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Preface


THIS BOOK PROVIDES GLIMPSES INTO the life and times of an extraordinary woman. As a young girl she came up, in absurdly unpropitious circumstances, with a radical notion of woman’s freedom and fought for that notion. So radical was it that even our vaunted age of individual freedom and dignity has not realized it wholly. Her name – Rukhmabai – is a reminder of that unfinished momentous struggle.


She died a nonagenarian in 1955. But there is only a short phase of her long life for which a satisfactory body of information is available. This phase consists of the roughly twenty-five years between her mother’s second marriage and her return as a doctor from the UK. Even that information, though, comes from secondary sources, such as court proceedings and newspapers reports. For the rest, barring random scraps of information, her biographer is crippled by near absence of primary material, and forced to tease out information from circumstantial evidence. There is complete absence of intimate personal documents like private letters, diaries, and memoirs which constitute the lifeblood of any biography.


One is required to make an enormous effort of imagination and also remember that, compared to fiction, biography permits imagination so much less leeway. To compensate for its scantiness, I have read the available material with the grain, against the grain, and between the lines. I have also ventured a leap, maybe two, with little more than speculation to show for evidence. The man who first showed me the way to do it is sociologist Paramjit Singh Judge. He showed it when I was writing on Rukhmabai’s case. But I did not then have the courage to go all out.


Her name has in recent years come to be spelt as Rakhmabai. It has also been embellished with three surnames, none of which was ever used by her. For reasons that mattered to her, she presented herself all along as ‘Rukhmabai’. That is how she was known during her lifetime and even posthumously. But in recent years, for reasons that matter to them, her biological descendants from her father and stepfather have sought to project her, respectively, as Save and Raut. Perhaps they do not know that neither her father, Janardan Pandurang, nor the stepfather, Sakharam Arjun, used any surname. The third surname given to her of late is Bhikaji. This is the most gratuitous of the three surnames. It shows, readers will soon see, that even as Rukhmabai is now an iconic figure, her iconicity is still lost on many. In any case, there can be no justification for meddling with the name she used for herself.


I have incurred numerous debts, big and small, in the course of writing this book. My biggest debt is to Roger Jeffery to whom the book is dedicated. With a generosity that is rare among scholars, he provided me endless information about Rukhmabai, especially for her years in London.


Antoinette Burton, Geraldine Forbes and Stephen Vitale, all of them familiar with Rukhmabai and her times, have helped me in a variety of ways. Muzaffar Alam sent me the scan of Mohini Varde’s Dr Rakhmabai: An Odyssey. Manisha Chaudhary got me copies of research articles and books that I, with my Net illiteracy, could not have found on my own. Jose Burucua sent me the text of Nora Scott’s Journal. Ambika Kulshreshtha was kind enough to translate Marathi passages for me. Leena Abraham sent me material from the Tata Institute of Social Science library. Shashank Sinha arranged to send some books. Abhinav Chandrachud provided some very useful information about judiciary in 19thcentury India. Drs Ajoy Sodani and Aparna Sodani helped me understand the niceties of Rukhmabai’s medical training and expertise. Dr Ketan Shelat and Dr Dharmesh Mehta, both associated with the Sheth Morarbhai Vijbhukhandas Hospital – now popularly known as the Rukhmabai Hospital – showed me around the building where Rukhmabai lived and worked for twenty-odd years, and also showed me some interesting photographs, besides giving a copy of a commemorative brochure about the Hospital.


Mridula Ramanna, whose work on Western medicine and healthcare in colonial Bombay is seminal, has been very supportive. She also put me in touch with her student, Dr Shubha Pandya, who passed on a good deal of information about Dr Atmaram Pandurang. So did Shri Deepak Mehta.


Makrand Mehta provided information about the first hospital for women in Ahmedabad.


Tridip Suhrud, like only he can, helped me acquire necessary information about Rukhmabai’s days in Rajkot.


Gyan Pandey went through and edited portions of the book, and provided valuable suggestions.


I must also acknowledge the help received from Arvind Ganachari, Raja Dixit and Ashok Pawar.


To all these people – and to those I am failing to recall now – my deepest gratitude.


The entire book has been written under Jayanti Pandey’s hospitable roof. I feel overwhelmed by her love, care, generosity and concern.


And, finally, my gratitude to Teesta Guha Sarkar. She felt it as a call of duty to offer the world a biography of Rukhmabai and made me her instrument.


S. C.










Introduction


MORE OFTEN THAN WE SUSPECT, entry of individuals and events into history depends on chance. In 1967, just twelve years after Rukhmabai’s death, I was advised to consult the personal library of Dr Sakharam Arjun for my doctoral dissertation on the emergence of national consciousness in India. The descendants of Dr Sakharam – the gracious Rauts – welcomed me to their distinguished ancestor’s library. I worked in their late nineteenth century colonial-style bungalow – now a heritage site – for nearly a fortnight. However, neither those who had advised me to work there nor those living in the bungalow so much as mentioned Rukhmabai or told me that the bungalow had been built by her mother. Rukhmabai had not yet entered history.


What, eventually in 1975, led me to her was a chance discovery. I was working at the Nehru Memorial Museum & Library for a paper on the founding of the Indian National Social Conference in 1887. I had decided to begin by reading the issues of the Indian Spectator from the January of 1887 onwards to see when the idea of the Conference was first publicly mooted. I had just entered the first week of March when I ran into an editorial on the Rukhmabai case.


