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This thesis examines the historical and ideological develop-

ment of Hindu women's social reform associations from their 

inception in 1863 up to the women's enfranchisement movement 

in 1917. Women's associations, founded by male middle class 

social and religious reform organizations, sought to influence 

public opinion against child marriage, polygamy, ill-

treatment of widows, legal restrictions against women, and 

the denial of education to women. The first independent 

women's association, established in 1882, encouraged women's 

education and facilitated women's movement into public life. 

After 1900, women's associations were no longer exclusively 

middle class oriented, and goals were extended to include 

women's occupational training as woman's self-reliance grew 

in popularity. Hindu women's social reform associations 

utilized an extraordinary blend of tradition and western 

liberal humanitarianism which quelled women's fear of depart-

ure from normative social behavior as they created new roles 

for women in Hindu society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THESIS: Hindu women's social reform associations developed 
a distinctive philosophy of amalgamating selected 
elements of vedic tradition with English liberal 
humanitarianism, thus enabling women to instigate 
social reform and to create new roles for women in 
Hindu society. 

The Hindu women's social reform associations of the 

mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were developed 

to redress specific social grievances felt by men and women 

of India's emerging middle class. 1 Increased contact with 

British culture had made middle class Hindu women aware of 

the restrictive nature of Hindu tradition which regarded 

women as being inferior to men, denied women the benefits of 

education, and restricted their role in society to that of 

wife and mother. 2 The Hindu women's social reform associa-

tions were comprised of socially similar young, middle class 

educated women, and were designed to help women read and write, 

to modify seclusion, and to learn simple handicrafts. Often 

the associations served as schools and relief organizations 

for homeless widows. The associations were developed as a 

means of collectively coping with the fears and insecurities 

inherent in women's movement away from traditional behavior, 

and enabled women to strengthen group identity to replace the 

loss of traditional social standing which moving out of their 

accepted social role entailed. 3 

1 
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Women's social reform associations were not isolated 

organizations, but were an inherent part of the larger 

Hindu Social Reform Movement which grew out of the middle 

class confrontation with the British presence in India. 4 

The increased government funding of educational facilities, 

the growth of urban centers, expansion of government employ-

ment for Indians, the opening of India to independent trade, 

increased telegraph and railroad communications, and the 

growth of the indigenous press accelerated the expansion of 

the middle class centered in the Presidency towns of Cal-

5 cutta, Madras, and Bombay. Contact with British administra-

tion and English culture brought an acute awareness to many 

Indians of the cultural, social, economic, and political 

distinctions between India and Great Britain. The wealthy, 

professional, educated, high caste men who comprised the 

middle class were profoundly influenced by contact with the 

British. As Stanley Wolpert wrote: 

. it was from British examples of political consoli
dation, technological integration, administrative unity, 
and the sublimation of personal interest and identity 
to the impersonal laws and 'higher' needs of national 
purpose that Indians learned tgeir positive lessons in 
modern national consciousness. 

Indian reaction to British culture was ambivalent. 

Response fluctuated between total emulation and total rejec-

tion of the ''foreign influence" The Sepoy Mutiny of 1857-1858, 

a revolt by Indian troops supported by some dissatisfied seg

ments of Indian society, intensified these feelings.
7 

Men of 

the middle class were drawn to western rationalism, as 
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Surendranath Banerjee wrote, "They were charmed by its novelty 

8 and its strangeness." The English right to vote, the legal 

system, and the "exaltation of duty over custom, all carne 

with the force and suddenness of a revelation . .,9 t 
• ' 0 

the middle class, university men. Despite this fascination 

with English society, middle class men were unable to totally 

dismiss their own cultural heritage. 

Jawaharlal Nehru, nationalist leader and future Prime 

Minister of India, reflected this dichotomy: 

I have become a queer mixture of East a nd West, out of 
place everywhere, at horne nowhere. Perhaps my thoughts 
and approach to life are more akin to what is called 
western than eastern, but India clings to me, as she 
clings to all her children, in innumerable ways; I 
cannot get 7i~ ?f eirfier that past inheritance or my 
recent acqulsltlons. 

Embracing western culture profoundly undermined the 

hold of tradition, for many Hindus like Nehru, splitting their 

lives into two hopelessly noncontinguous halves. Their pub-

lie life was intellectually oriented, westernized, and 

rational, while their horne life was unchanged from that of 

11 countless centuries past. L. S. S. O'Malley wrote in 

Modern India and the West, that this duality of life and 

the total mental absorbtion of English cultural and liberal 

tradition created a "community of intellect" comprised of men 

who "drew their intellectual beliefs from Locke, Adam Smith, 

and Buckle," and who were influenced by John Stuart Mill, 

12 Goldwin Smith, Cornte, and Herbert Spencer. In order to 

bridge this intellectual and cultural gap within the horne, 

these men educated their wives and daughters. By providing 
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an education for women, men successfully opened new intellec

tual horizons for women. Yet, at the same time they created 

within these women the same sense of isolation from their 

natal culture. Women, as well as men, were trapped between 

the desire for change, and their love of Hindu culture. For 

women, this was a particularly frightening experience. Hindu 

tradition and ritual touched every aspect of their lives. 

Breaking away from traditional patterns of behavior and 

coming out of the home and into public life made women fear

ful of acting without the approval of their family and sub

caste. Women sought to solve or to subliminate this fear by 

forming associations comprised of women like themselves, to 

gain the self-confidence and the social acceptability that 

was necessary if they were to move into public life. 

Associations helped young middle class women respond 

to the desire to expand their intellectual capabilities and 

to create new roles for women in society. 

The struggle of middle class women to move away from 

the debilitative restrictions of tradition and to embrace a 

new physical and intellectual freedom was called by one of 

India's foremost social reformers, Justice Mahadev Ranade, 

''this gentle revolution." 13 For it was a classic social

revolution;young middle class women attempted to combat the 

tradition of a thousand years which held them to be totally 

inferior to men, intrinsicly unable to be independent, 

morally degenerate, and whose sole role in life was that of 

wife and mother. 14 
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Although anxious to move into a new world of public 

life, these progressive young women of the middle class could 

not completely reject the beauties of their culture any more 

than could their male counterparts. Justice Ranade voiced 

their problem when he asked, "How is this gentle revolution 

to be effected without a breaking with the past . .?"15 

Women solved the difficulty by a distinctive utilization of 

a process and philosophy developed by Ranade, of combining 

selected elements of tradition with English liberal humani

tarianism to create a new identity and a new means of achiev

ing social acceptance. The past and the future were combined 

to shape the Hindu women's reform association into a strong 

and viable entity. It is this unique blend of tradition and 

English cultural tradition which has given the Hindu women's 

associations their distinctive character, has enabled women 

in India to move into public life, and to expand women's 

artistic and creative abilities without sacrifice of their 

cultural values. 

All the women's associations within the Hindu Women's 

Social Reform Movement had specific social grievances which 

they wished to ameliorate. They wished to provide education 

and improved medical facilities for women. They were anxious 

to prohibit child marriage; sati (the ritual concremation 

of widows upon their husbands funeral pyre), and polygamy. 

They wished a liberalization of legal restrictions which 

denied women the right of divorce, and to own and inherit 

property. They desired a liberalization of social practice 
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restricting women's choice of marriage partners and were 

opposed to the harsh treatment of widows. After 1900, women's 

associations advocated women's rights to occupational train

ing in an attempt to instill within women a belief in their 

own self-reliance. In essence, the associations attempted 

to expand the intellectual and social boundaries of women 

and to alter rigid social traditions which relegated women 

solely to the role of wife and mother. 

Crucial development of the associations took place 

between 1863, when the first formal women's association was 

founded, and in 1917 when the women's social reform move

ment became highly politicized and associations began agi-

tation for female enfranchisement. In 1917 the movement was 

united on an all-India basis with the fou~1 ~2 tion of the 

Indian Women's Association in which reform became closely 

entwined with nationalism. After 1917 one cannot discuss 

social reform outside of the context of the Indian Nationalist 

movement. Current historiography has linked the success of 

women's social reform to the nationalist movement, while 

pre-1917 women's associations have been dismissed as isolated 

humanitarian efforts. 16 However detailed examination of the 

Hindu women's associations formed between 1863 and 1917 will 

demonstrate women's associations and humanitarian social 

reform were tied inherently to the middle class Hindu Social 

Reform Movement. 

In order to discover the origins and to explore the 

development of Hindu women's associations, one must ask 



7 

certain questions. What was the traditional position of 

women within Hindu society and what restrictions imposed by 

society did middle class women perceive as debilitative? 

Who were the men and women responsible for the foundation of 

women's associations and how did the association evolve out 

of male social reform organizations? Was the association 

limited to middle class women? 

Mr. K. Natarajan, editor and social reformer wrote 

in 1937: 

If . . a person who died a hundred years ago came to 
life today, the first and most important change that 
would i7rike him is the revolution in the position of 
women. 

Was then women's social reform revolutionary and radical? 

Did it strike at the roots of society's feelings about women 

and their physical and intellectual capabilities? Were 

associations effective in altering society's treatment of 

women in all segments of Hindu society, or was the revolution 

successful only for middle class women? And finally, how 

did the process of amalgamation enable women to expand the 

social roles of women? 



FOOTNOTES - INTRODUCTION 

1For a complete discussion of the growth and d e vel
opment of the middle class during this period see, B. B. 
Misra, The Indian Middle Classes: Their Growth in Modern 
Times (London: Ox ford University Press, 1961). 

2 Mrs. Gray, "The Progress of Women," in L. S. S. 
O'Malley, ed., Modern India and the West: A Study of the 
Interaction of Their Civilizations (London: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1941), p. 457. 

3see M. N. Srinivas, Social Change i n Modern India 
(Berkeley : University of California Press, 1968), pp. 46-88, 
for a discussion of Indian westernization and the consequences 
of the introduction of humanitarianism into Indian socie t y . 

4 When discussing social reform in this work, women's 
associations will indicate associations comprised entirely 
of women and the Hindu Social Reform Movement will imply 
the participation of both men and women i , s ocial reform. 

5stanley Wolpert, A New History of India (New York : 
Oxford University Press, 1979), p. 251. 

The original centers of British rule, Madras, Bombay , 
and Bengal, were called Presidencies and were administered 
by Governors. Provinces were under the administration of 
Lieutenent Governors. Native states were autonomous regions 
ruled by native Princes under the direct supervision of 
British political agents. 

6 Wolpert, p. 251. 

7For a complete discussion of the impact of the Sepoy 
Mutiny upon the government and society of India see, Thomas 
Metcalf, The Aftermath of Revolt: India 1857-1870 (Prince ton: 
Princeton University Press, 1964). 

