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Abstract  
Most social reformers during Ambedkar’s period talked about social reforms like abolition of Untouchability Sati, child 

marriage, female infanticide, imparting education to women, emphasis on widow remarriage, use of Swadeshi, etc. instead of 
structural changes. On 31 January 1920, he started a fortnightly newspaper, the Mooknayak (Leader of the Dumb), with the help of 
Shahu Maharaj of Kolhapur, a sympathizer of the cause for the Upliftment of the depressed classes. The Maharaja also convened 
many meetings and conferences of the ‘untouchables’ which Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar addressed. In July 1924, Ambedkar founded the 
‘Bahishkrut Hitkaraini Sabha, to fight the evil of untouchability. The Sabha started a free school for the young and the old and ran 
reading rooms and libraries. Ambedkar took the grievances of the ‘untouchables’ to court, seeking justice and equality. This research 
article to be discussed in brief about the social reforms in India and contribution of Dr.B.R. Ambedkar. 

 
Keywords: Downtrodden, Dalit Empowerment, Upliftment of the Dalits. Mahar Movement, Dalit Rights. 
 
Introduction 

“What are we having this liberty for? We are having this liberty in order to reform our social system, 
which is fuel of inequality, discrimination and other things, which conflict with our fundamental Rights”. 

         Dr. B.R. Ambedkar 
 

This research paper focuses on the various stages through which Dalit consciousness and movement broadened from mid-
19th century up to now and how various Dalit leaders, especially Jotiba Phule, the high-caste Hindu and Ambedkar, a Dalit fought for 
Dalit rights. As we know that the weaker section in general and the scheduled caste in particular have suffered from multiple 
deprivations and were the victims of cumulative domination since time immemorial. With the passage of time some Dalits mustered 
the courage to fight back the age long system of exploitation. The main objective of Dalit movements was to create a counter culture 
and a separate identity for the Dalits in the society. However, they were not against any individual caste or communal group, but 
against the establishment, the government but, the society as a whole. A favourable environment for the emergence of the protest 
movement of the Dalits was created by the collective efforts of Phule, Shivram Janba Kamble, Gopal Baba Walangkar, Kisan Fagoji 
Bansode and others minor leaders in Maharashtra. The Mahar revolution movements in Maharashtra, paved way to the attempts of the 
untouchable castes to organize for social and political purpose in various parts of India, including the Dalits of Madras, the charmers 
of Chhattisgarh area, the depressed classes of the Punjab and the Namshudras of Bengal. All these Movements have not only provided 
the lower masses with the base for establishing self-determination, self-respect, and honour among them, but also a means for 
protesting against the domination of upper-caste and classes in the society. As a matter of fact, the quest of the Dalit activism is the 
levelling up of the status of Dalit masses and it is the real manifestation of a new consciousness among them. 

 
Hindu society is divided into four Varna, or classes, a convention which had its origins in the Rig Veda, the first and most 

important set of hymns in Hindu scripture which dates back to 1500-1000 B.C.1 At the top of the hierarchy are the Brahmins, or 
priests, followed by the Kshatriyas, or warriors. The Vaisyas, the farmers and artisans, constitute the third class. At the bottom are the 
Shudras, the class responsible for serving the three higher groups. Finally, the Untouchables fall completely outside of this system. It 
is for this reason that the untouchables have also been termed avarnaor no class. Jati, or caste, is a second factor specifying rank in the 
Hindu social hierarchy. Jatis are roughly determined by occupation. Often region specific, they are more precise than the sweeping 
Varna system which is commonacross India and can be divided further into subcastes and sub-subcastes. This is also the case among 
untouchables. Andre Beteille defines caste as “a small and named group of persons characterized by endogamy, hereditary 
membership, and a specific style of life which sometimes includes the pursuit by tradition of a particular occupation and is usually 
associated with a more or less distinct ritual status in a hierarchical system.” Jatis in the three highest varnas in the hierarchy-
Brahmins, Kshatriyas, and Vaisyas-are considered “twice-born” according to Hindu scripture, meaning they are allowed to participate 
in Hindu ceremonies and are considered “purer” than the Sudras and “polluting” untouchables. This concept of pollution versus purity 
governs the interaction between members of different castes. The touch of an untouchable is considered defiling to an upper-caste 
Hindu. In southern India, where caste prejudice has been historically most severe, even the sight of an untouchable was considered 
polluting. Untouchables usually handled “impure” tasks such as work involving human waste and dead animals. As a result, until 
reforms began in the 19th century, untouchables were barred from entering temples, drawing water from upper-caste wells, and all 
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social interaction with upper-caste Hindus (including dining in the same room). These social rules were strictly imposed and violators 
were severely punished; some were even killed. 

