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Death Anniversary of the Great Female Reformer

Introduction: An epit-
ome of modern Indian
woman, Savitribai
Phule was born on
January 3, 1831, in
Naigaon (presently
in Satara district) of
Maharashtra, as the
eldest daughter of
Khandoji Neveshe Patil
and Lakshmi. Her ini-
tial life went in accord-
ance with the contem-
porary societal norms
and she was married
off at a very tender
age of nine in 1840. As
per the societal struc-
ture, life seems to take
a sharp turn,especially
for the bride, for she
has to learn to abide,
and make compro-
mises. However, no-
body had the idea that
Savitribai’s  marriage
with young Jyotirao,
will turn her compe-
tent enough to pose
a challenge to the
same societal norms.
In Indian archetype,
‘Savitri’ translates into
‘an ideal wife’ who
brought back her hus-

band, ‘Satyavana’s
life from lord Yama.
In 19th  century,

Savitribai Phule chose
to give a meaning to
her name in her own
sui-generic way. She
was the woman with
her individual identity
and tuned with the
equally strong char-
acteristics of her hus-
band. Despite, work-
ing in tandem with
Mahatma Jyotirao
Phule, she maintained
her own agency. She
represents as an em-
bodiment of both as-
pects of life- public and
domestic. A complete
woman in herself, she
fulfilled the role of an
ideal wife in the Phule
family and at the same
time she dared to take
a stand for social refor-
mation, particularly in
favour of women.
Challenges Before
Savitribai
History has been con-
stantly witnessing the
rise and fall of em-
pires. In similar pat-
tern, each one’s life
faces the heydays and
ultimately the dooms-
day. However, the
thing that remained
constant through the
ages was the depreda-
tion of women and de-
spoliation of her iden-
tity. Savitribai Phule’s
life was no exception
to it. From entering
into child marriage at
the age of nine, to fac-
ing constant abuses for
initiating revolutionary
changes in society, she
has faced it all, with
an undauntable stat-
ure. Savitribai, was the
one who chose to walk
tall, in step with her
husband, ahead of her
time by centuries.
Savitribai developed
an urge of reading in
an early stage, but
going by the contem-
porary setup, she was
blamed of committing
sin  double-handedly
i.e. firstly, it was a sin
for lower caste people
to even think of getting
educated in the times
when learning was an
upper caste privilege;
secondly, it was be-
yond social acceptance
that even a woman

has the right to study.
But she was fortunate
enough to get the sup-
port of her husband
Jyotirao Phule, who
gave her initial lessons
at home, going against
the family diktat. She
finally took to training
at Ms. Farar’s institu-
tion at Ahmednagar
and at Normal school
in Pune. On facing
continuous opposition
from the malign ele-
ments, soon the Phule
family ostracized the
couple.

Thoughts and Ideas of
Savitribai

Unmoved by these
voices of opponents,
Savitribai, in her teens
founded the first girl’s
school at Bhide Wada
in Pune (1848). Her
first batch had only
nine students from
the Sudra—Atisudra
community which sat
at the lowest rung of
the caste ladder. By
1852 three girls school
were founded by her
along with the efforts
of her husband and
Fatima Sheikh. On
16th November of the
same year, she was
rewarded by British
government as the
best teacher, taking
into consideration her
cumbersome efforts.
She considered knowl-
edge to be of great-
est value vis-a-vis
any materialistic ele-
ment because mat-
ters do pass away, but
the knowledge stays
forever. She wrote,
“Your prime duty is to
gain knowledge.Then
comes games and rec-
reation. In the spare
time lend a hand with
the housework . But
first and foremost, go
to school.”In her opin-
ion woman educated
means whole fam-
ily educated because
she nurtured whole
family. She cheered
up the importance of
knowledge and rea-
son in the following
way-“...Let knowledge
be your God, pursue
it all the way. With
determination attain
success, don’t let your
mind sway. Knowledge
is so precious; it is
the greatest gift of all
One with a treasury of
knowledge, a wise per-
son people do call”

In a male dominated
society where women
were treated like mere
chattels; deprived of
basic human rights,
four walls were consid-
ered as the foci of their
lives, it was at that mo-
ment when Savitribai
came to their rescue.
She challenged the
dominance of one sex
over the other. She
was farsighted enough
to realize Education
as the key to woman
emancipation. She
gave a clarion call-

“Awake, arise, and
educate, Smash tra-
dition- liberate!.”She
considered Ignorance

as the biggest enemy.
In one of her compo-
sitions, ‘Agyan’, she
claimed-“Just One en-
emy do we have to-
day .Let’s thrash him
and drive him away.
The name of this en-
emy | shall tell. Listen

Savitribai Phule: The Invincible Spirit of Nari Shakti

“Jyotirao Phule and his wife Savitribai Phule stand out as an extraordi-
nary couple, they were engaged in a passionate struggle to build a movement for

equality between men and women and for social justice”. Hari Narke
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carefully, harkens well
Ignorance!”

