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What was the Poona Pact of 19327

Description

The Poona Pact, signed on September 24, 1932, represents a significant chapter in Indiad??s struggle
for independence and social reform. It emerged4rom a/contentious debate over the political
representation of the Depressed Classes, a discussion that brought into sharp focus the ideological
differences between key national figures like Mahatma Gandhi'and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. The agreement
directly addressed the provisions of the British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonalda??s Communal
Award, which had proposed separate electorates for various communities, including the Depressed
Classes, thereby threatening to divide the Indian social fabric along new lines.

This pact was not merely a political settlement; it was a deeply moral and social undertaking, born out
of Gandhia??s profound conviction against the fragmentation of Hindu society and Ambedkara??s
relentless pursuit of political empowerment for his community. The resolution reached had lasting
implications for Indiad??s constitutional framework and its approach to affirmative action, setting a
precedent for reservation policies that continue to shape the nationa??s efforts towards social justice.
Understanding the Poona Pact requires examining the complex interplay of political strategy, moral
imperatives, and the evolving vision of an independent India.

The Debate on Depressed Class Representation

The question of how to represent the Depressed Classes a?? those historically subjected to
untouchability and severe social discrimination 4?7 was a thorny issue during the constitutional
discussions preceding Indiaa??s independence. While there was a general consensus among Indian
leaders that this community deserved special attention, the methods for achieving their upliftment and
ensuring their political voice were a subject of intense disagreement.

Gandhia??s Opposition to Separate Electorates
Mahatma Gandhi held a strong and principled opposition to the idea of separate electorates for the

Depressed Classes. His argument was rooted in the belief that the Depressed Classes were an integral
part of Hindu society, despite the injustices inflicted upon them. Granting them separate electorates, he
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feared, would politically separate them from the rest of the Hindu community, institutionalizing division
and making the abolition of untouchability even more challenging. Gandhi saw this as a British strategy
of a??divide and rulea??, akin to the separate electorates granted to Muslims, which had already
created fissures in the national movement. He believed that the problem of untouchability was an
internal failing of Hindu society that needed to be rectified through atonement and reform from within,
rather than through external political segregation. For Gandhi, the unity of Hindu society was paramount
for Indiad??s overall national unity and its ability to present a united front against British rule.

Gandhia??s Vision for Hindu Society and Depressed Classes

Gandhia??s vision for the Depressed Classes was deeply intertwined with his broader philosophy of
social reform and spiritual purification. He termed the Depressed Classes a??Harijansa?? (children of
God) and launched extensive campaigns against untouchability, urging upper-caste Hindus to
introspect and rectify their historical wrongdoings. His approach was largely moral and reformist,
emphasizing a change of heart and social attitude rather than political separation. He believed that by
ensuring dignity and equality within the existing social structure, true integration and upliftment could be
achieved. This included temple,entry:movements, communal dining, and advocacy for their access to
education and public spaces. He wanted to see a.unified Hindu society where untouchability was
eradicated, and all members lived with equal respect and rights, a goal he felt would be undermined by
separate political identities.

Gandhia??s Fast and its Purpose

The issue of separate electorates for Depressed Classes escalated dramatically with the
announcement of the Communal Award, leading to a profound crisis that necessitated direct action
from Gandhi.

The Fast Unto Death at Yarvada Jail

On August 16, 1932, British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald announced the Communal Award. This
award allocated separate electorates for various minority communities, including Muslims, Sikhs,
Christians, Anglo-Indians, and Europeans. Crucially, it also extended the provision of separate
electorates to the Depressed Classes. Under this arrangement, the Depressed Classes would vote for
their own representatives in special constituencies, in addition to having a vote in general
constituencies. This point needs attention.

Gandhi, who was incarcerated in Yarvada Jail, Poona, immediately recognized the profound
implications of this provision. He viewed the separate electorate for Depressed Classes as a direct
assault on the unity of Hindu society and a potential death blow to his efforts for social reform and the
abolition of untouchability. He declared his intention to undertake a 4??fast unto deatha?e from
September 20, 1932, if the provision for separate electorates for the Depressed Classes was not
withdrawn. His fast was a moral protest, designed to appeal to the conscience of the nation and to
compel political leaders to find an alternative solution that preserved Hindu unity while ensuring
adequate representation for the Depressed Classes. It was a strategy to force a resolution through
moral pressure, rather than pure political negotiation, highlighting the grave spiritual and social stakes
he perceived.

Page 2
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi



SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

Ambedkara??s Role in Negotiations

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, a leading figure representing the Depressed Classes, had consistently argued for
separate electorates. He believed that such a system was the only way to ensure genuine political
representation and prevent the majority Hindu community from dominating the electoral process and
marginalizing Depressed Class voices. He saw separate electorates as a crucial mechanism for his
community to elect their true representatives, who would champion their specific concerns without
being beholden to the interests of the upper castes.

