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ABSTRACT

Savitribai Phule occupies an important place in the history
of women’s education and social reform in nineteenth-century
India. At a time when educational opportunities for girls and
women were severely restricted by prevailing social attitudes,
caste inequalities, and patriarchal practices, she worked to expand
access to education and promote social awareness. Along with
Jyotirao Phule, she established and supported schools for girls and
for marginalized communities in Maharashtra, making education
a central instrument of social transformation.

Savitribai Phule’s contribution extended beyond classroom
teaching. She challenged social discrimination, advocated women’s dignity and equality, and worked for the
welfare of widows and other vulnerable women. Her educational and social activities confronted resistance
from sections of contemporary society and demonstrated the difficulties involved in advancing women'’s
education during the nineteenth century. Her poetry and writings also expressed ideas concerning education,
social equality, self-respect, and the emancipation of women and marginalized communities.

The present study examines Savitribai Phule’s contribution to the development of women'’s education
in India, with particular emphasis on her educational initiatives, partnership with Jyotirao Phule, social
reform activities, and advocacy of women’s rights. It also analyses the historical conditions that shaped her
work and the challenges faced by women seeking education during the period. The study highlights the
broader significance of her contribution to women’s education, social awareness, gender equality, and social
transformation in India.

KEYWORDS: Savitribai Phule, Women’s Education, Social Reform, Girls’ Education, Women’s Empowerment,
Jyotirao Phule, Gender Equality, Women'’s Rights, Social Justice, Educational Reform,

INTRODUCTION

The nineteenth century was an important period in the history of social and educational reform in
India. During this period, access to formal education was highly unequal, and girls and women faced
significant social restrictions. Patriarchal customs, caste-based inequalities, early marriage, limited
educational opportunities, and prevailing attitudes towards women's education created major barriers to
the intellectual and social development of women. In this historical context, Savitribai Phule (1831-1897)
emerged as a pioneering educator and social reformer who worked to expand educational opportunities
for girls and marginalized communities in Maharashtra. Savitribai Phule’s work was closely associated with

Available online at www.lbp.world



SAVITRIBAI PHULE AND WOMEN’S EDUCATION IN INDIA VOLUME - 13 | ISSUE - 2 | AUGUST - 2023

Jyotirao Phule, with whom she developed educational and social initiatives aimed at challenging prevailing
inequalities. After receiving education herself, she became a teacher and played a central role in the
establishment and functioning of schools for girls. The school at Bhide Wada in Pune, opened in 1848, is
widely recognized as an important early institution in the history of girls’ education in modern India. Her
participation demonstrated that women could become educators and active participants in social reform.
Education was at the centre of Savitribai Phule’s reform activities. She viewed education as a means
through which women and socially disadvantaged communities could develop knowledge, confidence, and
greater participation in society. Her educational work challenged the belief that formal learning should be
restricted according to gender or social status. Through teaching and educational organization, she
contributed to the gradual development of a more inclusive approach to education.

Savitribai also worked for the social welfare and dignity of women. She and Jyotirao Phule
established the Balhatya Pratibandhak Griha, a shelter intended to provide support to pregnant widows
and protect vulnerable women and their children from social persecution. Her activities reflected a broader
concern with the social conditions of widows, women facing unwanted pregnancies, and other vulnerable
sections of society. Her contribution to social reform extended to the criticism of caste discrimination and
social exclusion. Savitribai participated in the wider reform activities associated with the Phule movement
and later the Satyashodhak tradition. Her work emphasized equality, dignity, education, and social justice
for marginalized communities. Her involvement demonstrated that women’s education could not be
separated from wider questions of caste and social equality. Savitribai Phule also expressed her ideas
through poetry and writing. Her poems emphasized the importance of education, knowledge, self-respect,
and social awakening. Her literary work provided an additional means of communicating reformist ideas
and encouraging women and marginalized communities to challenge ignorance and inequality.

