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B. R. Ambedkar: An Indefatigable
Defender of Human Rights

L

Dr.Kamini Dashora

Abstract

The present paper focuses on the basic issues which are
barriers to the egalitarian democracy of Indian social system. The

paper adopts a novel perspective that is quite unknown to the
west which perceives basic human rights as natural rights. In fact,
the state is a social construction and human rights are the legal
outputs. The paper proposes an alternative remedy the human
rights issues in Indian context that is Ambedkar’s thought which
can be better qualified as Ambedkarism; a social medicine for
caste-ridden sick Indian social order. In the end, in order to adopt
human rights as a part of life to establish just social order, a series
of strategies compatible with Indian situations are proposed; as
used by Dr Ambedkar himself. The present paper focused on the

human rights concept, classification, and generations as well as
Ambedkar’s Methods and Approaches.

Keywords: Ambedkar, Human Rights, Methods, Approaches,

Conferences, Newspapers, Organizations
Introduction:

Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar was born as the fourteenth
child of Mahar parents, Ramji and Bhimabai, on 14 April 1891 at
Mhow, in present-day State of Madhya Pradesh. The Mahars are
tonsidered low- caste and treated as untouchables (Dalits) by

--"-'—-—_
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higher-caste Hindus. They are mainly found in the State of
Maharashtra,

The father and grandfather of Ambedkar served in the
army and were of well-to-do family, But the stigma of being

members of Mahar community caused their social oppression in a
caste-ridden society.

Ambedkar had a bitter taste of discriminatory treatment
due his caste at an early age. He and his brother had to carry
gunny bags to sit on inside the classroom because they were not
allowed to sit on classroom chairs. They were denied drinking
water facilities, and excluded from games and mixing with other
children. Even teachers would not check their notebooks for fear
of "pollution.” Thus sowed the seeds of discontentment about the
Hindu social system in the life of Ambedkar.

He did his early education in Satara in Maharashtra State
and then moved on to Bombay. In 1912, he passed his B. A.
examination with distinction from the prestigious Elphinstone
College with the scholarship and encouragement from the
Maharaja of Baroda State. In 1913, with a condition that he would
serve the Baroda State for ten years, he was chosen by Maharaja
of Baroda State for higher studies at Columbia University in the
USA. This was followed with a trans-Atlantic shift to the United
Kingdom where he studied at the University of London. While
studying abroad, he mixed with students of various nationalities
and races, which was an eye- opener for him.
He joined the Union Cabinet of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru
during the 1946-1951 period. He resigned on 27 September 1951
to protest the deferment of the discussion in the parliament of the
Hindu Code Bill supposedly due to the coming 1952 elections.
Ambedkar saw the Bill as a very important reform of Hindu law,
with reform proposals on marriage, divorce, and monogamy.
Despite failing health, he plodded on with his advocacy for
the cause of the Dalits. He came to Nagpur in October 1956 for his
conversion to Buddhism and a couple of months thereafter on 8

December 1956 breathed his last.
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three generation, first-generation civil and political rights include
right to life and political participation, second generation
economic, social and cultural rights, includes right to subsistence
and third-generation solidarity rights, includes right to peace,
right to clean environment (Cornescu, 2009).
Ambedkar's Movement for Human Rights

During the last decade of the 19th century, many Indian
leaders born among the lower castes like Narayan Guru [1.854'
1928), Jyotiba Phule (1827-1890), and Ramaswamy Naicker
1879-1973) launched massive struggles for the dignity of Dalits
throughout India. Ambedkar was the most towering figure among

these Dalit leaders. | -
In 1917 he joined the Baroda State Service after returning

from his studies in the USA and the United Kingdom, as part of the

terms of his scholarship agreement. He wurk;d i; i zli:eﬁ ;;t:c ;JE’lf
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e 0 199
oL clLeiHIdol 20l gsR - A q



He suffered the humiliating experience of not being Seryed
drinking water during official functions. At the officer's club, he
had to sit in a corner and keep his distance from the other
members belonging to higher castes. He also had difficultiag in
finding a rented honse, as he was not allotted BOVernment
bungalow. He stayed in an inn owned by Parsis (members qof
Zoroastrian religion). One morning, as he was getting ready 1, a6
to work, adozen Parsis, allwielding sticks, rushed up to his rogm
screaming that he had polluted the Inn and insisted on his
immediate departure. He begged them to let him stay for 5 week
longer since he hoped to get his government bungalow by then,
But they were obdurate. If they found him at the inn that evening,
they said God help him. After spending much of the day in a public
garden, Ambedkar, in utter frustration and disgust, left for
Bombay by the 9 pm train.

