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ABSTRACT

Though women enjoyed respectful position in ancient India, they were gradually confined to
house and denied education. The practice of sati saw the widow burnt on the funeral pyres of
her husband. She had to practice lifelong austerities if she chose to stay alive. Child marriage
and the practice of polygamy among the kulin Brahmins also existed. Women centric reform
movements forced the British Government abolish sati by law and legalize widow remarriage.
Child marriage and polygamy fell out of practice with the spread of education. The bhadralok
of the colonial period required educated mothers to raise healthier children with their sense of
hygiene. The educated wife would help him in social intercourse. Schools for girls were
established. Normal Schools were opened to train teachers. The educated youth also worked
for liberation of women. There were journals for women where they expressed their views,
before emerging as professional writers. The newly educated woman or the bhadramahila
was culturally superior to her western counterpart. With her unique qualities, she looked
forward to the modern woman of the present world.

Women have been continually oppressed by the male dominated society. They had to
fight for their rights. This battle has continued ever since. However, not all men
wanted them to live in this pitiable state. Many joined them in their fight for equal
rights. This paper aims to study the miserable condition of women in the 19™ century
Bengal. They were not even allowed by the society to live a life of basic dignity. They
were so weak at this stage that they were totally incapable of even fighting back. The
paper studies how reformers like Rammohun Roy and Iswarchandra Vidyasagar
launched the fight against the inhuman torture inflicted by the society on the hapless
women. Many realized that a healthy society required properly educated women for
its overall well-being. Again, this education would not have much value if women
were not actually allowed to step out of their domestic circle. The paper also throws
light on the movement of women’s liberation.

In ancient India, women enjoyed a respectful position. They had access to education
and had freedom of movement as well. Wives shared equal responsibility with their
husbands in spiritual activities. The former were therefore rightly called ardhangini or
the other half. This word itself shows how the wife enjoyed the same status as her
husband. Women were in fact deified and worshipped as goddesses. The Manava-
dharma-sastra ‘Laws of Manu’ that was compiled by Brahmanic legalists sometime
between 200 BC and 200 AD shows the high position that women enjoyed in the
Vedic period. The slokas say that the gods are pleased only where women are
honoured. No sacred rite yields rewards where she is not respected. However, the
treatise also has some slokas which show utter disregard for women. Some of these
give man an unchallenged authority over his wife. He is even allowed to inflict
corporeal punishment on her. These slokas may be held as the germ of the lack of
respect that women would face later. These look forward to her later life of

degradation.
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Since the period when India faced Islamic conquests, the position of women changed
drastically. They ceased to enjoy their earlier position. Due to frequent cases of
abduction, women were confined to their house. They began using the purdah or veil
to protect themselves from the male gaze. This restriction of movement resulted in the
gradual decline of learning as well. This seclusion of women and denying them the
benefits of education helped to perpetuate male domination in the society. They
gradually lost their strength and confidence. They could not even retaliate against the
injustice meted out to them. Women were not even able to defend themselves and had
to live under the guardianship of a male member of the family who “rarely took the
trouble to understand imaginatively the helplessness of the women, far less to try to
remove their grievances” (Chakraborty 23). The wife had to revere her husband as a
god and was even required “to submit to his corporeal chastisements, whenever he
chooses to inflict them [...]” (qtd. Chatterjee Nation and its Fragments 118).

The condition of women in the 19" century Bengal was appalling. She received no
education and spent her time cooking in the kitchen. She could not look at a man
unless he was her close relative. She was not allowed to join the family during the
meals that she herself prepared. She had to endure lots of hardship only to maintain
the cultural heritage of her family. There also existed in the society the cruel practice
of burning widows on the funeral pyre of her husband. Lifelong austerities had to be
practiced by her if she chose to stay alive. There were also the prevalence of child
marriage and the practice of polygamy among the kul/in Brahmins. These evils could
exist in the society only because of the lack of liberal education. The newly educated
people became sympathetic towards women. They realized the need of educating
women to improve her social status and worked to secure her liberation. Most of the
reform movements of this period were centered on women. “The ‘women’s question’
was a central issue in the most controversial debates over social reform in early and
mid-nineteenth century Bengal — the period of its so-called renaissance” (Chatterjee
116).