8 O'Malley, p. 766. 

9 rbid. 

10Jawaharlal Nehru, Autobiograph y (1936), p. 597, in 
O'Malley, pp. 768-769. 

11 O'Malley, p. 789. 

8 



9 

12Ibid., pp. 768-69. 

13 M. G. Ranade, The Miscellaneous Writings of the Late 
Hon'ble Mr. Justice M. G. Ranade (Poona City: Mrs. Ramabai 
Ranade, 1915), pp. 66-67. 

14Revolution is used here to imply great social change 
in the traditional and accepted role and treatment of women 
in some influential segments of hum~n society. O'Malley, 
p. 696. 

15M. G. Ranade, pp. 66-67; O'Malley, p. 696. 

16 For a further discussion of this view see, Pratima 
Asthana, Women's Movement in India (Delhi: Vikas Publishing 
House, Put. Ltd., 1974); and S. A. Shrideri, Gandhi, The 
Emancipator of Indian Women (Hyderabad: Rao and Raghavan, 
1969). 

17 O'Malley, p. 696. 



CHAPTER I 

ROOTS OF DISCONTENT 

The Position of Women in Hindu Society 

The Hindu Women's Social Reform Movement was organized 

in the mid-nineteenth century to assist women in redressing 

specific social and legal inequities, and to overcome the 

pervasive prejudice of Hindu society which prohibited women 

from entering public life. The high caste middle class 

women involved in social reform followed a practice of 

combining vedic role models and English liberal humanitar-

ianism to acquire social acceptance as they created new roles 

for women in Hindu society. Prior to the foundation of 

formal women's social reform associations in the 1860s, 

initial motivation for changing the traditional practices 

and behavior of Hindu middle class women stemmed from the 

disparity between the cultural and intellectual lives of the 

male middle class and the sheltered lives of their female 

family members. 

Throughout the nineteenth century even the most advanced 
men generally returned to unchanged homes, where the 
senior woman of the family held her secular sway over 
the domestic economy of the household, performed the 
traditional ceremonies and taught the traditional cul
ture. Her husband could not discuss with her the affai~s 
of his daily life outside of the household, for she knew 
nothing of his external contacts, had never travelled, 
perhaps had scarcely crossed her own threshold, and did 

10 
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not read books and newspapers. His life was cut int~ 
two completely separated halves, outside and inside. 

By necessity the first instances of women's social 

reform were directed towards education within the home and 

were designed to makethe ~iddle class male's household 

reflective of his increasingly westernized lifestyle. Men 

taught the women of their household to read and write or 

engaged private tutors to teach them within the home. Wives 

were encouraged to learn simple household accounting and were 

inspired to read Hindu classics in the local vernacular. 

Some wives were gently urged to modify purdah, total seclusion 

from men, and appear unveiled before male members of the family 

and close friends. Designed to make Hindu middle class 

women better wives and mothers, these few simplistic, yet 

very important, innovations were initiated by only the 

most progressive of the urban westernized middle class 

families. Although these inter-family modifications of 

traditional patterns of behavior did not substantially alter 

women's perceptions of themselves or create new roles for 

women in society, the changes did help to create a receptive 

attitude among middle class women for later, more organized 

2 and revoluationary social change. 

The institutionalization of women's social reform 

brought about by the formation of women's associations in 

the 1860s initiated far reaching and important changes in the 

role of women in Hindu society: 
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.. a change far more subversive of Indian society 
was taking place in the case of women than of men. For 
with the men the gradual rapprochement had been mainly 
a matter of e xternal contacts, of e xpediency and con
venience, of fitting themselves into the machinery of 
modern life, while to women contact with the West brought 
a totally new conception of themselves as 3persons indi
vidually important and nationally needed. 

Women's social reform associations collectively attempted to 

change the limited and restricted position of women in Hindu 

society by modifying those traditions which appeared to the 

middle class as detrimental to women's social, political, and 

intellectual expansion. 

To appreciate the full impact of women's departure 

from traditional normati ve behavior, it is vital to have a 

clear understanding of the position afforded to women in Hi ndu 

society. Before discussing the actual foundation of women's 

social reform associations, one must discover what limitations 

and social restrictions high caste middle class Hindu women 

perceived themselves subject to. What actually was the 

socially acceptable role of women in Hindu society and what 

traditional practices and beliefs influenced or restricted 

their intellectual development? What was the traditional 

basis of the women's association and how was it modified and 

adapted to the needs of middle class high caste women? One 

must also question the conservative response by women the m-

selves to social reform. Was social change accepted by all 

women or were many women content with their traditional role s 

and social status? Answering these questions provides a 

background for understanding the practices and guiding philo-

sophies of Hindu women's social reform associations. 
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Traditionally, the rights and duties of women as well 

as men were codified in the ancient Laws of Manu, one latter 

portion of the sacred Vedas. Sacred Law, or smrti, defined 

and proscribed patterns of social behavior and family 

relationships. Society was divided into four varna or classes: 

the Brahman or priestly class; Kshatriva, or warrior class; 

Vaisha, or trader and merchant class; and Shudra, the peasant 

and servant class. The untouchables were those not assimi-

lated into Hinduism such as tribal peoples or those whose 

occupations as scavengers or sweepers made them ritually 

unclean. Woman, despite the varna of her family, always 

assumed the ritual status of the Shudra or servant; both 

were called Papayoni or "of sinful birth or one preordained 

to a low station in life." 4 Society was further divided 

into hereditary endogamous (inter-marrying), commensal (inter-

dining), and occupationally based sub-castes or jati. Fail

ure to abide by caste injunctions such as widow celibacy, 

child marriage, and ancestral death sacrifices brought ex

communication.5 To disregard these customs was to "lose 

family honour, caste privilege, and even intercourse with 

friends and relatives." 6 

Sacred law, smrti, defines the Brahmanic ideal for 

women just as it does for men in terms of the length of one's 

education, marriage requirements and restrictions, position 

within the family, family life itself, celibacy, and even 

death. 7 "To resolve the conflict between. . consolidation 

and progress of society . . and the spiritual emancipation 
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of the individual" smrti divides the life of man into four 

distinct ideal ashramas or stages; the student, householder, 

hermit, and ascetic. 8 Within this vast cateloging of ideal 

life, the dharma, moral duty of man, is intricately inter-

woven with that of the woman. Her life is no less cir-

9 cumscribed as child, mother, and widow or old woman. 

The position accorded to women in the smrti is one of 

inferiority to the male and is ambivalent in the extreme. 

"She was at once a goddess and a slave, a saint and a 

10 strumpet." Woman as mother, guardian of the home, and 

transmitter of ritual and tradition is honored by her family 

11 and protected and cherished by her husband. 

Where women are honored, there the gods rejoice; where, 
however, they are not honored, there all sacred rites 
prove fruitless.12 

Hence men who seek their own welfare, should always 
honour women on holidays and festivf~s with (gifts of) 
ornaments, clothes and dainty food. 

The Laws of Manu indicate that upon the abilities and 

graces of women rested the security of the family, the purity 

of family life, and the reproduction of sons. When women 

were necessary to this end, they were worshipped, honored, 

and cherished. When, as a single or widowed woman she pre-

sented a sensual threat to family security, she was despised. 

According to A. L. Basham, literature of ancient India regarded 

woman as one whose "lust knows no bounds:" 

Unless constantly watched she will consort with every 
stranger, even with a hunchback, a swarf or a cripple . 
and in the last resort will have recourse to Lesbian 
practices . Her deception is as all-embracing as 
her lust, and she is incorrigibly fickle.l4 
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It is the nature of women to seduce men in this world, 
for that reason the wise are never unguarded in the 
company of fernales.lS 

The Laws of Manu are thus necessarily strict in regard 

to the rigid treatment of women within the joint farnily. 16 

Sacred law also suggests that woman's supreme function in 

Hindu society is to give birth to sons. 17 Only a son may 

perform necessary funeral rites for his parents, and despite 

his own death, a". . father believes that he will continue 

18 to live in this world through the son." Only by one or 

more sons surviving to adulthood can parents be assured of 

19 care in their old age. Such is the importance of woman 

(as the mother of sons) that because of the ever present 

threat of her sexuality she must at all times be protected 

to guarantee the paternity of offspring: 

Her father protects her in her childhood, her husband 
protects her in her youth, and her sons protect her in 
her old age; a woman is never fit for independence.20 

With the birth of sons so vital to the continuity of 

the family, women are honored when sons are born, discarded 

when barren, and in disgrace when the mother of only daughters. 

Daughters are generally regarded as an economic liability: 

they are married too young to contribute to the family 

income; often dowry and wedding celebrations cripple slender 

financial resources. As such, daughters are unwanted, but 

not always unloved or uncared for. A daughter is frequently 

called terms by her family which are indicative of her 

temporary, transitory position within her father's horne: 

"'A bird of passage,' 'another's property,' 'a guest in 
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parent's house,' 'a thing to be preserved for an outsider' 

or 'a thing which has to be given away. '" 21 

Child marriage, one of the most notorious of Hindu 

practices, results from the belief in the absolute necessity 

of giving a daughter to her husband prior to her first men-

struation. After puberty, the threat of the unmarried 

daughter illegitimately conceiving a child rises with each 

passing month. The Hindu woman has no alternative to marriage, 

and the decisions of whether or not to marry and who to 

marry are not hers: 

Low age of marriage is related with the near-universality 
of marriage in India. In a sense marriage is not an 
individual decision, but a cultural one. Only 0.5 % 
women never marry. Since all girls have to be married 
off, the thought of their marriage has to be entertained 
from their birth or early childhood.2 2 

Hindu marriages are closely governed by rigid "rules 

of endogamy which prescribe that marriage should be arranged 

within a certain group." 23 The complexity of those rules 

demand that the marriage must be arranged by the family, and 

that marriage take place when the bride is still very young. 

"Leaving the girl to decide when to marry may also mean her 

deciding whom to marry and her choice may not conform to the 

traditional norms and rules." 24 High caste Hindu marriage 

celebrations involve a complicated series of rituals, begin-

25 ning with a binding bethrothal, and followed with a series 

of visits to the bridegroom's family, ending with guana, or 

consummation of the marriage often several years after the 

26 
initial announcement of the engagement. Even though the 
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bridegroom may die before the consummation of the marriage, 

the bethrothed girl is considered to be a widow. Thus, 

between 1863 and 1917 it was common for young girls of high 

caste families to be married and widowed before puberty. 

Census Reports of 1921 stated: 

It can be assumed for all practical purposes that every 
woman is in the married state at or immediately after 
puberty and that cohabit~;ion, therefore, begins in 
every case with puberty. 