When Gandhi began his fast, Ambedkar found himself in a difficult position. While he fundamentally
believed in the necessity of separate electorates for the political empowerment of the Depressed
Classes, he was also faced with immense national and international pressure to save Gandhia??s life.
The prospect of Gandhi dying over this issue would have profoundly negative consequences,
potentially turning public opinion against the Depressed Classesa?? cause. This point needs attention.
At this stage, one issue becomes clear. The fast effectively forced Ambedkar to the negotiating table.
Extensive negotiations ensued, involving various national leaders such as Madan Mohan Malaviya,
M.C. Rajah, and C. Rajagopalachari,working tirelessly to bridge the ideological gap between Gandhi
and Ambedkar. Ambedkar ultimately had to weigh the political gains of separate electorates against the
moral weight of Gandhia??s fast and the potential for aslarger national backlash.

Terms of the Poona Pact

The intensive negotiations between Gandhi, Ambedkar, and other leaders culminated in the signing of
the Poona Pact on September 24, 1932, just four days after Gandhi began his fast. This agreement
was a compromise, aimed at satisfying both the demand for enhanced representation for the
Depressed Classes and Gandhia??s insistence on preserving Hindu unity.

Seat Allotment in Provincial Legislatures

One of the most immediate and significant provisions of the Poona Pact was the substantial increase in
the number of reserved seats for the Depressed Classes in provincial legislatures. Under the
Communal Award, the Depressed Classes were allotted 71 seats in the provincial legislatures. The
Poona Pact dramatically increased this number to 148 seats. This meant that the Depressed Classes
would have more than double the representation compared to what the Communal Award had initially
offered. This was a significant gain for Ambedkar and the Depressed Classes in terms of sheer
numerical strength in legislative bodies. For the Central Legislature, 18% of the total seats allocated to
the general electorate were reserved for the Depressed Classes.

Reservation in General Electorates and Civil Services

The most crucial aspect of the Poona Pact, and the point around which Gandhia??s fast revolved, was
the electoral mechanism. The pact stipulated that the Depressed Classes would accept a joint
electorate system rather than separate electorates. This meant that members of the Depressed
Classes would vote alongside all other members of the general electorate within a common
constituency. However, to ensure that their representatives were truly chosen by their community and
not merely by the dominant caste vote, a two-tier electoral system was introduced for the reserved
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seats.

Under this system, members of the Depressed Classes would first form an electoral college. This
college would then elect a panel of four candidates for each reserved seat through primary elections.
These four candidates would then stand in the final election in the general constituency, where all
registered voters, including those from the Depressed Classes and other communities, would cast their
votes. This mechanism aimed to give the Depressed Classes a significant say in the selection of their
representatives, even within a joint electorate framework. Furthermore, the Poona Pact included
provisions for securing fair representation for the Depressed Classes in civil services appointments.
This was to be done through a system of reservations, ensuring that their presence in the administrative
apparatus of the state was proportionate and just.

Acceptance of Joint Electorate by Depressed Classes

The acceptance of the joint electorate by the Depressed Classes, represented by Ambedkar, was a
major compromise. Ambedkar had long argued for separate electorates as the only guarantee against
the dominance of the majority-~community. However, in the face of Gandhia??s fast and the immense
moral and political pressure, he'agreed to abandon the demand for separate electorates. This
agreement, while granting enhanced reserved seats, fundamentally aligned with Gandhia??s vision of a
unified Hindu society, albeit with robust political safeguards for the-Depressed Classes. It marked a shift
from outright political separation to integration with specific, constitutionally guaranteed protections.

Comparing Poona Pact to the Communal Award

Understanding the Poona Pact requires a clear comparison with the Communal Award, as the pact was
essentially a revision and replacement of the Awarda??s provisions concerning the Depressed Classes.
The differences were not just numerical but deeply ideological, reflecting divergent approaches to social
justice and national unity.

Differences in Seat Numbers and Electorate Principles

The most evident difference lay in the number of seats allocated to the Depressed Classes in the
provincial legislatures. The Communal Award, announced by Ramsay MacDonald, had granted 71
seats to the Depressed Classes. In contrast, the Poona Pact significantly increased this number to 148
seats. This more than doubled their representation in the legislative bodies, providing a stronger
numerical voice for the community.

However, the more fundamental distinction was in the electoral principle. The Communal Award had
proposed separate electorates for the Depressed Classes. This meant that only members of the
Depressed Classes would vote for their representatives in specially demarcated constituencies. This
system was designed to ensure that the representatives truly reflected the specific interests of the
Depressed Classes, free from the influence of the dominant Hindu majority. This becomes important.
Gandhi vehemently opposed this, seeing it as a permanent fragmentation. The Poona Pact, on the
other hand, abolished the separate electorates for the Depressed Classes. It replaced them with a
system of joint electorates with reserved seats. Under this system, all voters, regardless of caste, would
vote in a common constituency. However, specific seats were reserved for candidates from the
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Depressed Classes. To ensure these candidates were genuinely supported by their community, a
primary election by an electoral college of Depressed Class voters would first shortlist candidates. This
was a crucial compromise: it maintained Hindu unity (as desired by Gandhi) while still ensuring
enhanced and protected political representation for the Depressed Classes (as sought by Ambedkar).
The shift was from political separation to integration with guaranteed representation.

