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

After a century of elitist trivialization Mahatma
Jotiba Phule (as he is popularly known) belatedly
recognized as the father of Indian social revolution.
An organic thinker and system builder, he founded
the Satyashodhak Samaj (the society of
Truthseekers) in 1873, the first grassroots anti-
caste organisation, and wrote many subversive
books, including the whole structure of hierarchy
and oppression; his delineation of knowledge-
power nexus; his deconstruction of brahmanic
myth-history and attempts to replace it with an
alternative reading of the past and present; his
subversion of brahmanic religion and scriptures; his
highly gendered view of women's oppression and
symbiosis between caste and patriarchy; his super
exposure of the emergent Hindu-brahmanic
nationalism as an extension of obscurantist, self-
strengthening movement of the caste elites; and
above all, his life-long campaigns for
democratisation of education, have been
highlighted in some scholarly and popular writings
(Keer 1998, Mani 2005).

Savitribai Phule (1831-97), struggled and
suffered with her revolutionary husband in an equal
measure, but remains obscured due to casteist and
sexist negligence. Apart from her identity as Jotirao
Phule's wife, she is little known even in academia.
Modern India's first woman teacher, a radical
exponent of mass and female education, a
champion of women's liberation, a pioneer of
engaged poetry, a courageous mass leader who
took on the forces of caste and patriarchy certainly
and her independent identity and contribution. It is
indeed a measure of the ruthlessness of elite-
controlled knowledge-production that a figure as
important as Savitribai Phule fails to find any
mention in the history of modern India. This is not to
deny the works by Marathi authors such as M G
Mali G B Sardar, Hari Narke, and Phulwantabai

BY:- BRIJ RANJAN MANI & PAMELA SARDAR

Zodge who have attempted to highlight her
outstanding public life and contribution. Her life and
struggle, however, deserves to be appreciated by a
wider spectrum, and made known to non-Marthi
People as well. This collection of write-ups is a
modest attempt in that direction.

Before underlining the significance of her
struggle, let us touch upon the uniquely beautiful
relationship that the Phule couple shared with each
other. What made their match unparalleled, even in
public life. She was still a teenager when she
started involving herself in educational activities
with her husband-playing an equally important role
in founding and running schools for women and
dalits-in the face of opposition from the orthodoxy
whose power and authority she challenged. Savitri
was only 18 and Jotirao was 22 years old when they
were maligned, ostracized, and finally turned out of
their own home by Joti's Father who Feared a high
caste backlash for educating dalits and women,
traditionally debarred under the brahmanic scheme
from the right to education. Just imagine, two young
People in love taking on the home and the world not
for their romance but for liberating the shackled and
the crushed-with a majestic belief that every
woman, every child and every man has a right, a
divine right, a natural right, to get educated and
remake their life. What is more remarkable, they
kept alive this revolutionary spirit throughout their
lives, setting a benchmark in social and political
engagement that has few parallels anywhere.

To Savitibai and Jotirao, the Idea of Justice and
fairness, of equality between man and woman
seems to have been instinctive. Perhaps, it was
more so in the case of Savitribai as she suffered
more as a woman. She never needed convincing
for the need of an inclusive and compassionate
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world. She had her conviction already from the
start-straight and clear. Does that make her less
revolutionary than the latter-day privileged radicals
and feminists who have better mastered the
dialectics and duality of the human world but
struggle to enact their subversive intellectual
constructs in their own lives, let alone animating
other people's lives?

Savitribai's life and struggle is an excellent
answer to the heart cry of Marx, a revolutionary
thinker, "Philosophers have only understood the
world in various ways; the point, however, is to
change it." She did not understand the world in
different ways; she understood it in one simple way-
the necessity and possibility of making it more
humane, more inclusive, more compassionate.
What makes her important is that she lived up to
this simple understanding in a magnificent way.

Savitribai's role in the anti-caste and women's
struggle is unigue. She emerges as the only woman
leader among all social movements in nineteenth
century India who linked Patriarchy with caste. The
nineteenth century is celebrated in history textbooks
as the century of glorious socio-cultural
regeneration led by an array of luminaries such as
Rammohun Roy, Dayananda, and Vivekananda.
What is not stated is the fact that the Indian
Renaissance, confined to the upper echelons of
society, was closely intertwined with the hegemonic
neo-brahmanic  Hinduism and the self-
strengthening cultural nationalism. Savitribai Phule,
on the other hand, was in the forefront of a socio-
cultural struggle that challenged the tendency to
focus only on higher social groups- Brahman and
allied castes. She encouraged a reversal of
traditional subservient roles of women and
depressed castes.
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Sub:Petition of SHRI RAMNARAYAN CHOUHAN
A-103 TAJ APARTMENT GAZIPUR
NEW DELHI
DELHI-110096

A letter/gist of oral representation dated 04/04/2019 received in this office from SHRI
RAMNARAYAN CHOUHAN is forwarded herewith for action as appropriate. Reply may be sent
to the Petitioner and a copy of the same may be uploaded on the portal.
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Mote:- Status of the grievance can be tracked through internet at https://pgportal.gov.in/status by entering
registration no. PMOPG/D/2019/0138187
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