created an 
atmosphere in which the meaning of freedom 
itself became a subject of intense discussion.

Gandhi carefully observed these 
developments while living in South Africa. 
His political experiences there had already 
convinced him that hatred or violence could 
not permanently remove injustice. During 
his campaigns against racial discrimination, 
he had experimented with Satyagraha and 
realised that moral resistance possessed 
greater transformative power than armed 
confrontation. Consequently, when he 
noticed that many Indian nationalists were 
increasingly drawn to violent methods, he 
felt the need to explain his understanding 
of Swaraj and the direction India’s freedom 
struggle should take. In this context, he wrote 
Hind Swaraj in November 1909 during his 
return voyage from London to South Africa. 
Originally written in Gujarati, Gandhi later 
translated it into English himself.

The book was not intended merely as a 
criticism of British rule. Gandhi believed 
that replacing foreign rulers with Indian 
rulers would not by itself guarantee freedom 
if the political system continued to imitate 
the same values of domination, materialism, 
and exploitation. He therefore shifted 
the discussion from who governs to how 
society should be governed. In his view, 
Swaraj meant much more than political 
independence; it required self-discipline, 
moral responsibility, and the ability of 
individuals and communities to govern 
themselves. This broader understanding 
gave Hind Swaraj a unique place in Indian 
political thought.

5.2.1.2The Historical Background of 
the Annihilation of Caste

When Ambedkar wrote Annihilation of 
Caste in 1936, India’s political situation 
had changed considerably. The demand 
for independence had grown stronger, 
constitutional reforms were under discussion, 
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and various political organisations were 
competing to shape the country’s future. 
Yet, alongside the struggle against colonial 
rule, Indian society continued to suffer 
from deeply rooted social inequalities. 
Untouchability, caste discrimination, 
exclusion from education, and restrictions 
on public life remained harsh realities for 
millions of people.

Ambedkar believed that these social 
conditions could not be ignored in the pursuit 
of political freedom. His own experiences 
of caste discrimination, combined with his 
advanced education in economics, law, 
sociology, and political science, convinced 
him that democracy required more than 
representative institutions. A society divided 
by hereditary inequality could neither 
guarantee liberty nor sustain democratic 
values. Political reform, therefore, had to 
proceed together with social reconstruction. 
This conviction formed the intellectual 
background of Annihilation of Caste.

Unlike many contemporary reformers 
who sought to modify certain practices 
without questioning the social structure itself, 
Ambedkar examined caste as a system that 
shaped every aspect of Indian society. He 
argued that inequality was not accidental 
but was embedded in the organisation of the 
caste system. Consequently, lasting social 
change required dismantling caste rather 
than making minor reforms within it.

The Immediate Context of Annihilation 
of Caste

The immediate circumstances leading 
to the publication of Annihilation of Caste 
further highlight the radical nature of 
Ambedkar’s ideas. In 1936, the Jat-Pat 
Todak Mandal, a social reform organisation 
based in Lahore, invited him to deliver the 
presidential address at its annual conference. 
The organisers expected Ambedkar to speak 
against caste discrimination, but they became 

uncomfortable when they read his prepared 
speech. His criticism extended beyond social 
customs to the religious and ideological 
foundations that sustained caste. They 
requested him to revise the text by removing 
certain passages.

Ambedkar refused to alter his arguments, 
maintaining that meaningful social reform 
demanded intellectual honesty rather 
than compromise. The conference was 
subsequently cancelled, and the speech was 
never delivered. Instead of leaving his ideas 
unpublished, Ambedkar released the text 
independently under the title Annihilation 
of Caste. The controversy surrounding its 
publication drew widespread attention and 
made the work one of the most influential 
critiques of caste and social inequality in 
modern India.

Historical Significance 

Although Hind Swaraj and Annihilation 
of Caste addressed different problems, both 
represented important interventions in the 
intellectual history of modern India. Gandhi 
questioned the assumption that political 
freedom and industrial progress alone 
could create a better society. Ambedkar 
challenged the belief that national unity and 
democratic politics could succeed without 
confronting caste-based inequality. Each 
author encouraged Indians to examine the 
foundations upon which the future nation 
should be built.

The significance of these works lies not 
only in the issues they addressed but also 
in the questions they continue to raise. 
Debates concerning development, democracy, 
equality, social justice, decentralisation, and 
human dignity remain central to contemporary 
political life. For this reason, Hind Swaraj and 
Annihilation of Caste remain foundational 
texts that shaped the evolution of modern 
Indian political thought.
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Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of 
Caste emerged from different historical 
circumstances, yet both sought to redefine 
India’s future. Gandhi responded to the 
challenges of colonialism and modern 
civilisation by emphasising ethical self-
rule, while Ambedkar addressed the realities 
of caste oppression by advocating social 
equality and democratic justice. Their 
writings reflected the major political and 
social debates of their respective periods and 
laid the foundation for two influential streams 
of Indian political thought. An understanding 
of their historical background provides the 
necessary context for examining their ideas 
in the sections that follow.

5.2.1 Gandhi’s Critique of 
Modern Civilisation in Hind 
Swaraj

Hind Swaraj is widely regarded as 
Gandhi’s most systematic statement on 
modern civilisation and its consequences. The 
book does not merely criticise British colonial 
rule; it examines the ideas and institutions that 
shaped the modern world. Gandhi believed 
that many of the problems faced by humanity 
had their roots in a civilisation that gave 
excessive importance to material progress 
while neglecting moral and spiritual values. 
He directed his criticism at a particular model 
of modernity that encouraged unlimited 
wants, competition, and the pursuit of power. 
At the same time, he offered an alternative 
vision based on simplicity, self-restraint, 
truth, and non-violence.

Gandhi’s Understanding of Modern 
Civilisation

Before criticising modern civilisation, 
Gandhi explained what he meant by the term. 
In Hind Swaraj, he argued that civilisation 
should not be judged by the number of 
industries, machines, or material comforts 
available in society. For him, the true measure 
of civilisation was individuals’ moral conduct 

and society’s ability to uphold justice, self-
discipline, and compassion.

Gandhi observed that the modern age had 
created a different understanding of progress. 
Economic growth, industrial expansion, 
scientific inventions, and technological 
development came to be treated as the 
main indicators of civilisation. People 
increasingly measured success by wealth, 
consumption, and physical comfort. Gandhi 
questioned this approach. He argued that 
when material prosperity becomes society’s 
primary goal, ethical values gradually lose 
importance. Civilisation, therefore, should 
help individuals control their desires rather 
than encourage endless accumulation of 
wealth and possessions.

Critique of Materialism

One of Gandhi’s major criticisms was 
directed against materialism. He believed 
modern civilisation encouraged people to seek 
happiness through consumption rather than 
self-control. The desire for greater wealth, 
luxury, and comfort had become a dominant 
feature of social life. According to Gandhi, 
this way of life created dissatisfaction because 
human wants kept increasing without limit.

He argued that real happiness did not 
depend upon possessing more goods 
but upon reducing unnecessary wants. A 
society driven only by material interests 
would inevitably experience competition, 
exploitation, and social conflict. For Gandhi, 
moral development and inner discipline were 
more valuable than economic prosperity 
alone. A civilisation that ignored ethical 
values could not ensure lasting peace or 
human welfare.

Criticism of Machinery and 
Industrialisation

Gandhi did not oppose every machine or 
scientific invention. His criticism targeted the 
uncontrolled expansion of industrialisation 
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and excessive dependence on machines. He 
believed that large-scale industries often 
concentrated wealth in the hands of a few 
while reducing employment opportunities 
for many others. Industrial production also 
weakened traditional occupations and village-
based industries that had supported rural 
communities for generations.

Another concern was the growing 
dependence on mechanised production. 
Gandhi feared that when machines replaced 
human labour on a large scale, economic 
inequalities would widen and human beings 
would gradually lose control over their own 
lives. He therefore favoured production based 
on human labour, local resources, and small-
scale industries. The spinning wheel became 
an important symbol of this approach because 
it represented self-reliance, dignity of labour, 
and economic decentralisation rather than 
merely a tool of production.

An Alternative Vision of Civilisation

Gandhi’s criticism of modern civilisation 
was accompanied by a constructive 
alternative. He did not merely point out 
the weaknesses of the existing system 
but proposed a different model of social 
life. This alternative rested on truth, non-
violence, self-restraint, decentralisation, 
and respect for human dignity. Political 
freedom, according to Gandhi, could become 
meaningful only when individuals learned 
to govern themselves.

He also believed that villages should 
become the foundation of national life. Local 
production, community cooperation, and 
responsible citizenship would create a more 
balanced society than one dependent upon 
centralised industries and unlimited economic 
competition. Such a civilisation would 
encourage harmony between individuals, 
society, and nature rather than the pursuit 
of material wealth alone.

Gandhi’s idea of civilisation was there-
fore closely connected with his concept of 
Swaraj. Self-rule was not limited to freedom 
from colonial domination. It also required 
freedom from greed, exploitation, and exces-
sive dependence on material comforts. A 
society built on ethical values would be 
better equipped to achieve justice, peace, 
and sustainable development.

5.2.3  Ambedkar’s Critique of 
Caste in Annihilation of Caste

Annihilation of Caste is one of Dr. B. 
R. Ambedkar’s most influential works on 
the caste system and its impact on Indian 
society. Published in 1936, the work offers 
a detailed examination of caste as a social 
institution that denied equality, freedom, 
and human dignity to millions. Unlike many 
social reformers who sought to improve the 
existing system, Ambedkar argued that caste 
itself had to be abolished. In his view, political 
democracy could not survive unless Indian 
society accepted equality and social justice. 
The work remains an important source for 
understanding Ambedkar’s political philos-
ophy and his vision of an inclusive society.

Caste as a System of Social Inequality

Ambedkar viewed caste as a system that 
organised society into rigid and unequal 
groups based on birth. Caste membership 
was determined by birth, and individuals had 
little freedom to change their social position. 
This arrangement regulated marriage, occu-
pation, social interaction, and even access to 
public spaces. These restrictions prevented 
equality among citizens and divided society 
into separate, unequal communities.

According to Ambedkar, caste was not 
simply a division of labour. It was a division 
of labourers, where people were assigned 
social status according to birth rather than 
ability or merit. As a result, opportunities 
were unequally distributed, and social 
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mobility became almost impossible. The 
caste system denied individuals the freedom 
to choose their occupation or develop their 
talents. Instead of promoting cooperation, it 
created hierarchy and discrimination within 
society.

Critique of the Religious Basis of Caste

A central argument in Annihilation of 
Caste is that caste survived because it 
received religious sanction. Ambedkar argued 
that social reform would remain incomplete 
as long as caste continued to be defended 
through religious beliefs and customs. He 
therefore questioned the authority of reli-
gious texts and practices that justified social 
hierarchy.

For Ambedkar, inequality was not merely 
the result of individual prejudice but was 
embedded in the social and religious structure 
of society. He maintained that genuine reform 
required critically examining ideas and tra-
ditions that supported caste discrimination. 
Unless these foundations were challenged, 
attempts to remove untouchability or improve 
the condition of the oppressed would produce 
only limited results.

Caste and Democracy

Ambedkar consistently argued that caste 
and democracy could not coexist. Democracy 
rests upon the principles of liberty, equality, 
and fraternity, whereas the caste system is 
based on hierarchy and exclusion. A society 
divided into separate caste groups could not 
develop the sense of common citizenship 
necessary for democratic life.

He believed that political democracy alone 
would not transform society if social rela-
tions continued to be governed by caste. The 
right to vote and constitutional guarantees 
would have limited value when large sec-
tions of the population remained socially 

excluded. Therefore, democracy had to 
become a social reality, not just a political 
system. In Ambedkar’s view, equal respect 
for every individual was the foundation of 
a democratic society.