The first reform movement of the 19" century Bengal was directed against the cruel
practice of sati or the burning of a widow on the funeral pyre of her husband. Just
after the death of her husband, the widow would take an oath of becoming a sati
without even realizing its consequences at that moment of shock. Once the oath was
taken, she was bound to comply. Sometimes she was administered narcotics. Once
she mounted the funeral pyre, she would be literally bound to the corpse to prevent
her escape. Big bamboo was used to forcefully keep her down when the pyre was lit.
The site would be filled with the smoke of dhuna so that the onlookers may not see
her distress. Drums would be beaten to drown her cries. These were done to ensure
that no one is moved by pity, thereby attempting to rescue the poor widow.
Rammohun Roy was very much pained at this brutal practice and worked hard to
legalize its abolition. His social consciousness was directed to the miserable state of
these Hindu women who were “uneducated and illiterate, deprived of property rights,
married before puberty, imprisoned in purdah and murdered at widowhood by a
barbaric custom of immolation known as sati” (Kopf Brahmo Samaj 15). However,
the orthodox section of the society wanted the continuance of the practice. They
believed that the woman who died on the funeral pyre of her husband would stay in
heaven in his company for as many years as there are pores in her skin, besides
bringing grace on her family.
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Even before Rammohun Roy began his fight against this inhuman practice of sati, the
English journals and the Christian Missionaries were up in arms. A section of Indians
was also distraught at this cruel custom. They too wanted its abolition. The Serampore
Missionaries tried hard to create awareness amongst the Hindus. Rev. William Carey
conducted a survey and tried to draw the attention of the Government to the number
of sati performed in and around Calcutta. He collected sections from the scriptures
that did not sanction sati. An appeal was given to Lord Wellesley and the Supreme
Court. Ghanashyam Sharma of the Nizamat Adalat gave his view that widows who
were pregnant or had young children or were themselves very young did not have the
eligibility for sati. He also added that the oath for sati cannot be taken under the
influence of narcotics.

In 1813 there was a debate at the House of Commons over the question of sati. Some
wanted the practice to be abolished by law, while others believed spreading of
Christianity would stop it. In the same year the East India Company brought out a
regulation stating that no one could be forced to become a sati. If someone wanted to
be one, the police had to be informed. The magistrate would come to dissuade her.
However, if someone followed all the rules and wanted to become a sati, the
Government could not prevent it. In 1818, the Dewani Adalat asked Mrityunjay
Vidyalankar for his views on sati. Echoing Ghanashyam Sharma, he said that
becoming a sati was not mandatory. It was solely the decision of the widow. He
added that leading a virtuous life was another option and a better one too.

Rammohun Roy realized that the brutal practice could come to an end only by law. In
1818, he wrote a booklet titled Sahamaran Bishaye Prabartak o Nibartak Sambad
‘Dialogue of Two Persons for and against the practice of self-immolation of women’.
He referred to the same scriptures as his opponents to place his arguments. He did this
because he realized that his superstitious countrymen could be convinced only
through scriptures, and not by logic. Circulation of this booklet drew others into the
movement. Kasinath Tarkavagis wrote a booklet contradicting Rammohun Roy. The
latter too came out with a sequel. In the review of the booklet by Tarkavagis, the
Friend of India wrote: “They lie bound as sheep for the slaughter; and thus they must
remain suffering in silence, till British feeling and sympathy shall duly realize their
hitherto unknown unpitied misery” (qtd. Chattopadhyay 116). There were meetings
against sati in Bedford (1813), Manchester (1825) and Coventry (1829). The Bengali
journals too split into two groups over this question.

Finally, the British Government abolished sati by law in 1829. The conservatives
condemned “the cultural interference of foreigners (and of Rammohun) who did not
understand the virtuous aspects of this self-sacrificial act” (qtd. Kopf British
Orientalism 191). They strongly condemned the act that would bring about disaster
for the Hindu religion. However, they could not prevent someone from merely
enjoying the right to live. Narrow-minded people without the benefit of liberal
education took long to get rid of the deep-rooted superstitions.

