
SECTION III

PROVINCIAL LEGISLATURE

CHAPTER I

FRANCHISE
34. My colleagues have recommended that the franchise in urban areas 

should remain as it is and that in rural areas the land revenue assessment 
should be halved. I am unable to agree to this. My colleagues have treated 
the question of franchise as though it was a question of favour rather 
than of right. I think that such a view is too dangerous to be accepted 
as the basis of political society in any country. For if the conception of a 
right to representation is to be dismissed as irrelevant; if a moral claim to 
representation is to be deemed as nothing but a metaphysical or sentimental 
obstruction ; if franchise is considered a privilege to be given or withheld 
by those in political power according to their own estimate of the use likely 
to be made of it, then it is manifest that the political emancipation of the 
unenfranchised will be entirely at the mercy of those that are enfranchised. 
To accept such a conclusion is to accept that slavery is no wrong. For 
slavery, too, involves the hypothesis that men have no right but what those 
in power choose to give them. A theory which leads to such a conclusion 
must be deemed to be fatal to any form of popular Government, and as 
such I reject it in toto.

35. My colleagues look upon the question of franchise as though it was 
nothing but a question of competency to put into a ballot box a piece of 
paper with a number of names written thereon. Otherwise they would not 
have insisted upon literacy as a criterion for the extension of the franchise. 
Such a view of the franchise is undoubtedly superficial and involves a 
total misunderstanding of what it stands for. If the majority had before 
its mind the true conception of what franchise means they would have 
realised that franchise, far from being a transaction concerned with the 
marking of the ballot paper, “stands for direct and active participation in 
the regulation of the terms upon which associated life shall be sustained 
and the permit of good carried on.” Once this conception of franchise 
is admitted, it would follow that franchise is due to every adult who is 
not a lunatic. For, associated life is shared by every individual and as 
every individual is affected by its consequences, every individual must
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have the right to settle its terms. From the same premises it would further 
follow that the poorer the individual the greater the necessity of enfranchising 
him. Form in every society based on private property the terms of associated 
life as between owners and workers are from the start set against the workers. 
If the welfare of the worker is to be guaranteed from being menaced by the 
owners the terms of their associated life must be constantly resettled. But 
this can hardly be done unless the franchise is dissociated from property 
and extended to all propertyless adults. It is therefore clear that judged from 
either point of view the conclusion in favour of adult suffrage is irresistible. I 
accept that conclusion and recommend that the franchise should be extended 
to all adults, male and female, above the age of 21.

36. Political justice is not the only ground for the introduction of adult 
suffrage. Even political expediency favours its introduction. One of the reasons 
why minorities like the Mohamedan insist upon communal electorates is the 
fear that in a system of joint electorates the voters of the majority community 
would so largely influence the election that seats would go to men who were 
undesirable from the standpoint of the minority. I have pointed out in a 
subsequent part of the report that such a contention could be effectively 
disposed of by the introduction of adult suffrage. The majority has given no 
thought to the importance of adult suffrage as an alternative to communal 
electorates. The majority has proceeded as though communal electorates were 
a good to be preserved and have treated adult suffrage as though it was an 
evil to be kept within bonds. My view of them is just the reverse. I hold 
communal electorates to be an evil and adult suffrage to be a good. Those 
who agree with me will admit that adult suffrage should be introduced not 
only because of its inherent good but also because it can enable us to get 
rid of the evil of communal electorates. But even those whose political faith 
does not include a belief in adult suffrage, will, I am sure, find no difficulty 
in accepting this view. For it is only commonsense to say that a lesser evil is 
to be preferred to a greater evil and there is no doubt that adult suffrage, if 
it is at all an evil, is a lesser evil than communal electorates. Adult suffrage, 
which is supported by political justice and favoured by political expediency, 
is also, I find, demanded by a substantial body of public opinion. The Nehru 
Committee’s report, which embodies the views of all the political parties 
in India except the Non-Brahmins and the Depressed Classes, favours the 
introduction of adult suffrage. The Depressed Classes have also insisted 
upon it The Sindh Mohamedan Association, one Mohamedan member and 
one Non-Brahmin member of the Government of Bombay, have expressed 
themselves in favour of it. There is thus a considerable volume of public 
opinion in support of adult franchise. My colleagues give no reason why 
they have ignored this volume of public opinion.