Social Reform as the Basis of Political 
Reform

One major theme of Annihilation of Caste 
is the relationship between social reform and 
political reform. Ambedkar disagreed with 
the view that political independence should 
be achieved first and social reform could 
follow later. He argued that a democratic 
political system could not function success-
fully in a society deeply divided by caste.

Ambedkar argued that historical experi-
ence showed political institutions reflected the 
nature of the society in which they operated. 
If social inequalities remained unchanged, 
they would eventually influence the func-
tioning of democratic institutions as well. 
He therefore insisted that the struggle for 
political freedom should proceed together 
with the struggle for social equality. This 
idea later became an important feature of his 
constitutional vision for independent India.

Annihilation of Caste remains one of the 
most powerful critiques of social inequality 
in modern India. Ambedkar showed that 
caste was not simply a social custom but a 
system that shaped politics, the economy, 
religion, and everyday life. He argued that 
democracy could succeed only when society 
accepted equality as its guiding principle. 
His call for the complete abolition of caste 
continues to influence debates on social jus-
tice, constitutional rights, and democratic 
citizenship. The work remains an essen-
tial text for understanding the relationship 
between social reform and democratic trans-
formation in India.

122  SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



Recap

1.	 Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of Caste emerged from different 
historical and political contexts.

2.	 Gandhi wrote Hind Swaraj to explain his ideas on self-rule, civilisation, 
and ethical politics.

3.	 Gandhi criticised materialism, industrialisation, and excessive 
dependence on machinery.

4.	 He proposed a society based on simplicity, self-restraint, 
decentralisation, and non-violence.

5.	 Ambedkar wrote Annihilation of Caste as a powerful critique of caste-
based inequality.

6.	 He argued that caste was incompatible with democracy and social 
justice.

7.	 Ambedkar emphasised that political democracy must be supported by 
social equality.

8.	 Both works remain important texts in modern Indian political thought 
and continue to shape debates on democracy, development, and social 
justice.

Objective Questions

1.	 In which year was Hind Swaraj written?

2.	 In which language was Hind Swaraj originally written?

3.	 Who wrote Annihilation of Caste?
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4.	 Which organisation invited Ambedkar to deliver the address that 
became Annihilation of Caste?

5.	 According to Gandhi, true civilisation is based on ________ values.

6.	 Gandhi criticised excessive dependence on ________ and 
industrialisation.

7.	 According to Ambedkar, caste is based on ________.

8.	 Which three principles formed the basis of Ambedkar’s ideal society?

9.	 According to Ambedkar, caste is incompatible with ________.

10.	Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of Caste are regarded as important works 
in modern Indian ________.

Answers

1.	 1909

2.	 Gujarati

3.	 Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

4.	 Jat-Pat Todak Mandal

5.	 Moral

6.	 Machinery

7.	 Birth

8.	 Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity

9.	 Democracy

10.	Political Thought
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Assignment

1.	 Discuss the historical background of Hind Swaraj.

2.	 Examine Gandhi’s critique of modern civilisation in Hind Swaraj.

3.	 Explain the circumstances that led to the publication of Annihilation 
of Caste.

4.	 Analyse Ambedkar’s critique of caste as presented in Annihilation of 
Caste.

5.	 Compare the objectives of Hind Swaraj and Annihilation of Caste.

6.	 Evaluate the relevance of Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s ideas for 
contemporary Indian society.
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Development, Economy,  
and Class

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the concepts of development proposed by Mahatma Gandhi 
and B. R. Ambedkar

	♦ examine the major economic ideas of Gandhi and Ambedkar

	♦ analyse their views on class, labour, and social justice

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance and criticisms of their economic 
thought

While travelling home, Ananthu noticed two neighbouring villages. One had 
small farms, traditional occupations, and local markets, while the other had factories, 
modern buildings, and expanding industries. He wondered which model represented 
real development. Was development only about industries and economic growth, 
or did it also include equality, employment, and human welfare? As he searched 
for answers, he came across the economic ideas of Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. 
R. Ambedkar. Their contrasting views helped him understand that development is 
not merely about increasing wealth but also about improving the quality of life and 
ensuring justice for all.

Keywords

Development, Economic Development, Gram Swaraj, Decentralisation, Industrialisation, 
Trusteeship, State Socialism, Labour, Social Justice
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5.3.1 Gandhi and Ambedkar on 
Development

The idea of development occupied an 
important place in the political thought of both 
Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. 
However, they understood development 
differently and proposed different paths 
to achieve it. Gandhi viewed development 
as a process that should improve human 
life without destroying moral values, local 
communities, or the natural environment. 
Ambedkar approached development from the 
perspective of equality, economic opportunity, 
and social justice. He argued that a society 
marked by poverty, caste discrimination, 
and unequal access to resources could not 
achieve genuine progress. Although their 
approaches differed, both thinkers sought to 
improve the conditions of ordinary people 
and create a more humane social order. Their 
ideas continue to influence discussions on 
development in contemporary India.

Understanding the Idea of Development

Development is often understood as 
economic growth measured through higher 
production, income, or industrial expansion. 
Gandhi and Ambedkar considered this 
understanding incomplete. They argued that 
development should improve the quality of 
human life and create conditions in which 
people can live with dignity.

For Gandhi, development was closely 
connected with moral progress, self-reliance, 
and community welfare. Economic growth 
had value only when it strengthened human 
relationships and reduced exploitation. 
Ambedkar, on the other hand, believed 
that development should remove structural 
inequalities that prevented people from 
enjoying equal opportunities. In his view, 
economic progress had to be accompanied by 

social justice, education, and constitutional 
safeguards. Thus, both thinkers moved 
beyond a purely economic understanding 
of development, though they differed in their 
methods and priorities.

5.3.1.1 Gandhi’s Concept of 
Development

Gandhi rejected the idea that development 
meant unlimited industrial growth and 
increasing material consumption. He 
believed that pursuing wealth without 
moral responsibility created inequality, 
exploitation, and social unrest. A developed 
society, according to Gandhi, was one in 
which every individual could meet basic 
needs while leading a simple, ethical life.

A central feature of Gandhi’s developmental 
vision was Gram Swaraj. He imagined 
villages as self-reliant communities that 
could meet most basic needs through local 
production and cooperation. Agriculture, 
cottage industries, and handicrafts were 
expected to generate employment and reduce 
dependence on large industries. This approach 
would distribute economic opportunities 
more evenly and prevent excessive wealth 
concentration.

Another important aspect of Gandhi’s 
thinking was the principle of need rather 
than greed. He argued that natural resources 
were sufficient to meet everyone’s essential 
needs but not unlimited human desires. 
Development, therefore, required moderation 
in consumption and responsible resource use. 
Economic policies should encourage social 
welfare rather than unlimited production 
and profit.

Gandhi also attached great importance 
to labour. He believed that manual work 
deserved equal respect with intellectual work 
and that every individual should contribute 
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through productive labour. In his opinion, an 
economy that ignored the dignity of labour 
would eventually produce unemployment and 
social inequality. This explains his support 
for khadi, village industries, and labour-
intensive production. These ideas reflected 
his attempt to combine economic activity 
with ethical values and social responsibility.

5.3.1.2 Ambedkar’s Concept of 
Development

Ambedkar viewed development primarily 
as a process of social and economic 
transformation. He argued that political 
freedom would have little meaning if large 
sections of society continued to suffer from 
poverty, caste discrimination, and economic 
deprivation. Development had to create equal 
opportunities for all citizens and enable them 
to participate fully in economic life.

Unlike Gandhi, Ambedkar believed 
that industrialisation was essential for 
India’s progress. Agriculture alone could 
not provide adequate employment for a 
growing population. Industrial development 
would generate new occupations, improve 
productivity, and reduce excessive pressure 
on land. He therefore supported planned 
industrial growth along with scientific and 
technological advancement.

Ambedkar also emphasised the role of the 
State in promoting development. He believed 
that public authorities should regulate 
important sectors of the economy, undertake 
land reforms, protect labour, and provide 
access to education and public services. 
Economic development could not be left 
entirely to market forces because existing 
inequalities would continue to disadvantage 
weaker sections of society. In several of 
his writings, he proposed greater state 
responsibility in areas such as agriculture, 
industries, insurance, and public finance.

Education occupied a central place in 
Ambedkar’s developmental philosophy. He 

regarded education as the most effective 
means of overcoming poverty and social 
exclusion. Development was not limited 
to increasing national income but also 
involved expanding people’s capabilities 
and enabling them to enjoy equality, dignity, 
and constitutional rights.

Major Differences in their Developmental 
Vision

Although Gandhi and Ambedkar were 
committed to improving the lives of ordinary 
people, they proposed different models of 
development.

Gandhi preferred a decentralised 
economy based on self-sufficient 
villages, small-scale production, and 
limited consumption. He believed that 
excessive industrialisation would weaken 
communities, encourage concentration 
of wealth, and create environmental and 
social problems. Ambedkar, however, 
considered industrialisation essential to 
generate employment, increase productivity, 
and break the rigid social structure of the 
traditional village economy. He viewed 
planned economic development and state 
intervention as necessary instruments for 
achieving equality and social justice.

The two thinkers also differed in how they 
understood the village. Gandhi described 
the village as the foundation of Indian 
civilisation and regarded its reconstruction as 
the key to national development. Ambedkar 
was more critical of the existing village 
structure because he believed it preserved 
caste hierarchy and social exclusion. In his 
opinion, development required transforming 
these social relations through education, 
industrial employment, and constitutional 
reform.

Despite these differences, both thinkers 
agreed that development should ultimately 
serve human welfare rather than merely 
increase economic wealth. They sought to 
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reduce poverty, improve the condition of 
common people, and ensure that economic 
progress contributed to a more just society.

Gandhi and Ambedkar offered two 
influential yet contrasting perspectives 
on development in modern India. Gandhi 
emphasised ethical living, decentralisation, 
and self-reliant communities, while 
Ambedkar stressed industrialisation, state 
intervention, and social equality. Their 
differences reflected their distinct experiences 
and priorities, but both rejected the idea that 
development should be measured only by 
economic growth. Their ideas continue to 
shape debates on inclusive development, 
sustainability, social justice, and the role 
of the State in promoting human welfare.

5.3.2 Economic Ideas of Gandhi 
and Ambedkar

Economic questions occupied an 
important place in the political thought 
of both Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. 
Ambedkar. Neither treated economics as 
an isolated discipline; instead, they linked 
it to broader questions of justice, freedom, 
and human welfare. Their economic ideas 
emerged from the social realities of colonial 
India, where poverty, unemployment, 
unequal distribution of resources, and social 
discrimination affected millions of people. 
While Gandhi sought an economy guided 
by ethics and decentralisation, Ambedkar 
favoured State-supported planned economic 
development. Their approaches differed, but 
both attempted to build an economic order 
that would improve the lives of ordinary 
people.

5.3.2.1 Gandhi’s Economic Ideas

Gandhi’s economic philosophy was 
closely linked to his moral and political 
ideals. He believed that economic activity 
should promote the welfare of society rather 
than merely increase wealth. In his view, 
ethical principles had to guide production, 

consumption, and distribution. An economy 
that encouraged greed, exploitation, or 
concentration of wealth could not create 
a just society.

Economy Based on Moral Values
Gandhi argued that economics could 

not be separated from morality. Decisions 
relating to production and consumption 
should respect human dignity and avoid 
exploitation. Wealth, according to him, was 
not an end in itself but a means to improve the 
quality of human life. He therefore criticised 
economic systems that encouraged unlimited 
wealth accumulation while ignoring the needs 
of the poor.

Decentralised Economy
A major feature of Gandhi’s economic 

thought was decentralisation. He preferred 
organising production through villages 
and small-scale industries rather than 
concentrating it in large factories. Village 
industries, handicrafts, and agriculture could 
generate employment, reduce migration 
to cities, and make local communities 
economically self-reliant. Decentralisation 
also reduced the concentration of economic 
power in the hands of a few individuals or 
corporations.