I read the editorial in wondrous disbelief. Here was a young woman in her early twenties refusing to cohabit with a husband she said she disliked. Daring the unthinkable, she had challenged, simultaneously, the mightiest two in the land – the British Indian legal system and entrenched Hindu orthodoxy. Instantly, the Indian National Social Conference was forgotten. As disbelief transformed into awed joy, I ransacked all the relevant newspapers and journals available at the Nehru Library. That done, I turned to the material available at the National Archives.


This preliminary research led to my first paper on Rukhmabai and her case. Presented in 1976 at a seminar on dissent, protest and reform in Indian civilization at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study, the paper appeared the following year in a volume comprising the proceedings of the seminar.1


This was, arguably, Rukhmabai’s maiden independent entry into contemporary academic discourse. She had earlier found occasional passing mentions in biographies of some of the eminent public figures of the day who had, depending on their sociocultural orientations, supported or opposed her cause. These mentions were meant by the respective biographers to valorize their protagonists. No matter whether the mention meant praising or criticizing Rukhmabai, little interest was shown in understanding even the basic facts of her case. For instance, referring to Rukhmabai’s marriage with Dadaji Bhikaji, and describing her as Dr Sakharam Arjun’s daughter, Richard P. Tucker writes in his otherwise reliable Ranade and the Roots of Indian Nationalism:




The father refused to send Rukhmabai to Dadaji during his own lifetime, since she was still a young girl. When he died, leaving her a considerable inheritance, Dadaji asked the courts to compel her to live with him . . . A lower court upheld Rukhmabai on the grounds that she had married Dadaji without her consent and hitherto could not be forced to live with him . . . The Rukhmabai controversy ended late in 1887 when Dadaji decided not to pursue his claims against his wife . . .2





Relying primarily on James Kellock’s biography of Ranade, Tucker’s account is not only replete with errors, it also minimizes Rukhmabai’s travails and, consequently, her courage, bravery and determination. To that we shall turn later.


To return to the 1976 seminar at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study, no one there had ever heard of Rukhmabai. Indeed, even as late as 1984, Rukhmabai was virtually unknown not only among historians of colonial India but also among the fast-emerging feminists. I was speaking on the Rukhmabai case at a conference organized by Veena Mazumdar under the auspices of her newly founded Women’s Studies Centre. Here, too, no one – not even the feminist participants – knew of Rukhmabai or her case. In the early 1990s I devoted myself exclusively to extensive research on the Rukhmabai case. A paper of mine, ‘Whose Laws? Notes on a Legitimising Myth of the Colonial Indian State’, appeared in 1992, and another, ‘Rukhmabai: Debate over Woman’s Right over Her Person’, in 1996.3 Finally, in 1998, I published an entire book on the subject, Enslaved Daughters: Colonialism, Law and Women’s Rights.


Rukhmabai now is an iconic figure.


She was not when I spoke about her at the Women’s Studies Centre’s maiden seminar. In fact, it was with astonished elation that the feminists gathered there heard about this unknown forebear of theirs. As they listened to Rukhmabai’s extraordinary defiance and Justice Pinhey’s extraordinary verdict in her favour, they were struck by the uncanny resemblance between her case and, a whole century later, the Saritha case (1983) which had ended with Justice Chaudhury’s stirring judgment in her favour.


If the feminists were innocent of the epochal drama of the 1880s, I was unaware of its repetition in my own day. For me, at least, the interaction with feminists proved most beneficial, as is evident from Enslaved Daughters. But for this interaction, I could not have grasped that what I believed was a moment in the history of colonial India has still not spent itself. It continues to dog us into the eighth decade of our independence. The dream Rukhmabai dreamt of women’s dignity and rights remains unrealized in matters that are of vital concern to humans.


The appreciation of what she envisioned has been strangely tardy and partial. Even when she began to attract academic – especially feminist academic – attention during the 1990s, the heart of her defiance was missed. She was misrepresented as one seeking divorce. The opening paper in the inaugural number of the Indian Journal of Gender Studies (1994) describes Rukhmabai as one ‘who was well known for her court case for divorce (the first ever in India)’.4 Four years later, the otherwise well-researched At the Heart of the Empire: Indians and the Colonial Encounter in Late-Victorian Britain wrote of ‘Rukhmabai, whose Bombay divorce case filled the metropolitan and provincial newspapers in Britian between 1884 and 1888’.5 In fact, the first to so misrepresent the Rukhmabai case was the no less meticulous Tanika Sarkar, who wrote in 1993: ‘Rukma Bai belonged to the carpenter’s caste where divorce had been customary. Whose laws must colonial law recognise now?’ Also: ‘A lot of debate centred around the vexed question – whether a women [sic] could sue for separation from an adulterous husband.’6


In a doubly surprising persistence of the belief that Rukhmabai’s was a case of divorce, Swati Save writes: ‘I am sharing her [Rukhmabai’s] odyssey . . . because of her grueling experience and journey during her divorce back in 1880 when women in Indian tradition were going on pyre with their dead husbands, a system called as “sati” . . . Divorcing someone you didn’t approve was not dared in those days. Rukhamabi’s divorce was the first divorce in India in 1880.’7 Leaving aside the women going on pyre with their dead husbands, the persistence of the divorce myth in Save is doubly surprising because it appeared in 2012, by when so much was known about Rukhmabai; and because it came from one who, as a descendant of Janardan Pandurang, Rukhmabai’s biological father, should have known at least the essentials of her illustrious ancestor’s case.


Rukhmabai’s was a suit for the restitution of conjugal rights. Divorce had nothing to do with it. The court at no point was called upon to consider whether divorce was customarily permitted among the carpenters, the community to which the litigants belonged. Nor was adultery relevant to the case. Adultery did come up in the course of the litigation, but it related to Narayan Dhurmaji, the maternal uncle of Dadaji under whose roof he was living. Also, Rukhmabai did say in a private letter, made public by the London Times, that Dadaji had gone ‘through every course of dissipation’ in ‘ways which a woman’s lips cannot utter’.8 Adultery may well have been part of that unutterable litany of dissipation. But it did not figure in Rukhmabi’s defence against Dadaji’s restitution claim.