37. Two things appear to have weighed considerably with my 
colleagues in their decision against the introduction of adult suffrage. One
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is the extent of illiteracy prevalent in the country. No one can deny the 
existence of illiteracy among the masses of the country. But that this factor 
should have any bearing on the question of franchise is a view the correctness 
of which I am not prepared to admit. First of all, illiteracy of the illiterate 
is no fault of theirs. The Government of Bombay for a long time refused to 
take upon itself the most important function of educating the people, and, 
when it did, it deliberately confined the benefit of education to the classes 
and refused to extend it to the masses.*

38. It was not until 1854, that Government declared itself in favour of 
mass education as against class education. But the anxiety of Government 
for the spread of education among the masses has gone very little beyond the 
passing of a few resolutions. In the matter of financial support Government 
always treated education with a most niggardly provision. It is notorious, 
how Government, which is always in favour of taxation refused to consent 
to the proposal of the Honourable Mr. Gokhale for compulsory primary 
education, although it was accompanied by a measure of taxation. The 
introduction of the Reform has hardly improved matters. Beyond the passing 
of a Compulsory Primary Education Act in the Presidency there has not been 
any appreciable advance in the direction of mass education. On the contrary 
there has been a certain amount of deterioration owing to the transfer of 
education to local authorities which are manned, comparatively speaking, 
by people who being either indifferent or ignorant, are seldom keen for the 
advancement of education.*

39. In the case of the Depressed Classes the opportunity for acquiring 
literacy has in fact been denied to them. Untouchability has been an 
insuperable bar in their way to education. Even Government has bowed before 
it and has sacrificed the rights of the Depressed Classes to admission in 
public schools to the exigencies of the social system in India. In a resolution 
of the year 1856 the Government of Bombay in rejecting the petition of a 
Mahar boy to a school in Dharwar observed :

“The question discussed in the correspondence is one of very great practical 
difficulty…..

“1. There can be no doubt that the Mahar petitioner has abstract justice in 
his side; and Government trust that the prejudices which at present prevent 
him from availing himself of existing means of education in Dharwar may be 
are long removed.

“2. But Government are obliged to keep in mind that to interefere 
with the prejudices of ages in a summary manner, for the sake of one 
or few individuals, would probably do a great damage to the cause of 
education. The disadvantage under which the petitioner labours is not 
one which has originated with this Government, and it is one which

*Lest this fact should be regarded as a fiction, I invite attention to the extracts from the 
Report of the Board of Education of the Bombay Presidency for the year 1850-51. (These extracts 
are printed at the end of this report as Appendix at pages 402-06.—Editor)
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Government cannot summarily remove by interfering in his favour, as he begs 
them to do.”

The Hunter Commission which followed after the lapse of 26 years did 
say that Government should accept the principle that nobody be refused 
admission to a Government College or School merely on the ground of caste. 
But it also felt it necessary to say that the principle should “be applied with 
due caution” and the result of such caution was that the principle was never 
enforced. A bold attempt was, no doubt, made in 1921 by Dr. Paranjpye, 
when he was the Minister of Education. But as his action was without any 
sanction behind it, his circular regarding admission of the Depressed Classes 
to Schools is being evaded, with the result that illiteracy still continues to 
be a deplorable feature of the life of the Depressed Classes.

40. To the question that is often asked how can such illiterate people 
be given the franchise, my reply therefore is, who is responsible for their 
illiteracy ? If the responsibility for illiteracy falls upon the Government, then 
to make literacy a condition precedent to franchise is to rule out the large 
majority of the people who, through no fault of their own, have never had 
an opportunity of acquiring literacy provided to them. Granting that the 
extension of franchise must follow the removal of illiteracy what guarantee 
is there that efforts will be made to remove illiteracy as early as possible ? 
The question of education like other nation-building questions is ultimately 
a question of money. So long as money is not forthcoming in sufficient 
amount, there can be no advance in education. How to find this money is 
therefore the one question that has to be solved. That a Council elected on 
the present franchise will never be in a position to solve the problem is 
beyond dispute. For the simple reason that money for education can only 
be provided by taxing the rich and the rich are the people who control the 
present Council. Surely the rich will not consent to tax themselves for the 
benefit of the poor unless they are compelled to do so. Such a compulsion 
can only come by a radical change in the composition of the Council which 
will give the poor and illiterate adequate voice therein. Unless this happens 
the question of illiteracy will never be solved. To deny them that right is to 
create a situation full of injustice. To keep people illiterate and then to make 
their illiteracy the ground for their non-enfranchisement is to add insult 
to injury. But the situation indeed involves more than this. It involves an 
aggravation of the injury. For to keep people illiterate and then to deny them 
franchise which is the only means whereby they could effectively provide for 
the removal of their illiteracy is to perpetuate their illiteracy and postpone 
indefinitely the day of their enfranchisement.