The progress of women’s education during this period faced considerable social resistance.
Savitribai encountered opposition while travelling to and working in schools, yet she continued her
educational and reform activities. Her experience illustrates the social challenges faced by early advocates
of female education and demonstrates the persistence required to introduce educational and social change.
The present study examines Savitribai Phule’s contribution to women’s education in India, with particular
emphasis on her role as an educator, her educational initiatives with Jyotirao Phule, her work for women's
social welfare, and her contribution to social reform. It also examines the historical conditions, challenges,
and broader significance of her work in the development of women’s education, social equality, and gender
justice in India.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

1. To examine the life, background, and educational development of Savitribai Phule in the historical
context of nineteenth-century India.

2. To study Savitribai Phule’s contribution to the development and promotion of women’s education in
Maharashtra.

3. To examine the establishment and functioning of schools for girls associated with Savitribai Phule and
Jyotirao Phule.

4. To analyse Savitribai Phule’s role as an educator and her efforts to increase educational opportunities
for girls and marginalized communities.

5. To examine the social, cultural, and institutional barriers faced by women and girls seeking education
during the nineteenth century.

6. To study Savitribai Phule’s contribution to women’s social reform, including her efforts concerning
widows and other vulnerable women.
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7. To examine her contribution to challenging caste-based discrimination and the exclusion of
marginalized communities from educational opportunities.

8. To analyse the role of her poetry and writings in promoting education, social awareness, equality, and
women’s empowerment.

9. To examine the collaborative role of Savitribai and Jyotirao Phule in the wider social and educational
reform movement.

10. To assess the historical significance and long-term influence of Savitribai Phule’s contribution to
women'’s education, social equality, and social transformation in India.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The contribution of Savitribai Phule to women’s education and social reform has been examined by
historians, sociologists, feminist scholars, and researchers of modern Indian history. Scholarly literature
generally places her work within the wider social reform movements of nineteenth-century Maharashtra
and emphasizes the relationship between education, caste, gender, and social transformation. Dhananjay
Keer, in his work on Mahatma Jyotirao Phule, provides an important account of the Phule movement and
the educational initiatives undertaken by Jyotirao and Savitribai Phule. The work highlights their efforts to
establish educational opportunities for girls and socially marginalized communities and places these
activities within the broader struggle against caste and social inequality. Rosalind O’Hanlon’s Caste, Conflict
and Ideology examines Jyotirao Phule’s social and intellectual movement in nineteenth-century western
India. Although the study focuses primarily on Jyotirao Phule, it provides significant historical context for
understanding Savitribai’s educational activities and the relationship between education, caste criticism,
and social reform.

Gail Omvedt’s Cultural Revolt in a Colonial Society examines the non-Brahman movement and the
social conditions that shaped the Phule tradition. Her analysis is useful for understanding education as part
of a wider challenge to caste hierarchy and social exclusion. It also helps situate women’s education within
the broader struggle for social equality. Geraldine Forbes, in Women in Modern India, discusses the
historical development of women'’s status, education, and reform movements in modern India. Her work
provides a broader framework for examining the efforts of nineteenth-century reformers and the gradual
emergence of educational opportunities for Indian women. Eleanor Zelliot’s writings on Dalit history and
social movements contribute to an understanding of the relationship between caste oppression, education,
and social emancipation. Her scholarship is particularly relevant to the Phule tradition because education
was closely connected with the struggle of marginalized communities for dignity and social equality.

G. P. Deshpande’s edited collection Selected Writings of Jotirao Phule provides access to important
ideas expressed by Jyotirao Phule concerning caste, social inequality, education, and the position of women.
These writings are valuable for understanding the intellectual environment in which Savitribai Phule’s
educational activities developed. Savitribai Phule’s own writings, particularly Kavya Phule and Bavan Kashi
Subodh Ratnakar, are important primary sources for studying her intellectual outlook. Her poetry reflects
concerns relating to education, knowledge, social awareness, self-respect, and the emancipation of
oppressed groups. These writings demonstrate that her contribution extended beyond classroom teaching
to the promotion of social consciousness.