Even assuming there was a gradual increase in the age of 

girls married from 1860-1930, the average age of high caste 

Hindu girls at the time of their marriage, between 1901 and 

1931, was twelve years old, while the corresponding age of 

men at marriage was roughly twenty. During the years from 

1860 to 1917, the average marriage age of high caste girls 

28 may be assumed to have been twelve years old. 

Early marriage subsumed several other consequences 

and social conditions. It guaranteed the paternity of child-

ren and reinforced the complicated female social structure 

within the joint family. The young bride was placed firmly 

under control of the husband's mother from whom she learned 

family ritual and duties. 29 Cornelia Sorabji wrote of the 

ambitions and status of the young bride within her husband's 

family: 

To please his mother, whose chief handmaiden she is, 
and to bring him a son, these are her t.wo ambitions . 
When she is the mother of a son, greater respect is 
hers ... she has been successful, has justified her 
existence . . . she can lift her head above the women 
who taunted her, her heart above the fear of a rival.30 

Child marriage also contributed to the deplorably high 
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maternal and infant death rate incurred by early and frequent 

pregnancy, poor nutrition, and inadequate, unsanitary 

obstetrical care. Katherine Mayo, citing the Legislative 

Assembly Debates of 1922, writes, ". . in India, each 

generation sees the death of 3,200,000 mothers in the agonies 

of childbirth . ,31 She also presents the tragic mortality 

rate of infants born to mothers in poor health and denied 

adequate medical care: 

Of Indian babies born alive about 2,000,000 die each 
year. 'Available statistics show,' says the latest 
Census of India, 'that over forty per cent. of the deaths 
of infants occur in the first week after birth, and 
over sixty per cent. in the first month.'32 

Even where medical help was available, Hindu women found it 

nearly impossible to overcome their culturally ingrained 

reticence to seek help from a male doctor. Not until after 

the 1880s when women actually entered the medical profession 

and women's associations attempted to provide training for mid-

wives, were middle class women able to obtain adequate 

maternity care. 

Seeing the often tragic consequences of child mar-

riage, as detrimental to the eventual physical and intellec-

tual emancipation of women, social reformers were adamant in 

advocating its modification or elimination. Keshab Chandra 

Sen, whose efforts to end child marriage resulted in the 

Civil Marriage Act of 1872, reflected the view of most of the 

Hindu social reformers: 

No doubt that the custom of premature marriage as it 
prevails in this country is injurious to the moral, 
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social and physical interests of the people, and is 
one of the main obstacles in the way of their advance
ment.33 

The Hindu woman's position within the home, and her 

religious duties centered around her husband. Her dharma, 

moral duty, was patrivrata: "the complete devotion of the 

woman to her husband, alive or dead, seeing in him her god 

and ultimate salvation." 34 The duties of a wife to her 

husband were detailed in the Padmapurana, in which it was 

stated, "There is no other god on earth for a woman than her 

husband." 35 A wife's primary goal in life was "to please 

him by manifesting perfect obedience to him." 36 Even if her 

husband was deformed, cruel, unfaithful or abusive to her, 

the wife must respond with love and cheerfulness and must 

never give him "cause what so ever for displeasure." 37 She 

must eat only after he has eaten, and, ideally, upon his 

38 death die upon his funeral pyre. The Padmapurana instructed: 

If her husband flies into a passion, threatens her, 
abuses her grossly, even beats her unjustly, she shall 
answer him meekly, shall lay hold of his hands, kiss 
them, and beg his pardon, instead of utteri~~ loud 
cries and running away from the house . . . 

Girls were brought up to believe in the values of the Padma-

purana, to follow the ideals of patrivrata from birth, and 

there was virtually no way to acceptably challenge its 

validity. 

High caste Hindu women of northern India followed the 

Islamic practice of purdah, the total seclusion of women in 

. h. h . . f . l 40 separate apartments w1t 1n t e JOlnt am1 y. Forbidden 

to appear before or speak with men outside of the immediate 



20 

family, women could not venture out of doors during the day 

unless heavily veiled and chaperoned. Women within the zenana 

(women's apartments) were so sheltered they had contact with 

their husbands only for meals and brief visits at night. 41 

Low caste merchant and agrarian families could not afford 

the luxury of secluding their women who were needed to assist 

in the fields or to help run the family business. 42 At the 

beginning of the nineteenth century there were possibly as 

many as forty million women observing purdah, and although 

many "enlightened women" carne out of purdah, many women of 

the lower castes assumed the veil in order to find greater 

social status through emulation of the higher caste practices.43 

If the role of mother was the only position in which 

Hindu women could find honor and respect, then the role of 

widow was traditionally one in which she held no social 

standing whatsoever. Widowhood, "the worst and most dreaded 

period of a high-caste woman's life,'' throughout India 

was considered a punishment for a woman's sins committed in 

the karma of her earlier lives. Women depended totally 

upon their husbands for their livlihood, care of their child

ren, and for ritual and religious practices. Her husband's 

death was considered her punishment for the sins of dis

obedience or murder which she must have committed in a pre

vious life. 44 

The widowed mother of sons was not the reprehensible 

person the childless widow was, while the widowed mother of 

girls was regarded with "genuine hatred." The childless 
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widow, more often than not a mere child herself, was hated, 

abused, and regarded "as the greatest criminal upon which 

Heaven's judgement has been pronounced." 45 By her untold, 

multiple sins she had not only caused the death of her 

husband, but had denied the family the blessings of sons. 

The abuse encountered by the widow, the degree of 

austerity observed, and the duration and extent of her 

celibacy, varied in direct proportion to the amount of 

economic dependence the family placed upon her. 46 The lower 

caste widow might, in time, remarry, frequently to her 

deceased husband's younger brother. There was, in fact, an 

overt relationship between the wife and younger brother-in

law, devar, of a potentially sexual nature which formed the 

basis of vernacular literature, and figured strongly in folk 

songs. 47 But there was little prospect of remarriage for the 

high caste woman unless she belonged to a very westernized 

family who wished to take advantage of the 1856 Act legalizing 

the marriage of widows. Despite persistent reform efforts, 

widow marriage for the majority of high caste women remained 

largely a possibility rather than an actuality. 48 

Following the death of her husband, the widow's life 

was generally one of forced austerity. Her head shaven, glass 

bangles shattered, she could eat only one meal a day and 

wear only the coarsest of plain white, red, or brown saris. 

Called "rand" or harlot, she was closely guarded by her 

husband's family. If she was not sent horne to her father, 

the life she led in the joint family of her husband was 
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was extremely severe. Physical disfigurement was designed 

to make her unappealing to the male members of the family, 

as well as to "mortify her youthful nature and desire 1149 . 
The frightening exigencies of widowhood generated a 

strong conservatism among women; the potential horrors of 

widowhood made the uneducated woman rigidly adhere to the 

doctrines of the Padmapurana, and faithfully fulfill her 

patrivrata, the moral duty to her husband. Cornelia 

Sorabji describes this innate conservatism and fear of 

potential change among many women: 

Enforced perpetual widowhood also carried the evils 
with which we are familiar . And the consequences 
of all these disabilities was that the woman herself 
came to represent the worst obstacle to her own eventual 
freedom. Knowing no standard, having no guide for conduct 
and habit of thought outside of the Priest-made and 
male-interpreted form of religion (which poor soul, she 
practiced so meticulously,) loving and self-sacrificing 
by nature, fearful of accentuating the curse which her 
Karma, had, maybe already brought on her beloved, she 
was not only undesirous of breaking away from tradition, 
she was obstructive even when a breach, when alleviations 
would have been sanctioned by the males in authority.SO 

Widows who were maintained by their families, those with sons, 

and those returning to live in the house of their father, were 

cautious of altering their precarious position within the 

family social structure. Even if they were made the house-

hold drudge and were not permitted to attend weddings, 

festivals, and other auspicious occasions, they were cared 

for, and were careful not to put the provision of that care 

in jeopardy. 

The widow's sense of guilt for the death of her 

husband and the inherent cruelties attendent upon her state 
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often led young women to acts of desperation. Those for whom 

all of life's joys seemed now to be denied sought release 

from guilt and sorrow through suicide. A widow from the 

British Zenana Missionary institution echoed the desolation 

of high caste widowhood: 

For ages dark ignorance has brooded over our minds and 
spirits; like a cloud of dust it rises and wraps us 
round, and we are like prisoners in an old and mouldering 
house, choked and buried in the dust of custom . . and 
we have died here, and are dying . . 0 Lord, save us, 
for we cannot bear our hard lot; many of us have killed 
ourselves, and we are still killing ourselves. 51 

Suicide by any method was the most sacred and honorable 

sacrifice a widow could offer. According to the Padmapurana, 

sati, concremation was the most honored form of suicide: 

She must, on the death of her husband, allow herself 
to be burnt alive on the same funeral pyre; then every-
body will praise her virtue . 52 

Sati, self-immolation, prevalent in medieval India, was 

performed to reunite the grieving wife with her husband. 

Initially the term sati meant "virtuous woman," and was 

applied by European travelers and missionaries in India in 

h 1 • • d 53 error to t e woman s su1c1 e. By self-immolation, a woman 

escaped the often wretched life of a widow, and was thought 

to secure "35 million years of bliss in heaven'' for her and 

54 her husband. Although sati was legally prohibited on 

January 4, 1829 by the Act of Abolition passed by Governor

general Lord William Beninck, 55 there is some question as 

to whether sati was ever as prevalent as the nineteenth 

century Hindu social reformers believed.
56 

By the mid-

nineteenth century, although incidents were reported in 
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remote districts, sati was possibly apocryphal, more of an 

ideal than a practice. In any case, denied by legislation 

this one form of grace, widows continued to commit suicide 

through drowning in sacred rivers. The lot of high caste 

Hindu widows who chose to live, was one of repression, 

degradation, and shame. The plight of widows was a cause to 

which men and women of the Hindu Social Reform Movement were 

universally devoted. 

Hindu women who were not widowed compensated for their 

lack of outside contacts by making their lives within the 

home as social and as festive as was possible. Marriages 

and religious festivals were celebrated with great relish 

and formed the highlights of a woman's social life. 57 

Women encouraged family observation of local festivals. 

Women's social importance in the preparation of the cele-

brations tended to make women very conservative in their 

religious practices. Festivals provided women's only creative 

and social outlet; and women were thus anxious to maintain their 

roles in festival preparation: 

. most of the festival activities are carried out 
by t 1·1e women. It is they who do all the cooking and 
cleaning on festival days, and it is they who are most 
assiduous in worshipping at shrines, lighting lamps, 
fasting and taking vows.58 

Festivals reinforced village and caste identity and strength-

ened family ties. For women one of the most important aspects 

of the festival cycle was the renewed contact the festival 

brought with her natal family. At each of the four most 

important Hindu festivals, fathers sent presents of food, 
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clothing, bangles, and henna to their married daughters, 

and gifts of sweets and clothing for her chi l dren. These 

presents were often delivered by one of the woman's brothers 

and thus offered a rare opportunity for a woman to hear about 

59 all of her family's activities since she had last seen the m. 