The next reform movement tried to give some dignity to the widow who was spared
from dying on her husband’s funeral pyre. She had to go through such tribulations
that one might think becoming a sati was a better option. At least her pain would have
ended with her death. Now she had to face life-long sufferings. An Englishwoman
presents the picture of widowhood: “As a widow she is doomed to all sorts of
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indignity, the name of widow is reproach. All her fine clothing is taken from her, she
is stripped of ornament which she can never wear: her beautiful hair is frequently
shaved off and she then becomes a slave in the house where she formerly was
mistress. Thus it is that the Suttee [sic] becomes a willing sacrifice” (qtd. P.
Chattopadhyay 112). The question of widow remarriage was discussed by Rammohun
Roy and the Young Bengal. The former was too busy to have sati abolished by law to
spare time for this reform. In 1837, the Law Commissioner of India wanted to legalize
the marriage of child widows. The British wanted to legalize this on humanitarian
ground but were afraid of hurting the religious sentiments of the Hindus.

In 1842, Ramgopal Ghosh and other students of Derozio discussed the legitimacy of
widow remarriage through a long letter published in the Bengal Spectator. It had a
sloka from the Parasara Samhita which talks of the three options available to the
widows in the kali-yuga, — marriage, life-long austerities and self-immolation on the
husband’s funeral pyre (Sastri 267). The society once again split into two groups over
the question of widow remarriage. Most of the Bengali journals supported the
movement. However, there was opposition as well. Some rich people were eager
about widow remarriage because they wanted to alleviate the sufferings of their
daughters. Though some Brahmins approved of it, they lacked the courage to put their
plans into action and thereby overstep the scriptures.

In 1855, Iswarchandra Vidyasagar published the book Bidhaba Bibaha Prachalita
Howa Uchit Kina Etadbishayak Pratham Prastab. This created a storm in the society.
The rich and superstitious people engaged pandits, in return of honorarium, to refute
Vidyasagar. These terrified Brahmin scholars began going through old, tattered books
in search of something against widow remarriage. People began writing for and
against the issue. However, Vidyasagar remained firm in the face of attacks and
published a sequel to his book. Like Rammohun Roy, he too quoted verses from the
scriptures to drive home his point for the same reason as the former. He attacked the
customs and superstitions of the country. His pleading with his countrymen
demonstrates how his heart bled for the miserable widows. He said that instances of
licentiousness and abortions are only because of the tortures inflicted upon the
widows.

The British Government legalized widow remarriage on July 26, 1856. Vidyasagar
did not stop with legalization. He went forward to having marriages solemnized. The
first widow remarriage was held on December 7 of the same year between
Srischandra Vidyaratna and Kalimati Devi. Vidyasagar regarded the legalization of
widow remarriage as the most virtuous deed of his life. He believed that he could do
nothing better. He had become a pauper for this and was willing to die for the cause
(Mukhopadhyay 43). Vidyasagar was disappointed later. People who had promised
money for the marriages turned away. He was immersed in debts while arranging for
the funds all alone. Besides, greed for money made some grooms engage in
polygamy. Vidyasagar therefore made the grooms sign agreements before marriage.
He was very disappointed at the turn of events. He said that had he known his
countrymen were so worthless, he would have stopped at the legalization of widow
remarriage and not proceed any further (P. Chattopadhyay 141).

In the first half of the 19™ century, marriage of 4-5 years old girls with 10-12 years
old boys resulted in Bengalis being weak as a race. The girls were weak and so were
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their children. Besides, the parents were too young for proper upbringing of their
children. The newly educated youth were against this practice. During the 1840s
many journals published articles about the evils of child marriage. The youths of
Brahmo Samaj fixed minimum marriageable age for girls and boys at 16 and 24
respectively. However, some journals were in favour of child marriage.

The educated Bengalis of the 19" century were also disturbed with the evil of
polygamy. Alexander Duff mentioned that in a group of 850 people, each had 8
wives, while some had more than 100. A 2-year old girl could be married off to an 80-
year old man and also a 70-year old lady could be married to a 17-year old boy. A girl
and her aunt could be married to the same person. Indeed, marriage was a means of
income for the kul/in Brahmins. They could not provide shelter for their innumerable
wives whom their parents regarded as a burden. The husband would visit his wife
once a year and would receive gifts and money from his in-laws. Some girls would
not even have the fortune of seeing her husband after marriage. These girls were open
to temptation and were objects of abduction. Once abducted, they could never return
to the respectable circle of the society. They either turned to prostitution or committed
suicide.