 
Christian missionaries took the lead in adopting the cause of the Depressed Classes seeking to provide welfare for them. By 

the 1850s, either inspired or shamed into action by the missionaries’ example, Hindu reformers emerged. Jyotiba Phule was one such 
activist, and in 1860 he called attention to the plight of victims of caste discrimination in Maharashtra. British and other Indian leaders 
soon followed suit, spurred on in part by reports of discrimination against Indians in South Africa. 

 
Thus, in the 1880s, British officials set up scholarships, special schools, and other programs to benefit the Depressed Classes. 

Forward-thinking maharajas (princes) in “native” states like Baroda, Kolhapur, and Travancore, which were not under direct British 
administration, established similar initiatives. Dr. Ambedkar, from the Mahar caste of Maharashtra, was one beneficiary. The Mahars 
had a long association with the British-organized Indian Army, in which Dr. Ambedkar’s father and grandfather had served. One 
result was that Dr. Ambedkar was able to attend government primary and secondary schools. The Maharaja of Baroda, recognizing 
Dr. Ambedkar’s gifts for scholarship, sponsored his study abroad, first at Columbia University in New York, where Dr. Ambedkar 
obtained a Ph.D. in Economics, and later at London University, where he earned a DSc. and entrance to the Bar from Grey’s Inn. 

 
Montagu Chelmsford Reforms 

Caught in the turmoil of World War I, Britain focused its attention on Europe, not on India. Nevertheless, the British passed 
important legislation during this turbulent period that would have a significant impact on the development of Indian governmental 
institutions: The Government of India Act of 1919. The Act had its immediate origins on August 20, 1917. With Britain in a war for 
survival in Europe, in need of continued support from India and the Empire, and desiring to avoid confrontation with the Indian 
independence movement, Secretary of State for India Edwin Montagu, in an announcement in Parliament, defined Britain’s India 
policy as: “ increasing [the] association of Indians in every branch of the administration and the gradual development of self-
governing institutions with a view to the progressive realization of responsible government in India as an integral part of the British 
Empire. Montagu and Lord Chelmsford, then Viceroy, embarked on an analysis of the Indian situation, eventually laying out 
proposals forming the basis for the 1919 Government of India Act. Despite mention of greater Indian participation in politics, the 1919 
Act still contained provisions guaranteeing a continued active British presence and dominance: While we do everything that we can to 
encourage Indians to settle their own problems for themselves we must retain power to restrain them from seeking to do so in a way 
that threatens the stability of the country. 

 
The reforms included devolution of more authority to provincial governments and diarchy, a system in which elected Indian 

ministers, responsible to the legislatures, were to share power with appointed British Governors and Ministers. The Act also addressed 
minority safeguards, including the particularly vexing issue of communal electorates. Montagu and Chelmsford firmly rejected 
communal electorates, characterizing the system as a “perpetual [or] of class division” and a “very serious hindrance to the 
development of the self-governing principle.” The authors also pointed out another related problem that: A minority which is given 
special representation owing to its weak and backward state, is positively encouraged to settle down into a feeling of satisfied security; 
it is under no inducement to educate and qualify itself to make good the ground it has lost compared with the stronger majority. On the 
other hand, the latter will be tempted to feel that they have done all they need do for their weaker fellow countrymen and that they are 
free to use their power for their own purposes. The give-and-take which is the essence of political life is lacking. There is no 
inducement to the one side to forbear, or to the other to exert itself. The communal system stereotypes existing relations. 