Trusteeship

Gandhi did not favour violent redistribution 
of wealth. Instead, he developed the idea 
of Trusteeship, according to which wealthy 
individuals should regard themselves as 
trustees of society. Property owners could 
retain their wealth, but they had a moral 
responsibility to use it for the welfare of 
the community. Through this principle, 
Gandhi attempted to reduce conflict between 
labour and capital while promoting social 
responsibility.

5.3.2.2 Ambedkar’s Economic Ideas

Ambedkar approached economic issues 
from the standpoint of equality and social 

130  SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



justice. His training as an economist 
enabled him to analyse problems relating 
to agriculture, industry, finance, labour, and 
public policy. He believed that economic 
development required structural reforms 
and active intervention by the State.

Planned Economic Development

Ambedkar argued that economic progress 
should not be left entirely to market forces. 
The State had an important responsibility 
to plan development, regulate economic 
activities, and ensure equitable distribution of 
resources. He believed that public investment 
in infrastructure, industries, and social 
welfare was essential for reducing poverty 
and improving living standards.

Industrialisation and Modern Economy

Unlike Gandhi, Ambedkar regarded 
industrialisation as essential for India’s 
future. Agriculture alone could not employ 
the country’s growing population. Industrial 
growth would create new occupations, 
improve productivity, and increase national 
income. It would also reduce excessive 
dependence on agriculture and create 
opportunities for socially disadvantaged 
communities to enter new professions.

Land Reforms and Agriculture

Ambedkar considered the unequal 
distribution of land a major cause of 
rural poverty. He criticised fragmented 
landholdings and the Zamindari system, 
which prevented efficient agricultural 
development. He therefore supported land 
reforms, better irrigation, scientific farming, 
and cooperative methods of cultivation. He 
believed these measures would improve 
agricultural productivity while protecting 
cultivators’ interests.

A Comparative Analysis

Both Gandhi and Ambedkar recognised 
that economic development should 

improve the condition of the common 
people. However, they proposed different 
methods to achieve this objective. Gandhi 
preferred decentralised production, village 
industries, moral restraint, and voluntary 
sharing of wealth. Ambedkar supported 
industrialisation, scientific planning, land 
reforms, and greater state involvement in 
economic development.

Their differences also reflected their 
understanding of social change. Gandhi 
believed that ethical transformation and 
voluntary cooperation could reduce economic 
inequality. Ambedkar argued that legal 
reforms, public policy, and institutional 
changes were necessary because social and 
economic inequalities were deeply rooted 
in the existing structure of society. Despite 
these differences, both thinkers rejected an 
economic system that benefited only a small 
section of society while leaving the majority 
in poverty.

The economic ideas of Gandhi and 
Ambedkar continue to occupy an important 
place in Indian political thought. Gandhi 
highlighted the ethical dimensions of economic 
life and emphasised decentralisation, self-
reliance, and responsible use of resources. 
Ambedkar stressed planned development, 
industrialisation, land reforms, and State-
supported economic equality. Their 
approaches differed in many respects, yet 
both sought to build an economy that served 
human welfare rather than narrow economic 
interests. Even today, discussions on 
sustainable development, inclusive growth, 
labour welfare, and economic justice often 
draw upon their ideas.

5.3.3 Class, Labour, and Social 
Justice

Questions relating to class, labour, and 
social justice occupied a central place in the 
political thought of both Mahatma Gandhi 
and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. Both thinkers were 
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deeply concerned about poverty, exploitation, 
and the unequal distribution of opportunities 
in Indian society. However, they differed in 
their understanding of the causes of inequality 
and the methods required to remove it. 
Gandhi emphasised moral transformation 
and cooperation across different sections of 
society, whereas Ambedkar argued that social 
justice required legal safeguards, economic 
reforms, and active state intervention. Their 
ideas continue to influence debates on 
labour rights, social equality, and inclusive 
development.

5.3.3.1 Gandhi on Class and Labour

Gandhi recognised economic inequality 
but did not see conflict between classes as the 
ideal solution. He believed that employers 
and workers were interdependent and should 
cooperate rather than confront one another. 
Gandhi believed social harmony could be 
achieved through mutual respect, dialogue, 
and moral responsibility.

Gandhi attached great dignity to labour. 
He believed that all forms of work, whether 
manual or intellectual, deserved equal 
respect. Productive labour was not merely 
an economic activity but also a means of 
personal discipline and social service. His 
emphasis on spinning, village industries, 
and handicrafts reflected this belief. In his 
view, these activities could employ while 
reducing dependence on large industries.

He was also critical of economic systems 
that concentrated wealth in the hands of 
a small group. Through the principle of 
Trusteeship, Gandhi expected the wealthy 
to use their resources for society’s welfare 
instead of pursuing unlimited profit. Although 
he accepted private property, he argued that 
wealth carried social responsibilities. Labour 
and capital, therefore, should work together 
for the common good rather than remain in 
constant conflict.

5.3.3.2 Ambedkar on Class and Labour

Ambedkar approached labour issues 
from the perspective of rights and justice. 
He argued that workers could not depend 
solely on employers’ goodwill. Fair wages, 
reasonable working hours, safe working 
conditions, and social security required legal 
protection and effective public policy.

Unlike many political thinkers of his 
time, Ambedkar connected class inequality 
with caste discrimination. He observed 
that economically weaker sections were 
often drawn from socially disadvantaged 
communities. As a result, economic 
exploitation and social discrimination 
reinforced one another. Removing poverty 
alone would not eliminate injustice unless 
caste-based exclusion was also addressed.

Ambedkar therefore supported labour 
legislation, industrial development, and 
state intervention to improve workers’ 
living conditions. During his public life, 
he contributed to several labour reforms, 
including measures relating to working 
hours, welfare benefits, and the protection 
of industrial workers. He believed economic 
democracy should give every individual 
equal opportunities to earn a livelihood and 
live with dignity.

Gandhi and Ambedkar shared a common 
concern for the welfare of the poor and 
the dignity of labour, but they proposed 
different approaches. Gandhi relied primarily 
on moral reform, voluntary cooperation, 
and decentralised economic life to 
reduce inequality. Ambedkar emphasised 
constitutional rights, labour protection, 
state intervention, and structural reforms 
to secure justice.

Another important difference concerned 
the relationship between class and caste. 
Gandhi focused mainly on economic 
inequality and ethical responsibility, whereas 
Ambedkar argued that economic inequality 
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in India could not be understood separately 
from caste. This distinction shaped their 
different approaches to labour, development, 
and social justice.

Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s ideas on class, 
labour, and social justice remain relevant in 
contemporary India. Gandhi highlighted the 
ethical dimensions of work and called for 
cooperation between different sections of 
society. Ambedkar stressed the importance 
of rights, legal protection, and equal 
opportunities for all citizens. Together, their 
ideas provide two important perspectives on 
building a society based on dignity, equality, 
and social welfare. Although they differed in 
their methods, both sought to create a social 
order in which every individual could live 
and work with respect and security.

5.3.4 Contemporary Relevance 
and Criticisms

The economic ideas of Mahatma Gandhi 
and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar continue to influence 
public debates on development, inequality, 
employment, and social justice. Although 
they formulated their ideas during the colonial 
period, many of the issues they addressed 
remain relevant in contemporary India. 
Poverty, unemployment, unequal access to 
resources, environmental degradation, and 
regional disparities continue to challenge 
policymakers. At the same time, both 
thinkers have also been criticised for certain 
limitations in their approaches. Examining 
their relevance and criticisms helps in 
understanding the continuing significance 
of their economic thought.

5.3.4.1  Contemporary Relevance of 
Gandhi’s Economic Ideas

Many of Gandhi’s ideas have gained 
renewed attention in recent decades, 
particularly in discussions on sustainable 
development. His emphasis on limited 
consumption, responsible use of natural 

resources, and decentralised production is 
often seen as a response to problems such 
as environmental degradation and climate 
change. As concerns over pollution, resource 
depletion, and global warming have increased, 
Gandhi’s call for moderation and sustainable 
living has become more meaningful.

His support for village industries and 
local production also remains relevant in 
promoting rural employment. Government 
programmes that encourage self-help groups, 
cottage industries, handicrafts, and local 
entrepreneurship reflect principles similar 
to Gandhi’s emphasis on self-reliance and 
decentralised economic activity. The growing 
interest in organic farming, local markets, and 
small enterprises has also renewed attention 
to some of his economic ideas.

Another important contribution is Gandhi’s 
insistence that economic progress should 
serve human welfare rather than the mere 
accumulation of wealth. Current discussions 
on inclusive development, corporate social 
responsibility, and ethical business practices 
continue to reflect this concern.

5.3.4.2 Contemporary Relevance of 
Ambedkar’s Economic Ideas

Ambedkar’s economic ideas continue 
to influence policies aimed at achieving 
social and economic justice. His emphasis 
on education, industrial development, labour 
welfare, and state intervention remains 
relevant in a developing economy like India. 
Programmes relating to social security, labour 
rights, reservations, financial inclusion, and 
welfare measures are closely linked to his 
broader vision of an equitable society.

His belief that economic development 
should benefit disadvantaged sections 
of society continues to shape debates on 
inclusive growth. Ambedkar argued that 
development should expand opportunities 
for all rather than concentrate benefits in a 
few regions or social groups. This principle 
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remains important while addressing issues 
such as unemployment, regional imbalance, 
and social inequality.

Ambedkar’s views on land reforms, public 
finance, and planned development have also 
influenced Indian economic policy. His 
writings demonstrate that economic growth 
must be accompanied by institutional reforms 
that ensure equality and protect the interests 
of weaker sections.

5.3.4.3  Criticisms of Gandhi’s 
Economic Ideas

Despite their continuing relevance, critics 
have challenged Gandhi’s economic ideas 
on several grounds. Critics argue that a 
modern economy cannot depend primarily 
on village industries and small-scale 
production. Large-scale industries, modern 
technology, and global trade have become 
essential for economic growth, infrastructure 
development, and employment generation.

His concept of Trusteeship has also 
been questioned. Since it depends on the 
voluntary goodwill of wealthy individuals, 
many scholars argue that it cannot 
effectively reduce economic inequality 
without legal and institutional measures. 
Some critics further point out that Gandhi 
underestimated the productive role of large-
scale industrialisation in improving national 
income and technological progress.

5.3.4.4 Criticisms of Ambedkar’s 
Economic Ideas

Ambedkar’s emphasis on state 
intervention and planned development has 

also attracted criticism. Some economists 
argue that excessive government control 
may reduce economic efficiency, discourage 
private investment, and create administrative 
difficulties. After the economic reforms 
of the 1990s, greater emphasis has been 
placed on market-oriented policies, leading 
some scholars to question the feasibility 
of extensive state control over economic 
activities.

Others observe that rapid industrialisation 
alone cannot automatically eliminate 
poverty or social inequality. Economic 
growth must also be supported by effective 
implementation, transparent governance, 
and equal access to education, healthcare, 
and employment opportunities.