41. It might be said that the question is not who is responsible for illiteracy; 
the question is whether illiterate persons should be given the right to vote. 
My answer is that the question cannot be one of literacy or illiteracy : the 
question can be of intelligence alone. Those who insist on literacy as a test 
and insist upon making it a condition precedent to enfranchisement in



341PROVINCIAL LEGISLATURE

z:\ ambedkar\vol-02\vol2-05.indd MK SJ+YS 21-9-2013/YS-8-11-2013 341

my opinion, commit two mistakes. Their first mistake consists in their belief 
that an illiterate person is necessarily an unintelligent person. But everyone 
knows that, to maintain that an illiterate person can be a very intelligent 
person, is not to utter a paradox. Indeed an appeal to experience would fortify 
the conclusion that illiterate people all over the world including India have 
intelligence enough to understand and manage their own affairs. At any 
rate the law presumes that above a certain age every one has intelligence 
enough to be entrusted with the responsibility of managing his own affairs. 
The illiterate might easily commit mistakes in the exercise of the franchise. 
But then the Development Department of Bombay has fallen into mistakes 
of judgment equally great which though they are condemned, are all the 
same tolerated. And even if they fall into greater errors it may still be 
well that they should have franchise. For all belief in free and popular 
Government rests ultimately on the conviction that a people gains more by 
experience than it loses by the errors of liberty and it is difficult to perceive 
why a truth that holds good of individuals in non-political field should not 
hold good in the political field Their second mistake lies in supposing that 
literacy necessarily imports a higher level of intelligence or knowledge than 
what the illiterate possesses. On this point the words of Bryce might be 
quoted. In his survey of “Modern Democracies” he raises the question how 
far ability to read and write goes towards civic competence and answers 
thus : “Because it is the only test practically available, we assume it to be 
an adequate test. Is it really so ? Some of us remember, among the English 
rustics of sixty years ago shrewd men, unable to read but with plenty of 
mother wit, and by their strong sense and solid judgment quite as well 
qualified to vote as are their grand-children today who read a newspaper 
and revel in the cinema……The Athenian voters……were better……fitted 
for civic franchise than most of the voters in modern democracies. These 
Greek voters learnt politics not from the printed and, few even from any 
written page, but by listening to accomplished orators and by talking to 
one another. Talking has this advantage over reading, that in it mind is 
less passive. It is thinking that matters, not reading, and by thinking, I 
mean the power of getting at facts, and arguing consecutively from them. 
In conversation there is a clash of wits, and to that some mental exertion 
must go……But in these days of ours reading has become substitute for 
thinking. The man who reads only the newspaper of his own party, and 
reads its political intelligence in a medley of other stuff, narratives of 
crimes and descriptions of football matches, need not know that there is 
more than one side to a question and seldom asks if there is one, nor what 
is the evidence for what the paper tells him. The printed page, because it 
seems to represent some unknown power, is believed more readily than 
what he hears in talk. He takes from it statements, perhaps groundless, 
perhaps invented, which he would not take from one of his follows in the 
workshop or the counting house. Moreover, the Tree of Knowledge is the 
Tree of the Knowledge of Evil as well as of Good. On the Printed Page Truth
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has no better chance than Falsehood, except with those who read widely and 
have the capacity of discernment. A party organ, suppressing some facts, 
misrepresenting some others, is the worst of all guides, because it can by 
incessantly reiterating untruth produce a greater impression than any man 
or body of men, save only ecclesiastics clothed with a spiritual authority, 
could produce before printing was invented. A modern voter so guided by 
his party newspapers is no better off than his grandfather who eighty years 
ago voted at the bidding of his landlord or his employer or (in Ireland) of 
his Priest. The grandfather at least knew whom he was following, while the 
grandson, who only reads what is printed on one side of a controversy may 
be the victim of selfish interests who own the organs which his simplicity 
assumes to express public opinion or to have the public good at heart. So 
a democracy that has been taught only to read and not also to reflect and 
judge, will not be better for the ability to read.”