Studies of nineteenth-century Maharashtra also emphasize the social obstacles faced by women
seeking education. Such literature indicates that female education encountered resistance from patriarchal
customs, caste restrictions, conservative social attitudes, and limited institutional opportunities. Savitribai
Phule’s work can therefore be understood as both an educational initiative and a challenge to established
social practices. Existing literature further shows that Savitribai’s activities were closely connected with the
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wider reform work of Jyotirao Phule. Their educational initiatives, support for vulnerable women, and
opposition to caste-based exclusion demonstrate the interconnected nature of women’s emancipation and
social reform in the Phule movement.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study on “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India” adopts a historical and
qualitative research methodology. The study is primarily based on the historical method, which is used to
examine the life, educational activities, social reform initiatives, writings, and contribution of Savitribai
Phule within the social and cultural context of nineteenth-century India, particularly Maharashtra. The
study makes use of both primary and secondary sources. Primary sources include the writings and poetry
of Savitribai Phule, writings of Jyotirao Phule, contemporary documents, educational records, letters,
reports, and other historical materials wherever available. Secondary sources include books, research
articles, biographies, dissertations, historical studies, and scholarly works dealing with Savitribai Phule,
women'’s education, social reform, caste, gender relations, and nineteenth-century Maharashtra.

A descriptive and analytical approach is used to examine the establishment and development of
girls’ education associated with Savitribai Phule and Jyotirao Phule. The study analyses the social
conditions that restricted women’s access to education and examines the challenges faced by women
educators and students during the period. Particular attention is given to the relationship between
education, women’s empowerment, social equality, and reform. The research also follows a contextual
approach by studying Savitribai Phule’s educational work in relation to the wider social reform movement.
Her role as a teacher, educational reformer, writer, and advocate of social justice is examined through
available historical evidence. Information collected from different sources is critically compared and
interpreted to identify major themes, developments, and historical significance. The study is qualitative in
nature and does not depend primarily on statistical analysis. Historical interpretation, source criticism,
comparative reading, and thematic analysis are used to develop conclusions regarding Savitribai Phule’s
contribution to women’s education and its significance for social transformation in India.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Women’s education in nineteenth-century India was severely restricted by prevailing social,
cultural, and gender-based inequalities. Girls, particularly those belonging to marginalized and socially
disadvantaged communities, had limited access to formal education. Patriarchal traditions, caste
discrimination, child marriage, social conservatism, and the belief that education was unsuitable for
women created significant barriers to female education. In this historical context, Savitribai Phule emerged
as an important educator and social reformer who worked to expand educational opportunities for girls
and disadvantaged sections of society. The central problem of the present study is to examine the nature,
extent, and historical significance of Savitribai Phule’s contribution to women’s education in India. The
study seeks to understand how she and Jyotirao Phule promoted girls’ education, established educational
institutions, and challenged social practices that restricted women’s access to knowledge. It also examines
the opposition and difficulties encountered in implementing educational reforms during the nineteenth
century.

The study further considers the relationship between education and social transformation in
Savitribai Phule’s work. It investigates how education was viewed as a means of developing knowledge,
self-respect, social awareness, and greater participation of women in society. Attention is also given to her
writings, social reform activities, and efforts on behalf of vulnerable and marginalized women. Another
important aspect of the problem is the historical representation of Savitribai Phule. While her role in
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women'’s education is increasingly recognized, there remains a need for systematic examination of her
contribution as a teacher, educational reformer, writer, and social activist within the broader history of
nineteenth-century India. Therefore, the present study attempts to examine her educational activities, the
social conditions in which they developed, the challenges she faced, and the broader significance of her
contribution to women’s education and social equality.

NEED OF STUDY

The study of “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India” is important for understanding the
historical development of women’s education and social reform in nineteenth-century India. During this
period, educational opportunities for girls and women were limited by social customs, patriarchal
attitudes, caste discrimination, early marriage, and lack of institutional support. Examining Savitribai
Phule’s work provides insight into the efforts made to challenge these conditions and expand access to
education. The study is needed to understand the historical significance of Savitribai Phule’s role as an
educator and social reformer. Her work with Jyotirao Phule in promoting girls’ education represented an
important challenge to prevailing ideas about women’s place in society. Studying these initiatives helps
explain how education became connected with broader questions of social equality, dignity, and reform.

The study is also significant for examining the relationship between women'’s education and social
transformation. Savitribai Phule viewed education as a means of developing knowledge, confidence, self-
respect, and social awareness. Her efforts extended beyond classroom education and were associated with
the welfare of women and other socially disadvantaged groups. Understanding this broader approach helps
demonstrate how education can contribute to changes in social attitudes and institutions. Another
important need of the study is to highlight the challenges faced by women educators and girls seeking
education during the nineteenth century. Savitribai Phule worked in a social environment in which female
education faced strong opposition. Examining these historical experiences contributes to a better
understanding of the social barriers that shaped the development of women’s education in India.