It was not only during formal religious festivals 

that women reinforced the ties of family and friendship, 

for women also met informally in their homes to sew and to 

talk, or perhaps to recite favorite stories from the Ramayana 

or the Puranas. These simple gatherings, attended by women 

of the same jati, or sub-caste, and their relations provided 

a viable means of transmitting cultural values and maintained 

the strength of tradition. The elder, conservative women 

of the household presided over the gatherings and reinforced 

the tradition of patterns of behavior among these women. 

A rare glimpse of these gatherings provided by 

Ramabai Ranade in her autobiography: 

We had so many women in our household t ha t they made a 
practice of making such an endless number o f different 
kinds of lamp wicks during the early afternoons, that 
the house might almost be described as a factory. 
Consequently neighbor women used to come just to sit with 
them, or else brought cotton to make up, and they had a 
wonderful time together, telling and hearing all the 
gossip, true and false of the neighborhood. 0 

Often these gatherings followed some form of ancient 

vedic ritual; and observed customs such as holi-kunku which 

"allows a hostess at a ladies party to apply a dot of red 

powder to the forehead of each guest." 61 
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The simple gathering of women within the home was 

called a mahila samaj. Modified and adapted to the needs of 

the urban middle class it formed the traditional basis of the 

Hindu women's social reform association. An informal etymo-

logy of the term provides a clue as to the transition of 

meaning in social usage. ;qqCY4 I Mahila in Hindi is trans-

62 lated as lady. Samaj is translated and defined as the 

following: 

::e\""1 J:::tf : a company, an assembly, corporation, a con-
gregation, guild, muster, a party, an institution, a 
meeting, an incorporation - an institute, a community, 
concert, a society . 63 

In referring to the gatherin~ of women on an informal basis 

within the home, mahila samaj may be assumed to mean a party 

or a meeting. It may alternately mean a ladies' society or 

ladies' community, both of which reflect the original single 

social group basis of the gathering. In later formal Hindu 

women's associations (such as the Arya Mahila Samaj of 1882) 

the term implies a meeting on an organized corporate basis, 

or an institution. 

However the transition from informal party to cor-

porate social reform meeting was not free from complications. 

In the hands of the oldest uneducated women of the household 

the mahila samaj was essentially conservative and reinforced 

traditional values and chastized deviation from acceptable 

social behavior. Any alteration in religious ritual or 

patterns of festival celebration was viewed by most women 

with particular distrust, and fear that their impatience mi ght 
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be diminished. Oscar Lewis illustrates the strength of women's 

adherence to traditional religious ritual: 

The men may sometimes scold them about honoring a 
particular godling, but this has little effect. As one 
woman, aged forty, remarked, 'Our menfolk, keep on 
telling us not to do this or that, but we go on worshi~
ping our gods, goddesses, and godlings just the same.6 

Even as avenues of expression broadened with increased 

education for women at the start of the twentieth century 

(see Table 3), the most vehement opposition to reform of 

women's social condition came from other women. There was 

an unfounded, but nonetheless prevalent, belief that a 

woman's being able to read and write would lead to the death 

of her husband and to the general disgrace of the household. 65 

Ramabai Ranade gave an example of this belief from her own 

family experience: 

We knew nothing of reading, and the word 'writing' had 
no meaning for us. I had one aunt, my father's sister, 
who was married to a strict Brahman. He himself taught 
her to read Sanskrit. Not long afterward her husband 
died, and his death was considered a punishment on her 
for having ventured to learn. As a result, in our 
family.a~y sort of

6
5ducation for girls was considered 

unprop1t1ous ... 

This widely held fear of education possibly stemmed from the 

belief that a woman's abandonment of her appointed dharma, 

moral duty, and deviation from the ideals of patrivrata would 

cause the death of her husband. It was, perhaps, one more 

variation of the guilt which is attached to a woman at the 

death of her husband. The utter severity of the condition 

and treatment of widows naturally fostered equally extreme 

precautions against any action out of the ordinary which 
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could possibly bring on a husband's death. Uneducated women 

regarded reading as a particularly masculine form of magic 

which women were forbidden to know, just as they were pro-

hibited from reading or reciting certain passages of the Vedas. 

The few middle class women who were educated attempted to 

overcome this unreasonable fear by carefully pointing out 

that women in ancient India were actually encouraged to read 

and to write. 

The rigid adherence to often irrational beliefs and 

the almost obsessive fear of widowhood necessitated that the 

goals of women's social reform, at least initially, be cautious 

and carefully framed in vedic inspiration, for even the 

middle class women to whom social reform was first directed 

could not easily discard the traditional beliefs ingrained 

since childhood. A good example of women in vedic literature 

as potential role models for social change is found in 

Kamaladeri Chattopadhyaya's "The Status of Women in India" 

published in 1929: 

In those beautiful days of the Vedic period the glory 
of which still surrounds the country like a faint halo, 
women took part freely in the social and political life 
of the country, and, in the celebration of religious 
functions and rituals, they had a special place of impor
tance assigned to them. They composed and chanted hymns 
at the Vedic sacrifices . . social disabilities as 
purdah and child marriage were entirely unknown. Women 
travelled about freely and had a voice in the selection 
of their partners in life. All those who are held so 
reverentially as great ideals, Sita, Savitri, Draupadi, 
were those who enjoyed a high degree of freedom and 
asserted their individuality. They were by no means 
content to be mere shadows of their husbands . Their 
rights of inheritance and succession were fully recog
nized, whether they were widows or daughters.67 
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Any radical change in the condition of women in society 

attempted in the early twentieth century, which was not 

couched in the most traditional of terms was unlikely to be 

accepted by women. This belief and respect for the beauty 

of the Vedas coupled with the fear of losing traditional 

social identity through over-westernization, accounted for 

the practice of the Hindu Women's Social Reform of combining 

western ideals with the most beloved values of the past. 68 

Conclusion 

The Hindu Women's Social Reform Movement of the mid

nineteenth and early twentieth century grew from the dis

satisfactions of the middle class with certain aspects of 

Hindu society which they perceived to be detrimental to the 

physical and intellectual emancipation of women. The first 

instances of social reform were inter-family, and were directed 

towards providing middle class women with rudimentary edu

cation. Designed to make these women better wives and mothers, 

initial educational reform attempted to bridge the cultural 

gap between men and women of the middle class. Institutional-

ization of reform beginning in the 1860s reflected the middle 

class women's growing discontent with their position in 

society and within the family. Women, as well as men, for 

the first time collectively questioned the limitation of 

women to the roles of wife and mother. They wished to 

modify society's classification of the woman as inferior to 

the male as defined in sacred law. They saw child marriage 
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and its consequences as harmful both to women and to society. 

Legal restrictions which barred women from owning or inherit

ing real property were seen as a strong economic disability 

which left women at the mercy of their families. 

The limitations upon women, as imposed by the Padrna

purana which denied women a choice of marriage and of marriage 

partner, were perceived as having effectively removed from 

women any control over the course of their lives. Social 

reformers sought to modify the concepts of patrivrata and 

the superstitions resulting from belief in the doctrines of 

the Laws of Manu which denied to women the right of education 

thus effectively circumscribing her potential for intellec

tual growth. 

Purdah was regarded by the middle class reformers not 

as a means of securing prestige for women, but as a form of 

male (and female) domination. Keeping women totally secluded 

within the horne reinforced the hold of tradition and ritual 

as it left young women firmly under the s upervision of the 

elder female members of the family. 

Widowhood, with its inherent restrictions and often 

harsh austerities was a major concern of the Hindu Women's 

Social Reform Movement. The middle class social reformers 

first wished to alter and improve the physical disabilities 

of widowhold: enforced celibacy; inability to inherit pro

perty; and lack of training facilities to learn occupations. 

Secondly, they wished to remove the feelings of guilt manifest 

in widowhood and to eliminate the fears of change generated 
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by the threat of impending widowhood. By eliminating the 

most debilitating aspects of the widow's life, social refor-

mers hoped in time to modify the accompanying superstitions 

which prevented women from improving the quality of their 

lives, and consequently bettering the lives of their children. 

Finally, the men and women of the Hindu Social Reform 

Movement wanted to expand the traditional basis of the mahila 

samaj, to inculcate through group meetings the desire for 

education and social change among women. The reformers of 

the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries desired not 

to institute massive social reform, but wished to redress 

only those aspects of society which were perceived to be 

degrading or demeaning to women: 

. neither Indians nor westerners could have wished 
to change what was happy, and at all costs to be pre
served, in the life of Indian women--their devotion to 
husband and children their reverence for religion, their 
appreciation of Indian culture.69 

Women's social reform was geared primarily to the 

needs and discontent of young middle class women who regarded 

some aspects of Hindu society as detrimental to their phy-

sical and intellectual freedom. The associations, estab-

lished by middle class women to instigate these desired 

social changes, attempted to provide women with a viable 

social identity within the rigid social structure of Hinduism. 

This social identity was then reinforced through the selective 

combination of vedic tradition and role models with elements 

of English culture, and was used to institute social change 

which individually would have been impossible. Kamaladevi 
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Chattopadhyaya reflected this duality of motivation that was 

so characteristic of the Hindu Women's Movement: 

It is with such a heritage as the foundation and such 
a past as the background that the present women's move
ment in India has evolved itself. It is not so much 
the establishment of a new order or a new convention 
but rather a revival and a regaining of a lost glory-
though with a distinct desire and ~0tempt to adjust it 
in concord with modern conditions. 

This middle class female group identity, based as it was in 

vedic tradition, was as important for the development of a 

modern Indian society, as was the social amelioration women 

attempted. 
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CHAPTER II 

ASSOCIATING FOR REFORM: 
ORIGINS OF HINDU WOMEN'S ASSOCIATIONS 1863-1900 

Concern for the social and intellectual well-being 

of Hindu women predated the actual foundation of formal 

women's associations by at least thirty years. Although 

some individuals may have been in favor of improving Hindu 

society's treatment of women at an earlier date, the first 

organized campaign for redress of specific grievances began 

with the efforts of Rarnrnohan Roy to prohibit sati, which 

culminated in the Act of Abolition in 1829. Although Roy's 

writings andphilosophy greatly influenced Hindu women's social 

reform, the actual foundation of the first women's associa-

tion was not until 1863. The associations which followed 

in the late nineteenth century were not founded and supported 

solely by women; however, the practices and philosophies 

evolved by these associations provided valuable precedent for 

those independent associations founded after 1900. These 

first associations gave women experience in the techniques 

of public speaking, and journal and tract writing, as well 

as practical experience in fund raising and administration. 

