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Abstract

This paper aims to explore the link between social justice and the politics of representation and focuses on how Scheduled
Caste (SC) parliamentarians influenced the legislative bills that are directly related to SCs passed by Lok Sabha from 1985
to 1995. It argues that while SC representation in Indian politics exists, it has not achieved the desired level of social justice
when it comes to policy making in the legislature. The paper draws on the ideas of John Rawls, Amartya Sen, and B.R.
Ambedkar to bridge this gap and suggested that Ambedkar’s concept of the “Separate Electorate” has potential for better
connecting political representation with social justice, particularly in shaping policies for SC communities in parliament.
The paper concludes that current representation mechanisms fall short and suggests rethinking Ambedkar’s idea of
Separate electorate to bridge this gap.
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Introduction

The idea of political representation has been a subject of debate among both academics and politicians,
serving as a crucial tool for fostering extensive public engagement. The conceptual depth and the
importance of power consistently highlight political representation as an essential and dynamic issue. At
the heart of democracy lies political representation, which functions as a means to reflect public opinion
and typically revolves around four key aspects. The first aspect is, who the representative is; secondly, the
people being represented, thirdly, what is being represented; and fourthly, the process through which
representatives are chosen. This paper, which comprehensively deals with different dimensions of
political representation is divided into three parts. The first part talks about the theoretical and conceptual
foundations of representation. It examines how parliamentarians, particularly those representing
Scheduled Castes; a community that has faced historical, social, cultural, and economic marginalization for
centuries, articulate their concerns and issues during various debates and committee work in the Lok
Sabha. For reference, this paper focuses only on the period from 1985 to 1995, a time that had immense
socio-political and economic transformations in India. This time bracket marked the state by adopting
policies of liberalization, privatization, and globalization to boost India's economic development.
Simultaneously, it was a period of dramatic shifts in India's political culture and the landscape of electoral
politics with changing in voting behaviour, with the masses shifting their focus from caste, religion, and
regional affinities to governance, performance of public sector, and local issues (Yadav, 1999).

The second part of the paper centred on the concept of social justice, highlighting the contributions of three
influential thinkers; John Rawls, Amartya Sen, and Bhim Rao Ambedkar. These thinkers, though distinct
in their approaches, converge themselves on the question of social justice and give such insights that hold

significant relevance, particularly in the Indian context. Amartya Sen's critique of Rawls' "Transcendental
Institutionalism!" provides a connection between Rawls and Ambedkar's ideas (Roudrige, 2011). This
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intellectual interplay helps deepen the understanding of social justice in both theoretical and practical
terms.

The third section of the paper bridges the first and second parts of the article, drawing connections and
analysing the ‘politics of representation’ in relation to the concept of social justice. Further it argues that
Ambedkar’s idea of a ‘separate electorate?’ has potential to address the challenges and problems faced by
SC parliamentarians in representing their communities.

(1) Theoretical and Conceptual meaning of Representation and analysis Schedule Caste
Representation

Political representation is a fundamental element of democracy, and works as an essential fuel that powers
the functioning of democratic institutions and structures (Pai and Thorat, 2022). Therefore, it becomes
essential to identify the scope of political representation when formulating policy frameworks and other
key aspects of a democracy. Political representation is a conceptually complex and debated idea, generating
a vast body of literature that reflects its theoretical depth and diversity. The most widely accepted
understanding of representation is that it provides legitimacy to democratic institutions and serves as a
tool for achieving citizenship in a true sense. The famous British scholar Edmund Burke, in his Bristol
Speech of 1774, emphasizes that elected representatives should act as trustees for their nation, prioritizing
the common good and long-term interests over the short term and narrow demands of their local
constituents.

Iris Marion Young, who analyses representation as a means to address the concerns and voices of
marginalized and disadvantaged groups, discusses two types of representation: the first one is ‘Descriptive
Representation 'and second one is ‘Substantive Representation’. She argues that descriptive representation
involves the need for representatives who share similar experiences, backgrounds, and identities with the
communities they represent (Young, 2000). Young believes that this form of representation is important to
ensure the concerns and issues of marginalized communities. On the other side substantive representation
goes beyond symbolic presence, focusing on policies and actions that actively advance the well-being and
interests of underrepresented groups of the given society.