A case of divorce needs must recognize the marriage from which it seeks release. Rukhmabai was way more radical. She was denying the very marriage that had occasioned the suit against her. And she was doing so on high principles. Her initial defence did cite specific circumstances, such as incompatibility, the rotten state of her husband’s health, and his inability to maintain her. But soon her defence came to rest entirely on principles, not on specific merits.


The principles Rukhmabai proclaimed still await full judicial and legislative acceptance. And that wait has exceeded a hundred and thirty years.


If the misconception that hers was a case of divorce downplays the principles she stood for, there is another misconception that downplays the enormity of her suffering. This comprises the belief that her marriage was dissolved by Victoria, the Queen-Empress. It figures particularly prominently in many internet accounts about Rukhmabai.9 These accounts, sadly, inform public opinion more than does academic discourse these days. Indeed, they are getting into academic discourse as well. An attenuated variant of the belief regarding Victoria’s benign intervention on behalf of Rukhmabai has, in fact, become part of academic discourse. Referring to Rukhmabai’s awesome avowal that she would rather undergo the maximum penalty admissible under the law than obey the court’s decree to go to her husband, Tanika Sarkar writes: ‘The threat [of Rukhmabai’s imprisonment] was removed only after considerable reformist agitation and the personal intervention of Victoria.’10


Contrast this with the actual effect of Rukhmabai’s avowal. On 30 March 1887, even as the reformers were squabbling over how to save her, and before Victoria could be apprised of the happenings in the Bombay High Court, Viceroy Dufferin worriedly cabled his Law Member, Andrew Scoble: ‘I hope you are keeping your eye on the Rukhmabai case. It will never do to allow her to be put into prison.’11 The same day, not knowing how anxious on his own the Viceroy was, the Bombay government prayed to him for prompt remedial action.12


No less worried that Rukhmabai might really manage to get into prison and discredit the Hindu orthodoxy, Bal Gangadhar Tilak used his weeklies, the Marathi Kesari and the English Mahratta, to warn that the decree against Rukhmabai should not be enforced. Lest this be seen as a sign of defeat, it was asked if a woman like Rukhmabai was worth living with.


Dadaji Bhikaji was but a puny pawn in the momentous legal war that Rukhmabai was engaged in. Her real antagonists were the imperial government and the Hindu orthoxy. Exposed to serious loss of face by her defiance, both were looking for a way out.


The moral grandeur of Rukhmabai’s act is diminished by the unfounded belief that Queen Victoria’s intervention helped her avoid imprisonment. Equally diminishing and unfounded is the belief that her marriage was graciously annulled by Victoria. The pragmatic British reluctance to meddle with their Indian subjects’ socio-religious affairs apart, the Queen-Empress had no authority to annul a Hindu marriage. In what is among the most sombre aspects of her case – as we shall see – Rukhmabai knew, and told the court, that, unlike the man suing her, she would not be entitled to marry again.


If there are misconceptions that diminish the grandeur of Rukhambai’s defiance, there also are others that unduly magnify the enormity of her plight. She is represented, for example, as demanding ‘to be released from a marriage contracted in infancy’.13 Both in the late nineteenth century public discourse and in subsequent historiography a clear distinction figures between infant marriage and child marriage. Rukhmabai’s plight was bad enough for being married at or around eleven. It was also reason enough to press for social and legislative reform. But she was not a victim of infant marriage.


Scholarship on Rukhmabai betrays, like she herself did all her life, another misconception which has serious civilizational implications. It is often believed that Hindu law – whatever the term is presumed to mean – enabled Rukhmabai’s husband to drag her to a court of law to enforce his conjugal rights. This misconception has been best memorialized in the following damning ditty by Rudyard Kipling:




Graduate reformers with an English Education –


Lights of Aryavarta take our Heartiest applause,


For the spectacle you offer of an ‘educated’ nation.


Working out its freedom under ‘educated’ laws. . .


You can lecture government, draught a resolution. . .


Never such an opening for touching elocution


As the text of Rukhmibai, jailed by Hindu law.


What? No word of protest? Not a sign of pity?


Not a hand to help the girl, but, in black and white


Writes the leading oracle of the leading city:


‘We the Indian nation, we hold it served her right.’14





It is easy to understand Swati Save’s hagiographic portrayal of Rukhmabai. The proud descendant has happily taken in, with all its embellishments, the family’s lore about their illustrious ancestor. Even Kipling’s account can be explained. The herald of the White Man’s Burden believed the ‘Natives’ were naturally degenerate. Except that, as an intelligent and sensitive young man who had closely covered the Dadaji Bhikaji vs Rukhmabai case, he should have remembered Justice Pinhey’s indictment that the law relating to restitution of conjugal rights was a barbarous English importation into India; and that Hindu law contained no provision for imprisonment in matrimonial cases.


What really baffles is that serious scholarship should be vitiated by unfounded misconceptions. I have agonized over whether I should state the harsh truth. To do that is embarrassing because my own work is involved. However, since I have undertaken to write this biography, I must risk the embarrassment. Most of those who have considered Rukhmabai important enough for inclusion in their writing have written without doing serious research on her. It is no mere coincidence that misconceptions like her case having been one of divorce disappeared from scholarly writing following the publication of Enslaved Daughters. That is not a book about Rukhmabai. It is centred around her case. It has only one chapter, ‘Rukhmabai and Her Case’, that provides a basic biographical perspective. This chapter, courtesy some altruistic academic institution, has for long been available on the internet. Freed from the confines of the book, the accessibility of the chapter has increased manifold, and it appears to have become the source from which the more serious-minded derive information about Rukhmabai.


