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Abstract 

 

Women serve as a vital medium for the dissemination of education in India, transmitting values, knowledge, and ideals from 

one generation to the next. In the contemporary context, this assertion is widely acknowledged and rarely contested. 

Furthermore, any meaningful advancement of Indian education necessarily depends upon the active support, intellectual 

agency, and sustained contributions of women. The historic responsibility of leading women’s education in India from a state 

of marginalisation and darkness toward enlightenment and empowerment was courageously undertaken and significantly 

advanced by Savitribai Phule and Begum Rokeya Sakhawat. Though separated by region and historical context, both reformers 

conceptualised education as a means of liberation for women and viewed education as the central instrument of women's 

emancipation. This paper critically examines their contributions, comparing their ideological foundations, pedagogical 

initiatives, social resistance, and long-term impact. The analysis situates their work within the broader discourse of gender 

justice and educational reform in colonial India. For this study, the researchers depend on the secondary sources of data and 

use insightful discussion. 
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Introduction 

 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when literacy for women was considered unnecessary or even dangerous, a few 

reformers recognised that education was the primary instrument of emancipation. Savitribai Phule in Maharashtra and Begum 

Rokeya in Bengal was among those rare visionaries who challenged prevailing orthodoxies. From a contemporary educational 

perspective, their efforts can be viewed not only as social reform movements but also as foundational contributions to inclusive 

and transformative education. While Phule confronted both caste and gender oppression simultaneously, Rokeya focused 

particularly on the educational backwardness of Muslim women within a conservative socio-religious framework. Their 

approaches differed, yet their ultimate goal was similar: to enable women to claim intellectual and social agency. 

 

 

Historical context of the status of Indian women education during 19th and 20th century:  

In the 19th and 20th centuries, women in India, regardless of caste or religion, had no place in the field of education. Even if 

they did, they were confined to their homes to acquire some basic skills. “Women of 19th century had no sense of identity. 

Woman and her husband would be viewed as a single identity. Women of this period belonged to the domestic sphere only. 

They were expected to carry out domestic roles such as to clean, cook and raise children. Those who had the privilege of 

schooling were taught more domestic skills such as sewing, cooker etc.”(Saha,2019, p.233). Back in the time of undivided 

Bengal, “Basic freedom of living an independent life was not allowed for women. They have to live behind curtains all time; 

especially infront of men and strangers. Even sunlight was not allowed in for women, the ray of education was a subject of 

irony and impossible.”(Das & Alam,2025,p.2). 

 

Savitribai Phule As an Educationist and Social Reformer:  

As a social reformer, Savitri Bai Phule had her husband Jyotirao Phule by her side in every courageous step she took. At that 

time, in Maharashtra, they stood against the discrimination between women, Shudras, and Ashudras and built themselves as 

bridges between women, Shudras, and Ashudras. “Savitribai used to go door-to-door talking to the people, explaining them the 

importance of education and while doing this work, don't know how many times she used to get disrespected by the people. 
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Savitribai still did not back down from her mission.” (Sunita, 2023, p. 3) Savitribai Phule was physically and verbally attacked 

on her way to school. An act of open social hostility, because she directly challenged the prevailing social power structure. 

“When Savitribai started teaching, there was strong opposition in the society. When she went to school to teach, people used 

to throw stones and even mud at her on the way. Savitribai used to keep a saree separately in her bag so that she could change 

clothes on reaching school and start teaching girls.”(Sunita,2023, p. 3). In such dark times for women, she holds her husband's 

hand and reveals herself as a beacon of light through her various social activities, which are mentioned below: 

1. Opened First Women School- 1848  

2. Native Female School- 1850 (with husband)  

3. The Society for Promoting the Education of Mahars,  

Mangs and Etceteras- 1850 (with husband)  

4. Mahila Seva Mandal- 1852 

5. Started India’s First Infanticide Prohibition Home-1853  

6. Started Night School- 1855  

7. Satya Shodhak Samaj- 1873 (with husband)  

8. First Satyashodhak marriage- 1873 

 

 Publications:  

 