 
Communal Electorates 

Despite their repudiation of communal electorates, Montagu and Chelmsford realized it would be unfeasible to take away 
communal representation already granted to Muslims by the 1909 Morley-Minto reforms. At Lucknow in 1916, the Indian National 
Congress and the All-India Muslim League had agreed to separate electorates for Muslims. Britain for political reasons was not 
willing to risk the combined ire of these Indian groups. Other, including Sikhs, Anglo-Indians, Europeans, Indian Christians, and non-
Brahmins, also clamored for special representation, but Montagu and Chelmsford largely resisted their demands—they did grant the 
Sikhs (described as a “gallant and valuable element to the Indian Army”) communal representation—proposing instead a system of 
nomination. If nomination proved ineffective, they proposed reserving seats for communities in plural constituencies, but with a 
general electoral roll. In Britain, the decision against communal electorates was controversial. Indian moderates and some British 
members of Parliament (MPs) supported the Montagu- Chelmsford position. (One MP effusively praised the Montagu Report, but 
lamented that such an excellent product came from a Jew and not a “real” Englishman.) However, most feared an “oligarchy of 
Brahmins” if communal electorates were not set up for non- Brahmin Hindus. Several factors contributed to such “Brahminophobia” a 
fear that had been developing even before the Montagu-Chelmsford Report Some Britons perceived 
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Brahmins as “untrustworthy,” oppressive towards the lower castes, and subversive regarding British governmental and social 

reforms. Valentine Chirol, a prominent Times correspondent, published Indian Unrest, in which he asserted that Brahmanism was the 
biggest threat to the British. The Rowlett Report of 1918, the product of a study on the causes of political violence in India, described 
Brahmins as “revolutionaries.” Annie Besant, English-born leader of the “Home Rule” movement for Indian independence, accused 
Brahmins of repressing the lower castes. Another important feature of the 1919 Act was the provision for the appointment of a 
statutory commission after ten years for the purpose of enquiring into the working of the system of government, the growth of 
education and the development of representative institutions in British India…and …report…to what extent it is desirable to establish 
the principle of responsible government, or to extend, modify or restrict the degree of responsible government then existing therein. 

 
In keeping with the 1919 Government of India Act, the British government in 1927 appointed a commission to assess the 

Montagu-Chelmsford reforms and “whether, and to what extent it [was] desirable to establish the principle of responsible government, 
or to extend, modify, or restrict the degree of responsible government existing therein.” The seven-member commission was headed 
by John Simon, MP, and included MP Clement Attlee. 

 
Moving on to the various reform movements that took place in Maharashtra, I would first like to differentiate between the 

movements that focused particularly on the Dalit issues and the others that focused more on the eradication of evils like improving the 
conditions of the high-caste Hindus and their women by fighting against Pardha, child-marriage, female infanticide, right to widow 
remarriage and other such problems. The high caste reformers seem to have ignored the fact that there are two types of categories 
within Hinduism. Thus, many leaders from Dalit communities took the initiative to fight for their cause. One of the earliest organized 
movements among the non-Brahmins, was due to the efforts of Jotiba Phule of Poona. Phule himself was not a Dalit, but a member of 
what today would be described as an “affluent OBC” caste. He belonged to the Maalis, gardeners by traditional occupation and 
classed with the Maratha-Kunbis, as people of middle status, fortunately not as ill-treated as untouchables. The times when he was 
developing a strong Dalit following, his main organizational work was in fact among the middle-to-low non-Brahmin castes of 
Maharashtra, traditionally called as Shudras and known till today as the Bahujan Samaj. 
 
Dr. Ambedkar struggle for Dalit’s Rights 

Dr. Ambedkar adopted various means to protect and safeguard to Dalit Human rights in India. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar starts the 
movement against Dalit discrimination by creating public opinion through his writings in several periodicals such as Mook Nayak, 
Bahishkrit Bharat, Equality for peoples, which he started for the protection of Dalit rights. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar organized the Dalit 
rally to assert their legal rights to take water from the chowder tank. The chowder tank of Mahad was made a public tank in 1869. In 
1923 the Bombay legislative council passed a resolution to the effect that the Dalit’s be allowed to use all public watering places. The 
Mahadmunicipality passed a resolution on 5 January 1927 to the effect that the municipality had no objection to allowing the Dalit’s 
to use the tank. Baba sahib Bhim Rao Ambedkar fought for the right of workers and peasants. In the late 1920 and especially in the 
1930s, when he had formed his independent labour party, he took up the cause of tenants (from both the Dalit Mahars and the caste 
Hindu Kunbis) in the Konkan region of Maharashtra. With the supports of radicals then in the Congress Socialist Party, the 
Independent labour party organised a huge march of 20,000 peasants in Mumbai in 1938, the largest pre independence peasant 
mobilization in the region. In the same year, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar joined with the communists to organise a strike Mumbai textile 
worker in protest against a bill about to be introduced by the British government to curve labor strikes. Dr. Ambedkar took the lead in 
condemning the bill in the assembly and argued that the right to strike was simply another name for the right to freedom of assembly.    

