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Introduction 

 The beginning of nineteenth century witnessed 

many socio-religious reform movements in India. During 

this period, the Indian society was suffering from many 

social evils such as caste system, untouchability, lower 

status to women etc. The socio-religious reform 

movement was the expression of the rising national and 

social consciousness. Education of women, 

empowerment of women and removal of untouchability 

and caste restrictions were the chief goals of the social 

reform movement in India. The social customs and laws 

relating to marriage, family property, inheritance, position 

of widows were loaded against women. The women were 

subject to suffer from forced widowhood, widow tonsure, 

child marriage and number of social evils which were 

supported by so called religious traditions. The miserable 

plight of the women attracted the attention of many social 

reformers of like Mahatma Jotirao Phule, Savitribai 

Phule, M.G. Ranade, Pandita Ramabai, Vishnushastri 

Pandit, Dhondo Keshav Karve, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar 

and many others rendered service to the cause of the 

emancipation of women in India.  

 Dr. Ambedkar has made significant efforts to 

lead the society on the path of Liberty, Equality, 

Fraternity and Justice. He rendered great service to all 

the women by his emphasis on ideal of egalitarian 

society. Through his writings and speeches, it is evident 

that he has studied the problem of women in India and 

evolved his own perspective and strategy for the 

empowerment of women in India. In this paper an 

attempt is made to highlight Dr. Ambedkar’s perspectives 

on empowerment of women in India and its relevance in 

present scenario. 

 Dr. Ambedkar tries to show how the gender 

relations and differences are constructed by Hindu 

Brahaminical order, which conditions women to conform 

a stereotype feminine behavior, requiring them to be 

passive and submissive, suited only to a life of domestic 

and family responsibilities. He not only talked about their 

low status but developed various tools to emancipate 

them and elevate their position in society in various 

capacities. He believed that socio-cultural forces 

artificially construct gender relations, especially by 

Manusmriti and Hindu religion. In his ‘Castes in India: 

Their Mechanism Genesis and Development, ‘The Riddle 

of the Woman, ‘The Woman And the Counter Revolution, 

‘The Rise and Fall of Hindu Women’ and through the 

issues of his journals Mooknayak (1920), Bahishkrit 

Bharat (1927 to 1929) and Janata (1930 to 1956), one 

can understand the perspectives of Ambedkar towards 

the empowerment of women in India. 

 Dr. Ambedkar’s first academic paper “Caste in 

India: Their Mechanism, Genesis and Development” 

presented in 1916 begins with his concern towards 

women, where he located the linkages between caste 

and gender by observing that “Superimposition of 

endogamy on exogamy means creation of caste” and 

concluded that there is no divine or natural cause of 

origin of caste but upper castes craftily designed it by 

enclosing their class through means of controlling and 

subjugating their woman. Therefore he observed that in 

the maintenance of strict endogamy surplus men and 

surplus women were the main challenge, here he also 

noted that man being powerful and upper hand in society 

cannot be forcibly controlled thus the society let him 

untouched but the women being inferior to man were 

easy prey of its victimization. Thus much before the 

Indian feminist school, Dr. Ambedkar pointed out the 

direct relationship between caste and gender and 

observed that gender could not be seen in isolation from 
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caste. In the ‘Women and Counter Revolution’ and ‘The 

Riddle of Women’, Dr. Ambedkar portrays the way in 

which Manu treated women. He pointed out that the laws 

of Manu on the status of women are very important in 

molding the Hindu attitude and perspective towards 

women, perpetuated and maintained through Hindu 

personal laws based on Shastras, caste and endogamy, 

i.e. the base of Indian patriarchy. He attacked Manusmriti 

as a major source, which legitimizes the denial of 

freedom, self respect, right to education, property, 

divorce etc., to women by attributing a very lofty ideal to 

them.  

 Dr. Ambedkar wrote number of books entitled 

‘The Riddles of Hinduism’, ‘The Buddha and Karl Marx’, 

and ‘Revolution and Counter Revolution in Ancient India’ 

and addressed the issues of women in India. These 

works carry chapters on women entitled Elevation of 

Women and Degradation of Women which expose how 

Chaturvarna prioritized “birth” instead of “worth,” 

degraded women and is unable to explain the status and 

position of women and endogamy. He also suggests 

strategies for emancipation from oppression. He found 

their emancipation in Buddhist values, which promotes 

equality, self-respect and education. He believes that 

Buddha treated women with respect and love, and never 

tried to degrade them like Manu did. Ambedkar cites 

women like Vishakha, Amrapali of Visali, Gautami, Rani 

Mallika, queen of Prasenjith who approached Buddha, as 

evidences of Buddha’s treatment of women as equals. It 

was mainly the Hindu culture and social customs, which 

stood in the headway of women’s empowerment. 