Melissa Williams, who further strengthened Young's ideas of representation, asserts that political
representation should serve as a tool for empowering disadvantaged individuals by providing them with a
voice, fostering trust, and ensuring their concerns are taken seriously in the political domain (Williams,
1998). Nadia Urbinati's research further goes one step ahead on the concept, demonstrating that
representation is not merely about reflecting the aggregate interests of society but also about safeguarding
and celebrating the diversity within it (Urbinati, 2000: 758-60). From Edmund Burke’s ideas of
representatives to Nadia Urbinati's contemporary insights regarding representation provide a procedural
strength to the understanding of political representation that evolved from a narrow, literal interpretation
to the social inclusivity and the protection of diverse voices.

These theoretical insights provide crucial clues when applied to the Indian context and circumstances,
especially when it regards disadvantaged sections of society. Let's explore the interaction between Lok
Sabha parliamentarians who represent the concerns and interests of Scheduled Caste communities at the
policy formation level by using these crucial conceptual findings regarding representation. Moreover, there
is a longstanding global debate questioning whether representatives, such as African Americans in the
United States or Scheduled Castes in India, are genuinely capable of advocating for the interests of the
communities they represent (Kumar, 2022, p. 123). This question, question the ability of representatives
who comes from marginalized communities without considering others facets of system as Gopal Guru
argues, “Gaining entry into the legislature does not equate to achieving ruling class status; capturing
economic, cultural, and ideological power is equally essential.” (Guru 1993, p. 45)

Between 1985 and 1995, the Government of India introduced several bills aimed at addressing the interests
of Scheduled Caste communities. One such bill was the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention
of Atrocities) Bill of 1989, which was introduced during the 8th Lok Sabha (1984-1989) under the
leadership of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and the Indian National Congress. Another significant bill was
the National Commission for SC & ST, passed during the 9th Lok Sabha (1989-1991) when the Janata Dal,
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led by Prime Minister Chandra Shekhar Singh, was in power. The third bill referenced is the National
Commission for Safai Karamcharis (NCSK), enacted during the 10th Lok Sabha under Prime Minister P.V.
Narasimha Rao, who marked a new era in Indian economic policy by implementing LPG (Liberalization,
Privatization, and Globalization) reforms.

The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Bill of 1989 was presented by
Rajendra Kumari Bajpai, and 35 Members of Parliament (MPs) participated in the debate. A notable and
crucial aspect of this debate was that the majority parliamentarians who took part in this debate were from
the Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) communities, including people such as Kammodilal
Jatav, Shri Ram Bhagat Paswan, K.D. Sultanpuri, Shri K. Kunjambu, and others (Discussion on the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Bill, 1989). These MPs critically examined
the implementation aspects of the policy and highlighted areas that the government had overlooked in the
bill, such as the rehabilitation of victims of atrocities and the appointment of officials in regions with high
rates of atrocities.

Shri Ram Bhagat Paswan raised an important question that remained unaddressed by the bill and ruling
party. He advocated for strict guidelines from the central government to effectively tackle atrocities on the
name caste, emphasizing that law and order fall under the state list. He also pointed out the nexus between
the police and upper-caste individuals, which often hindered justice for SC and ST communities (Discussion
on the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Bill, 1989).

An interesting observation from the debates on the SC & ST Atrocities Bill of 1989 is that I observed is
parliamentarians those who are from the ruling party, regardless of whether they belonged to the SC or ST
communities, largely adhered to the every provisions of the bill and did not voice against the unaddressed
and shortcomings of the presented bill. In contrast, parliamentarians who belong from the opposition
political party, particularly those from SC and ST backgrounds, actively raised their voices against the bill's
loopholes and shortcut regarding the interest of SCs and STs. However, their proposed amendments were
not accepted by the ruling party at any caste. During the Lok Sabha discussion on the National Commission
for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes Bill of 1990, 19 MPs from the Lok Sabha participated in the
debate. The amendments suggested by opposition members who belonged to the Scheduled Castes and
Tribes, such as K.D. Sultanpuri and P.R. Kumarmangalam, were not accepted. Their suggestions were
completely neglected. However, on the other hand, a parliamentarian named Ramdhan, who belonged to
the Scheduled Caste and was a member of the ruling party, suggested three amendments that were accepted
as they were. These suggestions included the appointment of more members to the Commission, the
substitution of the word "examine" with "inquire into" for any complaints received by the Commission, and
that the Commission should advise on the development and well-being of SCs & STs in the policy-making
process. This sort of incident in parliament shows that a parliamentarian never goes against the ideology
and set of beliefs of his political party on particular issues in discussing the bill in parliament irrespective
of whether it is against his/her identity and interest.

