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 Indian society is a discriminatory society. One of the pioneers to raise the voice against Brahmin dominance and Dalit 
subjugation was Jyotirao Phule. He reinterpreted history and came to the conclusion that caste system in India was equivalent to 
slavery in the west. He had a vision for just and eualitarian society. This paper discusses the Phule’s vision of just society in India. 
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 Jyotirao Phule is today regarded as a 
forerunner of social justice. He was born in the year 1827 
in the family of mali (garderners) in Poona. The ‘Mali's’ 
belonged to shudra Varna and were placed immediately 
below peasant castes of Maharashtra. Since his early 
childhood he was subjected to discrimination because of 
his caste. Phule was one of the earliest people of his 
community to receive modern education. Modern 
education with a reformist approach made him the 
pioneer to raise his voice against the injustice committed 
against the dalits (whom he preferred to call shudra-
atishudras). His vision of social justice and desire for 
social respect for the shudra-atishudras is unparallel in 
history. He was greatly influenced by Thomas Paine’s 
‘Rights of Men’ which made a lasting impact on his mind. 
He was a pioneer of social justice movement in India.  
His vision of social justice inspired many including 
Ambedkar. In fact Dr. B.R. Ambedkar considered him to 
be one of his gurus. He reinterpreted history from 
shudra-atishudra perspective and reached the conclusion 
that caste system in India was just like the system of 
slavery in the west.  
 
Caste as ‘Gulamgiri’ 

Phule was the first person to use the word 
“Gulamgiri”, which means slavery in English. In his book 
titled ‘Gulamgiri’, Phule compares the caste system with 
a form of slavery. Slavery is explained as a system under 
which people are treated as property to be bought and 
sold, and are forced to work. Slaves can be held against 
their will from the time of their capture, purchase or birth, 

and deprived of the right to leave, to refuse to work, or to 
demand compensation. Nothing can be worse than 
slavery because it robs a man of his virtue and dignity. 
Phule did not differentiate between slavery prevalent in 
the west and caste system prevalent in India. Phule was 
acutely conscious of the fact that it was imperative to 
challenge the Brahmin view of the past and the Brahmin 
ideology to break their dominance. Hence he has tried to 
interpret the past in terms of a Shudra perspective. He 
aimed at complete destruction of caste, superstition and 
inequality within Indian tradition, linked his thought with a 
movement of opposition to Brahman elite.  He 
elaborately explained that arguments of the Brahmins 
have been imprinted so firmly on the minds of the shudra 
that they like Negro slaves in America, oppose the very 
people who are willing to fight for them and free them 
from the chains of slavery. He explains the system of 
domination and subjugation and gives a heart rendering 
narrative of the condition of Negro slaves in America. 
“The only difference between them and the slaves in 
America is that whereas the blacks were captured and 
sold as slaves, the shudras and atishudras were 
conquered and enslaved by the bhats and Brahmans. 
Except for this difference, all the other conditions in 
which they lived were the same. There is simply not an 
iota of difference between them. All the calamities 
suffered by blacks were endured by the shudras and 
atishudras who probably suffered more but not less at 
the hands of the Brahmans.”  
 This system of slavery that started with the 
Aryan advent was so deep rooted and so rigid that it 
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continued unchallenged into the time of the Peshwas. 
Phule believed that though Brahmins were not at the 
helm of affairs during the Peshwa rule, they in their 
capacity as priests exercised great influence. This was 
achieved by duping the minds of the people and keeping 
them ignorant. Peshwas had imposed strict limitations on 
education, occupation arid living standards of the lower 
castes. They had robbed the innocent shudra-atishudra 
of their freedom.  

