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One important aspect of Bengal Renaissance was the process of multifaceted modernization 
resulting in abandoning the conventional cross–dressing (where the earlier male actors were 
dressed as women to represent female characters), to accommodating the women actors for the 
representation of female characters. The notion of the professional female performing artists had 
been synonymous with that of the prostitutes for a very long time in India. These actresses often 
were denied the degree of social acceptability/status that was otherwise available to the then 
upper middle class women. 
 
Binodini Dasi (1863-1941), was a sex worker-turned-actress who dominated the Kolkata stage 
for a little more than a decade. She grew into a versatile actress-star under the able guidance of 
Girish Chandra Ghosh (1844-1912). In the prime of her career, Binodini quit the stage to settle 
down to domesticity.  
 
In the early 1950s, Simone de Beauvoir argued that Otherness is a fundamental category of 
human thought.  Beauvoir argued that woman is set up as the other of man. Thus humanity is 
male and man defines “woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as an 
autonomous being… She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with 
reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the 
Subject; he is the Absolute – she is the other”. Through the prism of Beauvoir’s concept of 
“Otherness”, this paper would like to throw light on the Binodini’s life and her Otherness.Her 
talent, her passion for theater and her supreme sacrifice for her profession were vastly ignored 
due to her Otherness. 
 
This paper would also like to discuss the possibilities of collective mobilization through feminist 
theatre which will shift our attention from passive objectification of women to women and 
gender issues as a subject of veneration. 
 
1. Background: 

In patriarchal social order, public sphere including public entertainment has always been 
controlled by maleever since the appearance of Bharata’s Natyashastra and even before the 
Aristotle wrote out his Poetics.The dramatists, the dramatic text, performances and to a great 
extent test of the audience were governed by male ideologies. Male domination in drama and 
theater went to the extent of portrayal of female roles by male actors as women were debarred 
from public appearances. Bengali theatrical tradition was no exception in this regard. 

This paper would like to throw light on the life of    Binodini – one of the pioneering female 
actress in Bengali public theater;through the prism of noted existential feminist philosopher 

Abstract 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-08, Aug 2018 Special Issue 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 

 
Page 234 

Simon de Beauvoir’s concept of “Otherness”- developed in her path breaking book the ‘second 
sex’.Binodini was other by virtue of her being a woman, a woman with disreputed past, a 
performing artist and a woman writer who dared to expose nuances of life and forms of her 
exploitation through her biographies. Her qualities as an actress, singer and writer, her passion 
for theater and her supreme sacrifice for her profession were vastly ignored due to her 
‘Otherness’. 

Socio-cultural background of the nineteenth-century Bengali theater, was characterized by the 
participation of three groups: aristocratic patrons who founded the first stage or "babu theater," 
social and religious reformers who guided its agenda, and the western educated urban middle-
class (Hansen, 1998).Influenced by English Theater, Bengali Theater groups performed in the 
private houses of the elite bhadraloksiof Bengal, in front of invited guests.The actors themselves 
mostly came from middle-class families. But from 1872, public Theater had started, with anyone 
being allowed entry in the audience on purchase of a ticket. The exclusivity of background was 
lost, even among the performers. One important aspect of Bengal Renaissance was the process of 
multifaceted modernization resulting in abandoning the conventional cross–dressing (where the 
earlier male actors were dressed as women to represent female characters), to accommodate the 
women actors for the representation of female characters. With the introduction of actresses in 
public Theater in the 1870s, a new dimension was added to Bengali society. PublicTheater was 
established to bring in actresses, in Calcutta, women joined the public stage only after a year 
(Gooptu.2013).  

In Bengal since the beginning of the 18th century with the spread of western education based on 
Christian morality and Victorian values, a new sensibility about propriety and morality had been 
developing. One of the first areas to be regulated by the new normative ideas was the family, 
household and women. It was believed that women were the protectors and the perpetrators of 
the newly formulated norms of behavior, and therefore, there had to be total compliance from 
them. Any transgression or show of independence in thought and action was considered as a 
threat to the social order (Gooptu, 2013). 