These necessary skills, gained under the direction of the 

male social and religious reform associations, were crucial 

38 
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to the development of Hindu woman's social reform associations 

and gave women the confidence to move into new areas of 

society heretofore denied to women. The evidence of women's 

participation in these first organizations is at best frag-

mentary; however, a skeletal picture of how women's associa-

tions evolved from male social and religious reform organi-

zations may be pieced together. 

Rarnrnohan Roy and the Brahmo Samaj 

Although Rarnrnohan Roy did not personally establish 

any women's social reform associations, the contributions 

he made in religious and social reform were invaluable to the 

evolution of the Hindu women's association. Roy's tracts on 

the condition of women in Hindu society, his campaign to 

abolish sati, his efforts to develop the indigenous press 

and his encouragement of western education, as well as his 

profound religious innovations, left their mark on women's 

social reform for at least the next century. 1 

Rarnrnohan Roy was born in 1772 2 to orthodox Bengali 

Krishnagar Brahmin parents. A voracious scholar, Roy studied 

Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic, Bengali, English, Greek, Latin, 

3 and Hebrew. Even as a young man, his curiosity for compara-

tive theology was inexhaustable; he studied not only Hinduism, 

Islam, and Christianity, but spent the years of his life 

from age fifteen to twenty as a wandering ascetic and is 

reported to have spent several of those years studying 

Buddhism in Tibet. 4 He spent a great deal of time studying 
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Christianity with the European Christian Missionaries in 

Bengal, and was deeply affected by Unitarianism, the ethics 

of Christian humanitarianism, and English "standards of 

justice and mercy." 5 Roy entered the Indian Civil Service 

in Bengal and rose to the highest position open to an Indian 

6 before he retired at the age of forty-two. Thought to be 

the first Indian whose ideas were profoundly affected by 

contact with modern English culture, Rammohan Roy spent the 

last twenty years of his life almost constantly involved in 

religious and social reform. 7 He founded the first social

religious reform association in India in Calcutta in 1815. 8 

The Atmiya Sabha foreshadowed Roy's later Brahmo Samaj and 

included such modifications of social and religious practices 

as caste reform, ritual pollution, and sati. 9 This associa-

tion was followed by Roy's establishment of the Brahmo Sabha 

(latter called the Brahmo Samaj) on December 4, 1828. J. T. F. 

Jordens described the Brahmo Samaj in his article, "Hindu 

Religious and Social Reform in British India:" 

This was a religious body 'to teach and to practice the 
worship of the one God.' It had a temple of its own, 
where congregational worship took place, free from 
idolatry and superstition modelled mostly on Unitarian 
worship. 10 

Roy and the members of the Brahmo Samaj were adament in 

their desire to change the "appalling" conditions of women 

in Hindu society, who, wrote Roy, "are treated worse than 

inferior animals." 11 The Brahmo Samaj supported the abolition 

of sati, fought against the practice of child marriage and 

the perpetual celibacy of widows, and actively encouraged 
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I d • 12 women s e ucat1on. Roy's forte was propaganda, and he 

used it vigorously against the opponents of women's education: 

As to their inferiority in point of understanding, when 
did you ever afford them a fair opportunity of exhibiting 
their natural capacity? How then can you accuse them of 
want of understanding? If after instruction in knowledge 
and wisdom a person cannot comprehend or retain what has 
been taught him, we may consider him as deficient; but 
as you keep women generally void of education and 
acquirementsi you cannot in justice pronounce on their 
inferiority. 3 

Roy essentially pioneered the use of propaganda and 

agitation in India 1n his humanitarian campaigns against 

social injustice. He began by publishing tracts and articles 

in weekly newspapers in English, Bengali and Persian, which 

he then followed with public meetings and petitions to the 

14 government. To combat sati, he frequented the Calcutta 

cremation grounds where he dispelled frenzie d crowds and 

released terrified victims from the flames of concremation. 15 

He followed these actions with extensive propaganda. In his 

Second Conference Between an Advocate for and an Opponent of 

the Practice of Burning Widows Alive, Roy expostulated: 

By ascribing to them all sorts of improper conduct, you 
have indeed successfully persuaded the Hindu community 
to look down on them as contemptible and mischievous 
creatures, whence they have been subjected to constant 
miseries . . What I lament is, that seeing the women 
thus dependent and exposed to every misery, you feel for 
them no compassion, that might

6
exempt them from being 

tied down and burnt to death. 

Rommohan Roy's success in the abolition of sati demon-

strated the strength of propaganda, agitation, and organized 

reform to redress social dissatisfactions. The reform 

techniques he developed and his outspoken stand on women's 
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reform were followed assiduously by social reformers in the 

following decades, and substantially defined the character 

of middle class social and religious reform efforts. Roy's 

firm belief in the adaptive viability of Hinduism provided 

a valuable frame of humanitarian action for women's associa-

tions which closely followedthemethods of reform established 

by Roy. Although Rammohan Roy died in 1833, thirty years 

prior to the foundation of the first women's social reform 

association, it was due primarily to his influence and 

reform techniques that women's associations were able to 

enlarge the physical and intellectual possibilities for women 

in India. 

Following Rammohan Roy's death the Brahmo Samaj 

languished for a decade until leadership was assumed by 

17 Debranath Tagore who brought the Samaj much more in harmony 

with classical Hinduism and switched its primary emphasis 

from social reform to religion. The Brahmo Samaj subsequently 

split into two factions. Conservatives remained with Tagore 

in the Adi Brahmo Samaj, while the more radical and progres-

sive members formed the New Brahmo Samaj under the leader-

ship of Keshub Chandra Sen, who once again directed the 

efforts of the organization to social, as well as religious 

reform. 18 
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The Prarthana Samaj and the First 
Hindu Women's Associations 

Inspired by a visit by Brahmo Samaj missionary Keshub 

Chandra Sen, the Prarthana Samaj was founded in Bombay in 

1867.
19 

Concerned less with ritual than with inter-dining 

and inter-marriage, the Prarthana members supported widow 

marriage, actively encouraged women's education through the 

establishment of women's associations and schools, and sought 

the "general improvement of the lot of women and depressed 

20 
classes." Although there were close similarities between 

the Brahmo Samaj and the Prarthana Samaj, the latter was a 

combination of monotheism and veneration of Maharashtrian 

saints: 

There was the same rejection of idolatry, a negative 
attitude to the Vedas and transmigration , and a similar 
type of congregational worship. Social Reform was also 
closely connected with religious reform, concerning itself 
mainly with the in i~~ities of the caste system and the 
condition of women. 

The effectiveness of the Prarthana Samaj in instituting 

social and religious change was due to t he efforts of many 

of its individual members rather than concerted action by the 

22 organization as a whole. Justice Mahadev Ranade and his 

wife, Ramabai were instrumental in the promulgation of women's 

associations within the Pr arthana Samaj and were participants 

in over twenty different social reform associations in Bombay 

Presidency, 23 including the National Social Conference 

founded by Ranade in 1886. Although many other men were 

influential in establishing schools for women and widow relief 

homes, none was as determined to bring women into women's 
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reform associations as Justice Ranade. The Ranades we re res-

ponsible for introducing into Bombay middle class society 

the controversial and outspoken widow and Sanskrit scholar, 

Pandita Ramabai. She was instrumental in publicizing the 

Hindu Women's Movement in the United States and Great Britain 

and aided in the development of the women's a ssociation into 

a functional relief and occupational training center. The 

lives of the Ranades and Pandita Ramabai were close ly inte r-

twined and reflect to a certain degree the forces of tradi-

tion and change which shaped the lives of the middle class. 

A brief synopsis of the early portion of their lives, will 

put the reform efforts of the Prarthana Samaj into better 

t
. 24 perspec 1ve. 

Mahadev Govind and Ramabai Ranade 

Mahadev Govind Ranade was born in 1842 to orthodox 

Maharasthrian Chitpavan Brahmin parents. In 1862 he graduated 

with highest honors from the first class of Bombay University 

and received his degree in law in 1866. Appointed a sub-

ordinate judge in 1871, he eventually was named to the Bombay 

High Court. 25 As a young man Justice Ranade had been one 

of the founding members of the Widow Remarriage Association, 

established by students of Bombay University in 1861 which 

encouraged high caste men to marry virgin widows (girls 

widowed prior to guana or consummation of their marriage) . 

Ranade's participation in the association placed him in an 

extremely difficult position when his wife died in Novemb e r 

of 1873. 
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Mahadev had married Sakhubai Dandekar at the age of 

twelve and the two had literally grown up together. Sakhubai 

had been "his beloved wife, his friend and companion since 

childhood." 26 Her death left him desolate, with no thought 

for the future other than "to be left alone with his sorrow." 27 

Mahadev's father, Bhausheb, infuriated b y his son's involve -

ment in social reform, was determined to forestall any 

opportunity for his son to marry a widow and disgrace the 

family: 

He poured out his troubles to sympathetic ears, and 
e xplained how necessary it was that he immediately find 
a wife for this son who was rebelling against the orthodox 
ways of doing things. 

'I dread lest he disgrace us by marrying a widow or 
an educated woman,' he said, 'and I must prevent such 
action at any cost.'2~ 

Three days after the death of Sakhubai, Mahadev's 

father met with the orthodox Brahmin father of eleven year 

old Ramabai Kurlekar of Satara, to arrange his son's marriage. 

Despite Mahadev's avowed hatred of child marriage and the 

numerous pleas of his friends to support the cause he had 

initiated and marry a widow, he acquiesed to the adamant 

pleas and threats of his father. In December of 1873, one 

month after his first wife's death, Mahadev married the 

child his father had chosen for him. As if to assuage his 

conscience in sacrificing his deeply held principles, 

Mahadev began the first night of their marriage by teachi ng 

the illiterate Rambai the first characters of the Marathi 

29 alphabet. 



46 

When Justice Eanade decided to educate his girl-wife 
he set himself a task in which he had many opponents in 
his own household. From the time Ramabai, in the 
sanctuary of her learned husband's own room, made her 
first obeisance to the god of learning (Ganesh) to the 
day when she made her first speech before Sir James 
Fergusson, the Governor of Bombay, in the Town Hall, 
in Poona, regarding the necessity of establishing a High 
School for Indian girls, she had to suffer quiet, but 
bitter persecution, from the orthodox old women in her 
own house.30 

Despite the unfortunate circumstances of their marriage, 

the twenty years difference between them in age, and the wide 

cultural gap of interests and education the relationship 

between Ramabai and Justice Ranade was evidently a very 

31 strong one based upon mutual love and respect. Through his 

guidance, Ramabai emerged as one of foremost spokemen for 

social reform in India until her death in 1924. Her auto-

biography, Himself: The Autobiography of a Hindu Lady, was 

eventually regarded, by women in particular as a modern 

classic for the often emotional and frank portrayal of her 

life with Justice Ranade. The title reflects Ramabai's 

deep love of tradition: a virtuous wife never called her 

husband by his full name, but referred to him in the third 

person which indicated the respect and esteem with which she 

regarded him. 