Gandhi and Ambedkar offered different 
approaches to economic development, but 
both placed human welfare at the centre 
of their thinking. Gandhi highlighted 
sustainability, ethical economics, and 
decentralised development, while Ambedkar 
emphasised industrialisation, planned growth, 
and economic justice. Although some of 
their proposals have been criticised in the 
context of changing economic conditions, 
many of their ideas continue to guide debates 
on inclusive development, environmental 
sustainability, labour welfare, and social 
equality. Their economic thought remains 
an important part of India’s intellectual and 
policy traditions.
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Recap

1.	 Gandhi and Ambedkar developed distinct approaches to economic 
development.

2.	 Gandhi viewed development in terms of self-reliance, decentralisation, 
and ethical living.

3.	 Ambedkar considered industrialisation, planning, and state intervention 
essential for development.

4.	 Gandhi supported village industries, limited consumption, and Trusteeship.

5.	 Ambedkar advocated land reforms, labour welfare, and economic 
democracy.

6.	 Both thinkers recognised the importance of improving the living conditions 
of ordinary people.

7.	 Gandhi emphasised cooperation between labour and capital, whereas 
Ambedkar stressed legal protection for workers.

8.	 Social justice occupied a central place in the economic thought of both 
thinkers.

9.	 Many of their ideas continue to influence debates on sustainable and 
inclusive development.

10.	Their economic philosophies remain relevant in understanding con-
temporary developmental challenges.

Objective Questions

1.	 Which concept is central to Gandhi’s model of village-based development?

2.	 Gandhi’s theory of wealth is known as ________.

3.	 Who regarded industrialisation as essential for India’s economic progress?

135 SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



4.	 Ambedkar strongly supported ________ economic development.

5.	 Gandhi preferred a ________ economy based on local production.

6.	 Ambedkar believed that the State should promote ________ justice.

7.	 Which thinker attached greater importance to village industries?

8.	 Which thinker advocated land reforms and labour welfare through state 
action?

9.	 Gandhi emphasised ________ consumption rather than unlimited wants.

10.	Both Gandhi and Ambedkar aimed at improving the ________ of ordinary 
people.

Answers

1.	 Gram Swaraj

2.	 Trusteeship

3.	 Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

4.	 Planned

5.	 Decentralised

6.	 Social

7.	 Mahatma Gandhi

8.	 Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

9.	 Limited

10.	Welfare
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Assignment

1.	 Explain the concepts of development proposed by Gandhi and Ambedkar.

2.	 Discuss the major economic ideas of Mahatma Gandhi.

3.	 Examine Ambedkar’s contribution to economic thought.

4.	 Compare the economic philosophies of Gandhi and Ambedkar.

5.	 Analyse the views of Gandhi and Ambedkar on class, labour, and 
social justice.

6.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance and criticisms of the economic 
ideas of Gandhi and Ambedkar.

Reference

1.	 Ambedkar, B. R. (1947). States and Minorities. Government of 
Maharashtra.

2.	 Ambedkar, B. R. (1947/2018). The Problem of the Rupee: Its Origin 
and Its Solution. Dr. Ambedkar Foundation.

3.	 Gandhi, M. K. (2018). Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule. Navajivan 
Publishing House. (Original work published 1909).

4.	 Kumarappa, J. C. (1951). The Economy of Permanence. Navajivan 
Publishing House.

5.	 Parekh, B. (1997). Gandhi: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University 
Press.

137 SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



Suggested Reading

1.	 Ambirajan, S. (1978). Classical Political Economy and British Policy 
in India. Cambridge University Press.

2.	 Jaffrelot, C. (2005). Dr. Ambedkar and Untouchability: Analysing and 
Fighting Caste. Permanent Black.

3.	 Omvedt, G. (2004). Ambedkar: Towards an Enlightened India. Penguin 
Books.

4.	 Parel, A. J. (Ed.). (1997). Hind Swaraj and Other Writings. Cambridge 
University Press.

5.	 Robinson, R. (2010). Planning and Economic Development: Ambedkar 
versus Gandhi. In Invoking Ambedkar: Contributions, Receptions and 
Legacies. Sage Publications.

138  SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



Religion, Ethics, 
and Morality1

BLOCK

6
SG

O
U



Gandhi’s Religious 
Philosophy: Ram Rajya

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the meaning and concept of Ram Rajya in Gandhian political 
philosophy

	♦ analyse the philosophical foundations and essential features of Ram Rajya

	♦ examine Ram Rajya as Gandhi’s vision of an ideal State and society

	♦ evaluate the relevance and major criticisms of Ram Rajya in the con-
temporary world

A village has two neighbouring communities. In one, people obey laws only 
because they fear punishment. In the other, people voluntarily help one another, 
resolve disputes peacefully, respect every religion, and elect leaders who serve the 
public honestly. A traveller who visits both villages realises that the second com-
munity enjoys greater peace, trust, and happiness. He begins to wonder whether an 
ideal society is created merely through laws and institutions or through the moral 
values of its people. This question leads to Gandhi’s idea of Ram Rajya, which 
represents a society founded on justice, truth, non-violence, and the welfare of all.

Keywords

Ram Rajya, Truth (Satya), Non-Violence (Ahimsa), Swaraj, Sarvodaya, Trusteeship, 
Dharma etc. 
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6.1.1  Meaning and Concept of 
Ram Rajya

The expression Ram Rajya is one of the 
most widely discussed ideas in Gandhian 
political philosophy. Although the term has 
its roots in the ancient Indian epic Ramayana, 
Gandhi interpreted it in a manner that 
differed significantly from its traditional 
understanding. For him, Ram Rajya did not 
refer to the political rule of Lord Rama or 
the revival of an ancient kingdom. Instead, 
it symbolised an ideal social and political 
order founded on moral values, justice, 
equality, and the welfare of every individual. 
Gandhi adopted a familiar cultural symbol 
and transformed it into a universal political 
ideal suited to modern society.

Traditionally, Ram Rajya is associated 
with Lord Rama’s reign as described in 
the Ramayana. It is portrayed as a period 
marked by peace, prosperity, justice, and 
social harmony. The ruler was expected to 
uphold dharma (righteousness), protect the 
people, and ensure fairness in administration. 
As a result, Ram Rajya came to represent 
an ideal form of governance in which both 
the ruler and the people fulfilled their duties 
with sincerity and integrity. This traditional 
understanding influenced Gandhi, but he did 
not seek to reproduce the ancient political 
system in its original form. Instead, he drew 
upon its ethical ideals to address the political 
and social challenges of his own time.

Gandhi consistently clarified that his idea 
of Ram Rajya should not be misunderstood 
as Hindu Raj or a State governed by a 
particular religion. In his view, the word 
Ram symbolised eternal truth, righteousness, 
and moral authority rather than the deity 
worshipped by one religious community. 
He often explained that the same ideal could 
be described as Khudai Raj for Muslims or 

the Kingdom of God for Christians, thereby 
emphasising its universal character. Ram 
Rajya, therefore, represented a moral order 
that respected all religions and upheld the 
dignity of every human being without 
discrimination.

For Gandhi, the true measure of a political 
system was not its military strength, economic 
power, or administrative efficiency but its 
commitment to justice and human welfare. 
A government could claim legitimacy only 
when it protected the rights of the weakest 
sections of society and ensured equal 
opportunities for all. In such a society, no 
individual would suffer discrimination based 
on caste, religion, wealth, or social status. 
Justice would be accessible to everyone, 
and public authority would function with 
honesty, compassion, and accountability. 
Thus, Ram Rajya represented an ethical 
commonwealth rather than merely a political 
arrangement.

The concept also reflected Gandhi’s belief 
that political freedom must be accompanied 
by moral responsibility. He argued that 
independence would have little meaning 
if it failed to improve ordinary people’s 
lives. Consequently, Ram Rajya demanded 
not only responsible government but also 
responsible citizens. Every individual was 
expected to practise truth, non-violence, 
self-discipline, and respect for others. The 
success of such a social order depended as 
much upon the moral character of the people 
as upon the quality of political institutions. 
Governance, therefore, was viewed as a 
shared responsibility rather than the exclusive 
function of the State.

Another important feature of Gandhi’s 
interpretation is that Ram Rajya extended 
beyond political administration to include 
social and economic justice. He believed 

Discussion
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that an ideal society could not exist where 
poverty, exploitation, inequality, and social 
discrimination prevailed. The welfare of 
the poorest person became the guiding 
principle of governance. Political authority 
was expected to promote harmony, protect 
human dignity, and create conditions in 
which every individual could develop his 
or her abilities. In this sense, Ram Rajya 
reflected Gandhi’s broader commitment to 
Sarvodaya, or the welfare of all.

Ram Rajya was also closely linked with 
Gandhi’s understanding of Swaraj. While 
Swaraj generally referred to self-rule or 
political independence, Gandhi gave it a 
deeper meaning by connecting it with self-
discipline and moral responsibility. Ram 
Rajya represented the social order that could 
emerge only when individuals governed 
themselves through ethical conduct. External 
freedom and internal self-control were 
therefore inseparable. A society founded 
on selfishness, violence, or injustice could 
never realise the true spirit of Swaraj or 
Ram Rajya.

It is important to recognise that Gandhi 
did not present Ram Rajya as a detailed 
constitutional model or an institutional 
blueprint. He did not prescribe a fixed form 
of government, a particular legal system, or a 
specific administrative structure. Instead, he 
offered a set of moral principles that should 
guide political life. Truth, justice, equality, 
non-violence, decentralisation, and public 
welfare were to become the foundations 
upon which political institutions operated. 
Consequently, Ram Rajya should be 
understood as a normative ideal that provided 
ethical direction rather than a rigid political 
system.

Thus, the concept of Ram Rajya occupies 
a distinctive place in Gandhian political 
philosophy. By combining ethical values 
with political ideals, Gandhi transformed a 
traditional cultural symbol into a universal 

vision of just governance. His interpretation 
shifted the focus from political power to 
moral authority and from the interests of 
the rulers to the welfare of the people. Ram 
Rajya, therefore, represents not the rule of a 
particular religion but the establishment of 
a society governed by justice, compassion, 
equality, and the common good.

6.1.2  Salient Features of Ram 
Rajya

Gandhi’s idea of Ram Rajya was not 
confined to an ideal form of government. 
It represented a comprehensive vision of 
society in which political authority, social 
relationships, and economic activities were 
guided by ethical principles. The concept 
combined moral values with democratic 
governance and sought to establish a society 
based on justice, equality, and human dignity. 
Gandhi believed that the strength of a 
nation depended not merely on its political 
institutions but also on the character of its 
people and the values that shaped public 
life. The major features of Ram Rajya are 
discussed below.

Rule of Truth and Justice

The foremost characteristic of Ram Rajya 
is the supremacy of truth and justice. Gandhi 
believed that political authority should always 
function according to ethical principles rather 
than personal interests or arbitrary power. 
Every government decision should be guided 
by fairness, honesty, and concern for the 
common good.

Justice in Ram Rajya is not limited to legal 
procedures alone. It includes social justice, 
economic justice, and equal treatment for all 
citizens. Every individual, irrespective of 
caste, religion, gender, or economic status, 
should receive equal protection under the law. 
Governance must therefore create conditions 
where justice is accessible, impartial, and 
free from discrimination.
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Non-violent Social and Political Order

Another important feature of Ram Rajya 
is its commitment to non-violence. Gandhi 
regarded violence as destructive to both 
individuals and society. He argued that lasting 
peace cannot be achieved through force but 
only through mutual understanding, dialogue, 
and respect for human dignity.

Accordingly, conflicts should be resolved 
through peaceful means instead of coercion or 
repression. The relationship between the State 
and citizens should be based on trust rather 
than fear. Similarly, social harmony among 
different communities can be sustained 
only through tolerance, compassion, and 
cooperation. Thus, non-violence serves as 
the moral basis of both governance and 
social life.

Democratic and Ethical Governance

Ram Rajya envisages a democratic system 
founded upon moral responsibility. Gandhi 
maintained that governments exist to serve 
the people rather than to exercise unchecked 
authority over them. Public office should 
be regarded as a position of trust, requiring 
honesty, accountability, and dedication to 
public welfare.

He believed democracy cannot survive 
on elections or constitutional arrangements 
alone. Its success depends upon the moral 
integrity of political leaders and the active 
participation of responsible citizens. Political 
power should always remain accountable to 
the people and be exercised in accordance 
with ethical values.

Decentralisation and Village 
Self-Government

One distinctive feature of Gandhi’s 
Ram Rajya is the decentralisation of 
political power. Gandhi criticised excessive 
centralisation because it concentrated 
authority in a few hands and weakened 
popular participation. Instead, he advocated 

a system in which villages function as self-
governing communities.