Things could have been different without the hegemonic presence of English in our academic discourse. In 1981, five years after my first paper on Rukhmabai, a grand-niece of hers, Mohini Varde, brought out Dr Rakhmabai: Ek Aart, a biography in Marathi. This was followed two years later by Sarojini Sharangpani’s Mala He Lagna Many Nahi, a Marathi novel on Rukhmabai. But, as evidenced by Rukhmabai’s case being described till the 1990s as one of divorce, even Marathi-knowing scholars used neither the biography nor the novel. The easiest access was, still is, to Enslaved Daughters and the chapter uploaded on the internet.


But now I can see – and this should erase the impression of egotism on my part – that even the little biographical information provided in Enslaved Daughters is not unflawed. For all the comprehensive research and close reading that went into the book, it is an unabashed celebration of an epochal resistance. A subtle bias, consequently, runs through the book. In that Rukhmabai was the one who dared that resistance, the bias may seem to stem from unabashed admiration for her. The admiration in the book is actually for the cause that Rukhmabai braved to embody. That admiration caused me to, unwittingly, judge Rukhmabai herself harshly at the slightest suspicion of failing the cause. A feeling verging on hostility possessed me when I learnt that she began to dress like a widow after the death of the man she had refused to recognize as her husband. It took me long – that’s a separate story – to see Rukhmabai as a person, not an idealized embodiment of women’s cause.


When this could happen to Rukhmabai in the event she got pitted against the Rukhmabai my imagination had conjured into existence, an even stronger bias against her adversaries and critics entered the book. In weighing their testimonies and narratives against those of Rukhmabai and her supporters, I forgot the first truth about court proceedings. I forgot, with regard to Rukhmabai and her defence, that litigation invariably induces an entire spectrum of inexactitudes that can range from carefully crafted ambiguities to plain lies.


The historian in me was not quite asleep in Enslaved Daughters. Yet, the subtly operating inclination to suspect those opposed to Rukhmabai resulted in a biographical sketch that now appears suspect. Closer re-examination of conflicting claims and narratives may alter even basic facts, like dates of birth and marriage, provided in the book. This is what, among other things, this biography attempts to do.


There is, however, a greater reason for the biography. I stated in Enslaved Daughters:




The story possesses more hermeneutic possibilities than I have followed in this monograph, or am even aware of. Rukhmabai, to cite what may seem a striking lacuna, could have been a more pervasive and direct presence. Closer attention to biographical details could have revealed the psycho-social factors that gave her the strength to rebel where most women submitted to or chose less defiant ways of negotiating a similar suffering.15





The book, I had hoped, would act as a provocation for further exploration, especially by women scholars. My stress on a woman writing a book on Rukhmabai had emerged from a desired dialectic between the ideological and the existential. As a man writing on Rukhmabai, and living with her at the same time that I was living with my fiction writer spouse, I had begun aspiring to be, also, a woman; without forgetting the shadow that falls, always, between aspiring and being. It was akin to Deirdre David’s desire in Intellectual Women and Victorian Patriarchy:




I would like to think a male critic could have written this book, or perhaps, should say would have wanted to do so. For me, the desire of female and male critics to write from a feminist perspective about writers of both sexes signifies an end to the patriarchal attitudes resisted in one way or another, by Martineau, Browning and Eliot.16





Many women have since written on Rukhmabai without making her central to their work. The kind of explorations I had hoped for have not materialized. Meanwhile, I have myself been provoked by Pan Macmillan to attempt what I had provoked others to do. There is an urgent need for a biography of Rukhmabai in English. The only book in English that could pass for a biography is Dr Rakhmabai: An Odyssey. An indifferent translation of the Marathi biography by Rukhmabai’s grand-niece, this book is, sadly, unavailable in the market and scarcely available in libraries. Though not uninformed like Save’s panegyric, the Odyssey is in the category of proud descendants’ narratives of their illustrious ancestors.


Biographers of the eminent of colonial India are forced to make do with agonizingly scant sources. One attempting a biography of Rukhmabai has nothing of the lively memoirs – her own or about her – telling anecdotes, diaries and private correspondence that constitute the staple of an engaging biography. There is plenty of varied material relating to her case which, read between the lines, can yield unexpected insights into her personal life. The same can be done through similarly reading the few letters to the press and articles that she wrote. For the rest, one has to cull out information from writings about related persons, movements, events and institutions. The only exception, perhaps, is Cornelia Sorabji, a contemporary of Rukhmabai, in whose case a rich atypical family archive enabled a gifted nephew to produce a comprehensive biography.17


Returning to entry into history being a game of chance, it is often asked: Why, despite having lived into our own day, did Rukhmabai have to wait an entire century to enter the annals? And a gendered answer is offered. Forgetting that it was a male who ushered her into the annals. Be that as it may, having spent more of my time in the second half of the nineteenth century than in the two subsequent centuries that I have physically inhabited, I can vouch that Rukhmabai is not an isolated victim – and beneficiary – of chance in history. There is an embarrassingly long list of forgotten greats – male and female – who are waiting for a propitious moment to enter history. Their wait may never end.
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Beginnings in Sadness


SAD – UDAS IN MORE INDIAN languages than one – sums up Rukhmabai’s life. There are two photographs of this pioneer fighter for women’s rights. One, taken in a studio, is from her youth. Her right arm resting on a pedestal coming up to her waist, she stands elegantly in a gorgeous broad-bordered nine-yard silk sari and a loose full-sleeved blouse, a necklace peeping from under her pallu, a tiny dot adorning the centre of her forehead, and tops in her ears. The other photograph, taken at home, is from her old age. Wearing a plain sari and a full-sleeved blouse – both white, a colour that later in this narrative will tell a poignant tale – she is lean, tall, and elegant, presenting the very picture of graceful ageing. What defines her in both these photographs – all through her long life – is sadness.