Pandita Ramabai 

Justice and Ramabai Ranade brought into the Prarthana 

Samaj a remarkable young widow from Mysore. A Sanskrit 

scholar, lecturer, author, and social reformer, Pandita Ramabai 
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made such a profound impact upon the women's movement in 

India and received such reverence from Hindu women that she 

was eventually regarded as a Hindu saint.
32 

Even her birth 

and childhood had a tragic, almost mystical air of unreality 

which captivated the imagination of middle c lass Bombay 

society. 33 Her father, Ananta Shastri, was a well known, if 

somewhat eccentric, Brahmin priest who had fled from his 

village to escape the criticism he received for having taught 

his nine year old second wife, Lakshrnibai Dongre, to read 

Sanskrit. Leaving their horne near Manglalore, the couple 

settled in the forest of Gungarnul, a remote uninhabited area 

of jungle in the Western Ghats. They established an ashram 

where Ananta instructed young men in Sanskrit and ministered 

to the needs of pilgrims who carne t o -.: l ement which, 

situated at the source of a river, was though t to be sacred 

and a fit place of "pilgrimage for the pious." 34 In this 

jungle ashram Pandita Rarnabai was born on April 23, 1858, 

the third and youngest child born to the couple. Although 

her older brother and sister had been taught by their father, 

by the time Rarnabai was born Ananta was too busy teaching 

the young men and pilgrims who flocked to him. The task of 

educating his youngest child fell to Lakshrnibai, to whom 

Rarnabai was utterly devoted. Rachel L. Bodley records, with 

a touch of the sentimentality which surrounded nearly all of 

the accounts of Pandita Rarnabai's life, Lakshrnibai's impact 

upon her youngest daughter: 
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The little maiden, heavy with sleep, was tenderly lifted 
from her bed upon the earth, and wakened with many 
endearments and sweet mother-words; .. It is these 
lessons of the early morning . . renewed with each 
recurrent day, that constitute the fountain-head of 
'sweet influences and able instruction' which . 
[Ramabai] characterises as 'the light and guide of my 
life. •35 

Many of Pandita Ramabai's beliefs in the necessity 

of modifying traditional treatment of women stemmed from 

incidents within her own family. The tragic circumstances 

of her older sister's marriage and death made a strong 

impression upon Ramabai as a young child. In the traditional 

fashion a marriage had been arranged between her sister and 

a young boy whose parents agreed to leave him under the 

instruction of Ananta Shastri, so that the two children 

might be educated together until the consummation of the 

marriage. However, at the conclusion of the betrothal cere-

mony, the parents revoked their decision, and took the boy 

back to their village. Thirteen years later, they returned 

to claim the bride. Ananta and his wife had no desire to send 

their oldest daughter with a man "who possessed neither 

the power nor the sense to make an honest living, and was 

unable to support and protect his wife." 36 The man's family, 

infuriated, returned to their village where their community 

raised enough money for the boy to sue his bride and her 

family in the British Court of Justice. Bound by treaty to 

uphold Hindu Law, the Court ruled in favor of the husband 

and directed the girl to live with him. Shortly afterward 

she died of cholera. 37 Still deeply affected years later, 
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Pandita Ramabai wrote regarding her sister: 

Whatever may be said of the epidemics that yearly assail 
our country, they are not unwelcome among the unfortunate 
women who aBe thus persecuted by social, religious, and 
State law. 3 

After the disaster of her sister's marriage, Ramabai was 

left unmarried by her parents; they did not, as she wrote, 

"throw me into the well of ignorance by giving me in marriage 

in my infancy." 39 Instead a surrogate marriage was performed 

by her father, wedding the young Ramabai to the Lord Krishna. 39 

In 1867, when Pandita Ramabai was nine years old, 

her father was forced to abandon the ash r am and sell off 

their land to pay the large debts incurred in maintaining 

the ashram. The family literally took to the road, wandering 

from village to village reading the Puranas and expounding 

upon the Vedas to provide their meager livlihood. Despite 

the destitute nomadic life, Pandita Ramabai's lessons con-

tinued. At eight she could read Sanskrit, and she displayed 

a "rare talent for lecturing," while at the age of sixteen 

she was "a prodigy of erudition." 40 In 1874, after seven 

years of travelling, Ananta Shastri, starving, blind, and 

weakened by fever, died. Six weeks later his wife followed. 

Ramabai was left at sixteen without even the funds to have 

her mother's body transported the three miles to the burning-

ghat for cremation. With the assistance of two Brahmins 

who took pity upon them, Pandita Ramabai and her brother 

literally carried their mother to the cremation grounds, 
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"Ramabai's low stature compelling the bearing of her share 

f h b d h h d ,41 
o t e ur en upon er ea . 

Pandita Rarnabai and her brother continued to wander 

for another six years, earning what they could by reading 

and lecturing on the condition of women and the need for 

d 
. 42 e ucat1on: 

In our travels we were obliged to go on foot not having 
the means to afford conveyances. In this way we went a 
distance of two thousand miles. Thus we had a good oppor
tunity of seeing the sufferings of Hindu women . 
This made us think much of how it was possible to 
improve the condition of women . . in the towns and 
cities we often addressed large audiences of people and 
urged upon them the education of the women and children 

. In the year 1880 in Dacca my brother died, and 
I was left alone in the world.43 

By 1880 her fame as a scholar had spread; in Calcutta 

she was examined by three Sanskrit authorities and the 

honorary title of Saraswati (for the goddess of learning and 

wisdom) was bestowed upon her. Six months after the death 

of her brother, despite opposition from orthodox Hindus, 

she married the lower caste Bipin Bihari Medhavi, a Bengali 

graduate of Calcutta University, in a Brahmo Samaj civil 

ceremony. Their daughter, Manorama (Heart's Joy) was born 

fifteen months later. However, the security and joy Pandita 

Ramabai appeared to have found wereall too short. Several 

months after the birth of their daughter, Medhavi died of 

cholera. Again alone, with an infant daughter, Ramabai 

turned in despair to fleeting thoughts of Christianity: "This 

great grief drew me nearer to God. I felt that He was 

teaching me, and that if I was to come to him, He himself 

must draw me." 44 
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She sold the house she and Medhavi had built, dis-

charged their debts, and moved to Poona. She was, at the 

age of twenty-four, a legend, and her fame was spread among 

many levels of society, "She was expected in the city with 

dread and dislike by the elderly women, with eager expecta-

tion by people like the Ranades, who saw in her a real woman 

of the Upanishads . "45 

The Arya Mahila Samaj 

When Pandita arrived in Poona, she found a community 

which had already made substantial contributions to women's 

social reform. Members of the Prarthana Samaj had established 

the Foundling Asylum and Orphanage at Pandhapur and had set 

up a number of night schools and widow's homes throughout 

mb 'd 46 Bo ay Pres1 ency. In 1863, members of the Prarthana Samaj 

established the first women's association, the Society of 

Theistic Friends, to encourage study among women. This was 

followed in 1865 by the Brahmika Samaj, a prayer meeting 

for women. 47 These first associations foreshadowed the 

Bombay Presidency organization that was to have a profound 

influence upon the construction of a separate and vital 

identity for women, the Arya Mahila Samaj. Although Pandita 

Ramabai established the Arya Manila Samaj in Poona in 1882, 

it was a resumption of an informal association she had 

started on one of her trips through Bombay in 1879, prior to 

her marriage and the death of her brother. Following the 
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death of her husband, she was determined to finish the work 

she had begun three years earlier. 

In Bombay in 1879, Pandita Ramabai had established 

something quite unusual, the first women's sabha or associa-

tion existing in its own right and not as a religious female 

f 1 . . 48 
counterpart o a rna e assoc1at1on. Ramabai Ranade attended 

the first meetings of the sabha with eight or ten of the 

wives of Bombay's middle class professional elite. 49 Suffer-

ing scorn from her husband's female family members because 

of her attenc - e at the meetings, Ramabai Ranade was forced 

to perform a ritual bath upon her return home before she 

could enter the inner apartments and kitchen of the women. 

She and the other women attending the Saturday sabha rode to 

the meetings in closed carriages, escorted by elder male family 

members as chaperons. Had any of the women of Ramabai's 

high caste appeared alone on the street, or had they been 

seen wearing shoes or carrying an umbrella, they would have 

50 been the subject of general mockery. 

At Pandita Ramabai's sabhas, the women were encouraged 

to read and were given incentive to think independently: 

Some of them [women attending] would prepare an essay or 
write out just a few lines or sometimes even copy out an 
extract from a book. Even then, elderly gentlemen such 
as Dr. Almavamdada, Bhaskarro Bhagwat, and others, 
would encourage us by saying, 'Quite good, but now some
one must speak on this.' They would press us to speak, 
and if no one could gather the courage to do so they 
would themselves say a few simple

5
lhort sentences about 

the topic and set a model for us. 

Pandita Ramabai left Bombay for Calcutta in 1880, and 

the Ranades left for Poona in the following year for the Judge 
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to assume his duties as the Chief second-class judge of the 

Civil Court. In Poona, Ramabai Ranade missed the sabha in 

Bombay and thought perhaps it might be duplicated in Poona: 

My idea was to copy what we had in Bombay--an appointed 
place and time when the educated women could gather to 
discuss simple subjects under the direction of some 
respectable gentleman of experience.52 

Consequently, a Poona ladies sabha was organized by the 

Ranades in the drawing room of the Female Training College. 

Attendance varied from twelve to sixteen women and men; the 

topics discussed ranged from geography and astronomy to 

S k . 53 ans r1t. 

When Pandita Ramabai arrived in Poona in 1882, at 

the invitation of the Prarthana Samaj members, she utilized 

the little Poona sabha as a basis for the larger Arya Mahila 

Samaj, which then centered around her lectures. Ramabai 

Ranade recalled the impact Pandita Ramabai made upon Poona 

at the Saturday Samaj meetings: 

Now, because so many men and women enjoyed it, a huge 
audience gathered every Saturday. The chief attractions 
were Panditabai's lectures on various subjects. She 
had an interesting way of speaking and it was a pleasure 
to hear h er prove her arguments. As she spoke, she 
held the absorbed attention of the audience with amazing 
skill. This was the reason why all the learned people 
of the old as well as of the new school of thought were 
enjoying Panditabai and treated her with respect and 54 urged the women and girls to attend each week's program. 