Village Panchayats were expected to 
manage local administration, resolve disputes, 
and promote development through collective 
decision-making. Local self-government 
would encourage public participation, 
strengthen democracy, and reduce dependence 
on distant central authorities. In Gandhi’s 
vision, a strong nation could be built only 
on strong, self-reliant villages.

Social Equality and Human Dignity

Ram Rajya is founded upon the principle 
that every individual deserves equal respect 
and dignity. Gandhi strongly opposed 
untouchability, social discrimination, and 
practices that denied human equality. 
Although he accepted the importance of 
social duties, he rejected any system that 
treated certain sections of society as inferior.

An ideal society should guarantee equal 
opportunities to all citizens regardless of 
caste, religion, gender, or occupation. Every 
individual should enjoy equal rights and 
participate fully in social, economic, and 
political life. Social harmony, according 
to Gandhi, becomes possible only when 
equality is accompanied by mutual respect 
and compassion.

Economic Justice and Trusteeship

Economic justice forms another essential 
feature of Ram Rajya. Gandhi did not favour 
unrestricted capitalism, nor did he support 
violent class struggle. Instead, he proposed 
the principle of Trusteeship, under which 
wealth should serve society.

Those possessing economic resources 
should consider themselves trustees rather 
than absolute owners. Wealth carries social 
obligations and should help reduce poverty, 
unemployment, and inequality. The objective 
is not merely economic growth but the 
equitable distribution of opportunities and 
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resources, ensuring that even the poorest 
members of society live with dignity.

Sarvodaya: Welfare of All

The ideal of Sarvodaya, or the welfare 
of all, is central to Ram Rajya. Gandhi 
believed society’s progress should be 
measured by the condition of its weakest 
members. Development that benefits only 
a privileged minority cannot be regarded 
as genuine progress.

Governance should therefore focus on 
improving the lives of all sections of society 
by providing access to education, healthcare, 
employment, and necessities. Public policies 
should promote inclusive development and 
ensure that no individual or community is 
left behind.

Religious Harmony and Secular Spirit

Although the expression Ram Rajya 
originates from the Hindu tradition, Gandhi 
repeatedly clarified that it does not signify 
a Hindu State. His vision was based upon 
equal respect for all religions and complete 
freedom of conscience.

Ram Rajya encourages peaceful 
coexistence among different religious 
communities. Every citizen enjoys the 
freedom to practise and propagate their faith 
without fear or discrimination. Religious 
diversity is viewed as a source of strength 
rather than division. This inclusive approach 
distinguishes Gandhi’s conception of Ram 
Rajya from religious majoritarianism.

Simple Living and Moral Citizenship

Gandhi attached great importance to 
simplicity and self-discipline. He believed 
that material progress alone cannot create a 
healthy society unless it is accompanied by 
moral development. Citizens should cultivate 
honesty, self-restraint, compassion, and a 
spirit of service.

Ram Rajya therefore depends not only 
upon efficient institutions but also upon 
morally responsible individuals. Duties 
must balance rights, and personal interests 
should never override the welfare of society. 
Ethical citizenship strengthens democracy 
and promotes lasting social harmony.

Peace and Universal Brotherhood

The ultimate objective of Ram Rajya is 
to create a peaceful and harmonious society. 
Gandhi believed that hatred, exploitation, 
violence, and injustice weaken both 
individuals and nations. In contrast, peace 
arises when society is guided by truth, justice, 
compassion, and mutual respect.

The principle of universal brotherhood 
extends beyond national boundaries and 
recognises the common humanity of all 
people. Gandhi’s vision therefore promotes 
international peace, cooperation, and respect 
for human dignity, making Ram Rajya 
relevant not only to India but to humanity 
as a whole.

The salient features of Ram Rajya 
demonstrate that Gandhi’s ideal was far more 
than a model of political administration. 
It represented a comprehensive social 
philosophy integrating ethical governance, 
democratic participation, economic justice, 
religious harmony, decentralisation, and 
human welfare. The principles of truth and 
non-violence link every aspect of this ideal, 
which Gandhi regarded as indispensable for 
a just society.

Rather than prescribing a fixed 
constitutional structure, Gandhi outlined 
the moral values that should guide political 
institutions and public life. These features 
continue to influence discussions on good 
governance, social justice, participatory 
democracy, and sustainable development. 
Consequently, Ram Rajya remains one of 
the most significant and enduring concepts 
in Gandhian political philosophy.
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6.1.3  Ram Rajya as Gandhi’s 
Ideal State

The concept of Ram Rajya represents 
Gandhi’s vision of an ideal State founded 
on moral values rather than political power. 
Unlike many political thinkers who explained 
the State mainly in terms of sovereignty, law, 
or administrative authority, Gandhi viewed it 
as an institution that should promote justice, 
truth, and the welfare of every individual. 
In his view, a State’s legitimacy depended 
not on coercive power but on its ability to 
uphold ethical principles and serve society. 
Ram Rajya, therefore, was not a blueprint for 
a particular form of government but an ideal 
of governance in which political authority 
functioned in harmony with moral values.

Gandhi’s conception of the ideal State 
emerged from his dissatisfaction with both 
colonial rule and modern political systems 
that relied heavily on centralised authority 
and the excessive use of power. He believed 
that replacing foreign rulers with Indian 
rulers would not bring meaningful freedom 
unless governance itself changed. Political 
independence had to be accompanied by 
social justice, economic equality, and 
moral regeneration. Ram Rajya reflected 
this broader aspiration for a society where 
power was exercised for public welfare rather 
than personal or sectional interests.

An Ethical State

One distinguishing feature of Gandhi’s 
ideal State is its ethical foundation. He 
maintained that politics should never be 
separated from morality. Public life, according 
to Gandhi, must be guided by truth, honesty, 
compassion, and justice. Political leaders 
were expected to regard public office as a 
sacred trust and perform their responsibilities 
with integrity and selflessness.

Unlike authoritarian systems that rely on 
fear or coercion, Ram Rajya rests upon the 
voluntary cooperation of citizens. Laws and 

institutions matter, but they cannot create a 
just society on their own. Ethical governance 
becomes possible only when both rulers and 
citizens act with moral responsibility. In 
Gandhi’s view, individuals’ moral character 
determines the strength of the State.

A State Committed to the Welfare of 
All

Gandhi believed the State’s primary 
purpose was to promote the welfare of 
every member of society. A government’s 
success should not be measured by economic 
prosperity alone, but by the condition of the 
poorest and most vulnerable. This concern 
for the weakest sections of society became 
a defining characteristic of Ram Rajya.

The State should guarantee equal 
opportunities, protect fundamental rights, 
and ensure access to justice without 
discrimination. Public policies must aim to 
reduce poverty, remove social inequalities, 
and improve the quality of life for all citizens. 
Gandhi’s ideal State thus reflects the principle 
of Sarvodaya, which seeks the welfare of 
every individual rather than the advancement 
of a privileged few.

Religious Harmony and Equal Respect

Gandhi consistently maintained that Ram 
Rajya should never be interpreted as a Hindu 
State. Although the term is derived from 
Hindu tradition, he used it to symbolise 
universal moral values applicable to people of 
all faiths. In his view, every religion contains 
ethical principles that contribute to human 
welfare.

The ideal State therefore guarantees 
religious freedom, protects minority rights, 
and promotes harmony among different 
communities. Citizens enjoy equal respect 
irrespective of their religion, caste, language, 
or culture. Gandhi believed that communal 
harmony is essential for national unity and 
peaceful coexistence.

145 SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



Rights and Duties

Gandhi’s concept of the ideal State gives 
equal importance to rights and duties. While 
citizens are entitled to freedom, justice, 
and equality, they also have corresponding 
responsibilities towards society. He argued 
that rights can be protected only when 
individuals willingly perform their duties.

Accordingly, citizens should obey just 
laws, respect others’ rights, contribute to 
community welfare, and participate actively 
in public life. The State, in turn, must protect 
individual dignity while encouraging ethical 
citizenship. This balance between rights 
and duties distinguishes Gandhi’s political 
philosophy from approaches that focus 
exclusively on individual rights.

A State with Minimum Coercion

Another distinctive feature of Ram Rajya 
is Gandhi’s preference for minimum use 
of State power. He believed governments 
should rely more on public cooperation than 
on force. Excessive dependence on police, 
military power, or legal compulsion indicates 
the failure of moral authority.

The ideal State therefore seeks to reduce 
coercion by encouraging voluntary obedience 
based on trust and mutual respect. Gandhi 
recognised that some degree of governmental 
authority is necessary for maintaining order, 
but he insisted that such authority should 
always remain limited and accountable.

6.1.4  Relevance and Critique of 
Ram Rajya

Although Mahatma Gandhi conceived 
Ram Rajya during India’s struggle for 
independence, the idea continues to 
attract attention in political theory and 
public discourse. Its emphasis on ethical 
governance, justice, decentralisation, and 
human welfare has kept it relevant even in 
the twenty-first century. At the same time, 

scholars have questioned the practicality 
of Gandhi’s ideal in modern democratic 
States, industrial economies, and increasingly 
complex societies. A balanced understanding 
of Ram Rajya therefore requires examining 
both its continuing relevance and the 
criticisms directed against it.

Ethical Governance

One of the most enduring aspects of Ram 
Rajya is its emphasis on ethics in public 
life. Gandhi believed that political authority 
should be guided by honesty, integrity, 
accountability, and public service rather than 
by the pursuit of power. In contemporary 
democracies, concerns such as corruption, 
abuse of authority, and declining public trust 
have renewed interest in ethical governance. 
Gandhi’s insistence that political leaders 
should regard public office as a public trust 
continues to provide an important moral 
standard for democratic governance.

Social Justice and Inclusive Development

Ram Rajya places the welfare of every 
individual at the centre of governance. 
Gandhi maintained that the true measure of 
a society lies in the condition of its weakest 
members. This idea remains highly relevant 
in societies facing poverty, unemployment, 
social exclusion, and economic inequality.

Many contemporary welfare programmes 
reflect the principle that development should 
benefit all sections of society, not a privileged 
minority. Gandhi’s vision encourages 
governments to promote equal opportunities, 
protect vulnerable groups, and ensure that 
economic progress is accompanied by social 
justice.

Decentralised Democracy

Gandhi’s advocacy of decentralised 
governance has gained renewed significance 
as local self-government grows more 
important. He believed people should 
actively participate in decisions affecting 
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their communities and that local institutions 
should have enough authority to address 
local needs.

In India, the constitutional recognition of 
Panchayati Raj Institutions has strengthened 
grassroots democracy by encouraging public 
participation in governance. Gandhi’s 
emphasis on village-level decision-making 
continues to influence discussions on 
democratic decentralisation and participatory 
governance.

Peaceful Resolution of Conflicts

Modern societies frequently encounter 
political violence, communal tensions, 
terrorism, and social conflicts. Gandhi’s 
philosophy of non-violence offers an 
alternative approach based on dialogue, 
mutual respect, and reconciliation. His 
methods have inspired numerous movements 
worldwide seeking peaceful solutions to 
political disputes.

The continued relevance of non-violent 
methods demonstrates that political 
disagreements need not always be resolved 
through force. Gandhi’s approach remains 
an important reference point for promoting 
peace within and among societies.

Sustainable Development and Responsible 
Consumption

Rapid industrialisation and excessive 
consumerism have generated serious 
environmental challenges. Gandhi’s emphasis 
on simplicity, responsible resource use, 
and respect for nature has gained renewed 
importance in debates on sustainable 
development.

His belief that economic progress should 
not come at the cost of environmental 
degradation encourages a model of 
development that balances economic growth 
with ecological responsibility. Consequently, 
many scholars regard Gandhian ideas as 

valuable for addressing contemporary 
environmental concerns.