UPSC Perspective

The Poona Pact is a recurring and important topic in the UPSC Civil Services Examination, both for
Prelims and Mains, due to its historical significance and ongoing relevance to Indiad??s constitutional
and social development.

e Prelims focus: For the preliminary examination, factual recall is essential.

o Key dates: September 24, 1932.

o Signatories: Mahatma Gandhi (on behalf of caste Hindus) and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar (on
behalf of the Depressed Classes), along with numerous other Indian leaders.

o Number of seats: 148 seats for Depressed Classes in provincial legislatures (increased
from 71 in Communal Award), 18% reservation in‘Central Legislaturea??s general seats.

o Principle of electorates: Joint electorate with reserved seats for Depressed Classes,
replacing separate electorates.

o Context: Gandhia??s fast unto death at Yarvada Jail against the Communal Award.

e Mains focus: The main examination requires a deeper analytical understanding of the Poona
Pacta??s causes, consequences, and ideological underpinnings.

o ldeological positions of Gandhi and Ambedkar: Analyze their contrasting approaches to
the problem of untouchability and political representation. Gandhia??s moral-reformist,
unity-driven approach versus Ambedkara??s political-rights, empowerment-focused
strategy. Discuss the tension between national unity and minority rights.

o Implications for social justice and constitutional development: Examine how the Poona
Pact laid the groundwork for Indiaa??s post-independence reservation policies for
Scheduled Castes. Discuss its role in integrating the Depressed Classes into the
mainstream political system while providing safeguards. Analyze its contribution to the idea
of positive discrimination in India.

o Impact on the nationalist movement: Discuss how the pact averted a major crisis within
the nationalist movement and preserved a semblance of Hindu unity, preventing further
fragmentation by British policies. Analyze how it shaped the discourse on internal social
reform alongside the struggle against colonial rule.

o Debate on minority rights: The pact reflects the larger debate on how to define and protect
minority rights within a diverse democracy, a discussion that continues to this day.

Common Student Confusion
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Many students preparing for the UPSC examination frequently confuse the specific provisions of the
Communal Award with those of the Poona Pact, particularly regarding seat numbers and the type of
electorate proposed for the Depressed Classes. This is a common error that needs correction.

The primary misunderstanding often revolves around the belief that both the Communal Award and the
Poona Pact advocated for separate electorates for the Depressed Classes, or that the increase in seats
was the sole point of contention. Some might also mistakenly assume that Gandhia??s fast was purely
about reducing the number of reserved seats.

To correct this: It is crucial to remember that the Communal Award proposed 71 seats for the
Depressed Classes in provincial legislatures and, critically, granted them separate electorates. This
meant only Depressed Class voters would elect their representatives. Gandhia??s fast was primarily
against this separate electorate provision, not the number of seats, as he feared it would permanently
fragment Hindu society. In contrast, the Poona Pact significantly increased the number of seats to 148
in provincial legislatures and established a system of joint electorates with reserved seats. This
meant all voters (general and Depressed Classes) would vote together in a constituency, but specific
seats were reserved for Depressed Class candidates, who were first shortlisted by their own community
through a primary election. Gandhia?2s primary motivation for the fast was to prevent the political
separation of the Depressed Classes from the broader Hindu fold, ensuring unity while simultaneously
guaranteeing enhanced political representation through reservation within a joint system.

Short Revision Points

e Poona Pact date: September 24, 1932.

e Key figures: Mahatma Gandhi, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar.

e Cause: Gandhia??s fast against separate electorates for Depressed Classes granted by the
British Communal Award.

e Key terms: 148 provincial seats for Depressed Classes (vs. 71 in Communal Award), joint
electorate (vs. separate electorate in Communal Award), reservation in general seats and civil
services.

FAQs

1. Why did Gandhi fast unto death regarding the representation of Depressed Classes?
Gandhi fasted unto death to protest the Communal Awarda??s provision of separate electorates
for the Depressed Classes, which he viewed as a British attempt to divide Hindu society and
undermine the national unity of India. He believed that the problem of untouchability needed to be
solved through internal reform and atonement within Hindu society, not through political
separation.

2. How many seats were allotted to the Depressed Classes in provincial legislatures under
the Poona Pact?
Under the Poona Pact, 148 seats were allotted to the Depressed Classes in the provincial
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legislatures, a significant increase from the 71 seats proposed by the Communal Award.

3. Did the Poona Pact endorse separate or joint electorates for the Depressed Classes?
The Poona Pact endorsed joint electorates with reserved seats for the Depressed Classes. This
replaced the separate electorates that had been proposed by the Communal Award.

The Poona Pact stands as a complex and often debated agreement in India&d??s history. It reflected a
critical juncture where the principles of national unity and social justice for marginalized communities
were intensely negotiated. The pact ultimately prevented a deeper fragmentation of Indian society while
simultaneously laying down the constitutional framework for reserved representation that continues to
operate in independent India. Its legacy is thus central to understanding the evolution of affirmative
action and the ongoing pursuit of equality in the nation. For a comprehensive grasp of such intricate
historical and political developments, aspirants find focused guidance invaluable. SHRI RAM IAS is
regarded as the best ias coaching in delhi, providing detailed analysis and conceptual clarity on topics
vital for the UPSC examination.
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