He felt that God took pity on them and the 
British rule was established in India. British rule had 
brought to an end the tyranny and chaos of the regime of 
Peshwas in Maharashtra. The colonial rulers had not 
only established law and order but also the principle of 
equality before law. The earlier regime of Brahmin 
Peshwas had imposed strict limitations on education, 
occupation arid living standards of the lower castes and 
women. The new rulers opened the opportunities in 
education and mobility in occupation for the members of 
all castes. Missionary schools and government colleges 
were ready to admit any student irrespective of caste 
origins. New ideas of equality and liberty could reach the 
moderately educated sections of the lower caste. The 
British rule opened up new employment opportunities in 
the administration. The political power at local level was 
also being given to the Indians. Phule who had worked 
as a member of the Poona Municipality could visualize 
how lower castes would be able to acquire power at local 
level during the period of British rule and also enter the 
colonial bureaucracy. 

Though Phule preferred British rule to the 
regime of the Brahmins, he was aware of the 
shortcomings of the former and he never hesitated to 
point them out openly. In fact the title of the book gives 
an idea of the Phule’s approach to the caste system. 
Originally written in Marathi, the English version of the 
title of the book reads “Slavery: In the civilized British 
Government under the Cloak of Brahmanism”. The 
subtitle makes his approach clear that Phule considered 
caste as a form of slavery perpetuated by the Brahmins 
and that it flourished even under the British government 
despite its claim to a civilized government.  

 “Dharma and caste are at the centre of Phule’s 
thought. His opposition to Brahmanism did not relate only 
to the Varna system. It also related to almost everything 
within the Hindu system.” In fact Phule rarely uses the 
term Hindu or Hinduism instead he uses the term 
Brahmanism. For Phule, Brahmanism was “an ideology 
of oppression and dominance it had to be opposed and 
ultimately smashed”. The category of the shudra-
atishudra was a result of Phule’s effort to produce a new 
ethical community, as well as a unified political 
constituency, that could be united in the struggle against 
Brahmanism. 

Phule traced the origin of this caste system to 
explain how inequalities came into existence. He pointed 
out that when Brahmins migrated to this land of the 
shudra’s and atishudras (untouchables) they 
systematically devised an exploitative caste system. He 
accused Brahmins of fabricating totally false mythology 
and scriptures to support that system. He wrote that it 
has been conjectured that the Brahmans have ruled this 
country for more than three thousand years. They had 
come originally from distant lands, outside India, invaded 
it, attacked the original inhabitants of this land, 
conquered and forcibly turned them into slaves and 
oppressed them in several ways. He further explains how 
Brahmins were successful in establishing their 
superiority. He says they were eminently successful in 
this endeavour for two reasons: firstly, the original 
inhabitants had already been conquered and deprived of 
their freedom; secondly the Brahmans had reduced them 
to a pitiable state of ignorance by depriving them of all 
knowledge. The Brahmans established their domination 
over these people and in order to eternally perpetuate 
that domination, they composed several treatises which 
they claimed to have obtained directly from God. Thus 
they managed to convince the poor ignorant people that 
their slavery was justified even in the eyes of God. He 
pointed out that Brahmins in their numerous religious 
have tried to justify that shudra-atishudra were born to 
serve the Brahmins. He felt that the arguments of the 
Brahmins are so deeply ingrained in the minds of the 
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shudras that they do not want to come out of their 
situation. 

Phule criticized the theory of various 
incarnations of Lord Vishnu. He felt that the theory of 
‘avatars’ cannot stand the scrutiny of history and reason. 
The Hindu mythology describes nine incarnations of Lord 
Vishnu and in each incarnation he is shown as the 
upholder of this universe. Phule criticized every 
incarnation as an attempt by Brahmin to subvert the non 
Brahmin kings. He cited the example of Bali, who was 
banished by Vaman, an incarnation of Lord Vishnu. Bali 
was a non Brahmin king, who ruled over a vast kingdom 
which included some parts of Konkan. Lord Vishnu 
appeared before him as dwarf Brahmin (Vaman) and 
sought a piece of land equal to that covered in three 
steps as a gift. Bali, a generous and benevolent non 
Brahmin king granted him this wish. As soon as Bali 
granted his wish Vaman turned so big that covered the 
earth in one step heaven in second and in the third step 
he laid his foot on Bali, thus making him his slave. In this 
manner he criticized all the incarnations of Lord Vishnu. 
Prof. G.P. Deshpande is of the opinion that it was his 
attempt to subvert the brahmanical structure of idea and 
belief so that a new, more equitable order could emerge. 