42. It seems to me that too much is being made out of the illiteracy of 
the masses in India. Take the English voter and inquire into his conduct as 
a voter and what do we find ? This is what the Times Literary Supplement 
of August 21, 1924, says about him :

“The mass of the people have no serious interest. Their votes decide all 
political issues, but they know nothing of politics. It is a disquieting, but too 
well-founded reflection that the decision about tariff reform or taxation or 
foreign policy is now said by men and women who have never read a dozen 
columns of serious politics in their lives. Of the old narrow electorate of eight 
years ago probably at least two-thirds eagerly studied political speeches on the 
question of the day. Today not five per cent, of the voters read either debates 
or leading articles. The remnant, however remarkable, is small. Democracy as 
a whole is as content with gross amusement as Bottles was with vulgar ones, 
and like him it leases his mind to its newspaper which makes his Sundays 
much more degrading than those which he spent under his Baptist Minister. 
This is the atmosphere against whose poisonous gases the schools provide in 
vain the helmet of their culture.”

43. Surely if British Democracy — say the British Empire is content 
to be ruled by voters such as above, it is arguable that Indians who are 
opposed to adult suffrage are not only unjust and visionaries but are 
protesting too much and are laying themselves open to the charge that 
they are making illiteracy of the masses an excuse to pocket their political 
power. For, to insist that a thorough appreciation of the niceties of political 
creeds and the ability to distinguish between them are necessary tests of 
political intelligence is, to say the least, hypercritical. On small political 
questions no voter, no matter in what country he is, will ever be accurately 
informed. Nor is such minute knowledge necessary. The most that can 
be expected from the elector is the power of understanding broad issues 
and of choosing the candidate who in his opinion will serve him best. 
This, I make bold to say, is not beyond the capacity of an average Indian.
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44. The other thing which apparently weighed with my colleagues in 
refusing to accept adult suffrage is the analogy of the countries like England. 
It is argued that the extension of the franchise from forty shilling freehold 
in 1429 to adult suffrage in 1832 there were less than 500,000 persons 
who had the right to vote in the election of members of Parliament; that it 
was not until the Reform Act of that year that the number of voters was 
increased to nearly 1,000,000 ; that no further step was taken to lower the 
franchise till the passing of the Act of 1867 which increased it to 2,500,000 ; 
that the next step was taken 17 years after when the Act of 1884 increased 
it again to 5,500,000 ; and that adult suffrage did not come till after a lapse 
of 34 years when People’s Representation Act of 1918 was passed. This fact 
has been used for very different purposes by different set of peoples. A set 
of politicians who are social tories and political radicals use this in support 
of their plea that the legislature can be given full powers although it may 
not be fully representative and in reply to this argument of their opponents 
that the transference of power to a legislature so little representative will 
be to transfer it to an oligarchy. By others in support of their plea that 
in the matter of franchise we must proceed slowly and go step by step as 
other nations have done. To the second group of critics my reply is that 
there is no reason why we should follow in the foot steps of the English 
nation in this particular matter. Surely the English people had not devised 
any philosophy of action in the matter of franchise. On the other hand, 
if the extension was marked by such long intervals it was because of the 
self-seeking character of the English ruling classes. Besides, these is no 
reason why every nation should go through the same stages and enact 
the same scenes as other nations have done. To do so is to refuse to reap 
the advantage which is always open to those who are born later. To the 
other section of critics my reply is that their contention as a fact is true, 
that Parliament did exercise full powers of a sovereign state even when it 
represented only a small percentage of the population. But the question is 
with what results to the nation ? Anyone who is familiar with the history of 
social legislation by the unreformed Parliament as told by Lord Shaftesbury 
certainly will not wish the experiment to be repeated in this country. This 
result was the inevitable result of the restricted franchise which obtained 
in England. The facts relied upon by these critics in my opinion do not go 
to support a government based upon a restricted franchise is a worse form 
of government in that it gives rise to the rule of oligarchy. Such a result 
was never contemplated by the authors of the Joint Report. Indeed they 
were so conscious of the evil that in paragraph 262 of their Report they 
were particular enough to say that among the matters for consideration 
the Statutory Commission should consider the working of the franchise 
and the constitution of electorates, including the important matter of the 
retention of communal representation. “Indeed we regard the development of 
a broad franchise as the arch on which the edifice of self-government must 
be raised : for we have no intention that our reforms should result merely 
in the transfer of powers from a bureaucracy to an oligarchy.”