6.1.4.1 Critique of Ram Rajya

Despite its moral appeal, Gandhi’s 
concept of Ram Rajya has been criticised 
from different perspectives. Scholars have 
questioned both its theoretical assumptions 
and its practical applicability in modern 
political systems.

Idealistic and Utopian

One of the most common criticisms is 
that Ram Rajya represents an ideal rather 
than a practically attainable political system. 
Gandhi expected rulers and citizens alike 
to uphold high moral standards, practise 
self-discipline, and place public welfare 
above personal interests. Critics argue that 
such expectations overlook the realities of 
political competition, conflicting interests, 
and human behaviour. Consequently, Ram 
Rajya is often regarded as an ethical ideal 
that is difficult to realise in practice.

Lack of Institutional Clarity

Unlike many political theorists, Gandhi 
did not provide a detailed constitutional 
framework for his ideal State. He discussed 
the moral principles that should guide 
governance but offered limited explanations 
of how political institutions, administrative 
structures, and constitutional mechanisms 
should be organised.

As a result, questions remain about 
how Ram Rajya would function in large, 
diverse, and highly industrialised societies. 
Critics therefore argue that the concept 
provides ethical direction but not a complete 
institutional model.

Debates on Religion and Secularism

Although Gandhi repeatedly clarified 
that Ram Rajya did not mean a Hindu 
State and that it symbolised universal moral 
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values, the term Ram has generated debate. 
Some scholars believe the term’s religious 
association may create misunderstandings 
in a multi-religious society.

Others, however, point out that Gandhi 
consistently interpreted Ram Rajya as an 
inclusive and secular ideal based on justice, 
compassion, and equal respect for all 
religions. The continuing debate demonstrates 
the importance of distinguishing Gandhi’s 
interpretation from narrow religious 
interpretations.

Criticism of Trusteeship

Gandhi’s doctrine of Trusteeship has 
also attracted criticism. While he believed 
wealthy individuals should voluntarily use 
their resources for society’s welfare, critics 
argue this approach relies too heavily on 
moral persuasion rather than institutional 
safeguards.

Marxist and socialist thinkers, in particular, 
contend that voluntary action alone cannot 
eliminate structural inequalities or prevent 
wealth concentration. They argue that legal 
and economic reforms are necessary to ensure 
distributive justice.

The ongoing discussion of Ram Rajya 
shows that Gandhi’s political philosophy 
extends beyond the historical context of 
India’s freedom movement. Its emphasis 
on ethical governance, decentralisation, 
social justice, religious harmony, and public 
welfare continues to influence debates on 
democracy and good governance. These 
principles remain relevant because they 
address concerns that are common to both 
developing and developed societies.

At the same time, Ram Rajya is not free 
from criticism. Questions relating to its 
practical implementation, institutional design, 
economic assumptions, and interpretation 
in a secular democracy continue to generate 
scholarly debate. These criticisms do not 
diminish the significance of Gandhi’s idea; 
instead, they encourage a deeper and more 
balanced understanding of its strengths and 
limitations. Viewed in this light, Ram Rajya 
remains one of the most influential normative 
concepts in modern Indian political thought, 
offering enduring ethical guidance while 
inviting critical reflection on the nature and 
purpose of the State.

Recap

	♦ Ram Rajya is Gandhi’s vision of an ideal social and political order.

	♦ Gandhi interpreted Ram Rajya as a moral and ethical society rather 
than a religious State.

	♦ Truth and non-violence form the philosophical foundation of Ram Rajya.

	♦ Swaraj, Sarvodaya, trusteeship, and dharma are integral to Gandhi’s 
conception of Ram Rajya.

	♦ Ram Rajya seeks justice, equality, and the welfare of every individual.
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	♦ Gandhi regarded Ram Rajya as an ideal State based on ethical governance 
and public service.

	♦ Decentralisation and village self-government occupy an important place 
in Ram Rajya.

	♦ Religious harmony and respect for all faiths are essential features of 
Ram Rajya.

	♦ The concept continues to influence discussions on good governance, 
social justice, and ethical politics.

	♦ Although widely admired, Ram Rajya has also been criticised for its 
idealistic and interpretative limitations.

Objective Questions

1.	 The concept of Ram Rajya is primarily associated with ________.

2.	 Gandhi described Ram Rajya as a symbol of ________ governance.

3.	 Which principle forms the moral foundation of Ram Rajya?

4.	 Gandhi clarified that Ram Rajya did not mean ________.

5.	 Which Gandhian concept emphasises the welfare of all?

6.	 Swaraj, according to Gandhi, includes political freedom as well as 
________.

7.	 Trusteeship is mainly related to the ________ use of wealth.

8.	 Gandhi believed that Ram Rajya should protect the ________ sections 
of society.

9.	 Ram Rajya is closely associated with the principle of ________ 
governance.

10.	According to Gandhi, the ideal society should be guided by truth and 
________.
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Answers

1.	 Gandhi

2.	 Ethical

3.	 Truth (Satya)

4.	 Hindu Raj

5.	 Sarvodaya

6.	 Self-discipline

7.	 Moral

8.	 Weakest

9.	 Decentralised

10.	Non-violence (Ahimsa)

Assignment

1.	 Explain the meaning and concept of Ram Rajya in Gandhian political 
philosophy.

2.	 Discuss the philosophical foundations of Ram Rajya.

3.	 Examine the salient features of Ram Rajya.

4.	 Analyse Ram Rajya as Gandhi’s conception of the ideal State.

5.	 Critically evaluate the relevance and limitations of Ram Rajya in the 
contemporary world.

6.	 Distinguish between Ram Rajya and Hindu Raj in Gandhi’s political 
thought.

7.	 Explain the relationship between Ram Rajya and Swaraj.

8.	 Discuss the role of truth, non-violence, and trusteeship in Gandhi’s 
concept of Ram Rajya.
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9.	 Assess the significance of Ram Rajya for democratic governance.

10.	“Ram Rajya is an ethical ideal rather than a constitutional model.” Discuss.
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Ambedkar’s Conversion to 
Buddhism:  

A Political Philosophy

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the background and reasons that led to Ambedkar’s conversion 
to Buddhism

	♦ analyse Ambedkar’s conversion as a political act aimed at achieving 
social justice and equality

	♦ examine the social dimensions of Ambedkar’s interpretation of Buddhism

On his way home from college, Anil noticed two friends arguing outside a tea 
shop. One of them had been denied entry into a nearby place simply because of his 
caste. Disturbed by what he witnessed, Anil wondered how such discrimination could 
continue in a democratic country where everyone is considered equal before the law. 
While searching for answers, he learnt about the life of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and 
found that political rights alone could not remove social inequality. He discovered 
that Ambedkar’s decision to embrace Buddhism was part of a larger struggle for 
dignity, equality, and social justice. This unit explores the ideas and circumstances 
that shaped that historic decision.

Keywords

Buddhism, Navayana Buddhism, Conversion, Dhamma, Social Justice, Equality, 
Liberty, Fraternity, Human Dignity, Social Transformation, etc.
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6.2.1  Background and Reasons 
for Ambedkar’s Conversion to 
Buddhism

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s conversion to 
Buddhism on 14 October 1956 in Nagpur 
was one of the most significant events in 
modern Indian social and political history. It 
was far more than a personal change of faith. 
It represented the culmination of Ambedkar’s 
lifelong struggle against caste discrimination, 
untouchability, and social exclusion. Through 
this act, he sought to provide millions of 
oppressed people with a new social identity 
founded on equality, dignity, and self-respect. 
The mass conversion that accompanied him 
marked the beginning of a new phase in the 
Dalit movement and gave fresh momentum 
to the revival of Buddhism in India.

Ambedkar did not arrive at this decision 
suddenly. For many years, he examined 
the world’s major religions to determine 
whether they could provide a social order 
based on liberty, equality, and fraternity. 
He believed that religion should contribute 
to human welfare and social justice rather 
than legitimise inequality or discrimination. 
After extensively studying different religious 
traditions, he concluded that Buddhism 
offered the most suitable ethical and 
philosophical foundation for building an 
egalitarian society. His interpretation of 
Buddhism emphasised reason, compassion, 
morality, and equality instead of ritualism 
or supernatural beliefs.

Ambedkar’s acceptance of Buddhism also 
reflected his broader political philosophy. 
He saw social emancipation as inseparable 
from political democracy and believed 
constitutional rights alone could not erase 
centuries of caste-based oppression. In 
his view, genuine democracy required 
transforming social values and human 

relationships. Buddhism, as he understood 
it, provided the ethical principles needed 
to create a society based on justice, mutual 
respect, and human dignity. Thus, his 
conversion became both a moral commitment 
and a programme for social reconstruction.

Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism 
resulted from a long process of intellectual 
reflection, personal experience, and social 
struggle. It did not stem from a sudden 
spiritual awakening or dissatisfaction with 
any one religious practice. Instead, it reflected 
his lifelong search for a social order that 
recognised every individual’s dignity and 
rejected all forms of inequality. His decision 
was shaped by decades of engagement with 
the realities of caste discrimination, his study 
of comparative religion, and his conviction 
that social equality could not be achieved 
without a corresponding transformation of 
religious and moral values.

Experience of Caste Oppression

Ambedkar’s decision can be traced to his 
own experiences of untouchability. Born 
into the Mahar community, which occupied 
a socially marginal position within the 
traditional caste hierarchy, he encountered 
discrimination from an early age despite 
his academic brilliance. Restrictions on 
education, access to public spaces, and social 
interaction exposed him to the harsh realities 
of caste-based exclusion. These experiences 
convinced him that untouchability was not 
an isolated social practice but an integral part 
of the caste system itself. Throughout his 
public life, Ambedkar regarded the abolition 
of caste as essential for achieving justice 
and human dignity.

His political interventions, including the 
Mahad Satyagraha (1927), the Kalaram 
Temple Entry Movement (1930), and his 
campaigns for the civil rights of the Depressed 

Discussion
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Classes, reflected his determination to 
challenge caste discrimination through 
constitutional, political, and social means. 
Although these movements brought greater 
public attention to the condition of the 
oppressed communities, they also revealed 
the deep resistance of orthodox sections of 
society to meaningful social reform. These 
experiences gradually strengthened his belief 
that legal reforms alone could not eradicate 
caste prejudice.

Disillusionment with the Hindu Social 
Order

Ambedkar believed that caste inequality 
was rooted in the religious and social 
foundations of Hindu society. In his writings, 
particularly Annihilation of Caste, he argued 
that the caste system derived legitimacy from 
religious authority and therefore survived 
despite political and legal reforms. As long as 
caste remained an accepted social principle, 
untouchables could not enjoy equality or 
self-respect within Hindu society.

His dissatisfaction with the prevailing 
social order became increasingly evident 
during the 1930s. At the historic Yeola 
Conference in 1935, Ambedkar made the 
famous declaration: “I was born a Hindu, 
but I will not die a Hindu.” This statement 
marked a turning point in his public life. It 
did not signal hostility toward any religious 
community; it expressed his conviction that 
a religion that sanctioned inequality could 
not provide the ethical foundation for a 
democratic society. From that point onwards, 
the question was no longer whether he would 
leave Hinduism, but which religion could 
best support the ideals of equality, liberty, 
and fraternity.

Search for an Egalitarian Religion

After his declaration, Ambedkar undertook 
a systematic study of the world’s major 
religions. He examined Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, and other 

religious traditions from both philosophical 
and social perspectives. His concern extended 
beyond theological doctrines. He sought a 
religion that could promote human dignity, 
social justice, and moral responsibility while 
encouraging rational thought.

After years of comparative study, 
Ambedkar concluded that Buddhism most 
closely reflected the principles he considered 
essential for a just society. He admired 
the Buddha’s emphasis on reason, ethical 
conduct, compassion, and equality. Unlike 
systems that relied upon divine authority or 
hereditary privilege, Buddhism encouraged 
individuals to examine ideas critically and 
accept them through reasoned understanding. 
It also rejected caste distinctions and 
recognised the equal moral worth of every 
human being. These features convinced 
Ambedkar that Buddhism offered a sound 
ethical basis for both personal transformation 
and social reconstruction.

