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THE STUFE LEGENDS ARE MADE OF CYNTHIA STEPHEN

The story of the continuing
struggle for modernity and
education for Indian women
and the caste-oppressed,
cannot be narrated without
mentioning the role of
Savitribai phule, the wife of
the  social revolutionary
Mahatma Jotiba Phule. Ten
Years before the birth of the
celebrated Pandita Ramabai -
the  pioneering  women
scholar, writer, social worker
and path- breaking
campaigner  for women's
right-savitri phule, a woman
from the shudra Community,
had earned for herself the
distinction of being the first
woman teacher in the country.
During her Long and
illustrious public life, she also
published four books,
including two volumes of
poetry, headed the
Satyashodak Samaj after
Mahatma phule passed away,
and broke new ground in
socio- cultural creativity.

The phules lived in
Maharashtra at time, when
the closely enmeshed

religious, political and social
structures were under the
control of brahmnical and
caste- feudal forces. As phule
has stressed in many of his
writing, the highly restrictive
cate structures of society
subjugated the toiling castes
and communities, exp;oiting
their labour, ignorance and
fervonour. The condition of
womenof all castes and
classe was even wores. They
were devalued as individuals
and treated as chattels,
providing domestic,
economic and sexual labour
in their family setting. There
was no public role for them.
That phule himself was
educated is a miracle, since
he was from a shudra caste

and education was still a
distant dream for shudras and
atishudras. The young phule'
intelligence and eagerness to
study had impressed two of
his neighbours, one a Muslim
teacher and the other a
Cristian, who encouraged his
father to put him in a school
where he performed very
well, Mean while, he was
married to Savitribai, even
before he turend 13. The next
year he was admitted to the
Scottish Mission School in
pune. This Expsed him to an
English Education and he
read Thomas Paine's famous
book The Right of Man. The
book made a powerful Impact
on him. He was also inspired
by the work of christian
missionaries in India, by
Shivaji, Martin Luther, and
George Washington. He had
a friend, sadashiv Govaned,
who along with Walvekar,
another friend, became the
core team to work on a
number of innovative ideas
for social change, Ata very
young age, jotirao had
revolutionary thoughts about
education, especially of
women. He insisted upon
Savitribai taking time off from
her household duties to read
and write; he became her first
teacher.

The phule couple had to
face stiff opposition for their

educational activities,
especially promotionof
women's education.

According to the trddition,
justified by many brahmanical
texts, women were not to
receive education, because it
was belived "they would start
writing letters to all. The food
her husband ate would turn to
worms and he would die an
untimely death.” But phule
was not in thrall of such

misogynistic superstions. He

had stared dreaming of
freeing people from
brahmanical patriarchy and
caste enslavement. To this
end, he began to work on
several front . He Published
the first challenging critiques

of brahmnical religion,
campaigned for mass
education, and most

important of all, stressed the
need for the oppressed
people of India - street,
shudras and atishudra- to
come together to smash
slavery. For this, he founded a
scciety called the
Satayashodhak samaj. He
was convinced that the
existing reform movements
within Hinduism were
insufficient to bring any
radical change . He
formulated a belief in a
compassionate Creator who
was interested in the
liberation of all human beings,
irrespective of caste, class
and gender. His religious
vision was finally propounded
as the sarvajanik satay
Dharma, or the Universal
Religion of Truth.

Phule's dearest dream
was to see the women of
India would be able to enjoy
their full human rights.And
what better way to acieve this
than to empower them
through education? He told

his friend Sadashiv Govande,
"The Lord was Pleased to
excite in me a desire to better
their condition through mean
of education. Female school
are more necessary than mal
ones."

Savitribai was Jotirao
Phule's first, and most
important ally in the fulfillment
of this vision. She stood like a
rock by his side in this
mission. Some school for girls
had alredy been stared in
India by the Christian
missionaries in cities like
Calcutt, Bombay, Nasik
Amhed nagar and Surat. The
girls who went to these school
were usually
Christian,orphans or from low
castes and poor families. But
the fact very few girls alien
missionaries. There were no
government or private school
for girls run by Indians.

The Phule couple decided
to start school for girls,
especially from the shudra
and atishudra community so
that parents of girl could send
their  daughters  without
bothering much. But there
were Christianor missionaries
. In 1846-47 Savitribai with
another  wome, Fatima
sheikh,stunt ied in a formal
school in Ahmednagar and
did quite well. So phule
decided that Savitribai and
would train as teacher and
run the school.

As a teacher

A building was found in
pune to house the school
which started in 1848, with
nine student and
hedmostress. Sadashiv
Govande sent book from as
its hedmistress . Sadasshiv
Govande sent book from
Ahmednagar. It functioned for
about six months and then
had to be closed down.

Another bulding was found
and the school repened a few
months Later. The Young

couple faced severe
opposition from almost all
section. Savitribai  was

subject to intense harassment
everyday as she walked to
school. Stones, mud and dirt
were flung at her as she
passed. She was often
abused by groups of men with
orthodox beliefs who oppsed
education for women. She
braved this onslaught for
many weeks. Her response
was, "God forgive you. lam
doing my duty. May God bless
you!" But later, fed up with
constant harassment and
vicious opposition She almost
gave up. But phule gave her
hope, love and
encouragement. She went to
school wearing an old after
she reached the. Finally, the
pressure on her eased when
she was compelled to slap
one of her tormentors on the
street, after which she was
left alone. Later, a peon was
employwd to escort her to and
from the school.

Once the opponents of
female education realized
that the phule couple would
not easily give in, they
stepped up their opposition.
Intense pressure was brought
by the barhman on Phule's
father, Govindro ,to convince
him that his Son was on the
wrong track , that what he
was doing was aginst the
Dharma. Finally, things came
to a head when Phule's
father told him to leave home
in 1849. Savitri preferred to
stay by her husband's side,
braving the opposition and
difficulties, and encouraging

phule to continue their
educational work.
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