Influenced by social reformers like Rammohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar other Brahma 
Samajists while elite Bengali society started taking women’s education and emancipation in 
serious note they set a different moral standard towards these performing artists. According to 
Hansen: “the public actress was arguably even at a disadvantage with respect to the older 
courtesans (baiji, tawaif) who at least enjoyed the protection of performing in private (Hansen, 
1998).” Women in public spaces were not considered respectable. The anomaly of the actresses, 
whose class position was so different from these upper and upper-middle-class males, and yet 
their presence was essential to Theater's commercial success.   Theater space was undisputedly a 
male preserve and circulation, production and consumption was in the hands of men (Sing, 
2014). 

2. Life and Career: 

BinodiniDasi (1863-1942) was born in Cornwallis Street, Calcutta, in 1863. Her family was poor 
and was said to have been involved in sex work. She was the eldest child of an extremely poor 
family. Binodini, like many other girls from impoverished background was victim of child 
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marriage. She was onlyaround five when she got married but the marriage could not last. 
Gangabai, a singer, would occasionally visit Binodini’s house. When she turned seven, the 
mother of Binodini asked Gangabai to give music lessons to her daughter. Although Gangabai 
realized the talent of Binodini, she knew that extreme financial crisis would never allow the 
exposure of the little girl’s talent. Therefore, she herself took the responsibility of giving her 
student an exposure. Going to school and taking lessons in music was stopped. Purna Chandra 
Mukherjee and BrajaNath Seth were two personalities of Theater who often came to hear 
Gangabai’s music. When Gangabai told them about Binodini, they admitted the little girl to 
Bhuban Mohan Niyogi’s “Great National Theater” and her theatrical sojourn began 
(Gupta,http://www.anmolfankaar.com) she had to become successively the mistress of three 
persons, the last one sheltering her for twenty-nine years.  

How humble her background might be, BinodiniDasi came to be known as the most famous 
actress of the nineteenth century Bengal. She took lessons from doyens of Bengali theater like 
Mahendra Lal Bose, Ardhendu Sekhar Mustafi, Amrita Lal Mukherjee and others. Binodini Dasi 
stayed in “Great National Theater” only for nineteen months and then shifted to “Bengal 
Theater” for a short period of time. In 1877, under the guidance of Girish Chandra- famous actor 
and playwright, she came to “National Theaters” where she had settled down for a much longer 
period - six years. It was from him that she really learnt the skill of acting. Girish Chandra was 
her Guru and mentor. 

Binodini was exploited at each stage of her life. Since her early childhood she was emotionally 
and sexually exploited by her mother, further exploited by the first man whose mistress she was 
forced to be, she hadcomplicated relationship with Girishchandra Ghosh, her teacher, mentor and 
the historic personality of the Bengali stage, who eventually persuaded her to live with Gurmukh 
Rai, a wealthy Marwari admirer, as his keep so that the Theater that was about to close down, 
could be saved. Binodini asked Rai to build a Theater. He agreed on condition that the Theater 
would be called B-Theater, the “B” standing for Binodini, in celebration of her rich contribution 
to Theater. Yet, when the time came, it was christened “Star Theater” as Girish Chandra felt that 
a Theater house named after a prostitute would fail to draw an audience (Sing, 2014). She had 
many serious admirers from the elite Bengali intelligentsia but ignoring them she had made her 
supreme sacrifice for her passion and profession. 

Although she had successfully acted in various roles in many plays in the past, however, 
Binodini reached the peak of her fame while she was at the Star Theater. On 7 October 1885, 
Ramkrishna Paramahansha, the most revered Hindu religious guru of the nineteen century 
Bengal, came to watch her performance in the role of ‘Chaitanya’, in ‘Chaitanyaleela’ and her 
performance impressed him so much that he went down to the stage to meet and blessBinodini 
and told her "Ma(mother) may you have chaitanya (consciousness)." This meeting of 'saint' and 
so called 'sinner' brought transformation in her life in the form of benediction.Playing the role of 
Chaitanya in Girish Chandra Ghosh’s “Chaitanya Leela” made her a real legend 
(Gupta,http://www.anmolfankaar.com/). 