There is yet another, little known, photograph of her youth which was taken in a London studio and published in the Woman’s Signal of 25 October 1894. This one, like the other two, confirms what an English lady wrote after meeting Rukhmabai in March 1887: ‘Her fine intelligent face had a tinge of sadness in it, and her manner, though cordial and pleasant, was very quiet.’1


Rukhmabai attributed the miseries of her life to her marriage. That happened when she was only eleven, and it would plague her all through the eighty or so years she lived thereafter. But even in the few years before that life-marring event, she knew no happiness. The first blow was struck when she was a toddler.


Let us begin from the beginning. Rukhmabai was the only child of Jayantibai and Janardan Pandurang. Janardan was a propertied man. He had inherited a house from his father, Tirthroop Pandurang Manikji, and to that he had added more property from his own earnings as a contractor. It comprised a ‘dwelling house and a chawl’, ‘another house’, and the moiety of a ‘house and a garden.’ The entire property was worth around twenty-five thousand rupees, a considerable fortune those days.


Rukhmabai was two-and-a-half when Janardan died, leaving her an orphan. Fortunately, however, Jayantibai’s father, Harishchandra Yadavaji – Harichand Jadowji in contemporary accounts – brought his seventeen-year-old widowed daughter and little granddaughter to stay with him. Also, fortunately, just days before his death in 1867, Janardan had hastened to make a will, bequeathing his property to Jayantibai and assuring her of a regular income. He had also, in his will, nominated Harishchandra as the custodian of the property. This was to protect Jayantibai from the familiar phenomenon of widows being cheated by their deceased husband’s unscrupulous relatives.


Harishchandra himself was a reasonably well-off man of good repute. A minor official in the Public Works Department, he had built for himself a fine house in the vicinity of the French Bridge, a respectable address in Bombay. He would later be appointed a Justice of the Peace and honoured by the government with the title of Rai Bahadur.


Harishchandra had the means and the will to make life happy for his hapless daughter and granddaughter. But he could get them little more than material security. He had remarried after the death of his first wife, from whom Jayantibai was born. To this second wife her step-daughter and step-granddaughter were unwelcome intruders: two unwanted mouths to feed, and as many competitors for her husband’s attention. Making sure that not a word went unheard, she would every day curse her ill stars for inflicting on her happy family the inauspicious widow and her brat. Little Rukhmabai grew up watching her mother suffer. Worse, not knowing why, she would herself become the object of her step-grandmother’s ire. Even more baffling and unbearable would be to have directed at her the harassed mother’s pent-up frustration and anger. Yet, in tender irony, the helpless child would try and comfort, like only a child can, her helpless mother in the solitude of night.


Destined not to have a child of her own, Rukhmabai, as a young girl, had become mother to her suffering mother. Soon she would be mothering her remarried mother’s children. To that searing irony we will come shortly.


In the little she wrote about her life, Rukhmabai maintained an impenetrable silence about her six dark years at Harishchandra’s. Except for a passing poignant mention of the bereavement that left her an orphan. That done, she moved straightaway to her life under her stepfather’s roof. There is little doubt, though, that her growing into a sad, introverted and precocious girl had its origins in the stress, shame and agony of those years. As had her sceptical view of family and society.


Things could have become messier had Jayantibai succumbed to her husband’s dying wish. He had, characteristically for his times, willed that Jayantibai ‘is to adopt, with the consent of my executor, a good son for the purpose of my ancestors’ name’. She may have had her weaker moments. But Harishchandra, the will’s executor, had willed to not let his daughter remain a widow all her life. Fortunately, widow marriage was a common practice in his community of Suthars. He began persuading Jayantibai to start a new life, and searching for a suitable man. The search lasted six years and the choice was worth the long wait.


It was the thirty-four-year-old Dr Sakharam Arjun, a distinguished doctor and botanist who had already made a mark in the public life of Bombay for, among other things, his advocacy of social reform. Born in a poor family and orphaned when he was eleven, Sakharam was a self-made man. He was not even thirty when his first wife died. For nearly five years he parried his mother’s pestering to remarry, keeping at bay prospective fathers-in-law who were all keen to make the worthy widower their son-in-law.


It was assumed that the eminent doctor would remarry sooner rather than later. Also that, in keeping with the times and his mother’s insistence, he would marry a nubile virgin. The prevailing practice was for respectable males to have a virgin wife. Old widowers and polygamists too wanted virgin wives. There was even a group of social reformers that approved of remarriage only for virgin widows, not for those whose marriage had been consummated. This selective advocacy of widow marriage sprang from a deep-seated horror of marrying a woman whom another male had ‘known’.


That horror is writ large in the stark reference to the vagina of the prospective bride: akshat and kshat yoni – unpenetrated as opposed to penetrated vagina. Only a widow whose vagina had not been penetrated was supposed to be eligible for remarriage. The terms also point to a deep-seated patriarchal possessiveness, an obsession with monopolizing the sexuality of their woman/women.