1. Kavyaphule - 1854, poetry  

2. JotibanchiBhashne-25 December 1856, Edited lecture of  

Jotirao Phule   

3. Letters of Jotirao Phule- 10- 10 1856, 29- 08- 1868, 20-  

04- 1877  

4. Bavan Kashi Subodh Ratnakar (1891) 

 

Begum Rokeya As an Educationist and Social Reformer:  

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat, better known to all as Begum Rokeya “Despite the conservative atmosphere, Begum Rokeya's 

progressive father, Abu Ali Saber, recognized the importance of education for both genders. He played a pivotal role in fostering 

her intellectual curiosity and supported her pursuit of knowledge” (Mitra & Mallick, 2024, p.3). Due to the support from her 

older sister Karimunnisa and brother, Rokeya learned to read and write Bengali and English (Mahmud, 2016). She learned all 

these things after everyone in her house fell asleep in the night in the light of a candle despite her lack of opportunities to go to 

school. (Das & Alam, 2025). She freed Muslim women in the then undivided Bengal from superstitions like the veil and blind 

faith in the name of religion, and introduced them to the world of education, igniting the fire of education and modernity among 

them. Through her writings, she took the initiative to awaken the Muslim society of the time about the rights of Muslim women 

in the field of education, the potential skills and knowledge of women in the development of the country. Some of the books 

written by Begum Rokeya is mentioned below -  

“Pipasa”, “Motichur”, “Sultana’s dream”, “Oborodh”, “Basini”, “God gives, man robs” etc.  

 

One of her greatest contributions in education is the establishment of ‘Sakhawat Memorial Girls School’ which was not only 

to educate women but to prove the fact that women are equally capable of critical thinking, making critical decisions and 

making progress in the society with their intellectual inspiration. Rokeya advocates for women’s equal opportunity and 

competence in various gatherings, conferences to justify equal position of women in the social and political sphere (Mitra and 

Mallick, 2024). She also established ‘Anjuman-e-Khawateen-e-Islam’ which was an organisation directing the issues of 

Muslim women in the society and challenging their role and oppression in the same. 

 

 

A comparative analysis between Savitribai Phule and Begum Rokeya Sakhawat:  

1. Ideological Orientation: Anti-Caste Radicalism vs. Community-Centred Reform: The most striking difference lies in the 

ideological foundations of their educational work. Savitribai Phule’s educational activism was inseparable from anti-caste 

politics. Her schools, beginning in 1848 in Pune, explicitly targeted girls from Shudra and Dalit communities who were 

structurally excluded from knowledge systems (Paik, 2014). Education, for Savitribai, was not merely a tool of personal 

empowerment but a means of dismantling Brahmanical hegemony. As Rege (2010) argues, her pedagogy anticipated what 

contemporary scholarship would call intersectional feminism, where caste and gender oppression were understood as mutually 

reinforcing. 
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In contrast, Begum Rokeya’s reform efforts were primarily situated within Muslim society in colonial Bengal. Her intervention 

addressed the intellectual seclusion of Muslim women, particularly those confined by purdah and conservative social practices 

(Hasan, 2012). While she critiqued patriarchy, she did not position her educational activism within a broader anti-caste struggle. 

Her work was reformist rather than structurally revolutionary. Thus, Savitribai’s project sought systemic social transformation 

across caste hierarchies, whereas Rokeya’s intervention aimed at reform within a specific religious community. 

 

2. Nature of Resistance: Confrontational Activism vs. Strategic Negotiation:  

 

Savitribai’s approach was openly confrontational. Historical accounts describe how she faced verbal abuse and physical 

humiliation while traveling to teach (Paik, 2014). Despite this, she refused to dilute her curriculum or modify her radical 

inclusivity. Her schools provided modern subjects such as mathematics and science, directly challenging the belief that 

women’s education should be limited to domestic skills. 

 

Rokeya, on the other hand, adopted a more negotiated strategy. When she established the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School in 

1911 in Calcutta, she incorporated religious instruction alongside secular subjects to gain acceptance among conservative 

families (Ray, 2002). Hasan (2012) notes that this calibrated approach allowed her institution to survive and expand within a 

sensitive socio-religious context. 