Bankim Chandrachattopadhya also came to watch her performance and was highly in praise of 
her, as was swami vivekananda. Their visits were significant socially, because they thus gave 
approval to women's acting on the stage. She became foremost actress of not only Bengal but 
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entire India. Due to her immense liking for the stage and for the sake of theater, she had even 
neglected offers of enormous sums. Binodini performed in ninety roles in more than fifty plays; 
and made women's participation on the stage acceptable to the society and advanced the cause of 
the Bangla Theater. However, hostile social circumstances forced her to retire from the stage 
when she was only about twenty-five. Many years later, she came back to performing art, but 
this time as only a singer when Gramophone Company recorded her songs.  

3. Literary Acumen of Binodini: 

In the prime of her career, Binodini quit the stage to settle down to domesticity. But her 
happiness was short-lived because she lost her daughter Shakuntala when the little girl was only 
11, the same age that Binodini was when she stepped on the stage for the first time as an extra. 
Why did she quit? The answer to this can be found in the two autobiographies she penned. One 
is Aamar Katha (My Story) and the other is Aamar Abhinetri Jeebon (My Life as an Actress). 
Two compilations of poems written by her are “Bashana” and “Kanak O Nalini”. “Bashana” 
contains many poems that the mother Binodini had written in the memory of her deceased 
daughter and “Kanak O Nalini”, published in 1905 too was dedicated to the daughter.  

According to Kathryn Hansen of Columbia University, ‘My Story is written in grief at the loss of 
the three most important individuals in Binodini's life: her protector; her mentor Girish Chandra 
Ghosh; and her daughter. “Formulas of lament and self-denigration thus open her narrative, but 
even here the actress's lack of faith and her frank, even hostile pronouncements underscore some 
resistance” (Hansen, 1998). For instance, she later tells of her momentous contributions toward 
establishing the Star Theater in Calcutta, and her lingering sense of betrayal at not having the 
theater named after her as promised. Descriptions of her heightened imagination off and on the 
stage and her intense, trance-like states while enacting religious plays enable readers to visualize 
the drama of her life and performances’ (Hansen, 1998). 

BinodiniDasi was a powerful writer with a voice of her own. Her autobiographical writings, 
"Amar Katha" (1912) and "Amar Abhinetri Jiban" (1924-25), along with her poetry, speak of a 
woman who wanted much more than contemporary society was willing to grant her. Although 
her autobiographical writings were composed and published many years later, they form a rare 
testimony to the talents and travails of the first generation of Bengali actresses: 

“Who came to the theater from impoverished, disreputable families. Playing the roles of warring 
heroines and self-sacrificing satis, these working women embodied middle class aspirations for 
moral purification and national glory, and struggled to find economic and social refuge in their 
own lives” (Hansen, 1998). 

My Life as an Actress can also be read as travelogue based on the tour of the Great National 
Theater in 1875 to the "foreign" realms of Delhi, Lahore, and Vrindavan. Child actress Binodini 
who could never have celebrated her childhood sees herself as a curious, fun loving child who 
thrived in the family-like atmosphere of the theatrical company. Her later sorrow stands in 
contrast to the initial innocence of her explorations of the world (Hansen, 1998). She has 
portrayed both positive and negative aspect of life with equal élan. Binodini's writings stand out 
from women's writing in Bengal because she was not a "gentlewoman" and had little formal 
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education. Yet in her writings she dared to articulate her many unanswered questions, her fears 
and desires, in a way that few public figures would dare to do even today 
(http://www.tribuneindia.com/2007/). 