While the educated wanted the British Government to abolish the practice of
polygamy, the orthodox requested them not to interfere. In 1866, the Bengal
Government created a committee to judge the social implications of abolishing the
practice by law. The majority said that polygamy would cease with the spread of
education. The Government too did not find the practice as cruel as the practice of sati
nor so disturbing as the plight of widows. They felt that enactment of law to abolish
this practice would hamper their colonial interests.

Child marriage and polygamy were never abolished by law. However, as predicted,
these practices fell out of practice with the spread of education. These were solved
without intervention of the Government. Educated youths brought out journals which
created awareness among the masses. They also realized that women themselves
should be educated. Overall development of the society was impossible without this.
This ushered the movement of women’s education. They wanted to uplift women and
bring about their liberation.

Though cultured womanhood was not a gift of the modernity, it must be admitted that
education of women gradually fell out of practice. Women’s education was prevalent
in aristocratic families. Women of ordinary households too had some education. But
they lost the practice after marriage. They would read the holy texts of Hindus at their
leisure. Women in general were too busy with household chores to spare time for
education. Adam’s survey of education in Bengal concluded that most of the Bengali
women were illiterate. At the beginning of the 19" century, it was believed that
education is sinful for women. It would make them immoral, besides causing
widowhood. Furthermore, people could not see why women should be educated when
they would not earn like men.

The bhadralok of the colonial period required educated mothers and wives. While the
former, with her sense of hygiene would help him in raising healthier children fit to
stay in the new age, the latter would come to his aid in his social intercourse with the
British. “The Strisiksha Vidhayak [...] enumerated the advantages of education as
including the ability to correspond with an absent husband, to instruct one’s children,
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and to do household accounts” (Borthwick 63). Indeed, the gulf between the educated
husband and the uneducated wife threatened the conjugal bliss.

Though the British Government was indifferent towards women’s education and so
were the Bengalis in general, the Christian missionaries did not give up. They found
in it a tool for proselytization. Robert May, regarded as a pioneer in the field of
women’s education, opened a school for girls in Chuchura (Chinsura) in 1818. After
his sudden death in the same year, other missionaries got active. Soon the
missionaries opened more schools for Hindu girls. The British and Foreign School
Society, in consultation with the Calcutta School Society and the Serampore
Missionary raised funds to send Miss Mary Anne Cooke to India in 1821. But after
she arrived, the funds of the Calcutta School Society were inadequate. She was
engaged by the Church Missionary Society. Before beginning her work, she learnt
Bengali. Within a year of her arrival, she opened eight schools. Carey, Ward and
Marshman were active in Serampore. They too opened schools for girls. However,
conversion was their main aim.

Despite the dedication of Miss Cooke, after marriage, Mrs. Wilson and the best efforts
of the missionaries, there was little success. The upper caste Hindus did not send their
women to these schools. Firstly, the caste prejudice did not allow free interaction.
Secondly, the purdah system was a hindrance in their coming out in the open.
Besides, they were against the religious character of the education. Many forerunners
of the cause of women’s education were annoyed at this. As Usha Chakraborty
mentions, even in 1881, only 0.87% of women attended formal school (3). Women of
aristocratic families were taught by their husbands or private tutors. Radhakanta Deb,
who otherwise supported the cause of women’s education, was against their attending
schools. He believed that they would fall victims to the lust of men and become
immoral (P. Chattopadhyay 169). He wanted girls of poor families to be trained in
missionary schools and then serve as private tutors in the aristocratic families. Miss
Cooke started the scheme of private tuition for women of wealthy households. In
1854, the Scottish missionaries started this tuition in an organized way. Rev. K.M.
Bandyopadhyay wanted a government sponsored zenana education system where
some wealthy person would leave some rooms in the inner apartments for use of
private schools, where only women would be allowed as visitors or tutors and girls
from select families come as students (Borthwick 70). However, fear of public
criticism and Christian influence created hindrance.

