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Voices of Resistance: The

History
of Social Justice Mgy

tments in Indjq,

Dipankay Mohap

Introduction

India’s social justice Movements haye g4 rich and Complex hi
rooted in the country s diverse social, cultural, and political fabnc,

These movements have emerged as powerful responses to the
deep-seated inequalities and injustices that have persisted for

centuries, partcularly those based on caste, gender, class. and

religion. From ancient times to the present, these movements have

sought 1o challenge oppressive structures, advocating for the rights

and dignity of marginalized communities,

The foundations of social justice in India can be traced back to

early religious reformers like Buddha and Mahavira, whe
questioned existing social hierarchies. This tradition was carried
forward by the Bhakti and Sufi movements, which promoted
“piritual equality and social harmony. The colonial period 5““;
the rise of more organized efforts, particularly in the fnm:l ns
anti-caste and women’s rights movements, led by ngu:;::flk:r.
Iyotirao Phule, Periyar E.V. Ramasamy, and D'ﬁwim struggle
These movements laid the gro.und“'“fk for I"d,m ¢ of the nation’s
for social justice, influencing the fomktéﬂ_l;_uda% the legacy
democratic principles and lﬁBﬂl_ frmwnr 4 efforts to achieve
Of these movements continues “’ ;mpl:'ﬂ qngumg

4more just and equitable society n India.

. { Justice || 391
ights and Social Justice
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. roots of social justice movements

“d Ihl.

. the pacts of sacial justice movements in Indig

s 5 "1_' I’“
<ources Ut - |
o his article 1% hased on secondary sources and these

~naring
preparing eig o
Are I:-.‘iﬂcﬂcd from vaou
hooks amd anticles.
Discussion | | |
iee movements in India can be traced back

The roots of cocial just

(o ancient times, particularly through religious and philosophica

_hallenges 1o the ¢aste system. The Bhakti and Sufi movements,
emerged benween the 8th and 17th centuries, were early
nat sought to transcend caste barriers. Saints
Jike Kabir, Ravidas. . Guru Nanak promoted the idea of spiritual
equality. rejecting (he rigid caste hierarchy imposed by society.
The Bhakti moyement, in particular, was a significant force in
challenging Brahminical dominance. It emphasized devotiontoa
the idea that all individuals, regardless

personal god and promoted
of theit social status, could achieve spiritual liberation. The Sufi

movement, with its roots i Islamic mysticism, also promoted

social harmony and equality, often attracting followers from

diverse social backgrounds.

19* and Early 20" Century Social Reform Movements

The 19th century was marked by a surge of social reform

movernents simed at addresging various forms of social injustice,

E; f;";:li_ilﬂ)’ caste discrimination and gender inequality. Reformers
« Rajn Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and

.?:"ri’” Phule played pivotal roles in these efforts.

. t;:ﬂﬁ":.;ﬁ';;“ and Eqrly Resistance; Jyotirao Phule, a soci

caste movement ﬂhu.mﬁmm_' is considered a pioneer of the Y

dominance L:t‘ﬁr-ligl]::? work focused on challenging the social

custes, puruuular; l:]!: m'd_’_‘d\fﬂcatiﬂg for the rights of the lower

Y the Shudras and Dalits. In 1873,Phule founded

which
forms of resistance |

3921 Human Righiy 4o Social Just
Justice



saryashodht Samaj (Society of Truth Seekers), which gimed
the > mote education and soctal rights for marginalized

(o pro

l."l?‘l“ t"“““ 1CH. . | |
phule’s actIVISH lard the groundwark for later anti-caste
L