She said, “If inequal-
ity in family; How can
there be equality in
society?”Every effort
of the opponents, in
place of dissuading
her, rather bolded her
aims. Savitribai was
dishonored and hu-
miliated on her way
to school. She was of-
ten greeted with cow
dung, stones and mud
being thrown at her.
Undeterred by such
insults, author Divya
Kandukuri says that
Savitribai chose to
carry an extra saree in
her bag while going to
school.

Emphasis on Education
for Woman

Being a pragmatic fem-
inist, she believed that
men and women share
equal functions in fam-
ily and society. Her
Indian way of Feminist
ideology was not only
practical in context of
India but also shared
features of variegated
waves of Feminism
ongoing globally.
Education for her was
not just literacy, rather
it was a ‘woman’s door
to freedom’. Her edu-
cational views stand
in close concomitance
with present view of
apt educational set
up. She was the glass
breaker who sidelined
the conventional sys-
tem and stood for uni-
versal education for all.
She brought forward
the pluralistic view of
education and also re-
alized the importance
of compulsory primary
education. These ide-
as are reflected even
in the fundamental
rights and fundamen-
tal duties of Indian
Constitution. She
even a wrote a poem,
‘Go, Get Education’.
Some of its lines are
as followed:“Be self-
reliant, be industrious,
Work, gather wisdom
and riches, All gets lost
without  knowledge,
We become animal
without wisdom ,Sit
idle no more, go, get
education ,End mis-
ery of the oppressed
and forsaken, You’ve
got a golden chance
to learn, So learn and
break the chains of

caste. “
In order to attract
more students, she

made a unique move
of writing welcome po-
ems for the newcom-
ers- “ | am pleased
to greet you all today.
And welcome you on
this very fine day.The
parents are all gath-
ered here .Renowned
personalities are also
there. You honour us
by your presence, you
do! With joy and hu-
mility we welcome
you. Come dear chil-
dren, come...”.In the

1850’s the Phule
couple started two
educational trusts -

the Native Female
School in Pune and
The Society for pro-
moting the Education
of Mahars, Mangs
and Etceteras ;many
schools were opened
under them. Savitri
was the headmis-
tress of one of these
schools.

In today’s time we run
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan,
prefer learner centric
& participatory teach-
ing methods, concept
of mid-day meals, par-
ents teacher meeting,
providing  incentives
etc, which were taken
into cognizance by
Savitribai way back in
19th century. She not
only organized regular
meet up with parents
to explain the value
of education, but also
provided stipends to
check the drop out ra-
tio from schools.
Savitribai’s herculean
efforts to carve out
space for females and
downtrodden ones
i.e. for Stree-Shudra-
Atishudra in the field
of education, also find

mention in present
times with ‘access,
equity and quality’

being the three pillars
of the modern educa-
tion system. Kandukuri
claims that her meth-
ods of teaching were
in fact superior to
those followed by the
contemporary govern-
ment. Savitribai was
completely against
the downward filtra-
tion theory of colonial
rulers and had a clear
bent of mind in favour

of universal & mass
education.
Attacks on  Socio-

religious Evils

Evils against women
existed in the backdrop
of religious sanctions
and social conven-
tions, so Savitribai’s
fight for women, natu-
rally called for a stance
against existing social
norms. Thus, her work
for women emancipa-
tion and upliftment
of downtrodden went
in tandem with each
other. She was one
amongst the stalwarts
of Maharashtra social
reform movement,
who left no stone un-
turned for the eradi-
cation of untouchabil-
ity and caste-gender
based discrimination.
She posed a challenge
to upper caste domi-
nance and this made
her the leading icon of
Dalit, Mang & Mahar
community. Phule
fought for the ‘right
to live with dignity’
way back in mid-19th
century.Carving out
her own niche betwixt
the inner and outer
circles of patriarchy
and colonialism, her
efforts were none less
than a revolutionary.
Education for her was
the sunlight for the
hitherto darkness ac-
customed downtrod-