She makes no attempt to disguise her reality in her twin autobiographies, which read together 
present a comprehensive account of not merely the state of the theater, but also prevailing social 
and political conditions during the latter part of the 19th century. Her narratives are exceptional 
piece of feminist stand point where an exploited reflected on the status of women of her time. 
Such candid exposure of life that to from women, is exceptionally rare in Indian context. 
However, she was neither then, nor is today, recognized as a writer by either scholars or the 
Sahitya Akademi. Binodini herself called her stories as “bednagathas” -- narratives of pain. The 
form was not only influenced by the style in vogue but also by the writer's low opinion of herself 
(Nagpal, 1998). In her own words: 

"The talented, the wise and learned write in order to educate people and to do well to others. I 
have written for my own consolation, perhaps for some unfortunate woman who taken in by 
deception has stumbled on the path to hell"(Binodini, 1998). 

4. The Otherness of Binodini: 

The concept of ‘the other’ highlights how many societies create a sense of belonging, identity 
and social status by constructing social categories as binary opposites. This is clear in the social 
construction of gender, or how socialization shapes our ideas about what it means to be a “man” 
or a “woman.” There is an inherently unequal relationship between these two categories. These 
two identities are set up as opposites, without acknowledging alternative gender expressions. In 
the early 1950s, Simone de Beauvoir argued that Otherness is a fundamental category of human 
thought.  Beauvoir argued that woman is set up as the other of man. Thus humanity is male and 
man defines “woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous 
being… She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her; 
she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the 
Absolute – she is the other” (Beauvoir, 1989). In agreement with Hegelian and Sartrean 
philosophy, Beauvoir finds that the  

Self needs otherness in order to define itself as a subject; the category of the otherness, therefore, 
is necessary in the constitution of the self as a self. However, the movement of self-
understanding through alterity is supposed to be reciprocal in that the self is often just as much 
objectified by its other as the self objectifies its (Mussett). 

What Beauvoir discovers in her multifaceted investigation into woman's situation, is that woman 
is consistently defined as the other by man who takes on the role of the Self. As Beauvoir 
explains in her Introduction, woman "is the incidental, the inessential, as opposed to the 
essential. He is the Subject; he is the Absolute-she is the other"(Beauvoir, 1989).  In addition, 
Beauvoir maintains that human existence is an ambiguous interplay between transcendence and 
immanence, yet men have been privileged with expressing transcendence through projects, 
whereas women have been forced into the repetitive and uncreative life of immanence. Beauvoir 
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thus proposes to investigate how this radically unequal relationship emerged as well as what 
structures, attitudes and presuppositions continue to maintain its social power (Mussett). 

Since childhood Binodini was a highly talented girl with independent earning. But she hardly 
ever took any important decisions in her life. Her decisions and opinions of her own life were 
largely shaped by others. Her early life was largely controlled by her natal family and then 
shelearnt wider knowledge about art, theater and society through intellectual alliance with Girish 
Chandra Ghosh and other who’s who of Bengali intelligentsia. Even later they were the ones 
who decided for her. Her self-respect, nevertheless, was hurt many a time when her wish was not 
fulfilled but she never had the courage to question them openly. She bore the brunt silently. 
Rather than her talent her beauty or attractiveness was main point of discussion and she could be 
easily persuaded by flattering her vanity. Her emotional insecurity was her vulnerability as she 
had to be some one or the other’s ashrita(keep)to save her from sexual predators.Her skills were 
made use of and she was denied any chance to own, control or power in the Theater. 

Although we certainly cannot claim that woman's role as the other is her fault, we also cannot 
say that she is always entirely innocent in her subjection. As taken up in the discussion of The 
Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir believes that there are many possible attitudes of bad faith where 
the existent flees his or her responsibility into prefabricated values and beliefs.  

Many women living in a patriarchal culture are guilty of the same action and thus are in some 
ways complicates in their own subjugation because of the seeming benefits it can bring as well as 
the respite from responsibility it promises Beauvoir discusses three particular inauthentic 
attitudes in which women hide their freedom in: "The Narcissist," "The Woman in Love," and 
"The Mystic." In all three of these attitudes, women deny the original thrust of their freedom by 
submerging it into the object; in the case of the first, the object is herself, the second, her beloved 
and the third, the absolute or God(Musset). 