 
Dalit’s Protection in British Period 

Baba Saheb demand for safeguards and protection of Dalit’s has a long history dating the Montague-Chelmsford reform in 
the during of 1919 of the British periods. Dr. Ambedkar had been closely involved in the struggle to give Scheduled caste and 
scheduled tribe people solid statutory safeguard. He was a delegate at the Roundtable conference in London, where he asked for 
separate electorate for the Dalit’s. It is not a surprise that subsequently Ambedkar show to it that the welfare and development of 
Scheduled caste &scheduled tribes were guaranteed in the 1949 constitution of India in the form of reservation in various fields such 
as legislative, employment and education etc. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar was a great champion of the Dalit because he succeeded in turning 
the depressed class movement into a revolutionary movement throughout India. But today is witnessing the oppressed classes, walking 
on the streets of cities and villages with confidence and poise of course, many despicable acts of discrimination and violence against 
the Dalit’s still occurring.   
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Dr. BR Ambedkar’s Satyagraha at Mahad  
A young legislator of the Bombay assembly led about 4,000 Dalits to assert the right of social outcasts to water in public 

places 89 years ago.Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar’s march to Chavadar water tank in the municipality of Mahad in Maharashtra’s Raigad 
district has since been talked about only in limited circles in the country. Never in terms of a major civil rights movement. 

 
“The Mahad Satyagraha (non-violent movement) is comparable to Mahatma Gandhi’s Dandi march and Martin Luther 

King’s Selma march,” said Anna Bhau, a Dalit campaigner. “It represents the collective articulation of our rights and our decision to 
assert them … But in India, the word satyagraha means Gandhi.”But every Dalit in Mahad remembers Ambedkar’s contribution and 
his memory stays in images, books, flags, banners, and even brochures of life insurance policies that carry a small picture of the 
marginalised people’s icon who wrote the Constitution. Every year on March 19 and 20, Dalits from across Maharashtra make a 
beeline for this dusty town and congregate at Chavadar tank. Ambedkar converted to Buddhism on the Deekshabhoomi in Nagpur on 
October 14, 1956. So Buddhist monks lead the prayers; Samata Sainik Dal members, in blue caps and cream trousers, parade around 
town; cultural activists alternate between speeches and singing songs in praise of Ambedkar, popularly known as Babasaheb. Seminar 
halls ring with rousing speeches on Dalit empowerment. But the epicenter of the movement cries for attention. Chavadar is so dirty 
and polluted that Ambedkar disciples like Veena cannot “drink its hazardous water, but we do dip our feet”. Dalits, called 
untouchables, were banned from using water bodies and roads used by upper-caste Hindus. Ambedkar’s Mahad Satyagraha was a 
fight against this age-old, discriminatory custom. 

 
Ideas for Equitable Society 

Ambedkar ideals for society are based on liberty, equality and fraternity. He fights for his ideals to be a society till his life 
more. He was a one of the greatest socialists in between other revolutionary socialists in the 20th century. The most significant is he 
given a justice to crore and above backward people in India, who was disable to do anything and we can call them oppressed. 
Ambedkar explained the differences between India and oppressed India and this is the biggest contribution of him during the period of 
Indian Renaissance. Ambedkar is known as a very different revolutionary socialist with the comparison of all social and religious 
reformers of India. He aware of all and also untouchable people for to live with each other‟s with honor. In the language of Gandhi, 
Ambedkar is a challenge to Hindu Religion, but also, he is a challenge to contemporary social reformation and also a social reformer. 
He aware the Indian society about the Religion, traditions, beliefs and misbelievers with the caste system and untouchable situation. 
However, we all are ignoring that address in this period. 
  