Two main obstacles in the success of women’s education were the prevalence of child
marriage and the purdah system. She would be married off by the time she began
learning something substantial. Continuance of education was not possible at her in-
laws’ house. Prevalence of the purdah was an additional hindrance. People were
prejudiced against women’s education. While one group was afraid that it would
cause widowhood, the other believed it would make women neglect their household
duties. There was the additional fear of women losing their faith in Hinduism, thereby
leading to conversion. Besides, lack of competent teachers and absence of girls’
schools created further obstacles. It was only after the Wood’s Despatch was sent in
1854 that the Government took responsibility for women’s education. Even then
much could not be accomplished due to the differences between the conservatives and
the liberals.

wWww.olirj.org ISSN 2249-9598 m



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-
9598, Volume-15, Sept 2025 Special Issue

In 1845, Jaykrishna and Rajkrishna Mukhopadhyay, the zamindars of Uttarpara
appealed to the Government for help in establishing a girls’ school in their
neighbourhood. They did not get any help. The Barasat Girls’ School, founded by
Pearycharan Sarkar, Kalikrishna Mitra and his brother, Nabakrishna is the first school
for the bhadramahila. This philanthropic group was ostracized by the society. People
who sent their daughters to this school were also persecuted. However, this school
may have been the inspiration behind the girls’ school at Nibadhai. It was founded in
1848 without opposition. It is believed that John Drinkwater Bethune, who came to
inspect the school at Barasat, was inspired to open a similar one in Calcutta.

Bethune wanted to establish a school for girls from respectable families, aged
between 4-10. Ramgopal Ghosh, Dakshinaranjan Mukhopadhyay and Madanmohan
Tarkalankar were amongst the first to help him. The medium of instruction in the
school was to be Bengali. English would be taught only if the guardian permitted.
Education at the school was categorically secular. He arranged covered carriages for
the students to travel. This school too faced stiff opposition. The families of the
students were ostracized. Nasty comments were directed at the little girls travelling in
the carriages. However, there were others who praised him. Journals urged the public
to help Bethune by only sending their daughters to his school. They argued that while
Bethune, a Christian, was spending his own money and labour for a school that would
benefit Hindu girls, the Hindus were busy vilifying him. They complained about it
being shameful that any major social reform, be it women’s education or widow
remarriage, involved the efforts of foreigners, while the Indians would only try to
create as many obstacles as they could. Bethune exchanged the piece of land that he
had bought with a Government plot where girls would reach easily. A building was
constructed on it, but it was completed, sadly after his death. The school survived due
to the eagerness of Lord Dalhousie and his wife and after the former left India, the
Government took over the responsibility as per previous understanding.

The scarcity of trained teachers was now noticed. The missionaries came forward and
opened a resident Normal School in 1828. It trained European and orphan country
women. Soon some more Normal Schools were opened. When Mary Carpenter
pointed out to the Government about the need of teachers’ training schools, a unit was
opened at the Bethune School in 1869. Vidyasagar was skeptical about its success. He
felt that the social condition would not allow women from respectable families join
these Normal Schools. He was indeed proved to be correct when the project failed.
Even the inspector Woodrow wondered whether women would enter a carriage driven
by a male coachman accompanied by a male groom.

Kesabchandra Sen was aware of the insufficiency of existing schools and the
drawback of home education provided by the missionaries. He started Brahmabandhu
Sabha in 1862 to uplift women. There was an elaborate system of education of
women at their home by their fathers and husbands. The syllabus had mathematics,
geography and grammar. Examinations were to be held and the progress report had to
be sent to the Sabha every three months. However, this ceased to function due to
scarcity of students. He also opened a school that imparted secular education under
the patronage of Bharat Samskar Sabha. Bamabodhni Sabha published journals to
improve the mental framework of their women readers. Hitakari Sabha that started
in1864 also worked for the same cause.
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There were journals for women to discuss their problems. Women also got space to
express their views. Masik Patrika (1854) by Pearychand Mitra and Radhanath Sikdar
was the first such journal. It wanted to prove that the superstitions regarding women’s
education were baseless. The Bamabodhini Patrika (1863) edited by Umeschandra
Datta had space for women to voice their opinions. It had articles on science to
remove the mistaken notions of its readers. Sometimes men wrote under female
pseudonym, compelling the journal to ask for proof of authorship. The Abalabandhab
(1869), published by Dwarakanath Gangopadhyay was also for the cause of women’s
liberation. Other journals for women included Bangamahila (1277 B.S), Hemlata
(1280 B.S), Abala Hitaishini (1281 B.S), Anathini (1282 B.S), Bangabala (1292 B.S)
and Mahila (1302 B.S). Women expressed their views in these journals that also
served as a platform for their apprenticeship, before they emerged as professional
writers. Chittabilasini (1856) was a book of poems that was regularly sold in the
market. Kailasbasini Devi wrote many books that were sold in the market. Many
women maintained themselves with this new mode of earning.

