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The significance of these
events is hard to imagine in
the 21st century. But these
were the first instances,
probably in centuries, when
a Hindu wedding was
conducted  without the
mediation of a Brahman and
without a barman priest
officiating at the ceremony. It
was probably the first time
that the law was pressed
into the defence of such a
matrimonial ceremony, in
effect making it one of the
first civil weddings between
Indians in the country.

In the 1870s, the Phules
were actively in volved in
famine relief. They were
instrument in starting 52
boarding School for the
welfare of the children
orphaned in the famines.

Mahatma Phule passed
away on November 28,
1890. Evenat the funeral,
Savitribai Showed her gritty
character. Her adopted son,

objection to phule's cousin
carrying out the last rites, as
this duty devolved on the
heir to the property. Hence
she stepped forward to light
the pyre! This perhaps, was
one of the very rare
instances in the history of
India, where the wife lit the
funeral pyre of the husband .

Savitri bai took over the
Satayshodak Samaj after
the death of her husband.
She presided over the
meeting of the Samaj in
1893 in Saswad. In the
famineof 1896, Savitribai
again worked tirelessly, and
Susccessfully lobbied the
government to undertake
relief measures. In 1897,
anepidemic Swept pune.
Savitribai was engaged
personally in the relief effort
during this tragedy as well.
This time, shewas afficted
by plague, anddied on
March 10,1897. Her son
yashwant officiated at her

The life that inspires

Savitribai was a major
figure of her time. An able
and committed companion
to her husband, she was a
revolutionary leader in her
own right. Despite
tremendous odds, she rose
to become a productive,
inspiring and
capableteacher, leader,
thinker and writer.

She was probably one of

THE STUFE LEGENDS ARE MADE OF CYNTHIA STEPHEN

modern India, and was able
to develop her own voice
and agency at a time when
women of all classes were
still treated as less than
human, with little to hope
for,except to be married as
children themselves, bear
more children, and live a life
of servitube to their
husband, and after he died,
to other male relatives.

The fact that the phule
couple exercised the still
highly unusual option of a
Brahman widow and raising
him as their own son, show
their rare intergrity of
principle and practice -at
one stroke challenging
several notions of purity,
descent, morality. In so
doing, they also elevated the
man-woman relationship to
one of equality and mutual
respect.

Her act, of choosing to
light her husband's funeral
pyer, which would still be

have sent shock waves
across the land! This one act
speaks volumes of her self-
confidence and
independence, proving that
she was not a conventional
Indian Pativrata (devoted
wife) following in her
husband's footsteps. Such
facts have been kept hidden
from public knowledge,
whereas the Brahman male
reformists' highly ambiguous
and half-hearted efforts for
women's upliftment continue
to be hailed as the most
glorious chalter of the 19th
century India.

The truly liberating
moments for Indian women
happened in and through
the life of savitribai, who
chose to walk, in step with
her husband, ahead of her
time by centritiies The
historic disadvantage of
caste, class and gender faild
tokeep her down in the 19yh
century.

Yaswant,

raised an funeral.

the first published women in

considered audacious, must

A TEACHER AND A LEADER

GAIL OMVEDT

The year was 1851,the occasion: the
opening of the first school for girls- all castes-
in pune. A young woman, veil over her head,
is hurrying to teach. From nearby, the
orthodox Brahman women curse:

What is the doing, why is this happening?
This an insult to our religion!

And they throw dung at her.

Undaunted, Savitribai, wife of jotiba,
hurries on. She has a greater aim in front of
her. The giving of knowledge to those who
have been deprived for centuries and
centuries, girls, especially low-caste girls. This
is her aim in life now, encouraged by her
husband, who has taken the unprecedented
step of educating his wife so that she can in
turn educate others — not only the family, but
the community. For that she is redy to face
anyrhig, including the taunts and harassment
of the orthodox.

The incident has become famous though
there are varying stories about it . In one
version, most recently seen on the internet, is
a group of men who followed her occasionally
even throwing stones. According to this
account, savitribai was finally advised by her
husband to wear her old sari while walking to
the school, change into a new one before
taking classes, and change into the old one
while returning home.

Savitribai was born in a farming family in
Naigaon, western Maharashtra, in 1831, and
married to Jotirao, as was the custom then, as
a young girl only nine years old was the
custom then, as a young girl only nine years
Old. She became his constant companion
througther they left the joint household and
began aseparate life of struggle together. The
mangalashtaka or wedding song that jotirao
wrote must have been inspired by her:

Groom: Maintain the customs of your

family according to the laws of god,

Truth is supereme over all, Honour it;

Teach all the ignorant equllay, give them
knowledge:

| take you in marriage with love seeing all
your deeds Shubhanala Savashan.

Bride: Even Though You give Respect
daily, and your conduct is satisfactory, All us
women are exploited, how will you take me?

We khow the experience of freedom and
have become self-respecting,

For that will you give rights to women ?
Take an oath shubhamangala savadhan.

Groom: | will fight to win these right for all
women without counting the cost

| honour all women as Sisters and you as
the only love

For fear of my duty | will take care of you:

shubhamangala savadhan.

Bride: With brotherhood all around, | take
you as my husband,

I will never break my vow to you and
always do my duty,

Laying aside all burdens let us struggle for
the welfare of the people,

Holding your hand Ivow, before all now,

shubhamangala savadhan.

The blessing of the guardins:

Honour Always gratitude to your mother
and father,

And keep love for your friends,

Give support to the old, the crippled and
children, teach them knowledge,

Joyfully throw flowers everywhere and now
clap your hands,

shubhamangala savadhan.

And so she worked with jotirao when he
started a sesies of five school in 1849, with
the school for girls as the climax, and went for
training with the school for girls as the climax,
and went for training with a young Muslim
woman, Fatima Sheikh. The girls in the school

belonged to different castes, and one essay
by a young dalit (Matanga caste) girl remain
famains famous. In it, inspired by what she
had learned, she wrote about the benefits of
education that British rule had made possible:

Formerly, we were buried alive in the
foundations of building....we were not allowed
to read and write...

God has bestowed on us the rule of the
British and our grievances are redressed.
Nobody harasses us now. Nobody hang us.
Nobody buries alive. Our progeny can live
now. We can wear clothes, canwear clothes,
canput cloth around our body. Everybody is at
liberly to live according to his means. No bars,
no tanoos no restriction. Even the bazaar at
the Gultekadi is Open to us.

In 1852, Savitribai and Jotirao were both,
felicitated by the government for their work in
education.

She took part boldly in all the social
revolutionary activites, throwing open her own
well to untouchalbles in 1863, serving as the
president of the Satyashodhak samaj and
carrying on its work even after husband’s
death, helping in the home for orphans of
widows founed by Jotiba and with him yash
adopting a baby, son of a Brahman widow,
naming him Yashwant and bringing him up as
her own son.

When she died it was in social service . she
was helping the victims of plague in the mid
1890s, when she organized camp for poor
children. It is said that she used to feed two
thousand children every day during the
epidemic. By a stange irony, she herself was
struck by the disease while nursing a sick
child and died on 10 march 1897.

It is not surprising, then that she has
become known as Krantiyoti- Savitribai phule,
the lamp of revolution.
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