Binodini repeatedly refers to herself as a prostitute or barnari. She knows she is a social outcast. 
As an actress, her motherhood had no social sanction. Her daughter was denied admission to a 
school because she was the illegitimate child of a prostitute. Binodini's problem was that she 
wanted more than society could give. For Binodini, continuing her passion with respect was an 
uphill task, still she had to give up her passion (her early retirement from the stage at the age of 
25) for respect which she did not fully get. After the death of her patron she lived her life like a 
mystic and writing an autobiography for her was not that easy as it could have put many 
influential people to unease. Yet she went on and ended up writing about her life as well, though 
she was asked by her mentor to only write about her life on stage, that too mainly to keep her 
busy (Swati, 2014). 

The household that overburdened many common women was adream for women like Binodini. 
She gets a house but only when she agrees to leave the worldof theater and even in her 
domesticity, her actress self-haunted her. What she was, also affected the life of her daughter. 
But she had what many other women did not. She had some taste of fame, of economic 
independence, and a taste of the world. She had a share of passionate love. She could embody 
both divinity and eroticism in her life, she could speak of her hridoydebataiiwho loved her but 
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refrained from taking his name in the narrative (Swati, 2014) to save him from social ostracism 
of keeping relationship with a fallen woman. 

In her work Beauvoir investigates the "Facts and Myths" about women from multiple 
perspectives including the biological-scientific, psychoanalytic, materialistic, historical, literary 
and anthropological. In each of these treatments, Beauvoir is careful to claim that none of them is 
sufficient to explain woman's definition as man's other or her consequent oppression. However, 
each of them contributes to woman's overall situation as the other sex (Beauvoir, 1989). In 
Beauvoir's analysis of myths, she tackles the way in which the preceding analyses (biological, 
historical, psychoanalytic, etc.) contribute to the formulation of the myth of the "Eternal 
Feminine"(Beauvoir, 1989). This paradigmatic concept of myth, incorporates multiple myths 
under it (such as the myth of the mother, the virgin, the motherland, nature, etc.) attempts to trap 
woman into an impossible ideal by denying the individuality and situation of all different kinds 
of women. In fact, the ideal set by the Eternal Feminine sets up an impossible expectation. This 
doubled and contradictory operation appears in all feminine myths, thus forcing women to 
unfairly take the burden and blame for existence. 

It is true that, by the 19thcentury, the public women had been transformed from the bearer of 
culture to a ‘dangerous outcast’ (Bannerjee, 2000), yet they still had a designated place in the 
social periphery, and were neverconsidered to be a threat to the ‘spiritual domain’ (chatterjee, 
1994) which the inner sanctum of the home was.The ‘andarmahal’ (private sphere) where 
tradition and values which were considered sacred had preservedfrom the marauding influence of 
the public domain, now faced danger from these public women(Gooptu,2013). The families were 
directly threatened, since those who were bitten by the ‘acting bug’ totallyneglected their homes, 
stayed out late nights in the company of women of questionablecharacter, took money out of the 
family businesses, and became social pariahs. The western educated elite men, in comparison to 
their often illiterate, passive child bride, got instantly attracted to these talented women. But it 
was these actresses who were considered as house breakers.  
 
Beauvoir's asserted, "One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman." By this, Beauvoir means to 
destroy the essentialism which claims that women are born "feminine" (according to whatever 
the culture and time define it to be) but are rather constructed to be such through social 
indoctrination. Beauvoir illustrates how women are forced to relinquish their claims to 
transcendence and authentic subjectivity by a progressively more stringent acceptance of the 
"passive" and "alienated" role to man's "active" and "subjective" demands. Woman's passivity 
and alienation are then explored in what Beauvoir entitles her "Situation" and her "Justifications" 
(Beauvoir ,1989). Beauvoir studies the roles of wife, mother, and prostitute to show how women, 
instead of transcending through work and creativity, are forced into monotonous existences of 
having children, tending house and being the sexual receptacles of the male libido. Binodini too 
was overburdened with this guilt of promiscuity and home breaker image which eventually 
propelled her decision of early retirement at the age of twenty-five and settle down with 
domesticity. By playing the role of ‘sati’s’ (chaste woman) with perfection she was only too 
eager to replicate that in her own life. She was harassed enough in her life to prioritize home and 
children over her talent and profession. 
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Beauvoir further maintains the existentialist belief in the absolute ontological freedom of each 
existent regardless of sex; Beauvoir never claims that man has succeeded in destroying woman's 
freedom or in actually turning her into an "object" in relation to his subjectivity. She remains a 
transcendent freedom despite her objectification, alienation and oppression.Thus we see even 
after official retirement Binodini come back as writer, poet and singer. 