den strata. Considering
the involvement of
lower class in other
physical works, she
opened a night school
for them. Savitribai,
with the support of her
husband also opened
a well in their house
for the so called un-
touchable ones whose
shadow was even con-
sidered as impure and
devilish. She equally
suffered with her hus-
band Jyotirao while
raising a voice against
the irrational notions
of purity and pollu-
tion based on caste.
Satyashodhak Samaj
was founded in 1873
; that had a motto to
‘Liberalize, Equalize
and Modernize’ , not
only member of so-
ciety but every per-
son of India. The sa-
maj worked ardently
to support the lower
castes and popularize
theinter caste marriag-
es. She headed the fe-
male branch of the or-
ganization and showed
it the way ahead post
the death of Jyotirao.
She personally bore
the expenses of first
Satyashodhak mar-
riage held by the samaj
of Radha, daughter
of Savitribai’s friend
Bajubai Gyanoba
Nimbankar and activist
Sitram Jabaji Aalhat.
Apart from above
mentioned works,
Savitribai went a step
further to work for
widows and victims of
child marriage. As a re-
sult of her strong will
and determination,she
founded ‘Mahila Seva
Mandal’ to spread
awareness on women
rights and dignity. She
played a commend-
able role in attacking
the taboos attached to
widowhood. Her ap-
proach towards them
is pure, irrespective of
the class or status of
the widow i.e. wheth-
er the widow belonged
to Brahmin or Non-
Brahmin  community
was never a matter of
concern for her. She
successfully organized
the strike of barbers to
raise voice against the
shaving off of heads
of widows. In 1863,
she opened ‘Balhatya
Pratibandhak  Griha’
i.e. an infanticide pro-
hibition home which
was unique in its own
way. It provided safe
shelter to pregnant
Brahmin widows and
rape victims so that
they can deliver their
baby without any fear.
Her decision of adopt-
ing Yaswant Rao , son
of a Brahmin widow
sent shockwaves
through the traditional
societal setup and was
clear triumph of her
progressive mentality.
Phule couple is cred-
ited with the starting
of 52 food hostels in
Maharashtra. In ad-
dition to taking care

of nutritional intake
of students in class,
Savitribai also worked
tirelessly to help the
victims of famine of
1876 and drought of
1897.Her  dauntless
spirit to serve the vic-
tims of the third bu-
bonic plague was so
intense that she con-
tinued doing so till
her last breath. She
along with son doc-
tor-son Yashwantrao,
helped to treat the
people affected from
plague in Nallasopara,
Maharashtra. And fi-
nally, the woman who
served others through-
out herlife, also passed
away while treating
the plague patient on
March 10th,1897.
Savitribai Phule
left indelible marks in
the field of literature
as well. She has done
praiseworthy efforts
in  promoting both

Marathi and English
language. Her writings
infused life into the

desires of contempo-
rary women of get-
ting liberated from the
shackles of patriarchy.
She consistently prop-
agated the modern
values such as human-
ism, liberty, equality,
brotherhood and ra-
tionalism through her
writings. M.G. Mali her
biographer rightly not-
ed her as “the mother
of modern Marathi
poetry” Although, she
supported the cause
of popularizing and
enriching Marathi,
she was equally aware
of the need to raise
the fluency of English
language among the
natives. Her thirst
to learn English was
guenched to a certain
extent with the ardent
support of Sagunabai,
relative of Jyotirao
who worked as nan-
ny in British officer’s
house and therefore ,
could conversate in the
same. She wrote,“The
outcasts can wipe
away their woes if
they wish,Here’s a
golden chance to learn
English,Learn English
and do away with
caste discrimination
Cast away the ftire-
some tales of the
Brahmins to damna-
tion.”
Two remarkable liter-
ary creations by her
were- Kavya Phule
(1851) and Bawan
Kashi Subodh Ratnakar
(1891). In Kavya Phule,
she chose to write in
simple and folk style
with education, so-
cial welfare and caste
discrimination as the
subjects. It is on ac-
count of these poetic
studs that she is often
called as the pioneer
of modern Marathi
poetry. She considers
education as a ‘Golden
chance’ in  Kavya
Phule-It is as follows:
“To attain self-reliance
let us pledge,And ac-

cumulate a wealth of
knowledge, Without
learning, life is an ani-
mal existence, waste

Don’t rest, get an edu-
cation, make haste,
She put up the ques-
tion “should they be
called animals?”No
knowledge,no learning
No affinity for either,A
brain that lies fallow
Should they be called
humans?”