Pandita Ramabai's Arya Mahila Samaj, though nominally 

independent, was supported by the members of the Prarthana 

Samaj of Poona and formed the model for later associations 

established by the National Social Conference, also under 
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the influence of Justice Ranade. The Samaj gave young 

middle class women experience in appearing and speaking 

publicly. Through the gentle encouragement of Pandita 

Ramabai and the male teachers of the Samaj, women were given 

the self-confidence to experiment in more radical forms of 

social change. 

The Arya Samaj and Women's Reform 

Just as the Prarthana Samaj in Bombay Presidency en

couraged female education and helped to establish women's 

sabhas, the Arya Samaj started women's schools and founded 

women's institutes, although at a somewhat later date. 55 

Alteration of the socially acceptable behavior and the posi-

tion of women in society varied considerably from caste to 

caste and from province to province and within the Presidencies. 

Social change a n d social reform in Bengal and the United 

Provinces, did not, for example, proceed at the same pace, 

nor did it occur at the same time as in Bombay or Madras. 

As social custom varied locally, so varied reform. 

Although the Arya Samaj, a revivalistic vedic reform 

society, was established in Bombay in 1875 by Dayananda 

Saraswati, its greatest encouragement of women's associations 

occurred in Bengal at the turn of the century. 56 Speaking 

throughout India on the "exclusive authority of the Vedas," 

Dayananda Saraswati advocated the prohibition of idol wor-

ship, untouchability, child marriage, and the "subjection of 
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women to unequal status with men." 57 Arya Samaj members 

actively encouraged and supported women's education and the 

establishment of women's branches of the organization. 58 In 

the Punjab, the Arya Samaj school, Kanya Mahavidyalaya, 

founded in 1890 at Jullundur, taught Sanskrit and vedic 

studies and had by 1900 some 134 female students. 59 

The spokesman for the Arya Samaj women's branches was 

Sarala Devi Chaudhrani, political activist and niece of 

Bengali poet and Nobel Laureate, Ranindranath Tagore. 60 She 

toured throughout the Punjab, the United Provinces, Bihar, 

and Bengal speaking on the necessity for women's social reform 

and establishing women's Arya Samaj branches. 61 At Saranpur, 

she spoke of the vital need for education for women: 

Knowledge is the great remedy for fear. Give knowledge 
to your womenfolk. Get them rid of fear and they will 
transmit fearlessness to your lives.62 

Women's Sabhas within the National 
Social Conference 

Desp i te the benefits culled from linkage with religious 

reform groups, the most important and longest continual 

link between the Hindu Women's Social Reform Movement and 

the Hindu Social Reform Movement was forged with the promul-

gation of mahila samajas by the National Social Conference. 

The philosophy of the National Social Conference espoused 

by Justice Ranade, calling for the amalgamation of the bene-

ficial aspec t s of tradition and English liberal humanitarian-

ism, provided urban literate women with a means which insured 

their survival as a unified group. 
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The National Social Conference, the parent organiza-

tion of the annual women's conference, was one of the many 

reform associations in India which reflected a consolidation 

of many smaller organizations. The earliest associations of 

the emerging middle class (not concerned with women's social 

reform), were the Zamindari (landowner) Association of 1837, 

the Landholder's Society of 1838, and the Bengal British India 

Society of 1843. 63 Increased urbanization and social dis-

placement brought a growing sense of discontent and an acute 

awareness of limited economic opportunity that erupted in 

various loca ..L l itical and social reform associations. 

Essentially these local associations were centered in the 

Presidency towns of Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay, and sustained 

a membership composed primarily of educated, professional, 

westernized, middle class men who were products of the devel-

oping Indian Un i ve rsities. They were concerned members of 

h h 
0 h h 0 h s 0 64 t e Bra mo Sarna], t e Prart ana Sarna], or t e Arya amaJ. 

Humanitarian concern for women's social reform and all 

aspects of the amelioration of social conditions sustained 

a substantial setback in the establishment of the Indian 

National Congress. Begun under the auspices of Allen Octavian 

Hume in 1885, the Indian National Congress brought some 124 

organizations together in its initial three years of existence. 65 

Exordial response on behalf of the many members indicated 

that the Indian National Congress might be equally concerned 

with social as well as political issues. B. Malabari, social 

reformer and editor of the Voice of India, advocated the 
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promotion of his child marriage restriction measure, the 

"Age of Consent Bill," before the first meeting of the Ind ian 

National Congress in Bombay in December of 1885. 66 Hume, 

rejecting the social implications of the bill on the grounds 

that it might offend the more orthodox, replied to Malabari, 

"We cannot afford to alienate a single coadjutor." 67 Social 

reform including widow marriage, age of consent, caste-

interfunctioning, untouchability, and women's education was 

excluded from consideration on a formal basis until 1917. 

Some members of the Poona Sarajanik Sabha (P.S.S.), 

the associat i u_ f o r social and political reform established 

in 1870, wished to incorporate the limitations that would 

be placed upon their social reform aspirations. Others, 

however, including Justice Ranade, were so committed to social 

reform that they split off from the P.S.S. to form the National 

Social Conference. 68 The Conference, which eventually 

included most western Indian local social reform associa-

tions, met every year in the same city as the Indian National 

Congress following the conclusion of the Congress session. 

The membership of the National Social Conference consisted 

of men, and later women, active in the Brahmo Samaj, the 

Prarthana Samaj, the Arya Samaj, and several caste associa-

69 tions, as well as in the Indian National Congress. 

One chief consideration of the Social Conference was 

the condition of women in Indian society and their legal and 

· l 't' w1'th1'n the fam1'ly. 70 
SOCla pOSl lOn The National Social 

Conference met, according to Justice Ranade, "animated by a 
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common purpose." 71 In 1893 at the Seventh Conference Justice 

Ranade stated: 

It covers a wide programme . 
travel, remarriage of widows, 
the admission of converts and 
asso:ted m~rriage7 2 polygamy, 
and 1ncont1nence. 

. encouraging foreign 
interfusion of castes, 
checking infant and ill
sale of girls, intemperance 

A lasting contribution of the National Social Confer-

ence was the encouragement it gave to the establishment of 

women's associations. Women's local associations developed, 

not as a result of isolated and individual altruistic reform 

efforts as popular historiography suggests, but from the 

tradition of t he association fostered by the precepts of the 

Hindu Social Reform Movement. Justice Ranade spoke before 

the eleventh session of the National Social Conference at 

Amraoti in 1897 on the work and proliferation of women's 

associations in India: 

Many associations, sabhas, samajas maintain independent 
girls schools of their own and others have their home 
classes more or less actively employed in carrying on 
the work of the schools to educate the more advanced 
students. Others again have their lectures for ladies 
and Ladies' Associations such as Ahmedabad, Bombay and 73 Madras, started and maintained by the ladies themselves. 

Some of the associations and schools to which Justice 

Ranade alluded were: the Bethuen College of Calcutta; the 

Girls High School at Poona and at Ahmedabad; the Kanya 

Mahavidyala at Jullundur; the Sing Sabha Girls School at 

Lahore; the Maharani's Girls School at Mysore, the Mahakali 

Patshela, founded by Mataji Tapaswini Bai of Calcutta; the 

Sylhet and Mymensingh Unions of Bengal; the Widow's Homes in 

Poena established by D. K. Karve; and the Barangar Widows' 



59 

Homes founded by Sasipada Banerjee. 74 Justice Ranade felt 

that finally women's social reform had achieved a widespread 

community concern: 

The signs are clearly visable that throughout India the 
national awakening to the necessity of developing the 
moral and intellectual capabilities and attitudes of 
our sisters has found universal recognition.75 

Between 1906 and 1912, other Widow's Homes and relief hostels 

for women were established in Mysore, Calcutta, Bangalore, 

76 Dacca, Madras, Ferozpore, Batinda, Jullundur, and Bombay. 

With the encouragement and support of her husband, 

Ramabai Ranade s lowly assumed the role of foremost spokesman 

for women's concerns in the National Social Conference. 

Following Justice Ranade's death in 1901, Ramabai was left 

desolate, yet determined to pursue the path her husband had 

so clearly encouraged her to follow. After nearly a year of 

mourning she emerged in late 1901 as the president of the 

77 Arya Mahila Samaj, holding the weekly meetings in her home. 

Ramabai Ranade assumed the position formerly held by 

Pandita Ramabai in Bombay after the latter's departure for 

England in the fall of 1883. Ramabai wrote and published 

her autobiography in 1902; that same year she frequently 

visited the Yeravada Central Prison to recite hymns and to 

pray with the female prisoners, teaching them to read and 

write through familiar stories from the Vedas. 78 

A fundamental strengthening of the National Social 

Congress occurred in 1904, brought about through a policy of 

forming an interconnected network of social reform associations 
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on a national scale. "Temperance Societies, marriage reform 

leagues, social reform conferences--district and provincial 

and social reform associations" developed with amazing alacrity 

throughout the country. All of these humanitarian associa-

tions belonged to the National Social Conference thus giving 

th . l f t t d f • t 79 e soc1a re orm movemen a s rong egree o un1 y. 

At the annual Bombay meeting of the National Social 

Conference in 1904 a women's conference was added, encouraged 

by B. N. Bhajekar and presided over by Ramabai Ranade. It 

was intended, as Ramabai stressed, "to bring out women who 

hesitated to come before a mixed public audience." 80 The 

Bharat Mahila Parishad marked the first instance of women of 

diverse communities and differing religions and castes meeting 

together to discuss their problems, aspirations, limitations, 

and anxieties. It was the initial meeting of women on a class 

rather than caste, religion, or family basis. This concept 

became even more important as it later enabled women's con-

ferences to maintain a diverse membership of seemingly non-

contiguous ethnic and religious groups when communal hatred 

threatened to divide the nation. For the women's conference, 

class proved stronger than either caste or Islamic injunction. 

The Bharat Mahila Parishad continued to be a viable and 

effective organization for advocating women's social reform 

until it merged with Annie Besant's Indian Women's Associa

tion in 1917. 81 
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The Philosophy of Amalgamation: 
Blending Together Tradition and Change 

The final and most profound connection between the 

Hindu Social Reform Movement and the women's associations 

came with the establishment and practice of the process of 

amalgamation. The careful selection of those traditions 

of classical Hinduism and vedic role models that fit the 

middle class experience coupled with English liberal humani-

tarian traditions most in line with middle class aspirations 

to form and reinforce a new social strata was termed an 

amalgamation. J ustice Ranade described this process as 

finding inspiration i n the past to "adjust the relations of 

82 the past with the present in a spirit of mutual forebearence." 

