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Marking 125th birth anniversary of India’s social reformer Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar

The man who braved the walls of prejudice

The world's most populous democracy is finalizing events marking 125th birth anniversary of
India’s social reformer Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956), the chief architect of
India’s Constitution. United Nations has joined the celebrations marking the birth anniversary
of B.R. Ambedkar, who was a social reformer, jurist, economist, author, polyglot orator,
scholar of comparative religions and thinker.

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.
He emerged 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 14th 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. Ambedkar’s father, who was a British colonial army officer, insisted that his sons
attend the local government school. It was arranged that “"untouchables” (or Dalits) could
attend the school on the condition that they stay away and never come in contact with the
caste children, and above all that they never take a drink from the school water supply.

Ambedkar was the only Dalit student in high school. He was allowed to sit in class, but
always separated from other children, sitting on the floor in the corner of the room. No one
played nor engaged in any contact with him. Later, when his excellent learning capabilities
were noticed he was allowed to sit inside the class, alone in the last row.

However, Babasaheb did not allow the limitations of his background to come in the way of
acquiring first-rate education and pushing the bar for academic excellence. He was the first
“untouchable” to graduate from the prestigious Elphinstone College, Bombay University, and
he also studied at University of Bonn, Germany. He earned doctorates from Columbia
University in the US and the London School of Economics in political science and
economics. He became a barrister at the bar at Lincoln’s Inn, one of four Inns of Court in
London.

Ambedkar carved a place of eminence as a scholar extraordinaire for his research in law,
economics and political science. His early career saw him donning many hats: economist,
professor, and lawyer. In the next stage, he emerged as a national leader with 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 and the marginalized groups.

Upon India's independence, Dr. Ambedkar, as the nation's first law minister, was entrusted
with a monumental responsibility: on August 29, 1947, he was appointed Chairman of the
Drafting Committee of the Constitution of India which was the world’s second most populous
nation even back then (it had a population of below 350 million) and seventh largest in terms
of area (3.3 million sg.kms.). 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. The Constitution of India is
the longest written constitution of any sovereign country in the world. 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. India is the world’s most populated democratic nation (1.25 billion people), and
world’s third largest economy, measured in purchasing power parity, (PPP, more than $8
billion). Ever since it gained independence from British colonialism, India has achieved
remarkable social- economic development, including the launch of a spacecratft to Mars...

The preamble of India’s Constitution proclaims that India is a Sovereign Socialist Secular
Democratic Republic, securing to all its citizens justice, freedom and equality, and to promote
among them all fraternity, dignity of the individual, as well as unity and integrity of the nation.
The Constitution of India contains a chapter on the directive principles of state policy, that are
in the nature of directives to the Government to implement them for establishing social and
economic democracy in the country. Though not enforceable by any court, these principles
are considered fundamental in the governance of the country. A Draft Constitution was
submitted in November 1949, and after that it took three more years to complete it. India’s
national anthem was adopted on the same day as the Constitution.

India’s Constitution has been hailed as one of the best constitutions in the world, especially
since it has only seen 94 amendments. On paper, an amendment to the Constitution is a
complicated process, and normally needs, at least, two-thirds of the Lok Sabha (Lower
House with the maximum strength of 552 members) and Rajya Sabha (Upper House with a
maximum strength of 250 members) to pass it. However, the Constitution of India is one of
the most frequently amended constitutions in the world so as not to stand in the way of the
growth and development of the nation and her people. Experts say that one of the strengths
of India’s Constitution is that it is a dynamic instrument.

In 1951, then minister Ambedkar politically clashed with the conservative government
groups, after submitting to the parliament his draft of the Hindu Code Bill, which sought to
enshrine gender equality. He resigned from the cabinet in September of that year since he
did not receive sufficient support from the government and PM Jawaharlal Nehru. After
resigning Ambedkar dedicated his time to studying Buddhism, believing that Buddhism
offers more equality than any other religion. In the last part of his life, in 1956, he formally
converted to Buddhism, together with thousands of his followers. Forty years later,
Government of India posthumously awarded him the Bharat Ratna, India's highest civilian
honor.

Ambedkar in the UN

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.
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