Phule was not just critical of the prevailing 
caste system, he had a vision. He wanted that the 
shudras-atishudras should make efforts to free 
themselves from the ancestral slavery of the Brahmans. 
The emancipation of the Shudra's and Ati-Shudra can 
only come about in a significant manner through 
education. He said “…the moment the farmer educates 
himself and acquires knowledge, he will carry his whip on 
his shoulder, and will bring the goddess of wealth back to 
his own house, and make her stay there happily.” His 
thought on the education of shudras-atishudras and 
women provide the prescription for the social change. 
 
Education as a Weapon 

Phule not only states a problem but finds the 
solution in education. In the preface of this most coveted 
book ‘Gulamgiri’, Phule states the object of his writing. 
He says present volume is not only to tell my Shudra 

brethren how they have been duped by the Brahmins, 
but also to open the eyes of the government He has 
discussed the problem in detail. He says, “Without 
knowledge, intelligence was lost, without intelligence 
morality was lost and without morality was lost all 
dynamism! Without dynamism money was lost and 
without money shudras sank. All his misery was caused 
by the lack of knowledge”. Phule realized that the 
prevailing educational system under the British 
government had failed to provide justice to the shudra-
atishudras. He pointed out several drawbacks of the 
educational system prevailing in his time which 
encouraged Brahmanism 

He noted that shudra-atishudras were in such a 
state because were purposely kept away from 
knowledge. Phule was the first to plead for the case of 
universal, compulsory and free primary education. He 
said the present system of education, which, by providing 
ampler funds for higher education, tended to educate 
Brahmins and the higher class only, and to leave the 
masses wallowing in ignorance and poverty. He asserted 
that it was the need of the day to concentrate more on 
primary education than on higher education. He felt that 
primary education of this day was not placed on 
satisfactory or sound basis. The educational system was 
imperfect as it did not prove to be practical and useful for 
future career of the pupils. He suggested compulsory 
education up to the age of twelve years. This was his 
vision of facilitating a process of reform from below which 
would ultimately create a share of lower caste in the 
employment. He felt that there should be schools for 
Shudras in every village; but without any Brahmin school 
masters. The shudras are the life and sinews of the 
country, and it is to them alone and not to the Brahmins 
that the Government must overlook to tide them over 
their difficulties. 
 
Vision of Equality 

 Phule believed that the “The creator of this 
universe is also the creator of human beings. It would not 
be surprising if He (God), because He is merciful, would 
want all human beings to enjoy all human privileges and 
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rights. In reality however, this does not happen and 
human beings suffer unbearable miseries of various 
kinds.” He raised several questions “this solar system 
and naturally the planet earth which we inhabit are 
created by one Creator. Why is it then that the human 
beings living in different states and nations hate each 
other? How and why are the foolish passions of religions 
and national hatreds generated? There are any numbers 
of rivers on our planet. All of them eventually meet the 
sea. How and why then can only one of those rivers be 
sacred? Does that sacred river ever hesitate to carry 
dig’s excreta to sea?” These questions show that he had 
immense faith in God and His law of justice. 

He says God created this world and everything 
in it; he gave freedom to all people, including the shudras 
and atishudras, to enjoy all the things created in this 
world. Phule believed in one God. He regarded God as a 
creator of this world and all men and women his children. 
Idolatry, ritualism, asceticism, fatalism and the idea of 
incarnation were totally unacceptable to him. Phule 
forcefully discarded the doctrine of Karma, which one of 
the foundation stone of the Hindu political thought. The 
doctrine of karma traces all the suffering, including 
individual and social to the karmas of previous births. 
Phule vehemently criticized this theory. He felt that it was 
framed to give preeminent position to the upper caste 
while justifying the menial position of shudra-atishudras. 
No intermediary between God and devotee was 
considered essential by him. Phule never believed that 
any book was God ordained. 