Understandably, then, while the parleys for marriage with Sakharam were on, Jayantibai was consumed by the anxiety of whether the debonair doctor would consent to marry a widow with whom would come her eight-and-a-half-year-old daughter. Jayantibai was in for a happy shock. Sakharam proved exceptionally true to his commitment to social reform. For, precisely when he married a twenty-three-year-old widowed mother, the star social reformer of the day, Mahadev Govind Ranade, aged thirty-one, succumbed to his father’s pressure and married a previously unmarried eleven-year-old girl. And married her within barely a month of his first wife’s death.


There is an unlikely romantic detail about the Jayantibai–Sakharam union. Agonizing that she might be rejected, she did the inconceivable. Disregarding possible ridicule, she sent Sakharam a letter, saying she wished to be his life partner. The doctor, chivalrously, chose the daring lady.


From the look of it, eight-and-a-half-year-old Rukhmabai could not have got a better stepfather. Being under his roof and care was sure to bring her relief from the cheerless and fearful existence of the preceding six years. She and her mother would have a home – a grand one – of their own, rid forever of the searing glares and invectives of Yadavaji’s second wife. Best, the stepfather was a thorough advocate of female education. At a time when elementary schooling was believed to be all that was required for girls, Sakharam was convinced:




Do we really believe that the mere smattering of learning given to our girls in the vernacular schools is sufficient for the regeneration of India? These schools have been doing well in their own way, but shall we stop here in case of women, when not only we, also everything around us is rapidly advancing? ... is it not a fact that nine out of every ten unlearn, as wives and mothers, what they learnt as girls? But even if they retained in afterlife what they picked up at these primary schools, will that help them much to become efficient wives and mothers? I am afraid not. They want higher education, which would develop and inform their minds.2





Jayantibai and Rukhmabai were in a home of their own, with a man than whom they could not have got, respectively, a better husband and a better stepfather. For Rukhmabai, in fact, this would be her first experience of home after the shame and helplessness of six years of their dependence. Of course, here too, there was a peeved step-grandmother to contend with. But she, compared to the maternal step-grandmother left behind, was unlikely to be worse than a minor irritant. Disappointed to have got a daughter-in-law with whom had come her eight-and-a-half-year-old daughter, she was not going to easily warm up to them. But she could be expected to avoid needless friction within the family.


All told, life at Sakharam’s seemed to promise well.


Then, out of the blue, everything changed. Sakharam married Rukhmabai off at eleven. Were it Jayantibai’s or Harishchandra Yadavaji’s doing, it would have appeared normal, being in conformance with the prevailing practice of marrying off girls before pubescence. But, tragically for Rukhmabai, it was done by Sakharam, the man who had outdone Ranade in practising the reform he preached. According to her own testimony ‘the chief contracting parties to my marriage’ were Sakharam and the mother of the prospective husband. There is no mention of Jayantibai while Harishchandra is said to have been ‘only formally consulted as he was my natural father’s executor’.3


Rukhmabai was categorical about Sakharam’s sole responsibility for getting married when she was a child. She was no less categorical about what child marriage made her suffer. In a rare outburst of personal anguish, the characteristically restrained Rukhmabai wrote:




I am one of those unfortunate Hindu women whose hard lot it is to suffer the unnameable miseries entailed by the custom of early marriage. This wicked practice has destroyed the happiness of my life. It comes between myself and that I prize above all others – study and mental cultivation. Without the least fault of mine, I am doomed to seclusion. Every aspiration of mine, to rise above my ignorant sisters, is looked down upon with suspicion and is interpreted in the most uncharitable manner.4





Early marriage was a curse. Getting married to Dadaji, the man chosen by Sakharam, was a greater curse. For, whatever dictated the choice, Rukhmabai’s well-being certainly did not. The man was a frail, weak-willed nineteen-year-old good-for-nothing school drop-out, an incorrigible idler from an undistinguished and poor family. Called Dadaji Bhikaji, the man had nothing to commend him in the marriage market. Yet, Dr Sakharam Arjun anointed him his son-in-law.


The mystery of Sakharam’s choice is deepened by Rukhmabai’s further testimony that Dadaji’s mother ‘had for years importuned my mother and grandfather to marry me to one of her sons’. Failing to persuade those two, she started pleading with Sakharam for Dadaji. And succeeded.


We must anticipate events to understand how that happened. While hearing the case that involved this unlikeliest of couples, Sir Charles Sargent, the Chief Justice of the Bombay High Court, was intrigued as to how ‘this very attractive lady’ got ‘married to such a man’. The mystery was unveiled for him by Latham, Rukhmabai’s astute counsel, from whom little of the case was hidden. In choosing Dadaji, Latham explained, Sakharam had ‘acted rather in the interests of his own family than that of the girl’.5 What Latham told the Chief Justice discreetly was loudly announced in public by a former student of Sakharam, Dr K. R. Kirtikar. Rukhmabai’s ruin, said Kirtikar, was plotted by ‘her new father . . . in order to retain her property in his house’.6


This is how it transpired. Before Sakharam married the widowed Jayantibai, the substantial property her first husband, Janardan Pandurang, had willed to her was transferred to Rukhmabai. This was done to pre-empt any claims Janardan’s kin might make to his property following Jayantibai’s remarriage. This necessity arose, ironically, on account of the Hindu Widows Remarriage Act (1856), the very enactment that had entitled Hindu widows to remarry. While entitling widows to do so, the Act had led to conflicting judicial decisions about the remarrying widow’s entitlement to her deceased husband’s property. The Bombay High Court had interpreted the Act to deny unprejudiced inheritance to a remarrying widow even if she belonged, like Jayantibai did, to a community that customarily permitted widows to marry again. Belonging to Bombay, Jayantibai and Sakharam had to effect the transfer, or else risk the property being claimed by some covetous relative of Janardan Pandurang’s.