The third bill, the National Commission for Safai Karamcharis of 1993, was introduced by the Narasimha
Rao Government, in which 29 MPs participated. The main objective of this bill was to protect the rights of
Safai Karamcharis and help the government mitigate manual scavenging by contributing to policy formation
(National Commission for Safai Karmachari Bill - Continued, August 16, 1993). The issues raised by
opposition Scheduled Caste parliamentarians included finding alternative employment for Safai
Karamcharis, providing free education for the children of manual scavengers, and ensuring coordination
between central and state agencies (Kumar 22, 128). A Scheduled Caste parliamentarian named Shri Raj
Narayan suggested a comprehensive approach to the well-being of Safai Karamcharis, but his suggestions
were completely neglected. He argued that there are only four means of progress by which a person can
prosper: agriculture, government jobs, private enterprise jobs, and business. However, Safai Karamcharis
rarely has opportunities in these areas, and they are mostly confined to working as labourers (National
Commission for Safai Karmachari Bill - Continued, 1993). He demanded a policy from the government to
accommodate Safai Karamcharis in these four areas. However, the bill was passed by the Lok Sabha without
providing any concrete solutions for the Safai Karamcharis.
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[ am drawing three concluding remarks that can bridge the idea of social justice with Ambedkar's concept
of a separate electorate. These three points are as follows:

1-The idea of representation, particularly for Scheduled Caste (SC) communities, is often limited to their
mere presence in the Lok Sabha. It does not extend to active participation in policy formation or providing
meaningful input into policies due to systematic hurdles.3

2-Party politics in the Lok Sabha exerts a dominating influence over the representation of Scheduled Caste
communities, often overshadowing their specific needs and concerns.

3-The ruling government wants to operate within its own ideological and institutional framework,

frequently disregarding or not taking seriously the concerns raised during debates on various bills related

to the interests of Scheduled Caste communities by the parliamentarian coming from the opposition party.

(2) Evaluation of Idea of Social Justice in the Context of Schedule Caste: John Rawls, Amartya Sen
and B R Ambedkar

These three prominent thinkers—]John Rawls, Amartya Sen, and Bhim Rao Ambedkar—had a profound
influence on the socio-political thinking of their respective decades. Their shared foundations and different
perspectives enriched the concept of social justice, making it more practical when integrated with
theoretical understandings. These thinkers converge on the role of the state, insisting that it should act
positively and avoid the authoritarian approaches that some states adopt in the name of equality (Roudrige,
2011). Rawls critically engages with the Utilitarian notion of the ‘Aggregated Good* where the interests of
the majority are often overemphasized at the expense of the minority. He argues that the Utilitarian notion
of justice overlooks the equality of persons and the concept of humans as ends in themselves. “Each person
in a society possesses an 'inviolability' even the welfare of everyone else cannot override" (Rawls 1971, 28).
In essence, Rawls argues that justice as fairness should be structured to benefit the least advantaged
individuals. He introduced the hypothetical notion of the “veil of ignorances,” where participants are
unaware of their own position in society, to arrive at fair principles for social cooperation. These principles
can be classified in the following ways:

A. The Principle of Equal Basic Liberties: Rawls argues that each individual has an equal right to the most
extensive set of basic liberties compatible with similar liberties for others. These basic liberties include
freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, political liberties, and the right to personal liberty.

B. The Equal Opportunity Principle: All individuals should have an equal chance to succeed in society,
regardless of their social background or circumstances beyond their control.