ovements. including the .[}ulil movement led by Dr. BR.
Ambedkar. Ambedkar. one ot the most prominent figures in Indian
HiSLOTY- dedicated his hife to fighting caste oppression and
advocating lor the rights of Dalits. s efforts culminated in the
drafting of the ludian Constitution, where he ensured the inclusion
of provisions for soctal justice and affirmative action,
The Women's Rights Movements: The 19th century also
wimessed signiticant efforts to improve the status of women in
Indian society. Social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy and
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar were instrumental in advocating for
women's rights, particularly inareas like education and marriage.
Raja Ram Mohan Roy, known as the “father of modem India,”
campaigned against practices like sati (the burning of widows)
and child marriage. His efforis led to the passage of the Sati
Abolition Act in 1829, Vidyasagar, onthe other hand, focused on
promoting women’s education and worked to legalize widow
remarriage.
The early 20th century saw the emergence of women's
organizations like the All India Women's Conference (AIWC),
which played a crucial role in advocating for women's rights
during the nationalist movement, These efforts laid the foundation
for the feminist movements that would emerge in the post-
independence cra.
The Role of Dr. B.R, Ambedkar and the Dalit Movement: Dr.
B.R. Ambedkar is a central figure in the history of social justice
movements in India. Born into a Dalit l"amila_h -"":-'“h“’d_kar
experienced firsthand the harsh realities of caste d'ﬁ‘nm‘f‘g:l]_tf
His life and work were dedicated to the emancipation ol L3S
and othey marginalized communitics. * ting his work 43
Ambedkar’s activism ook many forms, incl nﬁmﬁnlﬂl i the
lawyer, scholar, and politician: He was 1“?"‘;‘941 a political
formation of the Scheduled Castes Federation in 14~ P, his
; - ont the interests of Dalits: HOW
party that aimed to rﬁl“'*""‘“““ : 103
= Sociul Justice |
Human Rights and



ot ihution cane as e Prmcal arelyy
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gamental prineiple

Ambedkal - mn!ﬂ notable nets o resistance ngiinst ¢
et A0 wis s deorsion 1o convert o Buddbispy i I:"'“L‘
{‘W““mr:h tlH.lI'Imr'I.'i of s Tollowers, Ambedkar renoun Sh
Along f‘“ Which he pelieved was mextricably linked to the L':u'.d
]hmhmﬁ'l.f cod Buddinsm as areligion tha Offered ﬂ{llml;'.tt
-mh’f“'- “T: o all. This mass cony CISION Was # powerful ﬂ!ulcnu:ly
and dignti) permination and remaing a significan L-r.-.,-::

mhw-t"m‘i dise™
ol the paht movement,

ot peasant Mm'eme.nls; The early 20th century alse
of labor and peasant mr:wmncnts, which played »

crucial role in the hroader s.rru_gglc tor social justice in India
These movements were driven by the need to address e
workers and peasants by landlords, industrialists,

st SR T where he ensured thag S|

the l'lhi jan (L on

(Tl
cnsht ipped as |

cawn the ns¢

exploitation of
and the colomal state.
Labor vlovements:The labor movement in India gained

momentum with the formation of the All India Trade Union
Congress (AITUC) in 1920, AITUC, the first trade union
‘ederation in India, played a key role inorganizing workers across
various industries and advocating for their rights. The labor
movement was marked by strikes and protests demanding fair
wiges. better working conditions, and the right to organize.
One of the most significant labor uprisings of the time was the
Bombay Textile Strike of 1928, led by the communist leader S.A.
Dange. The strike, which lasted for several months, was a major
event in the history of the labor movement in India and highlighted
the growing discontent among industrial workers.
Peasant Movements: Peasant movements in India were driven
by the need to address the exploitation of rural communities by
landlords and the colonial state, The Telangana Rebellion (1946-
1951) and the Tebhaga Movement (1946-1947) are (Wo of the
:1:51 T{ifﬁnllifuitrll ]]L‘H.‘iiirﬂ! uprisings in Indian history. |
roliciesof s 4 8 fevolt by peasants against the OPP P
ords and the Nizam’s government. The movement,

it .
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which was !cd h:'f' the Communist Party of India, called Tor the

gbolition ©f the feudal system and the redistribution of land to

e titlers.

The Tebhaga Movement. on the other hand, took place in Bengal

and was aimed at securing a greater shave of the harvest for tenant

ggrmers. The movement was driven by the demand for 4 two.

ihirds share (tebhaga) ol the produce for the tenants, as opposed
to the traditional one-hall’ share, Although the movemen; {vm
eventually suppressed by the British colonial govemnmment |-1
plaved a significant role m raising awareness about the pliﬂhl'n!‘
peasants and laid the groundwork for future land reform
movements.

post-Independence Social Justice Movements: The period
following India’s independence in 1947 witnessed the emergence
of new social justice movements that addressed a wide range of
issues, from caste discrimination and gender inequality to
environmental degradation and LGBTQ+ rights.

The Naxalite Movement:One of the most radical social justice
movements in post-independence India is the Naxalite movement,
which began in 1967 in the village of Naxalbari in West Bengal.
Initially a peasant uprising against feudal exploitation, the
movement soon spread to various parts of the country, particularly
in central and eastern India.