Conversion as the Culmination of a 
Lifelong Struggle

By the early 1950s, Ambedkar was 
convinced that conversion was necessary 
to achieve genuine social emancipation. 
Constitutional safeguards had secured 
important legal rights for the Scheduled 
Castes, yet social discrimination continued in 
many forms. He realised that legal equality 
could not automatically produce social 
equality without a transformation of social 
consciousness.

On 14 October 1956, at Deekshabhoomi 
in Nagpur, Ambedkar embraced Buddhism 
in a public ceremony along with several 
lakh followers. During the ceremony, 
he administered the Twenty-Two Vows, 
urging his followers to reject caste-based 
practices and commit themselves to a new 
ethical way of life founded on equality, 
compassion, and rationality. This event 
marked not only a change of religion but 
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also the beginning of a movement for social 
dignity and collective self-respect among 
the oppressed communities.

The background of Ambedkar’s 
conversion demonstrates that his decision 
emerged from a combination of personal 
experience, intellectual enquiry, and political 
commitment. It reflected his dissatisfaction 
with a social order based on caste hierarchy 
and his search for a religion that could support 
democratic values and social justice. By 
embracing Buddhism, Ambedkar sought 
to give oppressed sections of society an 
ethical foundation for equality, dignity, and 
self-respect. His conversion thus became 
the culmination of a lifelong struggle to 
create a society free from discrimination 
and founded on the principles of liberty, 
equality, and fraternity.

6.2.2 Conversion to Buddhism as 
a Political Act

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s conversion to 
Buddhism was not merely a personal religious 
decision. It was a carefully considered 
political and social act aimed at challenging 
the caste-based structure of Indian society. 
By embracing Buddhism, Ambedkar sought 
to reject a social order that denied equality 
and dignity to the Scheduled Castes and to 
establish an alternative moral foundation 
based on liberty, equality, and fraternity. 
His conversion was therefore an extension 
of his lifelong struggle for social justice, 
not a departure from politics.

Conversion as a Rejection of Caste 
Hierarchy

Ambedkar regarded the caste system as the 
principal obstacle to democracy and social 
equality in India. He argued that caste was 
sustained not only by social customs but also 
by religious beliefs that legitimised hierarchy 
and untouchability. Although constitutional 
safeguards provided legal protection to 
the Scheduled Castes, they could not, by 

themselves, eliminate deeply rooted social 
prejudices. Ambedkar therefore believed that 
genuine emancipation required a complete 
rejection of the religious framework that 
supported caste discrimination.

His acceptance of Buddhism symbolised 
this rejection. Conversion enabled the 
oppressed communities to free themselves 
from an identity imposed by the caste system 
and to adopt a new identity based on equality 
and self-respect. It represented a conscious 
refusal to accept a social order that denied 
fundamental human dignity. Thus, conversion 
became an instrument of resistance against 
institutionalised discrimination rather than 
simply a matter of individual belief.

Assertion of Human Dignity and 
Equality

For Ambedkar, political freedom had 
little meaning without social equality. He 
consistently maintained that democracy could 
not survive in a society where large sections 
of the population were denied equal status. 
His conversion to Buddhism was therefore 
intended to restore the dignity of those long 
treated as socially inferior.

Buddhism, as Ambedkar interpreted 
it, recognised the equal worth of every 
individual, regardless of birth or social 
background. It rejected hereditary privilege 
and encouraged ethical conduct, compassion, 
and rational thought. By embracing 
Buddhism with hundreds of thousands of 
followers, Ambedkar showed that oppressed 
communities had the right to choose a way 
of life that upheld their humanity and self-
respect. The ceremony at Nagpur thus became 
a powerful public declaration of equality 
and collective self-assertion.

A Democratic and Non-Violent Form 
of Protest

Unlike revolutionary movements that 
relied on violence or armed conflict, 
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Ambedkar adopted conversion as a peaceful, 
democratic means of social transformation. 
He believed that enduring change should be 
achieved through reason, moral conviction, 
and collective action rather than coercion. 
Conversion to Buddhism offered an 
opportunity to challenge the existing social 
order without resorting to violence or hatred.

This approach reflected Ambedkar’s faith 
in constitutional methods and democratic 
values. Even while rejecting the caste-based 
foundations of Hindu society, he remained 
committed to peaceful social reform. His 
conversion was therefore both a protest 
against injustice and an affirmation of 
democratic principles. It demonstrated that 
social resistance could take the form of moral 
and ideological transformation rather than 
physical confrontation.

Creation of a New Collective Identity

One of the most significant political 
dimensions of Ambedkar’s conversion was 
creating a new collective identity for the 
oppressed classes. For centuries, caste had 
imposed identities that reinforced social 
exclusion and inequality. Ambedkar believed 
that liberation required not only legal rights 
but also a new sense of dignity and belonging.

By embracing Buddhism, he encouraged 
Dalits to identify themselves with a 
religious tradition that rejected caste 
distinctions and upheld equality. This new 
identity strengthened collective confidence 
and promoted social solidarity among 
communities that had long experienced 
discrimination. Conversion therefore became 
a means of psychological emancipation and 
political empowerment. It enabled people to 
redefine themselves based on shared ethical 
values rather than inherited social status.

Buddhism as the Ethical Foundation of 
Democracy

Ambedkar regarded democracy as more 
than a system of government. In his view, 

democracy depended upon values such 
as liberty, equality, fraternity, and mutual 
respect. He found these principles in the 
teachings of the Buddha and believed 
Buddhism could provide the moral basis 
needed to sustain a democratic society.

His reinterpretation of Buddhism, often 
described as Navayana or the “New Vehicle,” 
emphasised social ethics rather than ritual 
practices. It encouraged rational inquiry, 
moral responsibility, and compassion while 
rejecting superstition, inequality, and hered-
itary privilege. Through this interpretation, 
Ambedkar sought to connect religious phi-
losophy with constitutional democracy. His 
conversion thus aimed to strengthen demo-
cratic culture by promoting ethical values 
that supported justice and social equality.

Conversion as a Programme of Social 
Reconstruction

Ambedkar did not view conversion as the 
end of a struggle but as the beginning of a 
new social movement. During the conver-
sion ceremony at Nagpur, he administered 
the Twenty-Two Vows, which required his 
followers to reject caste practices, ritual 
inequalities, and beliefs that reinforced social 
discrimination. These vows encouraged ethi-
cal living, rational thinking, and commitment 
to equality, thereby providing a practical 
programme for social reconstruction.

The conversion movement therefore 
extended beyond religious affiliation. It 
sought to reshape social relationships, 
encourage education, strengthen community 
organisation, and promote active participa-
tion in democratic life. Ambedkar expected 
Buddhism to become a moral force that could 
transform both individuals and society. His 
conversion was consequently linked with 
a broader vision of creating an egalitarian 
and humane social order.

Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism 
was a deeply political act aimed at achiev-
ing social justice through peaceful and 
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democratic means. It rejected the caste-
based foundations of social inequality while 
affirming liberty, equality, fraternity, and 
human dignity. By embracing Buddhism, 
Ambedkar sought not only to transform 
the religious identity of the oppressed but 
also to provide them with a new ethical and 
political framework for collective emanci-
pation. The conversion remains one of the 
most significant examples of how religious 
choice can become an instrument of social 
protest, political empowerment, and demo-
cratic transformation in modern India.

Relevance of the Act

Ambedkar’s Buddhist philosophy remains 
an influential contribution to modern political 
and social thought. Its continuing relevance 
lies in its emphasis on equality, justice, ratio-
nality, and democratic values, all of which 
remain central to contemporary societies. 
At the same time, scholarly debates regard-
ing Navayana Buddhism have enriched the 
understanding of his ideas and highlighted 
their originality. By reinterpreting Buddhism 
as a philosophy of social emancipation, 
Ambedkar created an intellectual legacy that 
continues to shape discussions on democracy, 
human rights, and social transformation in 
India and beyond.

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s conversion to 
Buddhism marked a decisive turning point 
in modern Indian history. It represented the 
culmination of his lifelong struggle against 
caste discrimination and his search for a 
social order founded on justice, equality, and 
human dignity. His acceptance of Buddhism 
was not simply a matter of personal faith but 
a conscious effort to give oppressed sections 
of society a new ethical and social identity. 
By linking religion with social emancipation, 

Ambedkar transformed conversion into an 
instrument of democratic and social change.

Ambedkar’s interpretation of Buddhism 
differed significantly from conventional reli-
gious approaches. He emphasised morality, 
rational inquiry, compassion, and equality 
rather than ritualism or supernatural beliefs. 
Through his reinterpretation, popularly 
known as Navayana Buddhism, he pre-
sented Buddhism as a philosophy capable of 
addressing social injustice and strengthening 
democratic values. Liberty, equality, and 
fraternity, which he regarded as the founda-
tion of democracy, also became the guiding 
principles of his Buddhist philosophy.

Ambedkar’s Buddhist philosophy extends 
well beyond the conversion ceremony at 
Nagpur. It has inspired movements for social 
justice, human rights, and the empowerment 
of marginalised communities in India. His 
ideas continue to shape academic debates on 
democracy, constitutional morality, social 
equality, and the relationship between reli-
gion and politics. Although scholars have 
raised questions regarding certain aspects 
of his reinterpretation of Buddhism, there 
is broad recognition of its contribution to 
modern political thought and social reform.

The study of Ambedkar’s conversion to 
Buddhism demonstrates how religious ideas 
can become powerful instruments of political 
and social transformation. His philosophy 
continues to encourage the pursuit of an 
inclusive society based on dignity, equal-
ity, and justice. In this sense, Ambedkar’s 
Buddhist vision remains an enduring source 
of inspiration for those committed to building 
a democratic society free from discrimination 
and social oppression.
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Recap

1.	 Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism was the result of a long struggle 
against caste discrimination and social inequality.

2.	 His decision was based on a careful study of religions and a search for 
a philosophy that upheld equality and human dignity.

3.	 Conversion to Buddhism was a political and social act rather than 
merely a personal religious choice.

4.	 Ambedkar interpreted Buddhism as a philosophy of social justice, 
morality, and rationality.

5.	 Equality, liberty, and fraternity formed the foundation of his Buddhist 
philosophy.

6.	 Navayana Buddhism emphasised ethical conduct and social transformation 
instead of ritualism.

7.	 Ambedkar believed that religion should contribute to building an 
egalitarian society.

8.	 His conversion gave the oppressed communities a new social identity 
based on dignity and self-respect.

Objective Questions

1.	 Ambedkar embraced Buddhism in the year ________.

2.	 Ambedkar accepted Buddhism at ________.

3.	 The book written by Ambedkar explaining his interpretation of Buddhism 
is ________.

4.	 Ambedkar’s interpretation of Buddhism is popularly known as ________ 
Buddhism.
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Answers

1.	 1956

2.	 Deekshabhoomi, Nagpur

3.	 The Buddha and His Dhamma

4.	 Navayana

5.	 Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity

6.	 Yeola

7.	 Equality

8.	 Morality

9.	 Caste

10.	14 October 1956

5.	 Which three principles did Ambedkar consider essential for democracy?

6.	 Ambedkar declared, “I was born a Hindu, but I will not die a Hindu,” 
at the ________ Conference.

7.	 Ambedkar regarded ________ as the foundation of social democracy.

8.	 According to Ambedkar, religion should promote ________ and social 
justice.

9.	 Ambedkar believed that Buddhism rejected the ________ system.

10.	The mass conversion to Buddhism took place on ________.

Assignment

1.	 Discuss the background and reasons for Ambedkar’s conversion to 
Buddhism.
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2.	 Explain Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism as a political act.