 

The difference here is methodological: Savitribai embodied defiant resistance, whereas Rokeya practiced reform through 

accommodation and persuasion. 

 

3. Social Constituency and Inclusivity: Another significant difference lies in the social groups they prioritized. Savitribai’s 

schools were radically inclusive across caste lines and explicitly addressed the most marginalized sections of society. She did 

not confine her work to upper-caste or elite women. Instead, her educational activism centred those who were doubly oppressed 

by caste and gender (Rege, 2010). Rokeya’s primary constituency was middle- and upper-class Muslim girls. Although this 

was a marginalized group in the context of colonial education, the reform did not directly challenge caste hierarchies or reach 

the lowest socio-economic strata in the same systematic way (Ray, 2002). Therefore, while both worked for women’s education, 

the scope and depth of their inclusivity differed significantly. 

 

4. Conceptualization of Women’s Emancipation: Savitribai conceptualized women’s emancipation as collective social 

awakening. Her writings encourage oppressed communities to pursue education as a path toward dignity and self-respect (Rege, 

2010). The transformation she envisioned was structural and societal. Rokeya framed women’s emancipation as intellectual 

awakening within a moral and cultural framework. Her famous utopian satire imagined a society governed by rational, educated 

women. However, her critique was directed primarily at patriarchal interpretations of religion rather than at socio-economic 

structures (Hasan, 2012). In essence, Savitribai’s vision was socio-politically transformative; Rokeya’s was intellectually 

reformist. 

 

5. Literary Strategy and Public Engagement: Savitribai’s literary works functioned as instruments of social mobilization. 

Her poetry addressed oppressed communities directly, urging them to claim education as a right. The tone was assertive and 

grounded in lived experience (Rege, 2010). Rokeya employed satire and speculative fiction as pedagogical tools. Through 

allegory and irony, she critiqued male dominance and gender inequality. Her literary strategy appealed to educated audiences 

and reformist circles rather than grassroots mobilization alone (Ray, 2002).  Thus, while Savitribai’s language mobilized 

resistance from below, Rokeya’s writing stimulated critical reflection among literate elites. 

 

6. Engagement with Colonial Modernity:  Savitribai’s activism predated organized nationalist politics. Although she utilized 

colonial openings such as missionary pedagogy, her project was not aligned with colonial civilizing discourse. Instead, it 

challenged indigenous hierarchies (Paik, 2014). Rokeya worked in a period when nationalist and communal debates were 

intensifying. Her educational reform intersected with Muslim identity politics and broader discussions on modernity (Hasan, 

2012). Consequently, her activism operated within a more complex political field shaped by both colonial and communal 

dynamics. 

 

Conclusion:  

 

Savitribai Phule and Begum Rokeya were pioneers who reshaped the educational landscape for women in India. Phule’s 

intervention challenged caste and gender oppression simultaneously, laying the foundation for inclusive education. Rokeya’s 

efforts empowered Muslim women through intellectual awakening and institutional reform. Though their methods differed, 

both reformers recognised education as the pathway to dignity, autonomy, and social transformation. Their contributions 
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illustrate that meaningful educational reform requires courage, contextual understanding, and sustained commitment to justice. 

The history of women’s education in India cannot be fully understood without acknowledging their visionary leadership.  

The contribution of Savitribai Phule and Begum Rokeya to the development of Indian women's education is very influential. 

Their work is not only historical; it is still a guide in laying the foundation for women’s education today. Today, the girls 

receive school education in India is the result of Savitribai Phule's historical initiative to build schools for girls. Today, women's 

education is a fundamental right is the result of the struggle of both of them has a major role behind this mental change. The 

participation of Muslim girls in higher education schools and higher education is an extension of the initiative of Begum Rokeya 

Sakhawat. Today, women's self-reliance and employment are the real form of their vision. The historical struggle and vision 

of Savitribai Phule and Begum Rokeya served as an invaluable foundation behind this change. 
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