These scorching incidents goaded Ambedkar to work for
the protection of dalit rights and upliftment of the status of the
Dalits. In 1924, he started legal practice in Bombay and founded
the Bahishkrit Hitkarni Sabha (Depressed Class Institute) to uplift
the Dalits. Henceforth, he started his movement and took the
cause of the Dalits. He roused the dalit consciousness to fight for
the eradication of dalit discrimination; to claim equality of
treatment, status and opportunity; to equally enjoy all rights ?
civil, political, social and economic ? and respect for the dignity of
persons. He was considered a crusader for the human rights of the
Dalits in India.l2)

The Hindu religious belief that "All human beings are not
born equal” creates caste-based discrimination against the Dalits
that leads to various forms of violence against them including
public humiliation, torture, rape, beating and killing. Reacting to
the values of Hinduism, Rabindranath Gore wrote,

We do not value Hinduism, we value human dignity... We
want equal rights in the society. We will achieve them as far as
possible while remaining within the Hindu fold or if necessary by
kicking away this worthless Hindu identity.

Ambedkar was a great supporter of women's liberation.
He blamed the verna system, which has not only subjugated
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the interest of
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'HE E!lsnj wrote about the French revolution ideas of
frateFmt_v, hber:ty and equality. He thought that the F rench and
Russian revolutions failed to realize all three ideas. He believed
that they could not all be realized except through the way of the
Buddha.

Means and Ends for Struggle

He adopted various means to safeguard dalit rights.
Ambedkar launched a movement against dalit discrimination by
creating public opinion through his writings in several periodicals
such as Mook Nayak, Vahishkrit Bharat, and Equality Janta, which
he started for the protection of dalit rights.

He also launched numerous movements. One of the
memorable struggles of the Dalits was the Vaikkom Satyagraha in
Travancore in Maharashtra, 5 which asserted the right of the
Dalits to worship in Hindu temples without hindrance. Another
very significant movement was Mahad Marchl® to assert the
rights of Dalits to take water from public watering Fla-:es.
Ambedkar organized the Dalit rally to assert their legal right to
take water from the Chowdar tank. The Chowdar tank quMah_ad
was made a public tank in 1869. In 1923, the Bombay Legtslﬂn'-';
Council passed a resolution to the effect that the D:fl]lts. be a]lm'n;fa
to use all public watering places. The Mahad Municipality PE_SEEI.I
resolution on 5 January 1927 to the effect that the Municipality
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had no objection to allowing the Dg]its to use the tank. Byt the
higher castes were hesitant in allowing the Dalits to use the tank
Spon after this resolution was passed a conference of the Daljs of
the Colaba district was held for two days. Ambedkar alsg
convened a conference on 18-20 March 1927 on this issue, On 2{],
March 1927, the conference exhorted the Dalits to go tg the
Chowdar Tank and exercise their right to take water from it, Tpe
Hindue who had exhorted them to be bold instantly realized that
this was a bombshell and immediately ran away. But the
electrified Dalits led by Ambedkar marched in a processiop
through the main streets and for the first time drank the water
from Chowdar tank.

Another temple entry movement took place at the
Kalaram temple at Nasik in Maharashtra State. On 13 October
1935, at a conference convened on the issue, Ambedkar
recounted the experience of the depressed classes and the
immense sacrifices made by them to secure minimum human
rights under the aegis of Hinduism.

Ambedkar fought for the rights of workers and peasants.
In the late 19205 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 support of radicals then
in the Congress Socialist Party, the Independent Labour Party
organized a huge march of 20, 000 peasants to Mumbai in 1938,
the largest pre-independence peasant mobilization in the region.
In the same year, Ambedkar joined with the Communists to
organize a strike of Mumbai textile workers in protest against @
bill about to be introduced by the British Government to curve
labor strikes.®) 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.

British Raj and Protection for Dalits

The demand for safeguards and protection of Scheduled
Castes (earlier called Depressed Class) has a long history dating 0
Montague-Chelmsford Reform of 1919 during the British Raj
period. Ambedkar had been closely involved in the struggle to give

3L CUOUARG, 2iAs52 - Raweud © 160



SChEdUIEd EESI:E
delegate at the R
asked for separat

e elector; 1 London, wh
subsequently Ambed) rate for the pajirs, | 1o nota sur L
Scherte M saw o it t) prise that
cheduled Caste that the welfare of the

eo .
of India in the Fufn PO Werg Buarantee

, 1 of resey 9 Constitution
educational fie]ds vation |

N legislative, employment and

movement into a
+ Today India has
the streets of cities

5 s o T » OT Course many despicable
Cts of discrimination and violence against the dalits sti]] occur,

Yet the = ,
St j:lggernaut of equality is rolling on remorselessly and

Conclusion

the 20 emary. o 1 . emencpp e g

: ' » extraordinary
social reformer and a trye champion of human rights.¥ It can be
said that he is one of the highly regarded Indians whose
emancipation and empowering role for oppressed groups that cut
against the gender divide has inspired subaltern groups all over
the world. All should try to take inspiration from Dr. B. R.
Ambedkar's life and work for the creation of a just and gender-
neutral world.
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