3.	 Examine the social dimensions of Ambedkar’s interpretation of 
Buddhism.

4.	 Analyse the contemporary relevance of Ambedkar’s Buddhist 
philosophy.

5.	 Critically evaluate the major criticisms of Navayana Buddhism.

6.	 Discuss the relationship between Buddhism and social justice in 
Ambedkar’s political philosophy.

7.	 Explain the significance of liberty, equality, and fraternity in Ambedkar’s 
Buddhist thought.

8.	 Assess the role of Buddhism in Ambedkar’s programme of social 
transformation.

9.	 Explain how Ambedkar linked religion with democracy and 
constitutional morality.

10.	“Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism was both a moral choice and a 
political strategy.” Discuss.
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(SET A)

Time: 3 Hours                                                                          		   Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Objective Types Questions

Answer any ten questions. Each questions carries one marks 	 (1x 10=10)

1.	 Name the seminal 1909 Gujarati text in which Mahatma Gandhi presented 
his critique of modern industrial civilisation.

2.	 State the key ethical principle defined by Gandhi as “soul force” or “holding 
firmly to Truth.”

3.	 Name the 1936 undelivered presidential address written by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar 
for the Jat-Pat Todak Mandal.

4.	 Specify the term coined by Dr. Ambedkar to describe blind devotion or hero-
worship in politics.

5.	 Identify the historic fast-unto-death by Gandhi in Yerwada Jail that led to the 
signing of the Poona Pact in 1932.

6.	 What specific name did Gandhi assign to the “untouchable” communities, 
translating to “children of God”?

7.	 Name the major community conversion ceremony led by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar 
at Deekshabhoomi, Nagpur, in October 1956.

8.	 State the economic concept advocated by Gandhi where wealth owners act 
as moral caretakers for societal benefit.

163 SGOU - SLM -BA  Political Science -Understanding Gandhi and Ambedkar

SG
O

U



9.	 Name the newspaper launched by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar in 1920 with the support 
of Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj.

10.	Identify the basic system of primary and vocational self-reliant education 
formulated by Gandhi in 1937 (Nai Talim).

11.	Which foundational triad of ideals did Dr. Ambedkar state he derived directly 
from Gautama Buddha rather than the French Revolution?

12.	Mention the historic water rights satyagraha led by Dr. Ambedkar at the 
Chhadar Tank in March 1927.

13.	Specify Gandhi’s concept of swaraj that denotes individual self-rule, moral 
mastery, and personal self-restraint.

14.	Identify the constitutional drafting body of which Dr. B. R. Ambedkar served 
as the Chairman.

15.	Name the 1945 book written by Dr. Ambedkar critically assessing the political 
maneuvers of the Indian National Congress regarding the Depressed Classes

SECTION B

         Very Short Answer Questions: 

Answer any ten questions. Each questions carries two marks 	       (2x10=20)

16.	What is the relationship between Means (Sadhan) and Ends (Sadhya) in 
Gandhian philosophy?

17.	Define Gandhi’s doctrine of Swadeshi.

18.	What did Dr. Ambedkar mean by “associated living” in his definition of 
democracy?

19.	Mention the primary distinction Dr. Ambedkar made between political democracy 
and social democracy.

20.	Why did Dr. Ambedkar reject the term Harijan in favor of Depressed Classes 
/ Dalit?

21.	What was the central point of contention between Gandhi and Ambedkar 
regarding the Ramsay MacDonald Communal Award?

22.	Outline Gandhi’s concept of Trusteeship.
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23.	State Dr. Ambedkar’s critique of the Hindu Chaturvarna system.

24.	What is Gandhi’s idea of Gram Swaraj (Village Republics)?

25.	How did Dr. Ambedkar interpret the role of state socialism in his proposed 
constitutional memorandum, States and Minorities?

26.	What was Gandhi’s perspective on machines and large-scale industrialisation 
in Hind Swaraj?

27.	Why did Dr. Ambedkar view the Indian village not as an ideal republic, but 
as a “cesspool of cruelty and ignorance”?

28.	Mention Gandhi’s view on the unity and equality of all major world religions 
(Sarva Dharma Sambhava).

29.	State Dr. Ambedkar’s key legislative objective behind introducing the Hindu 
Code Bill.

30.	What role did constructive work (Nirman Karyakram) play in Gandhi’s mass 
mobilisation?

SECTION C

Short Answer Questions

Answer any five questions. Each question carries four marks	 (4 x 5=20)

31.	Explain Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophical grounding of Truth (Satya) and 
Non-Violence (Ahimsa).

32.	Discuss Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s concept of social justice and explain why he 
considered it a prerequisite for true political independence.

33.	Examine the key differences between Gandhi and Ambedkar regarding the 
Varna order and the annihilation of caste.

34.	Analyse the background, terms, and enduring historical implications of the 
Poona Pact (1932).

35.	Discuss Gandhi’s critique of Western representative democracy and parliamentary 
institutions in Hind Swaraj.

36.	Explain Dr. Ambedkar’s economic perspectives on agriculture, land fragmentation, 
and the nationalisation of key industries.

37.	Contrast Gandhi’s reformist moral approach to untouchability with Ambedkar’s 
constitutional and legal-rights approach.
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38.	Examine Dr. Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism and explain its socio-
political significance for marginalised communities.

39.	Discuss Mahatma Gandhi’s vision for women’s participation in the national 
freedom struggle and constructive work.

40.	Analyse Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s ideas on women’s rights, with reference to the 
Hindu Code Bill and constitutional safeguards.

SECTION D

Long answer Question

Answer any two questions. Each question carries ten marks	  (10x2=20) 

41.	Critically examine Mahatma Gandhi’s core political and moral ideas, focusing 
on Satyagraha, Swaraj, Swadeshi, and his systemic critique of modern industrial 
civilisation.

42.	Analyse Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s philosophical critique of the caste hierarchy 
in Annihilation of Caste, and evaluate his framework for establishing liberty, 
equality, and fraternity in Indian society.

43.	Compare and contrast the political, ideological, and social philosophies of 
Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar on caste, religion, and the path to 
Indian nationhood.

44.	Evaluate the economic visions of Gandhi and Ambedkar: contrast Gandhian 
decentralised village economics (Gram Swaraj) with Ambedkar’s state-led 
industrialisation and constitutional democratic socialism.
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(SET B)
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SECTION A

Objective Types Questions

Answer any ten questions. Each questions carries one marks 	 (1x 10=10)

1.	 Name the ashram established by Mahatma Gandhi near Wardha in Maharashtra 
in 1936.

2.	 What socio-political association was founded by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar in 1924 
with the motto “Educate, Agitate, Organise”?

3.	 Name the sacred Hindu legal text publicly burned under Dr. Ambedkar’s 
leadership on December 25, 1927.

4.	 Mention the South African commune founded by Gandhi in 1904, influenced 
by John Ruskin’s book Unto This Last.

5.	 State the political party formed by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar in 1936 to represent 
the interests of industrial and agrarian workers.

6.	 What term did Gandhi use to signify the “welfare and upliftment of all sections 
of society”?

7.	 Name Dr. Ambedkar’s final major work on religion and ethics, published 
posthumously in 1957.

8.	 State the weekly journal started by Gandhi in 1933 to propagate social reform 
against untouchability.
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9.	 Name the temple entry satyagraha launched under Dr. Ambedkar’s leadership 
in Nashik between 1930 and 1935.

10.	Identify the Indian spinning wheel popularised by Gandhi as a symbol of 
economic self-sufficiency and national dignity.

11.	Which portfolio did Dr. B. R. Ambedkar hold in independent India’s first 
Cabinet led by Jawaharlal Nehru?

12.	What Latin phrase or classical idea influenced Gandhi’s definition of passive 
resistance as an active spiritual force?

13.	Name the political party established by Dr. Ambedkar in 1942 to advocate 
exclusively for the Scheduled Castes.

14.	Identify the 1930 salt march led by Gandhi that inaugurated the Civil Disobedience 
Movement.

15.	What specific school of Buddhism (yana) did Dr. Ambedkar propose as an 
egalitarian path free from superstition and caste?

SECTION B

         Very Short Answer Questions: 

Answer any ten questions. Each questions carries two marks 	       (2x10=20)

16.	What is the literal and philosophical meaning of Gandhi’s concept of Sarvodaya?

17.	How did Dr. Ambedkar define the term “caste” in his early paper Castes in 
India: Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development?

18.	Mention two non-violent techniques of Satyagraha practiced by Gandhi during 
mass agitations.

19.	What were Dr. Ambedkar’s main reservations regarding separate electorates 
being replaced by joint electorates with reservations?

20.	Define Gandhi’s idea of “Bread Labour” (Sharir Shram).

21.	What did Dr. Ambedkar mean by the phrase “graded inequality” (Kramik 
Asamata)?

22.	How did Gandhi view the moral relation between politics and religion?

23.	Why did Dr. Ambedkar advocate for religious conversion as a tool of social 
emancipation?
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24.	State Gandhi’s views on modern medicine and modern legal systems as 
expressed in Hind Swaraj.

25.	What was Dr. Ambedkar’s perspective on the rights and economic struggles 
of industrial labour?

26.	How did Gandhi differentiate between absolute Truth and relative truth?

27.	What were Dr. Ambedkar’s concerns regarding the unchecked power of the 
majority in a communalised electoral democracy?

28.	Mention Gandhi’s view on the necessity of communal harmony between 
Hindus and Muslims for genuine swaraj.

29.	What is “Constitutional Morality” according to Dr. B. R. Ambedkar?

30.	State Gandhi’s view on the eradication of social untouchability through self-
purification (Atmasuddhi).

SECTION C

Short Answer Questions

Answer any five questions. Each question carries four marks	 (4 x 5=20)

31.	Discuss Gandhi’s principles of Satyagraha, highlighting the essential code of 
conduct and moral duties of a Satyagrahi.

32.	Explain Dr. Ambedkar’s vision of democracy as a way of life, focusing on 
his emphasis on social and economic equality.

33.	Contrast Gandhi’s concept of Varna Vyavastha with Ambedkar’s critique of 
the hereditary division of labourers.

34.	Examine the key events and social impact of Dr. Ambedkar’s Mahad Satyagraha 
(1927) and Kalaram Temple Entry Satyagraha (1930).

35.	Analyse Gandhi’s rationale behind the constructive program (Khadi, sanitation, 
prohibition, and national language) in building swaraj.

36.	Discuss Dr. Ambedkar’s analysis of the British colonial regime and explain 
why he sought autonomous political representation for Dalits.

37.	Explain Gandhi’s approach to inter-religious dialogue and his rejection of 
religious conversions based on material incentives.

38.	Examine Dr. Ambedkar’s philosophy of Navayana Buddhism and its divergence 
from traditional Theravada and Mahayana paths.
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39.	Evaluate Gandhi’s position on modern science, technology, and centralised 
urban planning.

40.	Discuss Dr. Ambedkar’s contributions as the chief architect of the Indian 
Constitution, highlighting the institutional protection of fundamental rights 
and minority communities.

SECTION D

Long answer Question

Answer any two questions. Each question carries ten marks	  (10x2=20) 

41.	Critically evaluate Gandhi’s vision of Hind Swaraj, with specific reference 
to his critique of modern civilisation, parliamentary institutions, industrial 
machinery, and his moral blueprint for a self-governing society.

42.	Provide an in-depth analysis of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s socio-political 
philosophy, focusing on his critique of Hindu social scriptures, the advocacy 
of constitutionalism, and his conception of social democracy.

43.	Critically analyse the historic Ambedkar–Gandhi debates concerning caste, 
representation, separate electorates, and the moral versus political remedies 
for untouchability.

44.	Assess the contemporary relevance of Gandhi’s and Ambedkar’s developmental 
visions for 21st-century India: evaluate Gandhi’s ecological, decentralised 
localism alongside Ambedkar’s modern, rights-based, and legally safeguarded 
industrial welfare state.
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