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Historical Context and the Making of the Constituent
Assembly

The Constitution of India, which came into effect on 26
January 1950, has often been described as the longest
and one of the most detailed constitutions in the world.

Its length and complexity were not accidental; rather,
they reflected the enormous diversity and deep social
divisions of the country at the time of Independence.

India was not merely a vast landmass inhabited by
people of different religions, languages, and cultures, but
also a society marked by entrenched hierarchies of
caste and class.

The Constitution, therefore, had to perform multiple
tasks simultaneously: it had to hold the country together,
heal the wounds of the past, and lay the foundations for
a democratic future.

The years immediately preceding the framing of the
Constitution were exceptionally turbulent. The late 1940s
were marked by both hope and despair. On the one
hand, India achieved independence after a long and
arduous struggle against colonial rule.

On the other hand, this freedom came with the tragic
division of the subcontinent. The Partition of India led to
widespread communal violence, displacement, and loss
of life.

Events such as the Great Calcutta Killings of 1946
initiated a cycle of riots that culminated in one of the
largest forced migrations in history. Millions of Hindus
and Sikhs migrated from Pakistan to India, while
Muslims moved in the opposite direction.

These traumatic experiences deeply influenced the
thinking of the members of the Constituent Assembly,
who were acutely aware of the fragile nature of national
unity.

At the same time, the country had witnessed several
mass movements that shaped political consciousness.
The Quit India Movement of 1942, the activities of the
Indian National Army under Subhas Chandra Bose, and
the Royal Indian Navy revolt of 1946 reflected
widespread resistance to colonial rule.

Interestingly, many of these movements displayed a
degree of Hindu-Muslim unity, even as political

negotiations between the Congress and the Muslim
League failed to prevent communal division.

Alongside these political struggles, there were also
numerous local uprisings by workers and peasants,
indicating the growing demand for social and economic
justice.

Another major challenge before the new nation was the
integration of princely states. Nearly one-third of the
subcontinent was under the control of rulers who had
enjoyed autonomy under British paramountcy.

With the departure of the British, these rulers were
uncertain about their future and some even entertained
dreams of independent sovereignty. This posed a
serious threat to the territorial integrity of India.

It was in this complex and uncertain context that the
Constituent Assembly began its work. The Assembly
was not elected through universal adult franchise;
instead, its members were chosen indirectly by the
provincial legislatures that had been elected in the
elections of 1945—46.

As a result, the Assembly was dominated by the Indian
National Congress, which held about 82 per cent of the
seats. The Muslim League, having decided to boycott
the Assembly, did not participate actively in its
proceedings.

Some socialist leaders were also initially critical, arguing
that the Assembly was a product of colonial
arrangements and therefore lacked full autonomy.

Despite this, the Constituent Assembly was not a
homogeneous body. Within the Congress itself, there
existed a wide range of ideological positions.

Some members were committed to socialist ideals, while
others supported more conservative or pro-landlord
views. Some were strongly secular, while others had
affinities with communal perspectives.

What united them, however, was a shared experience of
the national movement, which had taught them the
importance of debate, negotiation, and compromise.

The functioning of the Assembly was also shaped by
public opinion. The debates were widely reported in
newspapers, and citizens were encouraged to send their
suggestions.
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Various groups articulated their demands: linguistic
minorities sought protection for their languages, religious
minorities demanded safeguards, and Dalits called for
the abolition of caste oppression and the provision of
reservations.

These inputs ensured that the Constitution was not
merely a legal document drafted by elites, but a product
of broader social engagement.

Several individuals played crucial roles in this process.
Jawaharlal Nehru provided the ideological vision, most
notably through the Objectives Resolution. Vallabhbhai
Patel worked tirelessly behind the scenes to reconcile
differing viewpoints.
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Rajendra Prasad, as President of the Assembly, ensured
that discussions were conducted in an orderly and
inclusive manner. B.R. Ambedkar, as Chairman of the
Drafting Committee, was instrumental in shaping the
final text of the Constitution. He was assisted by legal
experts such as K.M. Munshi and Alladi Krishnaswamy
Aiyar, as well as civil servants like B.N. Rau and S.N.
Mukherjee.

The Constitution was framed over a period of nearly
three years, between December 1946 and November
1949. The Assembly held eleven sessions, with a total of
165 days of sittings. The debates were extensive and
detailed, covering a wide range of issues.

Through these discussions, different visions of India
were articulated and contested. The Constitution that

finally emerged was thus the result of a complex process
of deliberation, reflecting both conflict and consensus.

Vision of the Constitution and

Foundations

Ideological

A defining moment in the process of constitution-making
was the introduction of the Objectives Resolution by
Jawaharlal Nehru on 13 December 1946. This resolution
laid down the fundamental principles that were to guide
the framing of the Constitution.

It declared India to be an independent and sovereign
republic and promised its citizens justice, equality, and
freedom. It also assured adequate safeguards for
minorities, backward classes, and tribal areas. The
Objectives Resolution thus provided both a vision and a
framework for the Constitution.

In presenting this resolution, Nehru placed the Indian
experience within a broader historical context. He
referred to the American, French, and Russian
revolutions as significant moments in the history of
constitution-making.

