
 

                                                                                                                                

                                                                                              

 
                                                                                           
                             

Savitribai Phule: Illuminating India 
with Knowledge and Justice 

"The purpose of education is to replace an empty mind with an open one," said Malcolm 
Forbes. But what happens when the mind society seeks to educate is not just empty but 
shackled by oppressive norms? The life of Savitribai Phule answers this question with 
unwavering courage and unrelenting resolve. A beacon of hope in a patriarchal and caste-
dominated India, Savitribai’s story is not just one of education but of revolution, compassion, 
and an indomitable will to humanize a dehumanized world. 

 

 
 
Born on January 3, 1831, in Naigaon, Satara District Maharashtra, Savitribai Phule’s life 
began in the simplicity. Yet, simplicity never defined her destiny. At the age of nine, she was 
married to Jyotiba Phule, a man whose radical ideas about equality and education 
transformed her life and, in turn, the future of millions. "A society that does not educate its 
women is a society that cripples itself," believed Jyotiba. Inspired by his vision, Savitribai 
broke barriers by becoming one of India’s first female teachers. 

 
Savitribai’s journey as an educator began in 1848 when she opened the first school for girls 
in Pune, an audacious act in an era that relegated women to the margins. Her courage was 
met with hostility; mud and cow dung were hurled at her as she walked to school. Yet, as she 
would later write in her poetry, "The power of knowledge dispels darkness." By 1851, she 
and Jyotiba had established three schools, empowering hundreds of girls to dream beyond 
societal constraints. 
 



Savitribai’s mission was not confined to women’s education. She confronted the systemic 
oppression of so-called Dalits, a community shackled by caste-based discrimination. In 1852, 
she opened a school for Dalits, recognizing that education was a weapon against tyranny. 
"Liberty cannot be achieved without education," argued by Dr B.R. Ambedkar, a sentiment 
Savitribai embodied decades earlier. Her efforts extended to providing access to clean water 
for Dalits by digging a well on her property in 1868, defying the caste-based exclusion of the 
time. 
 
Savitribai’s approach to education was deeply rooted in humanistic and constructivist 
theories, long before such terms were formalized. She believed, like Paulo Freire, that 
education must be "an act of liberation." Her schools were not mere centers of rote learning 
but spaces where critical thinking and moral courage were nurtured. Savitribai’s pedagogy 
challenged the Brahminical hegemony, emphasizing vocational skills alongside academic 
knowledge to enable self-reliance. 
 
Savitribai was not just an educator but also a poet whose words continue to resonate with 
the urgency of her mission. In her collection Kavyaphule (1854), she wrote: "Without 
knowledge, all is lost; We become mere animals, devoid of wisdom." Her poetry was not 
merely artistic expression but a rallying cry for equality and justice. Through her verses, she 
articulated the pain of the oppressed and the transformative power of education, weaving a 
narrative of hope and resistance. 
 
In 1854, Savitribai and Jyotiba established India’s first orphanage, offering refuge to widows 
and children abandoned by society. When a pregnant Brahmin widow faced ostracization, 
Savitribai took her in, ensuring a safe delivery and adopting the child, later named Yashwant, 
who grew up to become a doctor. These acts of compassion were not mere charity but a 
radical assertion of human dignity against the dehumanizing forces of caste and patriarchy. 
 
In 1873, the Phule’s founded the "Satya Shodhak Samaj" (Truth-Seeking Society), a 
movement aimed at dismantling caste hierarchies and promoting equality. Their philosophy 
echoed the Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, adapted to the Indian 
context. "The chains of caste are broken not by force but by the truth," they believed, and 
their lives became a testament to this principle. 
 
The year 1897 brought a devastating plague to Maharashtra. When others fled, Savitribai 
rushed to aid the afflicted, carrying a sick child on her back to a hospital. This act of 
selflessness cost her life, but even in death, she remained a symbol of humanity’s highest 
ideals.  
 
Savitribai Phule’s life is a masterclass in courage, empathy, and transformative action. Her 
work reminds us of Nelson Mandela’s words: "Education is the most powerful weapon you 
can use to change the world." Every girl who walks into a classroom, every Dalit who drinks 
from a public well, and every widow who finds dignity owes a debt to her indomitable spirit.  
 
In a world still grappling with inequality, Savitribai’s legacy is a call to action. Her life’s work 
challenges us to dismantle oppressive systems, to educate not just minds but hearts, and to 
build a society where every individual—regardless of gender, caste, or creed—can thrive. 
The flame she lit continues to burn, guiding us toward a brighter, more equitable future. 
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