This meant that once Rukhmabai was married, the property would go to her husband’s family. Sakharam’s selection of Dadaji was designed to pre-empt that.


Dadaji was distantly related to Sakharam. A poor idler cousin was unlikely to stand up to an affluent and powerful father-in-law. As a further safeguard, Sakharam also arranged with Dadaji’s mother that her son would be a ghar jamaai, that is, stay with his in-laws. So, following this arrangement, would the property of Rukhmabai’s biological father. Except for this dubious advantage, there was nothing to justify the arrangement. Indeed, the ghar jamaai scheme was, ab initio, suspect. Dadaji, Sakharam knew, was not ‘a good man.’ In maintaining that being a ghar jamaai and going back to school would make Dadaji a good man, Sakharam was at best dissembling. But for property, he could easily have found Rukhmabai a decent match in the first instance. It is worth noting that in her feminist Marathi text, Stree-Purush Tulana (1882), Tarabai Shinde had severely criticized the practice of ghar jamaai.7 The practice, she argued, necessarily involved a husband whose position was inferior to his wife’s, and that was a recipe for marital complications and unhappiness.


Rukhmabai herself suspected nothing duplicitous about this marital arrangement – not publicly in any case. We do not know if she said anything to Latham in defence of Sakharam. But she rubbished Kirtikar’s charge, calling it a ‘base suggestion made by an irresponsible party’. Savaging him, she wrote:




. . . when I recollect that the writer of the declamation, which bristles with abuse of my dear father, is the same individual who, whilst studying at College only a few years back, was dependent on the good-will of my father who was then alive. Witness these quotations from the writer’s own letters addressed to Dr Sakharam Arjun: ‘You have laid me under further obligation for which recompense at my hands is next to impossible, but you will find me attached to you henceforth as a grateful friend . . . I feel it deeply that my connection with you has been a continuous source of gain to me, and those near and dear to me.8





Rukhmabai sought to clinch the argument by pointing out that Sakharam was too wealthy to eye her paltry property. He had, she added, left each of his children from Jayantibai ‘better provided for than myself’. But, then, avarice bears no necessary correlation to penury or plenty. Base considerations can cloud the purest minds.


Property threw Rukhmabai into a dangerous domestic trap. She had no idea what was happening – being done – to her. Let alone her – a child – even Sakharam did not know that his little manipulation would return to hit hard. The hardest hit would be Rukhmabai. Property would get her married to Dadaji. Which would mean that many of the miseries she traced to marriage were rooted in property. Without the lure of her property, Narayan Dhurmaji would have never invested in an expensive lawsuit and instigated Dadaji to drag Rukhmabai into the courtroom. Left to himself, the moneyless Dadaji would have had no option but to give up on her and take another wife, which is what he eventually did. Not for nothing had Justice Hannen, an authority on the subject, identified property as the real cause behind suits for the restitution of conjugal rights.


Sakharam had shown his mettle as a reformer in the matter of his own marriage with Jayantibai. He could have done the same for Rukhmabai. Besides, he had before him the example of his father-in-law, Harishchandra Yadavaji. Harishchandra had waited for his daughter to be thirteen before solemnizing her marriage. He had, besides, done that more than a decade earlier when the hold of organized orthodoxy was stronger. To complete the contrast, Harishchandra had found for his daughter an educated, well-off husband, not a pathetic school drop-out. What the orthodox father-in-law did could not have been impossible for the reformer son-in-law.


Except that there was property. At her age, and with her eminent marriage-worthiness, Rukhmabai faced no risk of lifelong spinsterhood in the event of not being married to Dadaji. But there was a real risk of Dadaji and his mother not waiting indefinitely to obtain Rukhmabai. The mother might even have dropped a discreet hint to that effect in the course of importuning Sakharam. If Dadaji was gone, the search for another poor cousin and pliant ghar jamaai was likely to be a wild goose chase. It was therefore property, not Sakharam’s lapse as a reformer, that precipitated Rukhmabai’s marriage.


Sad as this story is, it is amusing to see Dadaji’s narration of it. After describing at length the central role of property, he maintained in his ‘Exposition’:




I trust that the facts of the case which I have now given will render it quite evident that that scrupulous gentleman, Mr Harichand Jadowji, has alone caused this family rupture, and that a question of property has been represented to the public as a question of Hindu marriage. Can astute jugglery be carried further than this? If the name Harichandra is substituted for the name Rakhmabai in this case, its realities will be better understood but its poetry will be gone.





He concluded:




If this will [Janardan Pandurang’s] and this property had had no existence, there would have been no case of Dadaji vs. Rakhmabai, and there would have been no separation between myself and my lawful wife.





Dadaji was too involved to realize that had this property had no existence, he would not have had Rukhmabai as his lawful wife.


To leave property and return to the miseries of marriage proper, they were many and they made themselves known at different points in time. The earliest to surface was the abrupt termination of Rukhmabai’s schooling. This was a cruel blow for a girl who, to quote her, had ‘a great passion for studies’. The precocious dreams of a life of service she had started dreaming lay shattered. Matured beyond her years by adversity, she noticed with helpless fury the irony of being removed from school precisely when Dadaji was being forced to resume his education. Education was necessary for her husband to become a good man, not for her to be a good woman!


Yet again Sakharam baffles. He, the champion of higher education for women, pleaded helplessness. He had to submit, he said, to Dadaji’s family. They demanded that their daughter-in-law be taken out of school forthwith. It strains credulity that the man who could demand that Dadaji would be a ghar jamaai and start going to school again, could not prevail upon the other party to let her schooling continue after marriage. He was not the kind who would give in on matters he felt strongly about. Thus, when Rukhmabai reached puberty six months after her marriage and custom required that she undergo garbhadhan – consummation of marriage – Sakharam put his foot down. Not only did he defer garbhadhan when it was due, he continued to defer it indefinitely.


