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A FORGOTTEN LIBERATIOR, THE LIFE AND STRUGGLE OF SAVITRI BAI PHULE

Nationalism enabled the
aggressive castes to project
the Vedic-brahmanic culture
and consciousness as the
basis of Indianness. Their
selfish ideals and interests
became the national ideals
and interests. Despite a
variety of formulation-from the
nineteenth century pioneers
of socio-cultural regeneration
such as Rammohun Roy,
Dayananda, Vivekananda, to
the rightist and leftist leaders
of the Indian National
Congress like Tilak, Gandhi,
Nehru- the common
denominator and trajectory of
all of them was to selectively
accommodate modernity
within the traditional caste-
class structure, thus
maintaining the high caste

| BY:- BRIJ RANJAN MANI & PAMELA SARDAR |

continuity with change, was
Gandhi who deftly straddled
the worlds of politics and
religion, playing the double
role of a half-naked saint and
a ruthless politician working at
the behest of the rich and the
powerful. The wily Brahmans
and allied castes knew the
value of Gandhi from the very
beginning. They gratefully
handed Gandhi the supreme
leadership and put him on a
pedestal so high that his real
face remained invisible to the
masses who mistook him for
their Mahatma (ibid.).

It was this monolithic-
brahmanic nationalism that
came under frontal attack
from leaders of the lower

subcontinent  during the
colonial period. Aligning
themselves with the long non-
brahmanic  tradition of
resistance for equality and
freedom of all they argued
that the brahmanic religio-
social system was more
sinister than British
colonialism, and therefore its
annihilation must constitute
an integral part of nation
building.

Notwithstanding the
multiplicity and diversity of
articulations depending on
time, space and regional
variations, what the anti-caste
leaders unmistakably
stressed and struggled for,

fought pitched battles for
doing away with caste and
social barriers. They took to
the streets for civil and human
rights of the caste-oppressed.
They stood for a new society
based on non-brahmanic and

democratic values. These
leaders who struggled for the
deconstruction of
brahmanism and demanded
socio-cultural reconstruction
have been dismissed in the
dominant  discourse as
sectarian, caste
representatives, while those
who variously defended
Brahmanism under the fig leaf
of cultural nationalism are
glorified as national leaders of
vision and integrity (Mani
2005).

Jotirao Phule, and his wife

Maharashtrain couple
Presented the first major anti-
caste ideology and led a
mass activism against the
ascriptive norms and values.
Their distinct brand of socio-
cultural radicalism was based
on uniting all the oppressed,
whom they would call stree-
shudra-atishudra. (Literally,
stree means women, shudra
is productive servile caste at
the bottom) of the caste
hierarchy, and atishudra
means 'those beyond the
shudras', earlier despised as
outcastes, or untouchables.
In contemporary language,
shudras and ati-shudras are
other backward classes and
dalits, respectively. But
phules included in their notion
of the oppressed, other

privileges and dominance
over the masses. The most
successful, in concocting this
brahmanical synthesis of

caste or

many parts

orders, the founders of anti-
non-brahman
movements that erupted in

was social justice and social

democracy. They fought Savitribai, were the first in marginalised groups as well
pitched battles for doing away modern India to declare war such as adivasis and
with caste and social justice on  brahmanic-  casteist Muslims.)

and social democracy. They culture and religion. This
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