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Marking 125th birth anniversary of India’s social reformer Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar
Remembering the fearless fighter against inequality

"If the son of a woman who washed utensils in people's homes is today the prime minister, then the
credit for this should go to Dr. Ambedkar”, said Narenda Modi, the Prime Minister of the world’s
largest democracy, world’s second most populous country and world’s third largest economy
(measured in purchasing power parity) referring to himself.

Prime Minister Modi addressed a gathering on the occasion of 125" birth anniversary of Dr.
Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1890-1956), social reformer, jurist, economist, polyglot orator, scholar of
comparative religions and thinker, also internationally known as the author of India’s Constitution.

In India, Babasaheb, as he was fondly called by friends, admirers and followers, is revered as the
one who braved the walls of prejudice and caste discrimination in early 20th century India, to
emerge as an exemplar and an unflinching crusader against the inequities of caste system and
socio-economic deprivation that afflicted millions of Indians

Born as the 14™ child into the family of Hindu Mahar caste, which was scorned as "untouchable" by
the upper class of the time, his struggle for social inequities began very early, back in elementary
school, where, among many humiliations, he was not allowed to even drink water from the common
vessel that other children used.

Babasaheb was the first “untouchable” student to obtain a degree at the prestigious Elphinstone
College, University of Bombay. He also studied in Germany at the University of Bonn, earned a law
degree from Lincoln’s Inn and doctorates from Columbia University in the US and the London
School of Economics.

An acclaimed scholar, Ambedkar was highly respected for his research in law, economics and
political science. His career saw him donning many hats: economist, professor, and lawyer. As a
national leader, he had a pan-India vision of modernity underpinned by the ideals of social justice
and equality. He strove tirelessly for political rights and social freedom for Dalits (“untouchables™)
and the marginalized groups.

Upon India's independence, Dr. Ambedkar, as the nation's first law minister, was entrusted with a
monumental responsibility: he was appointed Chairman of the Constitution Drafting Committee on
August 29, 1947. In that position, he fashioned a pluralistic and inclusive Constitution that guides
and animates India to this day, guaranteeing equal opportunity and freedom of expression and faith
for all citizens in a secular democracy.

The Constitution abolished untouchability, and outlawed all forms of discrimination. An ardent
proponent of the rights of women, minorities and the socially underprivileged, Ambedkar argued
eloquently and won the Constituent Assembly's support for introducing a system of reservations of
jobs in the civil services, schools and colleges for members of Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled
Tribes (ST) and other backward classes.

India’s Constitution came into effect on 26 January 1950, and this date is celebrated in India as the
Republic Day. At the time of commencement, the Constitution of India had 395 articles in 22 parts
and 8 schedules. Meanwhile, the number of articles in India’s Constitution has increased to 448.

According to Indian experts, the country’s Constitution is a comprehensive document which makes
the government system work in a country unique for its social, cultural and religious diversity. The
Constitution lists 1,108 castes and 744 tribes in India. The national language is Hindi, selected from



114 officially recognized languages and 216 mother tongues (according to the 1991 census),
though it is spoken by less than one-third of the population. The four religions originating from India
are: Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism,. Also with an ancient history in India is
Zoroastrianism  (Parsi), Judaism, Christianity and Islam, all mutually very diverse.

The Constitution of India is considered as being vital to India’s self-image as an independent and
united. India is a democracy with civil and group liberties, with an active Supreme Court and a
largely independent press, which are achievements that make India stand out among newly
liberated states. Economic liberalization, during the 1990’s in particular, has created a large urban
middle class (of over 250 million people, according to different criteria), and transformed India into
one of the world’s fastest growing economies, also increasing its geopolitical clout.

Freedom from poverty and backwardness also remain as Ambedkar's goals that need to be
realized. According to the 2011 census, there are 25% of Dalits in India, although their percentage
fell from 60% in 1981. According to the World Bank international poverty line, India is home to the
largest concentration of people who live with less than $1.25 per day. The largest number of the
poor in India live in rural areas, over 60% of the entire population.

Global Icon

United Nations has for the first time joined the celebrations marking B.R. Ambedkar’s birth
anniversary. Describing Ambedkar, UNDP Administrator Helen Clark said on 13 April in New York
that he was a “global icon” and a social reformer devoted to marginalized people. "We are
committed to continuing our very close partnership with India to help realize the vision of the 2030
Agenda and ensure that Ambedkar's vision becomes reality for the poor and marginalized around
the world," said Clark, formerly the prime minster of New Zealand, now a candidate for the post of
the next UN secretary general.

The Constitution abolished untouchability, and outlawed all forms of discrimination. An ardent
proponent of the rights of women, minorities and the socially underprivileged, Ambedkar argued
eloquently and won the Constituent Assembly's support for introducing a system of reservations of
jobs in the civil services, schools and colleges for members of Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled
Tribes (ST) and other backward classes.
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