Assuming, however, that there were pressures Sakharam could not surmount, he could at least have spared a little time to personally instruct his aspiring daughter. Else he could have got her a lady tutor. There was no dearth of European ladies in Bombay who would have happily accepted the assignment. And Sakharam, known as the ‘Lord’, was a rich man. A lady tutor was, finally, appointed. But that was after the ‘Lord’ was dead and Jayantibai had got their eldest son married. The tutor was meant to teach the son’s wife, a minor, and the twentysomething Rukhmabai to converse in English.


The enormity of Sakharam’s unconcern for his stepdaughter’s education comes out when compared with Ranade’s dedication to educating his illiterate child-wife, Ramabai. Ranade did this in the face of persistent ridicule and opposition from his family and community. His wife, thanks to his efforts, rose to be a pioneer of women’s education.


There are other illustrious exceptions – such as Jotiba Phule who transformed his illiterate wife, Savitri, into his own equal – to show that those who had the will acted in the face of entrenched conservativism. One such individual lived in Sakharam’s own neighbourhood, Girgaum. This was Dr Atmaram Pandurang (1823–98).


Fellow professionals, Sakharam and Atmaram were collaborators in a number of public causes. They were the only Indians who were among the founding members of the Bombay Natural History Society. They were also, both of them, members of the Bombay Medical and Physical Society. As Indian doctors operating within a system dominated by Western doctors and Western medicine, they sought to get proper recognition for traditional systems of medication, and objected to systemic discrimination against Indian vis-à-vis British doctors in India. When Atmaram founded the Prarthana Samaj, Sakharam donated money for its ‘Prarthana Mandir’ and delivered some of its weekly lectures for women.


But there was also between them a contrast which Rukhmabai would have acutely felt. Atmaram afforded all his children the best possible education without discriminating between his five sons and three daughters. He sent his second daughter, Annapoorna, to England for three years when she was seventeen, and his youngest daughter, Manak, to Bombay’s Grant Medical College and to Edinburgh for further medical training.


Atmaram, unlike Sakharam, also saved his children from early marriage. He even encouraged them to mix with the opposite sex and marry for love. To provide a particularly striking example, he had seventeen-year-old Rabindranath Tagore stay in his house for two months and learn English conversation from twenty-year-old Annapoorna who was just back from England. It is believed that on discovering that the young couple had developed mutual attraction, Atmaram journeyed with Annapoorna to Calcutta, but the match was unacceptable to Rabindranath’s father, Devendranath Tagore.


Even if apocryphal, the storied journey to Calcutta is plausible. It describes the person Atmaram was. For, only two years later, he was blessing Annapoorna as she married Harold Littledale, an Irishman with whom she had fallen in love. Atmaram was equally accepting when Manak presented him with a Parsi son-in-law, barrister Dorab Nausserwanji Bahadurji. Happy to have a cosmopolitan family – an embodiment of the ancient motto of vasudhaiva kutumbakam – he also welcomed into it two English daughters-in-law. The same catholicity of vision enabled him to remain a fond father to a daughter – Annapoorna – and two sons even after they converted to Christianity.


Tragically for Rukhmabai, Sakharam failed to be the model guardian a celebrated social reformer should have been. If only Sakharam were to her what Atmaram was to his children, she would have wistfully thought.


Yet, descriptions of Sakharam’s guardianship of Rukhmabai have been unreservedly celebratory. He is credited with making Rukhmabai the confident, cultured, prepossessing person she was. He is even seen as the man who ‘encouraged’ her ‘to pursue medical studies’.9 In a recent reiteration of this celebratory narrative, Kavitha Rao writes:




. . . even Dr Sakharam was not powerful enough to defy Hindu custom and stop Rukhmabai being married off as a child . . . Dr Sakharam was uncomfortable with the marriage. Later, he would participate in efforts to reform Hindu customs, and would speak passionately in favour of separating Hindu law from Hindu custom. Dr Sakharam would also go on to recommend that young children betrothed in marriage should have the chance to ‘ratify’ the marriage once older. This was a radical thought for the time, and one can see how Rukhmabai might have idolised this unusual, charismatic man.10





But, it may be argued, Rukhmabai did idolize Sakharam. Whatever little she wrote about her life was during the pendency of her historic case. That small body of writing shows Rukhmabai portraying Sakharam as a caring, loving and sympathetic father. Read closely, the same body of work also betrays a contrary undercurrent which corroborates the foregoing facts-based unfavourable portrayal of Sakharam. The truth is that more than showing what he actually did for her, Rukhmabai’s idolizing of Sakharam shows the father she – an orphan – wanted to possess.


Girl Rukhmabai was not married long when she was forced through a horrifying experience. Growing up turned into a nightmare, and fear of men entered into her being forever. A decade later she would say in a letter that she had ‘a great disgust for married life’ and trace the disgust back to her ‘childhood’.11 She mentions no specific details, and it is possible that the disgust grew from what she saw of conjugality as a child. But her intensity in expressing the disgust suggests something personal and traumatic. The following experience very likely is what that was.


Dadaji’s mother, having pulled off her little miracle, was happy that, as Sakharam’s ghar jamaai, her rotten son would become a good man. But she died four months later and the son walked out on his planned transformation. He succumbed to the lure of an indolent and indulgent life with his maternal uncle, Narayan Dhurmaji.
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