Beauvoir concludes her work by asserting various concrete demands necessary for woman's 
emancipation and the reclamation of her selfhood. First and foremost, she demands that woman 
be allowed to transcend through her own free projects with all the danger, risk, and uncertainty 
that entails. As such, modern woman "prides herself on thinking, taking action, working, 
creating, on the same terms as men; instead of seeking to disparage them, she declares herself 
their equal"(Beauvoir,1989). In order to ensure woman's equality, Beauvoir advocates such 
changes in social structures such as universal childcare, equal education, contraception, and legal 
abortion for women-and perhaps most importantly, woman's economic freedom and 
independence from man. In order to achieve this kind of independence, Beauvoir believes that 
women will benefit from non-alienating, non-exploitative productive labor to some degree. In 
other words, Beauvoir believes that women will benefit tremendously from work (Musset). 

Binodini had some taste of fame, of economic independence, and a taste of the world. She had a 
share of passionate love. She could embody both divinity and eroticism in her life. Her life draws 
parallels between a woman's life as an actress and her life as a woman deprived of the 
experiences of mainstream womanhood where the two worlds sometimes meet, overlap and then 
part, never to meet again. 

5. From the Otherness of Binodinis’to the Emergence of Feminist Theater and Collective 
Mobilization: 

Binodini’s struggle is neither an isolated case nor a matter of distant past. Still the domain of 
performing art, especially drama, theater and film is dominated by patriarchal, sexist ideologies. 
Talented women actresses suffer from getting rightful exposure, want of just remuneration and 
receiving due respect. Often they are treated like glorified extras. Premature retirement, 
accepting domesticity, nervous breakdown or committing suicides are quite common with 
actresses of present generation as well. 

Can feminist theater be an alternative to this “male stream” performing world? Feminist theater 
is a creative theater that challenges representation of our dominant culture. The goal of almost all 
feminist plays/groups is to subvert expectations, to enable or initiate positive changes in 
women’s lives through political and theatrical representations. Feminist Theater is a cultural 
representation and is informed by the perspective of its makers, its performers, its spectators and 
its critics whose aim is positive re-evaluation of women’s role and/or to effect social change 
(sing, 2014, Keyssar 1996). 
 
A traditional dramatic structure would often hinge on exposition of complication,conflict and 
denouncement. ‘Herstories’ or women centered drama is hinged on revelation and recognition of 
the assumed perceptions on the differences between men and women. These devices along with a 
preference for non-linear plots and open-ended conclusions as opposed to climaxes are just some 
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of the elements that comprise feminist Theater. Also embedded in the structure of many feminist 
plays is the argument that identity and gender are not fixed or innate but rather dynamic and 
culturally created (Sing, 2014).  
 
It was as much a political enterprise as a theatrical one. It was progressive in spirit and it 
questions canons and conventions. It questions phallocentricism and Phallogocentricism. It 
deconstructs patriarchal metaphysics(Sing, 2014). In feminist theater, production, script and 
dramaturgy art is inseparable from thecondition of women as women; performances (written and 
acted) deconstruct sexual differences and thus undermine patriarchal power.  
 
A feminist play hasdissident potential that would open up the negotiationof meaning to 
contradictions, circularity, multiple viewpoints. It challenged the notion of 
representation/focused on the politics of representation and exposed how meanings are socially 
produced and historically conditioned (Keyssar1996: 21). 
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