The study is further needed to recognize Savitribai Phule’s writings and intellectual contribution.
Her poetry and other writings emphasized education, social awareness, equality, and self-respect. These
sources provide valuable evidence for understanding her ideas and the connection between education and
emancipation. Finally, the study has contemporary relevance because women’s education remains closely
associated with social development, equality, empowerment, and access to opportunities. A historical
examination of Savitribai Phule’s contribution helps place present-day educational progress within its
historical context and strengthens understanding of the long-term importance of efforts to expand
education for women and marginalized communities.

Further Suggestions for Research

Further research on “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India” can explore the
development of girls’ education in different regions of nineteenth-century India and compare the
experience of Maharashtra with other parts of the country. Such comparative studies can help identify
regional differences in educational opportunities, social resistance, institutional development, and reform
initiatives. Future researchers can examine Savitribai Phule’s contribution as a teacher and educational
organizer in greater detail. Studies may focus on teaching methods, curriculum, school administration,
student backgrounds, and the educational environment of the schools associated with the Phule movement.
Greater use of archival records and contemporary educational documents can provide additional evidence
about these institutions. Research may also examine the relationship between women’s education and
caste in the work of Savitribai Phule. Special attention can be given to the educational experiences of girls
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from marginalized and lower-caste communities and to the ways in which education challenged both
gender and caste-based exclusion.

A separate area of research can focus on Savitribai Phule’s writings, including her poetry, as
historical and intellectual sources. Detailed literary and social analysis can examine her ideas concerning
knowledge, self-respect, women’s status, social equality, and human dignity. Comparative studies of her
writings with those of other nineteenth-century women writers may also contribute to a broader
understanding of women'’s intellectual history. Further studies can investigate the collaborative nature of
the Phule movement by examining the roles of Jyotirao Phule, Savitribai Phule, Fatima Sheikh, and other
associates in the development of educational and social reform initiatives. Such research can provide a
more comprehensive understanding of collective efforts toward educational and social transformation.

Research may also examine the connection between women’s education and the Phule movement’s
work for widows, vulnerable women, and marginalized communities. This would help explain how
education formed part of a broader programme of social welfare and reform.

Finally, interdisciplinary research combining history, sociology, gender studies, education, and
literary studies can assess the long-term influence of Savitribai Phule’s ideas on women’s education and
social equality. Oral histories, regional archives, institutional records, biographies, and newly available
digital collections may further enrich the historical understanding of her contribution.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS
Scope of the Study

The present study, “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India,” focuses on the historical
contribution of Savitribai Phule to the development of women'’s education and social reform in nineteenth-
century India. Particular attention is given to her educational activities in Maharashtra, her association
with Jyotirao Phule, and the establishment and promotion of educational opportunities for girls and
socially marginalized communities. The study covers the social, cultural, educational, and gender-related
conditions that influenced women’s access to education during the nineteenth century. It examines the
barriers created by caste discrimination, patriarchal customs, early marriage, social conservatism, and
limited educational institutions. The study also considers Savitribai Phule’s role as a teacher, educational
reformer, writer, and social activist.

The scope further includes an examination of her writings and ideas concerning education, equality,
self-respect, social awareness, and women’s emancipation. Her involvement in broader social reform and
welfare activities is considered to understand the connection between education and social transformation.
The study also assesses the historical significance of her contribution to women’s education and its
continuing relevance to the development of educational equality in India.

Limitations of the Study

The study is primarily historical and depends significantly on available documentary and secondary
sources. Some contemporary records concerning the schools and educational activities associated with
Savitribai Phule are limited, incomplete, or unevenly preserved. Consequently, certain aspects of her
educational work cannot be reconstructed in complete detail. The study gives particular attention to
Maharashtra and therefore does not provide an exhaustive account of women'’s education in every region
of nineteenth-century India. Regional differences outside Maharashtra are considered only to the extent
necessary for historical context and comparison.