 Right from the beginning of his struggle for the 

eradication of caste prejudices, Dr. Ambedkar started 

involving women in the struggle. He realised that the real 

progress of the India could not be achieved without 

liberating the women themselves. His first demand of 

adult franchise, which was met in the early 1920s, when 

he submitted his memorandum to Southbourough 

Commission where he demanded voting rights to 

untouchables as well as to women. That was the 

beginning of an era of the liberation of Women and then 

he brought women into the struggle for their 

emancipation and the establishment of egalitarian society 

in India.  

 On 20 and 21 March 1927, during the Mahad 

Satyagraha, Dr. Ambedkar addressed to women and told 

them to participate in the struggle against the tyranny of 

caste system and gender discrimination. He emphasized 

to them that men alone cannot fight this menace. The 

main theme of his speech was “Importance of 

participation of women in the struggle of depressed”. 

Thus Dr. Ambedkar brought about a revolutionary 

change in the attitude of women. They began to think of 

their own progress which paved the way for their 

emancipation. On 18th July 1927, Dr. Ambedkar 

addressed a meeting of about 3000 women, where he 

said that “I measure the progress of community by the 

degree of progress which women had achieved. Let 

every girl who marries stand by her husband, claim to be 

her husband’s friend and equal, and refuse to be his 

slave. I am sure if you follow this advice, you will bring 

honour and glory to yourselves.”  

 Number of women participated in Kalaram 

Temple entry Satyagraha at Nasik from 1930 to 1935 due 

to the leadership of Ambedkar. He has created 

awareness among poor, illiterate women and inspired 

them to fight against the unjust social practices like child 

marriages and devdasi system. His in depth study of 

Smritis and Shashtras and his experience from the 

response of upper castes during the temple entry 

movement crystallized his perceptions on Hindu social 

order and philosophy. 

 Dr. Ambedkar was an ardent supporter of 

family planning. He emphasized the need of family 

planning way back in 1938. At that time nobody even 

dreamt of it. He also raised the Women’s issue as 

member of Bombay Legislative Assembly on 10 

November 1938; he strongly advocated family planning 

measures and said that besides many other problems 

giving birth to too many children negatively affects 

Mother’s health. He even criticised his own parents in 

public speeches because he himself was the fourteenth 

child in the family. This shows his concern for the well-

being of women in India. In his famous book ‘Pakistan or 
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Partition of India’ he expressed his views about Muslim 

women and their religious traditions, about wearing veil, 

their marriages and so on. Muslim women were 

suppressed under various religious traditions. He 

frequently raised his voice against all sorts of injustice 

towards women.  

 Dr. Ambedkar had also been encouraging 

women to organise themselves. One such historic 

women’s conference was held on 20 July 1942 at 

Nagpur. Nearly 25,000 women participated in the 

conference. Dr. Ambedkar was highly impressed by the 

large gathering. In his speech, he told the women to be 

progressive and told them to abolish traditionalism, 

ritualism and customary habits which were detrimental to 

their progress. He also advised them not to indulge in 

early marriages, not to infuse inferiority complex among 

the children.  

Later as a Labour Minister in Viceroy’s Executive Council 

(1942-46), Dr. Ambedkar introduced Maternity Benefit Bill 

during his tenure and due to his initiative bill was passed. 

He also took further measures to give relief for women 

working in coal mines and protected their rights. While 

drafting the constitution of India, Dr. Ambedkar was the 

prime mover of the provisions related to the welfare of 

women. He was instrumental in granting equal status to 

all the citizens irrespective of sex, religion etc. Thus the 

women, contrary to their low status as per Hindu law 

books, were for the first time got equal status lawfully. 

  

Hindu Code Bill 

 Being India’s first Law minister and chairman of 

drafting Committee of the Constituent Assembly, Dr. 