C. The Difference Principle: Rawls states that inequalities in wealth and resources are permissible if they
benefit the least advantaged members of society. In other words, inequalities are acceptable as long as they
improve the situation of the most vulnerable individuals.

These three principles are hierarchical in nature when it comes to their availability to individuals. John
Rawls, while criticizing the utilitarian notion, argues that under normal circumstances, humans have a
moral capacity to judge what is right and wrong and provide reasons for their judgments. The best judgment
comes from those who have reflective equilibrium, a state where individuals critically assess proposed
conceptions of right and wrong. To handle these proposed conditions, a person should prioritize certain
principles. Rawls aims to highlight the human capacity for a sense of justice and a conception of the good.
He claims that his idea of justice as fairness seeks to create a just society based on principles that would be
agreed upon under a “veil of ignorance.”

John Rawls' theory of justice revolves around the distribution of primary goods, and his preference for the
universal principles of equal liberty and equal fair opportunity is challenged by Amartya Sen's idea of
justice. Sen argues that a person's liberty and opportunity might be meaningless if the person does not have
the capability or qualifications to fulfil their needs. For instance, a person with a degree in Humanities
cannot become a professor in Natural Sciences; one must develop the necessary capabilities in Natural
Sciences to attain the liberty and fair opportunity to excel. In essence, Amartya Sen’s idea of justice focuses
on enhancing individuals' capabilities to fulfil their goals and aspirations. Sen’s concept of capability
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includes the constituents of opportunities, freedom, and achievements that an individual seeks in life. He
argues that justice should not be limited to economic well-being or improvements in social status but
should also include the crucial aspect of developing a person's capabilities.

Amartya Sen is more inclined to focus on mechanisms that remove injustice, viewing justice not as a virtue
but as the outcome of social processes. According to Sen, what happens to people matter more than
theoretical ideals of what should be just. “Thus, the idea of justice and the pursuit of removing injustice
become a contest of competing positions striving for dominance” (Islam 2011, 117).

Amartya Sen's major problem with John Rawls' theory of justice is that it is limited to the distribution of
resources based on a given set of preferred principles, but it completely fails to enhance individual
capabilities, which allow individuals to achieve freedom according to their own values and preferences.
Justice, as a concept, should be more oriented toward building individual agency for the betterment of
society. In his book ‘“The Idea of Justice’, Sen describes Rawls' theory as a static view that does not adequately
capture the changing socio-political and economic environments surrounding individuals, which are
becoming increasingly challenging. Justice for one individual may differ from that of another, so it is not
feasible to create a universal form of justice applicable to everyone.

In other words, Amartya Sen's idea of justice is more pragmatic, focusing on practical applications rather
than on idealized concepts of a just society, just systems, just principles, or a perfectly just society. His views
are more pragmatic and pluralistic in nature, with the potential to arrive at collective outcomes (Islam 2011,
1). Instead of trying to define what justice is, Sen, in “The Idea of Justice’, criticizes the transcendental
priority principles of justice and distinguishes between “Transcendental Institutionalism” and “Realization-
Focused Comparison.” The category of “Transcendental Institutionalism” includes political philosophers
who focus on perfect or ideal societies, such as Hobbes, John Locke, Rousseau, Kant, and John Rawls. On the
other hand, the “Realization-Focused Group” includes thinkers like Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, John
Stuart Mill, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Karl Marx, who focus on the actual behaviour of people rather than
assuming compliance with ideal behaviour (Sen 2010, 6). Contrary to Rawls, Amartya Sen argues that all
human beings are endowed with unique dignity, and therefore, there need to be basic threshold
opportunities accessible to all, with institutions and practices working toward this goal (Roudrige, 2011).

Ambedkar's arguments at this juncture critically engage with Utilitarianism, Rawls' theory of justice, and
Amartya Sen's capability approach in a more constructive way. Ambedkar views Utilitarianism as being
skewed towards majoritarianism, arguing that in India, it could strengthen the dominance of the ascriptive
majority (idb, 159). For AmbedKar, justice is more dependent on social positioning, where social relations
are closely linked with power hierarchies. According to him, this mode of dominance could lead to the denial
and suppression of individual capacity, reasoning, and moral agency.