Another limitation is that much of the available literature discusses Savitribai’s work within the
wider Phule movement, particularly alongside Jyotirao Phule. Therefore, distinguishing her individual
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contribution from the collective activities of the movement requires careful interpretation of available
sources. The study is qualitative and historical in nature and does not attempt extensive statistical
measurement of the long-term impact of Savitribai Phule’s educational initiatives. Moreover,
interpretations of her historical contribution may differ among scholars depending on the sources and
analytical perspectives used. These limitations are recognized while interpreting the evidence and drawing
conclusions about her contribution to women’s education and social reform.

FINDINGS

The study of “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India” indicates that Savitribai Phule
made a significant contribution to the development of women’s education in nineteenth-century India. Her
educational activities challenged the prevailing assumption that formal education was primarily intended
for men and contributed to the creation of greater educational opportunities for girls. The study finds that
Savitribai Phule, in association with Jyotirao Phule, played an important role in establishing and promoting
schools for girls in Maharashtra. Their educational initiatives provided opportunities for girls from
different social backgrounds and demonstrated that female education could be developed as an organized
social institution rather than remaining an exceptional activity. The findings further indicate that women'’s
education in the nineteenth century was closely connected with caste and social inequality. Savitribai
Phule’s educational work addressed not only gender-based exclusion but also the educational
disadvantages experienced by marginalized communities. Education therefore formed an important part of
the broader Phule movement for social equality and human dignity.

The study also finds that Savitribai Phule faced considerable social opposition while working for
women'’s education. Conservative attitudes, patriarchal practices, caste divisions, and resistance to female
education created obstacles for both teachers and students. Despite these conditions, she continued her
educational and reform activities, contributing to the gradual acceptance of women’s education. Another
major finding is that Savitribai Phule’s contribution extended beyond teaching. Her involvement in social
reform and the welfare of vulnerable women demonstrates that she viewed education as part of a wider
process of social transformation. Her efforts were connected with questions of women’s dignity, social
awareness, self-respect, and equality.

The study also finds that Savitribai Phule’s writings provide important evidence of her educational
and social ideas. Her poetry and other literary works emphasized the importance of knowledge, education,
social awareness, and resistance to inequality. These writings reveal the intellectual dimension of her
contribution and complement the historical evidence concerning her educational activities. The findings
show that Savitribai Phule’s work was part of a broader collaborative reform movement. Her association
with Jyotirao Phule and other supporters illustrates that the development of women’s education involved
collective efforts against established social inequalities.

Finally, the study finds that Savitribai Phule occupies an important place in the history of women’s
education in India. Her educational initiatives, social reform activities, and writings contributed to changing
attitudes toward female education and provide an important historical foundation for understanding later
developments in women'’s educational participation and social empowerment.

DISCUSSION

The present study demonstrates that Savitribai Phule’s contribution to women’s education must be
understood within the broader social conditions of nineteenth-century India. During this period, access to
education was strongly influenced by gender, caste, social customs, and economic circumstances. In this
context, her work represented an important effort to expand educational opportunities for girls and to
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challenge practices that restricted women'’s participation in learning. The discussion shows that Savitribai
Phule’s educational activities were closely associated with the reform initiatives of Jyotirao Phule. Their
efforts to establish and support schools for girls reflected a broader understanding of education as an
instrument of social change. Rather than viewing education only as the acquisition of literacy, the Phule
movement connected knowledge with self-respect, social awareness, equality, and the questioning of
inherited social inequalities.

An important dimension of the study is the relationship between gender and caste. Women from
socially marginalized communities experienced multiple forms of exclusion, and educational opportunities
were particularly limited for them. Savitribai Phule’s work therefore has significance not only in the history
of women'’s education but also in the history of anti-caste and social equality movements. Her educational
initiatives challenged the idea that social status should determine access to knowledge. The social
opposition faced by Savitribai Phule also demonstrates the difficulty of introducing educational reform in a
conservative social environment. Resistance to girls’ education reflected wider anxieties concerning
changes in established gender roles and social relationships. Her continued participation in educational
and reform activities illustrates the persistence required to develop new educational institutions and ideas
under such conditions. The discussion also highlights the importance of Savitribai Phule’s identity as both
an educator and a writer. Her poetry and writings provide insight into her emphasis on education,
knowledge, dignity, and social awakening. These literary contributions complement the historical evidence
of her educational work and demonstrate that her role was not limited to classroom teaching but also
involved the communication of reformist ideas.