She also edited four
of Jyotiba Phule’s
speeches on Indian
history in 1856. Her
three letters to Jyotiba
spread over twenty
years showcase a pre-
cious and rare piece of
literature as women
rarely wrote letters in
those days. She dis-
cussed social issues in
her letters. Savitribai’s
correspondence is also
remarkable as it gives
us an insight into life
and women’s experi-
ence of the time.She
even wrote an essay
on debt with the title
‘ Karz’, thereby, con-
demning the vicious
cycle of debt in which
lower caste people
got trapped. Her love
for literature is visible
from the fact that how
she inspired one of her
students to demand
the establishment of
a library in place of
asking for gifts from
the government. She
inspired one of her
disciples, Muktabai
who wrote an essay
on 'Mang Maharachya
Dukhvisayi', which
translates as 'Grief

of the Mangs and
Mahars', two Dalit
caste groups that

were exploited in the
Maharashtra of those
times. This essay is
deemed to be among
the earliest surviving
documentations by a
woman writer on the
atrocities committed
against untouchables,
and is gripping even in
English translation.

Thus Savitribai Phule
was a woman of ver-
satile genius and a
great woman crusader
of nineteenth century
India.An educationist
and a leading social
reformer, she played
an eminent role in
the fields of Women
Empowerment and
Upliftment of the
downtrodden She was
woman of strong will
who never hesitated
to break the stereo-
types. The time, when
India was plagued
with  women’s out-
raged modesty, when
woman was not born,
rather her identity was
socially created; she
became the supreme
for all those who were
living a life of slavery
in their own homes.
From fighting for her
educational rights to
lighting the funeral
pyre of her husband,
she never subdued be-
fore the social norms.
However, the pages
of history and litera-
ture fail to give her the
place she deserves.
Barring a few excep-
tions, she fails to find
any mention in history
of educational devel-
opment in particular
and that of Modern

India in general. Braj
Ranjan  Mani and
Pamela Sardar in their
book, ‘A Forgotten
Liberator: the Life and
Struggle of Savitribai
Phule’ ,mention that
Savitribai Phule strug-
gled and suffered with
her revolutionary hus-
bandin an equal meas-
ure, but remains ob-
scured due to casteist
and sexist negligence.
It is beyond doubt that
her struggles should be
applauded by a wider
spectrum, inclusive of
non-Marathi people as
well. Modern India’s
first woman teacher,
a radical exponent of
lower caste and female
education, a champion
of women’s liberation
and Dalit upliftment,
a pioneer of engaged
poetry, a bravo mass
leader who took on
the forces of caste and
patriarchy, certainly
had her independent
identity and contribu-
tion; apart from being
an ideal life partner
of Mahatama Jyotirao
Phule. It is indeed a
measure of the ruth-
less  elite-controlled
knowledge-production
that a figure as im-
portant as Savitribai
Phule fails to find any
mention in the his-
tory of Modern India.A
woman of optimistic
viewpoint, she shall
always remain a ray
of hope for those who
dare to choose the

cause of righteous-
ness. She once said-
“We shall overcome

and success will be
ours in the future.
The future belongs to
us.”Prof. Hari Narke
wrote in  Mahatma
Phule Gaurav Granth -
More than Jyotirao, his
wife deserves praise.
No matter how much
we praise her, it would
not be enough. How
can one describe her
stature? Savitribai
besides being a cru-
sader of gender jus-
tice, also stands as an
ideal for every Indian
woman. Every woman
of India should realise
the hidden element
of Savitribai within
themselves and gather
courage to fight back
hard, whenever the
Frankenstein of gen-
der discrimination
raises its head again.
Savitribai is an ideal
for every such person,
particularly for women
who have an urge to
take a stand for their
rights. Many ideals
appraised by the con-
stitution of India like
Right to live with dig-
nity, freedom of ex-
pression, fight against
discrimination and
untouchability, right
to education etc could
all be surmised into a
single persona of the
Krantijyoti Vidyajyoti

Mother Savitribai
Phule.

(Research Scholar,
Department of
History, D.G. PG
College, Kanpur/
Founder Director,
Study and Research
Centre , Chandmari
Road, Uttarpalli,
Rampurhat (Birbhum)
West Bengal.)
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