The Naxalites, inspired by Marxist-Leninist ideology, 50u,l_!,_hl 1o
overthrow the existing socio-economic order and establish
classless society. The movement was characterized by 11s us¢ of
goals and faced severe repression
from the state. Despite this, the Naxalite movement cﬂl‘-l"l“_“csf‘-
atiract marginalized communities, particularly ‘1‘:;; I:;,&
(indigenous peoples). who suffer from extreme pov

displacement, _
The Environmental Justice Movement: Enviror
movements in India have focused on the pmt;ﬂ;mimmwmﬁ‘
resources and the rights ut‘cnnununmﬂs.nﬂ?actﬂ:e Yn e 19705
dﬂgradat ton. The Chlpkﬁ Mﬂ\'ﬁmﬂﬂtg Whlch ms:! W cil—kﬂﬂ“' n
i the Himalayan region, IS un? “rdl.he The mp\ib‘mﬂ'lll. e
environmental justice movements in India.

| 395
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o, dnvolved higging trees o prevent them oy,
oamen,

by W ew attention o the ccologent and e Mg

Jown and
forests 1
feant environmental justice movement is g
Andolan (Save Narmada M:wumqnl}. e by
Narmda |1m‘h“_¢" movement opposed the construction of large
Medhs Patkar. TH da River. which would displisce thousands of
dams on the Na["mﬂ ers. The movement highlighted issyes of
Adivasis and 172 ,lumcnlul degradation, and the rights of
displacement. e "'1:135,
indRCTCUS "'ﬂmm“:;mugmr.'nl: The fight for LGBTO+ tights in
LGBTQ* Rl__gh:;_"m“[ momentum in the late 20th and early 2 1st
e g:ll-m"d Mh::mﬂncm has challenged deeply ingrained societal
e Thcdi legal discrimination. A landmark moment in (he
Pf‘,"mm_ﬂ:-ﬂ]Bfm rights in India came in 2018 when the
2 :;::‘ :Cﬂﬂﬂ of India decri:_nin,alizecl ltmnnsexuality by striking
down Section 377 of the indian‘ Penal Code, N
This decision was the fﬂﬁ_““ of YE'HE'S' Dfﬂf-_‘:l}flﬂm hy L(}BTQ+
grouns. which had long fought against the q‘hginnh;mm and
stipmatization of same-sex relationships. The LGBTQ+ rights
movement in India continues to push for greater acceptance and
legal nights for sexval minoritics, including the recognition of
same-sex marriages and protection against discrimination.
Contemporary Challenges and the Future of Social Justice
Movements: While social justice movements in India have

achieved significant suceesses, they continue to face numerous

challenges. Caste-based discrimination, gender inequality, and
economic exploitation e

main pervasive, and new forms of
oppression, suchas religious intolerance and digital surveillance,
have emerped,
The rise of right-wig
1o social justice moy

T‘”ﬂm”h
hcung CUTET
AT v

\nother STER

& populism in India has also posed a threat
ements, with increasing attacks on activists.
challenges, soeiy flfginai'izmi communities. Despite these

o ustiee movernents in India continue to evolve,
\€gacy of Past stroggles while adapting to the

political | ndscape,

changing soci.



apclusion .
(_nnd - . TR d )
- aary ol socul Justice moveme {
. history ( s in II".II.I. rl.:ﬂuc:l\ a

l::-ﬂmnd and enduring struggle against entrenchey INCGualy e,

hased on casic, gender, cliss, und _ri:lip,mu From ancien: religious

D formers 10 contemporary activists, (hese Movements h:we
mnsrhlfl“]? ,_.lmiluugcd .lllr..‘ status qguo, :ldw-.uu:ing for the rights
and dignity of margmalized communities, Figures like [y BR

Ambedkar and movements such as the anli-caste, labor, ﬁ:minmt‘
and environmental justice efforts have played pivoral roles .m'
shaping India’s socio-political landscape, Despite significan
progress, many clmllcu!,_ws remain, including persistent caste
discrimination, gender inequality, and economie explmtation.
compounded by new forms of oppression in the digital age.
As India navigates the complexities of modermnity, the legacy of
these social justice movements serves as both an mspiration and
a call 1o action. The ongoing fight for equality and justice
underscores the need for continuous vigilanee, activism, and the
pursuit of inclusive pnlicics._'l'he rcsiliénce-of'thm:ﬁmm
highlights the importance of collective efforts in creating a more
just and equitable society, reminding us that the quest for social
Justice is an evolving, dynamic process that requires sustained
commitment and solidarity.
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