Those who were working for the cause of women’s education did not stop at making
them literate. They realized that education would be meaningless and incomplete
unless accompanied by the liberation of women. Journals wrote about the miserable
lives led by women. They demanded equal rights and human dignity for them.
Women in their houses did not enjoy more respect than the cows in the cow shed or
the horses in the stable. In fact, they were more unfortunate. The animals at least got
their share of fodder in time. But the women were not even that fortunate. This
reminds one of Mahendranath Deb who said that men suppose women are born to
cater for their needs. They consider themselves to be the absolute lord not only over
the fishes in the sea, the fowls in the air and the beasts in the forest, but also over the
female world (G. Chattopadhyay 94). The Jnananweshan wrote that subjugation of
women was not in God’s plan. Man with his cunning imposed these restrictive fetters
(Borthwick 31-32). The Bamabodhini Patrika requested men to give up their vanity
and treat women with due respect and the latter to stop being superstitious (Basu and
Mamun 268).

Traditionally, upper-class Bengali women did not come out in public, except on
occasions of festivals. Even men belonging to the early days of English education
maintained old worldliness in the inner quarters of his house. However, women of
Tagore households enjoyed the same degree of respect as the men of their families.
They had tutors, joined the family in meals and could also go for a walk or ride out
(Chakraborty 7).

The women-centric reforms of the 19" century produced the new woman or the
bhadramahila who enjoyed a cultural superiority to the westernized women of rich
families as well as to the lower-class women. She attained superior national culture.
People realized that she could attain modern education and cultural refinements
without losing the feminine virtues of “chastity, self-sacrifice, submission, devotion,
kindness, patience and the labours of love” (Chatterjee 129). She had new items of
clothing like blouse and petticoat and wore shoes. She put on little jewellery. She
attended mixed gatherings and was involved in women’s organizations. She could run
the house competently, support her husband and teach her children. She adopted the
good qualities of both old and new woman and gave up their defects.
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Articles in the Bamabodhini Patrika argued that proper education is impossible
without the right of freedom. They argued that one must see the various objects of the
world to broaden their outlook. It urged them to forcefully break the fetters of slavery
imposed by the patriarchal society. It said that a man who cannot exert his authority
anywhere relieves his grudge by becoming the lord of the house for some time. He
would not like to relinquish such an easy sovereignty (Basu and Mamun 267-268).
Satyendranath Tagore believed women’s liberation to be the reason behind prosperity
of the West. He felt that fortune is away from the place where lives of women are
ruled by superstitions, their husband’s orders and other people’s censure. Though
many journals supported the cause of women’s education and opposed the injustices
that they faced, all did not want them to enjoy equal liberty with their male
counterpart. Some felt education was necessary only for the smooth functioning of the
house and raising children. Some like the Dhaka Prakas supported their liberation but
were against the excesses like wearing shoes and free mixing.

Women of 19" century Bengal had a long journey from their fettered existence in the
cocoon of the inner apartment of their house to the outside world. They were
enveloped by the darkness of superstition that was too thick to let the light of
education reach them. Various evil customs denied them enjoying the rights they were
entitled to as human beings. It was only after the struggle of various reformers that
women got back the human dignity that was due to them. The education that they
received empowered them to lead a meaningful life. Thus, the newly educated woman
of the 19" century who was superior to her western counterpart, with her unique
qualities, looked forward to the modern woman of the present world.
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