Buddha has been exploring his Dhamma instead of God and traditions, beliefs and misbelievers. Buddha teaches to use for 
seeing our life with research attitude. He is aware to use in search of Truth and our sorrowful life. However, right now we ignore that 
address also. All Buddhists are following the tradition of Hindu religion, who called itself, as we are Buddhist. The Buddha stressed 
on non-violence. Nevertheless, millions of Buddhists are non-vegetarian. Therefore, Osho gives honor to Buddha, but he neglected the 
Dhamma as a religion, which is established by the Buddha before thousands of years ago. Osho also gives honor to Muhammad 
Paigambara and Yeshu. Because, who those people explored thought on non-violence. But millions of Christian and Muslim are non-
vegetarian. Ambedkar tried to aware of all about this kind of happiness. 
 
Educate, Agitate, Organise  

Ambedkar’s project of educating the Dalits began when he started the fortnightly 'Mook Nayak' in 1920. His mission and 
vision were revealed through the publications of various magazines and journals, representations to government and related bodies for 
passing of legislatives helpful to promote the education of the depressed classes. It finally culminated in the establishment of schools, 
colleges, hostels and other educational institutions under the aegis of the People's Education Society established in 1945. However, it 
is demeaning to isolate his educational goals from that of his social objectives. What he wanted to achieve was the emancipation of the 
depressed classes, which was common to his varied, but inseparable projects - social and educational. Speaking on the occasion of the 
foundation of the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha, the organisation which heralded his public life as the leader of the Dalits, Ambedkar 
declared that the motto of the organisation would be 'Educate, Agitate and Organise.' He clarified the objectives  

 
In order to bring about the uplift of out castes it is first necessary to awaken them. Any community before it can progress 

must develop a consciousness. As someone has put it, while the poor are certainly handicapped by their poverty, the real obstacle in 
their path is their inertia and their indifference! To overcome this inertia and indifference it is necessary, they should become charged 
with resentment of the injustice of their own condition. Without it, they cannot get rid of the factors that obstruct their progress. And 
even this is not enough; while on the one hand the obstruction must be removed, one must also simultaneously promote conditions 
which will ensure their prosperity.The triumvirate 'Educate, Agitate, Organise' formed not simply the slogan of the Bahiskrit 
Hitakarini Sabha; in fact it embodied the ideological basis of Ambedkar movement itself. It also denotes the epistemology of his social 
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project, as it provides a context against which the rules and standards for the formulation of knowledge about the society and the 
individual could be determined. It also provides the means to investigate distinctions and categories that organise perceptions, ways of 
responding to the world and the conceptions of 'self The slogan can also be used to locate the primary position given to schooling as 
the most significant mechanism by which power relations are established, reproduced and perpetuated in the society.   

 
Ambedkar crisscrossed many pathways in his project for the emancipation of the Dalits, focussing on the social, educational 

and political rights of the depressed classes. But what concerned him politically always consumed him socially and educationally also. 
His movement in its early years was concentrated on the equal rights of the Dalits within the Hindu social order. But soon he realised 
that the problem of the untouchables was not a simple social problem like that of dowry, child marriage or widow marriage. He 
perceived it essentially as a political problem, the solution of which required a minority liberty and equality of opportunity. He was 
also certain that this was not easy at the hands of a hostile majority that not only believed in the denial of liberty and equal opportunity 
for the minority but also conspired to enforce its policy on the minority8 It is this fundamental conviction that provoked Ambedkar to 
start his movement. 
 
Conclusion 

Actually Baba Saheb Dr. B.R. Ambedkar was a great human rights leader. who I believe must be considered the greatest 
Indian of the millennium, was a fighter for human rights not only for the most oppressed section of Dalit’s but all the Indian caste 
opposed groups for workers and farmers and for women? Dr. Ambedkar is India’s foremost human rights activist in the 20thcentury. 
He is an emancipator, scholar, extraordinary social reformer a true champion of human rights. Dr. Ambedkar provides equal rights for 
all citizen in Indian constitution. But the caste dissemination and untouchability somehow and others are still playing negative roles 
from different parts of the society. Untouchability is a crime against humanity, The constitution of India is designed in such a way that 
all citizens are equal before it. Our nation facing different sorts of socioeconomic, educational and political evils in the society and 
only the effective implementation of the constitution in its real spirit can overcome them. The Dalit’s also will have to come forward 
and to labour hard in all social, economic, educational, political area to complete with the other members of the society. 
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