However, he was careful to emphasise that India would
not simply imitate these models. Instead, the
Constitution had to be adapted to the specific conditions
of Indian society. As he stated, “we are not going just to
copy”; the system of government must fit the “temper of
our people.”

This emphasis on adaptation reflected a broader
understanding of democracy. For the leaders of the
national movement, democracy was not merely a set of
institutional arrangements but a way of achieving social
transformation.

It was closely linked to the ideals of justice and equality
that had been articulated in various social reform
movements. The Constitution was thus expected to
combine political democracy with economic and social
democracy.

At the same time, there were debates about the extent
to which the Constituent Assembly truly represented the
will of the people. Some members, such as the
communist leader Somnath Lahiri, argued that the
Assembly was still functioning under the shadow of
British imperialism.
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He pointed out that the British government continued to
exercise significant control over political processes in
India. Nehru acknowledged these limitations but insisted
that the legitimacy of the Assembly ultimately derived
from the support of the Indian people.

Governments, he argued, are not created by legal
documents alone but by the will of the masses.

The idea of the “will of the people” had deep roots in
Indian history. Throughout the nineteenth and early

twentieth  centuries, various social and political
movements had demanded greater rights and
representation.

Reformers such as Jyotiba Phule highlighted the
oppression of lower castes, while leaders like Swami
Vivekananda called for social and religious reform.
Workers and peasants organised themselves to demand
economic justice. These struggles contributed to the
emergence of a political culture that valued equality,
rights, and democratic participation.

One of the most contentious issues debated in the
Assembly was the question of minority rights. There was
no consensus on how minorities should be defined or
what kind of protections they should receive.

Some members argued in favour of separate
electorates, which would allow minority communities to
elect their own representatives. B. Pocker Bahadur, for
instance, contended that only members of a community
could truly understand its interests.

However, this proposal was strongly opposed by many
nationalists. They argued that separate electorates had
been introduced by the British as a means of dividing
Indian society. The experience of Partition had
reinforced the belief that such arrangements could lead
to further fragmentation and conflict.

Leaders like Vallabhbhai Patel described separate
electorates as a “poison” that had already caused
immense damage. Govind Ballabh Pant argued that
such a system would isolate minorities and prevent them
from becoming an integral part of the nation.

Underlying these debates was a broader concern with
nation-building. The framers of the Constitution believed
that political unity required a shift from community-based
identities to a shared sense of citizenship.

While cultural rights could be recognised, political rights
had to be exercised by individuals as citizens of a single
nation. This emphasis on citizenship reflected a desire to
create a cohesive national identity and avoid the
divisions that had led to Partition.
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Social Justice, Federalism, and Nation-Building

The debates on minority rights also led to a broader
reconsideration of what constituted a “minority.” Some
members, such as N.G. Ranga, argued that the real
minorities in India were not defined by religion but by
economic and social conditions.

The poor and the oppressed, he suggested, were the
most vulnerable sections of society and therefore
required special protection. He pointed out that formal
rights would be meaningless unless people had the
resources and opportunities to exercise them.

The concerns of tribal communities were articulated by
leaders like Jaipal Singh, who highlighted their long
history of exploitation and neglect.

He emphasised that tribal people had been
dispossessed of their lands and marginalised by
mainstream society. Rather than demanding separation,
he called for integration with dignity and the provision of
safeguards that would enable tribal communities to
develop on equal terms.

Similarly, the issue of the Depressed Castes, or Dalits,
was a major focus of discussion. Members pointed out
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that their marginalisation was not due to numerical
weakness but to deeply entrenched social
discrimination.

They had been denied access to education,
employment, and basic social rights. B.R. Ambedkar,
who had earlier demanded separate electorates for the
Depressed Castes, eventually supported a system of
reservations within a unified political framework.

The Constitution provided for the abolition of
untouchability and the reservation of seats in legislatures
and government jobs. However, it was widely
acknowledged that legal measures alone could not
eliminate social prejudice; a transformation in societal
attitudes was also necessary.

Women’s rights were also discussed in the Assembly.
Leaders like Hansa Mehta argued that women did not
seek special privileges but equal rights. They demanded
social, economic, and political justice, emphasising that
true democracy required gender equality.

Another major area of debate concerned the distribution
of powers between the central government and the
states. Some members, including Jawaharlal Nehru and
B.R. Ambedkar, argued for a strong central government.

They believed that a powerful centre was essential for
maintaining national unity, especially in the aftermath of
Partition and communal violence. It was also seen as
necessary for effective economic planning and defence.

On the other hand, leaders like K. Santhanam
expressed concern about excessive centralisation. They
argued that the states needed sufficient autonomy to
address local issues and promote development.
Overburdening the centre with too many responsibilities,
they warned, could weaken the entire system.

The Constitution attempted to balance these concerns
through a federal structure with a strong centre. It
created three lists of subjects: the Union List, the State
List, and the Concurrent List.

However, the distribution of powers clearly favoured the
centre. The central government was given extensive
authority, including the power to take over state
administration under certain  conditions. Fiscal
arrangements also placed significant resources in the
hands of the centre.

These debates reflected the challenges of building a
unified nation in a diverse society. The framers of the
Constitution had to reconcile competing demands for
unity and autonomy, equality and diversity, rights and
responsibilities.

The Constitution that emerged from this process was not
a perfect document, but it represented a remarkable
attempt to address these challenges.
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