He does not reject the idea of dharma but 
rather attempts to establish a universalistic one.  In his 
book "Sarvajanik Satya Dharma", he expresses this 
concept completely (and the introduction to this book 
suggests that the appropriate translation might be "True 
Religion of the Community") the moral basis of society 
had to be centered on truth, or rationality, and it had to 
be one that unified all men and women as equals rather 
than fragmenting and dividing them into separate social 
groups with separate responsibilities and rights (as the 
traditional idea of dharma did in separating the castes). 
The world is seen as good and holy, in contradiction to 

the Vedantic idea of it as an illusion, be-cause it is God's 
creation; and God is seen in simple terms as the loving 
father (or, in the Indian expression which transcends the 
more patriarchal Semitic concept, as ma-bap) of all men 
who are thus equally valued as his children 

The creator has created all men and women as 
the custodians of all human rights so that a man or a 
group of men should not suppress an individual. The 
Maker has bestowed upon all men and women religious 
and political liberty. Therefore, no one should look down 
upon anyone's religious faith or political opinion. Every 
individual has a right to property. The Maker, Phule 
thought, has given all human beings the liberty of thought 
and expression. But the thought or opinion one is 
expressing should not be harmful to anybody. The 
creator has made all men and women capable of 
claiming a position in civil service or municipal 
administration according to their ability. No one should 
encroach upon the equal liberty of other human beings. 
Phule believed that all men and women are entitled to 
enjoy all the things the Maker has created. All men and 
women are equal before law. 
 
Conclusion 

Phule compared caste system with that of 
slavery. He traced the whole trajectory of Brahmin 
domination. If we closely analyse Phule’s theory it 
explains the system of domination and subjugation. This 
can be relevant in our times (though not in the same 
sense as Phule uses it). Global Slavery Index (GSI) 
report published by Melbourne's Walk Free Foundation 
on October 17 , 2013 points out that the largest 
estimated number of people trapped in modern slavery 
are in India. The figure hovers between 13.3 million and 
14.7 million people in enslavement. The largest 
proportion of this problem is the exploitation of Indian 
citizens, particularly through debt bondage and bonded 
labor. The vast majority of them are Dalits.  

Dalits till today continue to suffer 
discrimination, open or subtle, and often become victims 
of violence when they violate traditional caste rules. 
Caste even today is the source of inequality and 
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exploitation. Phule’s observation and suggestion have 
become even more relevant in current times. Phule uses 
the term ‘shudra-atishudra’ in almost all the places. The 
term atishudra connotes a category of low caste that was 
living in conditions that were probably worse than that of 
shudras.  That is he recognized that in the social 
stratification there were people who were ‘lower than the 
lowest’. 

Phule asserted that the unity with other 
oppressed people through-out the world should be 
established. It is no accident that in dedicating Gulamgiri 
to the abolition of slavery in the United States he was 
one of the few men of his time to identify with black 
Americans.  He believed in the concept of social justice. 
He not only criticized the prevailing social system but 
also showed a path how to achieve an equalitarian 
society. He found the solution in education. Phule 
anticipated the role of the government in bringing social 
change and ensuring social justice. He wanted education 
for all. Following his principles Dr. Ambedkar had 
compiled the constitution in which we have provision for 
free and compulsory education. 

Phule dismissed Hinduism or Brahmanism, as 
he prefers to call it, altogether. However he did not reject 
the very idea of religion or dharma. He had a vision of 
justice and therefore he advocated the principles of 
liberty and equality He tried to put in place of 
‘Brahmanism’, a universal religion based on his vision of 
justice for shudras- atishudras. He founded the 
Satyashodhak Samaj which sought justice for the 
Shudras and atishudras. This movement emphasized on 
seeking truth alone without the aid of any Guru or text.  

Phule’s visions are a benchmark. His thoughts 
give an explanation of various evils prevailing in the 
society. He not only diagnoses the ailment (gulamgiri) but 
suggests medicines (education) for the cure. He is in real 
sense the pioneer of the vision of social justice in India 
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