Another significant aspect is the connection between education and women’s welfare. Savitribai
Phule’s broader social activities indicate that the improvement of women’s condition required more than
access to schools. Issues affecting widows, vulnerable women, caste-based exclusion, and social
discrimination were interconnected with the question of women'’s status. Education was therefore part of a
wider programme of social reform. The study also indicates the importance of examining Savitribai Phule’s
contribution within a collective reform tradition. Although she occupies a distinctive place in the history of
women'’s education, her work developed through cooperation with Jyotirao Phule and other participants in
the reform movement. A historical interpretation that recognizes this collective context provides a more
comprehensive understanding of the development of educational reform in nineteenth-century
Maharashtra.

CONCLUSION

The study of “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India” establishes that Savitribai Phule
occupies an important place in the history of women’s education and social reform in nineteenth-century
India. Her educational activities emerged in a period when girls and women faced serious restrictions in
accessing formal education because of patriarchal traditions, caste-based inequalities, social conservatism,
and limited educational opportunities. Savitribai Phule’s association with Jyotirao Phule was central to
their efforts to establish and promote education for girls and socially marginalized communities. Their
work demonstrated that education could serve as an instrument of social awareness, equality, dignity, and
empowerment. Savitribai’s role as a teacher and educational reformer was significant because she
participated directly in the expansion of educational opportunities at a time when female education faced
considerable social resistance.

The study further concludes that her contribution cannot be separated from the broader social
reform movement. Her educational work was connected with efforts to challenge caste discrimination,
social exclusion, and practices affecting the dignity and welfare of women. Her involvement in the welfare
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of vulnerable women shows that she understood education as part of a wider process of social
transformation. Savitribai Phule’s writings also add an important intellectual dimension to her
contribution. Her poetry and ideas emphasized the importance of knowledge, education, self-respect,
equality, and social awareness. These writings demonstrate that her work extended beyond the
establishment of schools and included the communication of ideas intended to encourage social change.
The study concludes that Savitribai Phule’s historical significance lies in the combined nature of her
educational, social, and intellectual activities. Her contribution helped challenge restrictions on women’s
education and contributed to a broader questioning of caste and gender inequalities. Her work provides an
important historical foundation for understanding the development of women’s education and the
relationship between education and social reform in India.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The historical study of “Savitribai Phule and Women’s Education in India” suggests the importance
of strengthening awareness of the history of women’s education and social reform in India. Savitribai
Phule’s contribution should be given appropriate place in educational curricula, particularly in history,
sociology, education, gender studies, and social reform studies. Educational institutions should encourage
students to study the contributions of Savitribai Phule through original writings, historical documents,
biographies, and research literature. Her poetry and writings can be used to understand the relationship
between education, social awareness, equality, and human dignity. Greater attention should be given to the
history of girls’ education in Maharashtra and other regions of India. Universities and research institutions
can undertake archival studies to identify educational records, contemporary reports, correspondence, and
other primary materials connected with nineteenth-century women’s education.

Research should also examine the intersection of gender and caste in the history of education. The
educational experiences of girls from marginalized communities require greater historical attention so that
the development of women’s education is understood within the wider context of social inequality. The
collaborative nature of the Phule movement should be reflected in academic research and teaching. The
contributions of Savitribai Phule, Jyotirao Phule, Fatima Sheikh, and other participants can be studied
together while also examining their distinct roles in educational and social reform.

Historical institutions, libraries, and archives should support the preservation, digitization, and
wider availability of primary sources relating to Savitribai Phule and the development of women’s
education. Such efforts would facilitate further research and provide students and scholars with reliable
documentary evidence.

Universities and educational organizations can also organize seminars, conferences, exhibitions,
and public lectures on Savitribai Phule and the history of women’s education. These activities can promote
historical awareness and encourage further scholarly research.

Finally, future research should continue to examine the long-term historical influence of women’s
education, with particular attention to social equality, educational access, and the experiences of
marginalized groups. Savitribai Phule’s contribution should be studied not only as an important historical
achievement but also as part of the wider development of educational and social reform in India.
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