In other words, individual reasoning, moral self, and traits of attainment are outcomes of a constituting
process, and malnourished hierarchical social relations hinder the development of these enlightened
agencies. This is why Ambedkar argues for action in social relations first, rather than focusing solely on
'Primary Goods' and 'Human Capability'. Such social relationships in India are the primary cause of the
denial of dignity and self-respect.

For Ambedkar, both John Rawls and Amartya Sen assume that individual agency is already constituted
within a given setup, and they do not further interrogate the denial of personhood and individual agency
within the framework of social hierarchy. Ambedkar emphasizes justice in terms of equal social
relationships; without initial social equality, policies of equal treatment would be ineffective and
unjustified. He further argues that if a system of heredity and upbringing determines the estimation of
individual agency, and efforts to achieve one's attainments are dismissed as irrelevant, it will lead not to the
selection of the able, but to the selection of the privileged. A powerful argument Ambedkar makes in his
book ‘Annihilation of Caste’ is that in a democratic society, without equal social relationships, the idea of
citizenship, political rights, and economic rights are only nominally present on paper. One's capability,
ability, and freedom cannot be fully realized if a person is not treated as human.
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Conclusion

For Ambedkar, the idea of social justice cannot achieve its aims in a society like India without equalizing
social hierarchies and ensuring the dignity of individuals and various socially marginalized groups.
Democracy, as a principle, ensures the equality of individuals and allows each section of society to
participate in decision-making through a mechanism called political representation. Political
representation is a prerequisite and essential condition for any society to function inclusively by
accommodating the voices of diverse sections of society . It is a tool that helps to strengthen the voices of
marginalized communities, protect equal rights and opportunities, and make institutions more
accountable. However, as [ have explicitly shown in the first part of this article through examples of various
Acts passed by Lok Sabha between 1985 and 1995, the political representation of Scheduled Castes (SCs)
in the Lok Sabha is often limited to mere presence in policymaking rather than active participation due to
various hurdles they face parliamentarian belong to SCs and STs. I also highlight that policymaking often
becomes an outcome of majoritarian groups, that is against the true meaning of political representation. As
Nadia Urbinati argues, political representation shapes diversity in decision-making and provides inclusivity
in shaping policies that address public concerns. When a person from a marginalized section of society
represents their community, it breaks down socio-stereotypical perceptions held by other communities.
Representation also addresses systemic inequalities that are proportionally related to social cohesion.

The theoretical aspects of political representation do not meet with the practical aspects when it comes to
policy making in the Indian context, as seen when analysing how parliamentarians representing Scheduled
Caste communities articulate their concerns during policy framing and development. Hurdles such as party
politics, the ideological and institutional orientation of the ruling party, the issuance of party whips, and
their compulsion to not actively participate in policy making, indicate alternative instruments that can
provide strength to these parliamentarians. In these circumstances Ambedkar's idea of a separate
electorate came into play and has potential to address these gaps. Ambedkar’s proposal for a separate
electorate has the potential to empower SC parliamentarians, enabling them to transcend party politics and
more effectively advocate for the genuine concerns of Scheduled Caste communities

The concept of a separate electorate has often been viewed negatively and used as political propaganda
against it. It is commonly misrepresented as creating separate nations, states, or districts to undermine its
actual meaning. In reality, a separate electorate refers only to separate constituencies for seats reserved for
Scheduled Castes. It does not involve any physical division between Scheduled Castes and other people in
terms of territory. Ambedkar defined a separate electorate as assigning an area to a particular community,
where only voters from that community exclusively elect their representative (Ambedkar 1945, 150-151).
He believed that electoral methods are crucial for making democracy more inclusive in terms of
representation. Ambedkar argued that representatives elected solely by a specific community would more
effectively protect the interests of that community and lead to its quicker emancipation. Unlike
contemporary times, these representatives would not act as political agents of a party. The study from 1985
to 1995 referenced in the first part suggests that if a parliamentarian representing Scheduled Castes
proposes suggestions or amendments to a bill or policy concerning Scheduled Castes, these would only be
considered if the parliamentarian belongs to the ruling party. To understand the concept of a separate
electorate, consider a district with seven constituencies, two of which are reserved for Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes. In a separate electorate, candidates for these reserved seats are elected only by
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe voters, respectively. The process in other constituencies remains
unchanged, as it would in a joint electorate. Through this mechanism, elected candidates would not hold
their responsibility toward their political party but rather toward their community. It would push them to
present the concerns of their community in a freer manner in Parliament.