Ambedkar thought it appropriate, rather his duty, to free 

women from the age old thralldom by reforming the 

Hindu social laws created by Manu. He, therefore, took 

initiative to draft and introduce the Hindu Code Bill in the 

Constituent Assembly.  

 The next landmark, pioneering work, which has 

been done by Dr. Ambedkar towards the emancipation of 

women in India, was the “Hindu Code Bill”. As a law 

minister, he introduced this bill in the parliament in 1948 

on the promise from Jawaharlal Nehru that the bill will be 

passed as it is. He basically prepared this bill to empower 

women by way of giving property rights and giving rights 

in many other matters like marriage, adoption, divorce 

etc.  

 In his vigorous defense to this Bill, Dr. 

Ambedkar alleged that the ideals enshrined in this bill are 

derived from the constitution of India, which is based on 

liberty, equality and fraternity. He observed that ‘the 

sacramental marriage does not satisfy the ideal of liberty 

or equality’. And described ‘sacramental marriages as 

polygamy for the men and perpetual slavery for the 

women because under no circumstances within that 

system woman got liberty from her husband however bad 

he may be, however undesirable he may be’. However 

the orthodox members of house who had the traditional 

mindset did not allow this bill to be passed in parliament 

as it is. This bill was so dear to Dr. Ambedkar that he 

resigned from the Government in protest against the 

dropping of the bill in September 1951.  

 The Hindu Code Bill, the most formidable 

legislative measure of modern India, sought among other 

reforms, to put an end to a variety of marriage systems 

prevailing in India and legalise only monogamous 

marriages. The Code also sought to confer on women 

the right of property and adoption which had been denied 

by Manu. It put men and women on an equal level in all 

legal matters. Dr. Ambedkar said, “I should like draw 

attention of the house to one important fact. The great 

political philosopher Burke who wrote his great book 

against the French Revolution said that those who want 

to conserve must be ready to repair. And all I am asking 

this House is: If you want to maintain the Hindu system, 

Hindu culture and Hindu society, do not hesitate to repair 

where repair is necessary. This Bill asks for nothing more 

than to repair those parts of the Hindu system which 

have become dilapidated”. In his letter of resignation 

dated the 27 September, 1951 to the Prime Minister, he 

wrote1 “For a long time I have been thinking of resigning 

my seat from the Cabinet. The only thing that had held 

me back from giving effect to my intention was the hope 

that it would be possible to give effect to the Hindu Code 

Bill before the life of present Parliament came to an end. I 
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even agreed to break up the bill and restricted it to 

Marriage and Divorce in the fond hope that atleast this 

much of our labour may bear fruit. But even that part of 

Bill had been killed. I see no purpose in my continuing to 

be a Member of your Cabinet”. 

 The Hindu Code Bill was later split in to four 

Bills, and the same were put on the Statue Book by 

Parliament. The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955; The Hindu 

Succession Act, 1956; The Hindu Minority and 

Guardianship Act, 1956 and The Hindu Adoption and 

Maintenance Act, 1956 are the four enactments which 

incorporate the ideas and principles of Hindu Code Bill 

formulated by Dr. Ambedkar. They give independent 

status to women and endow them with the right of 

adoption, succession and property, so completely denied 

by Manu. Therefore, it is truism to say that it is due to Dr. 

Ambedkar that a large part of the Hindu social law is now 

on par with the legal system prevailing in advanced 

western countries. Through these acts women were 

given different rights which further led to their progress 

and upliftment. 

 

Conclusion 

 Thus, from the above discussion, it is very 

much clear that Dr. B. R. Ambedkar was truly the 

liberator of the Indian women. In spite of the legal 

equality status provided by the constitution of India, 

women in India are still being exploited in the society. If 

this problem of exploitation of women in our society has 

to be solved permanently, then a crusade against the law 

books of Hindu religion is required until it is wiped out 

from the minds of the people in India. This is the way 

forward for the women’s liberation movement in India. His 

emphasis was on reconstruction of the Hindu society on 

the basis of equality, liberty, fraternity and justice. His 

dream of society, based on gender equality is yet to be 

realized and therefore his thoughts are important for the 

social reconstruction that favors women empowerment. 

Dr. Ambedkar’s emancipatory perspective is important 

even in today’s times. His understanding about their 

problems and the solutions which he tried to give are 

very much relevant even in 21st Century.  
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