Many leaders during the colonial period opposed Ambedkar's idea of a separate electorate, with Gandhi
being one of the most prominent critics in the 1930s (Vundru, 2019). "Ambedkar was not willing to
mortgage the political future of the Dalits to the tender mercies of the upper-caste and Hindu leadership of
the Congress" (D N 1991, 1329). The study I conducted indicates that representatives of Scheduled Castes
merely hold a presence in Parliament and do not have a significant impact on policy formulation. Systematic
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hurdles, political ideology, and party politics serve as barriers to achieving benefits for Scheduled Castes. If
such elections fail to ensure active representation of any class, democracy becomes a caricature, and those
represented may end up relying on the goodwill of their representatives.

In a highly hierarchical society like India, social location plays a dominant role in development across
various sectors. Social scientist Dumont argues that caste in India is not only a social stratum but also an
economic, political, and kinship system. Social location, in relation to the Varna system, determines one's
position in these systems. In this context, a separate electorate provides a dedicated platform to address
deeply entrenched structural problems at the legislative level for specific communities and ensures direct
participation in decision-making. It holds representatives accountable to the communities they represent
and, apart from party politics and ideological articulation, reflects the true interests of those communities.
Representation is a crucial aspect of democracy and plays a significant role in achieving social justice
through policy formulation and legislative frameworks. It is essential to make representation more
participatory and effective to enhance the substantive and inclusive nature of democracy. A separate
electorate is a means to integrate socially, politically, and culturally separated communities with the
interests of the whole society.

Work Cited

1. Ambedkar, B. R. (1945). What Congress and Gandhi have done to the untouchables. Thacker & Co.

2.  Ambedkar, B. R. (2014). Annihilation of caste: The annotated critical edition. Verso Books.

3. Dumont, L., & Sainsbury, R. M. (1970). Homo hierarchicus: An essay on the caste system. University of Chicago
Press.

4. Islam, M. (2011). Flawed idea of justice. Economic and Political Weekly, 46(32), 116-121.

5. Kumar, N. (2022). Scheduled caste MPs and their role in influencing policy-making. In S. Pai & S. Thorat (Eds.),
Politics of representation: Historically disadvantaged in India's democracy (pp. 119-143). Palgrave Macmillan.

6. Lok Sabha Debates. (1989, November 1). Discussion on the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention
of Atrocities) Bill, 8th Lok Sabha, Session 19, Cols. 19-108. https://loksabha.nic.in/Debates/1989 /Nov01.pdf

7. Lok Sabha Debates. (1993, August 16). National Commission for Safai Karmachari Bill - Continued, 10th Lok
Sabha, Session 146, Cols. 285-346.

8. N.D.(1991). Gandhi, Ambedkar and the separate electorate issue. Economic and Political Weekly, 26(18), 1328-
1330.

9. Pai, S, & Thorat, S. (Eds.). (2022). Politics of representation: Historically disadvantaged in India’s democracy.
Palgrave Macmillan.

10. Roudrige, V. (2011).]Justice as the lens: Interrogating Rawls through Sen and Ambedkar. Indian Journal of Human
Development, 5(1), 153-174.

11. Sen, A. (2009). The idea of justice. Belknap Press.

12. Urbinati, N. (2000). Representation as advocacy: A study of democratic deliberation. Political Theory, 28(6),
760-790. https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591700028006003

13. Vundruy, S.R. (2019). Which electoral system ensures real representation. Journal of Social Inclusion Studies, 5(1),
19-32. https://doi.org/10.1177/2394481119841695

14. Young, I. M. (2000). Inclusion and democracy. Oxford University Press.

15. Yaday, Y. (1999). Electoral politics in the times of change: India’s third electoral system, 1989-99. Economic and
Political Weekly, 34(34/35), 2393-2399.

Volume- 3, Issue- 1, January-June, 2025 Page 51