In essence, Rammohan Roy, Keshab Chundra Sen, Dayananda 

Saraswati, Pandita Ramabai, and Justice Ranade sought to 

purify Hindu society, as Ranade wrote, "to correct the para-

sitical growths that have encrusted it and sucked the life 

out of it." 83 D. E. Wacha, a close friend of Justice Ranade, 

wrote in the introduction to the collected works of Ranade 

that the elements of old and new which answered the desperate 

social needs of the displaced middle class should be poured 

into a "crucible" and combined to "form an amalgam which 

shall endure." 84 

The process of amalgamation enabled the middle class 

woman to cope with the difficulties of having outgrown the 

old ways while viewing with terror future prospects. 

Hansa Mehta wrote of the complexity of divergent forces 
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motivating amalgamation: 

To-day even our ideals are vague. We are torn between 
our feelings for the old and our desire for the new. Our 
reason cannot accept old as it was, our emotion cannot 
give up what was once so beautifu1. 8 ~ 

To break completely with tradition in a society as structured 

from birth to death as Hindu society would have been impos-

sible without embracing total radicalism. Instead, women 

satisfied their insecurities and redressed social need for 

definition by this curious borrowing process. Women were 

reading Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the Rights of 

Women on the one hand, while using the traditional and loved 

women of the Vedas as role models for social sanction and 

inspiration. In the creative literary and artistic expansion 

of women lay a deep respect for the frequently cruel beauty 

of classic tradition. Western education, western literary 

models, and the vague aura of creativity generated by the 

women's movement gave women the impetus to find inspiration 

in vedic tradition which they expressed in English literary 

forms. Sarojini Naidu epitomizes this practice in her poem 

"Nasturtiums" in which she used classical sources for inspira-

tion while writing in English and using English poetical 

models: 

Poignant and subtle and bitter perfume 
Exquisite, luminous, passionate bloom 
Your leaves interwoven of fragrance and fire 
Are Savitri's sorrow and Sita's desire, 
Draupadi's longing, Damayanti's fears, 
And sweetest Sakuntala's magical tears. 86 
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Conclusion 

Men and women of the emerging middle class of mid

nineteenth century India found the means of implementing their 

desire for social change by establishing social reform asso

ciations. Associations for women initially emerged as wome n's 

branches of religious reform organizations: the Brahmo Samaj, 

founded in 1828; the Prarthana Samaj, established in 1867; 

and the Arya Samaj, created in 1875. The first associations 

for women were designed to encourage women's education and 

facilitate the g radual emergence of women in society. The 

Society of The i stic Friends (1863) and the Brahmika Samaj 

(1865) were Brahmo Samaj prayer meetings for women and were 

established by individuals who later joined the Prarthana 

Samaj in Bombay Presidency. These first associations were 

the forerunners of the Arya Mahila Samaj founded by Pandita 

Ramabai in Poo .~ in 1882. Although nominally independent, 

the Arya Mahila Samaj was supported and maintained by members 

of the Poona Prarthana Samaj. Comprised of teachers from 

the Female Training College and wives of Poena's professional 

middle class, the Arya Mahila Samaj brought educated middle 

class women together to study and helped to give them the 

self-confidence and courage to think and speak independently . 

Women's social reform received tremendous impetus from 

the foundation of the National Social Conference in 1886, 

with branches throughout northern and western India, many of 

which established women's associations, schools, and relief 
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hostels for women. By 1900 women's social reform and the 

firm belief in the value of the association for instigating 

social reform appeared to be widespread among the middle 

class. In 1904, the first women's annual conference, the 

Bharat Mahila Parishad, was established under the guidance 

of the National Social Conference marking the first occasion 

of women meeting on a class, rather than religious or family 

basis. This annual conference format was later followed by 

the Indian Women's Association of 1917 and the All India 

Women's Conference of 1926. 

Women's associations by 1900 had helped to establish 

a strong class identity for middle class educated women who 

had worked collectively to expand socially acceptable roles 

for women in Hindu society. Although their attempts to pro

hibit child marriage, popularize education for women, liber

alize legal restrictions against women, and modify the 

harsh treatmen t of widows were not overly successful, these 

women of the social reform movement did open up new oppor

tunities for women in unexpected areas. Through the work of 

women's associations new chances for participation in the 

fields of journalism, teaching, medicine, and social work 

were made possible. Following the example of Rammohan Roy, 

women such as Pandita Ramabai and Ramabai Ranade found they 

could influence other members of the middle class through 

public speaking, lecture tours, and journal and book publi

cation. Through their writing and lectures, women in social 

reform not only popularized the women's movement in India, 
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but found a valuable audience in Great Britain and the 

United States. 

By providing young middle class women with an education, 

the social reformers gave women the opportunity for a career 

in literature. Two of the first women to take advantage of 

this opportunity were the poets, Toru Dutt and Sarojini Naidu. 

Other women, such as Cornelia Sorabjee, studied civil law 

and wrote extensively on the women's movement in India and 

in Great Britain. Other women, such as Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddi, 

pioneered in the field of medicine. The number of women 

attending universities prior to 1900 was minimal (see Table 5), 

but the few women who were able to move into these new 

fields created valuable precedents for the women in the 

following decades. 

Even as women moved into the fields of journalism, 

law, literature, medicine and social work, they were careful 

to maintain their ties with tradition. Like the men of the 

middle class, women were anxious to move into western society, 

yet were afraid of departing too far from traditional society. 

They satisfied this fear by the practice and philosophy of 

amalgamation. Women such as Pandita Ramabai carefully framed 

all efforts of social reform within vedic precedent, using 

as models the women of the vedas. Even though she advocated 

women's self determination andsought a revocation of the 

restrictions placed upon women by the Laws of Manu, she was 

called, "a real woman of the Upanishads." 
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By 1900 substantial alteration in the middle class 

perception of women's role in society had been achieved. 

However, if the women's association was to be effective out

side of the middle class significant change would have to be 

made within the movement to make associations appealing to 

lower class women and revision of its goals would have to be 

formulated. Although ties with the Brahmo Samaj and Prarthana 

Samaj had been initially beneficial, this connection limited 

the appeal of the women's association outside of the middle 

class and tended to restrict women's reform to areas acceptable 

to the male members of the religious and social reform organi

zations. Amalgamation's adaptative and eclectic character 

eludes strict definition. Its precise meaning varied with 

the individual utilizing it and the purpose for which it 

was used. The elements of classical tradition that were 

used to find inspiration or social sanction varied with 

the needs and background of the individual. The elements of 

English culture varied, again, with the background and edu

cation of the person utilizing it. The nature of English 

education among the middle class was not uniform and tended 

to be unsystematic. Generally, amalgamation was the process 

and philosophy of adapting elements of the past that seemed 

to fit the present and combining these with the "beneficial" 

aspects of English culture, which were most in line with 

middle class aspirations. The concepts of human equality, 

liberty, freedom of thought, Christian humanitarianism, 

English liberalism, and the precepts of English law were all 
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utilized in some form in amalgamation and reflected the works 

of Spencer, Hume, Mill, Wollstonecraft, as well as poets 

such as Tennyson. In essence, it was this process of com-

bining tradition with English liberal humanitarianism which 

enabled the young middle class, educated woman to emerge 

after 1900 as a strong and independent, if rare, entity. 

Women such as Pandita Ramabai and Ramabai Ranade, appeared 

to embody amalgamation and were an inspiration to other 

Indian women. Ramabai Ranade's nephew believed his aunt 

embraced "that which was excellent in our own indigenous 

culture and . . assimilated that which was best in the 

culture of the west." 87 

After 1900, significant changes in the nature and 

function of the Hindu women's social reform associations 

occurred which enabled women in social reform to broaden the 

appeal and increase the effectiveness of the women's associa

tion. Yet, even as social reform moved out of the middle 

class, social reformers remained committed to the practice 

of amalgamating tradition with English liberal tradition. 

Thus, as the "gentle revolution" expanded, the forces of 

tradition and change remained inexorably linked to provide 

a strong means of instituting social change. Amalgamation 

and the use o f vedic role models helped to provide women with 

a sense of agreed purpose, and through the association, 

young middle class women were able to forge a strong unity 

and group identity. 



FOOTNOTES--CHAPTER II 

1The Hindu Women's Social Reform Movement was equally 
influenced by Mohandas Gandhi after 1921. 

Roy's 
1772. 

2There is some disagreement over the date of Rammohan 
birth. DeBary, Vol. II, p. 19, states he was born in 
Wolpert, p. 250, states his birth was in 1774. 

3 Asthana, pp. 24-25. 

4Although there is little evidence to indicate which 
aspects of Buddhism Roy was absorbing during his stay in 
Tibet, it may be possible that Buddhist thought influenced 
his view's on the treatment of women in society. The Buddhist 
religion was generally sympathetic to women and accorded to 
them a measure of respect and a greater role in public life 
than Hinduism. DeBary, Vol. II, p. 29. 

5Ibid., pp. 19-20. 

6 Ibid., pp. 19-20. 

7 Ibid. , p . 2 9 . 

8s. N. Mukherjee, "Class, Caste and Politics in Cal
cutta, 1818-1838" in Edmund Leach, Elites in South Asia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), p. 34. 

9Ibid., p. 34. 

10J. T. F. Jordens, "Hindu Religious and Social Reform 
in British India," in A. L. Basham, ed. A Cultural History 
of India (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), pp. 365-366. 

11 Rammonhan Roy, Second Conference Between An Advocate 
For and an Opponent of the Practice of Burning Widow's Alive 
(English Works), pp. 359-363 in DeBary, Vol. II, p. 31. 

12Mukherjee, p. 34. 

13 
Rammohan Roy, Second Conference, in DeBary, Vol. II, 

p. 31. 

14 Jordens, pp. 365-366. 

68 



69 

15Gray, p. 461. 

16 Rarnmohan Roy, Second Conference,in DeBary, Vol. II, 
PP • 30 1 32 • 

17 Debandranath Tagore (1817-1915) . Although he did 
not stress women's reform in the Brahmo Samaj, he did educate 
his own daughters, one of whom became India's first woman 
journal editor. 

18 Keshab Chandra Sen (1838-1884). Jordens, pp. 368-369. 

19 R. C. Majumdar, et.al., An Advanced History of India 
(London: MacMillan, 1967), p. 876. 

20 . d 876 R. C. MaJum ar, p. . 

21 Jordens, p. 370. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Asthana, p. 30. 

24This chapter will cover only the lives of Justice 
and Ramabai Ranade and Pandita Ramabai until 1900. The 
remainder of Pandita Ramabai's life will be examined in 
Chapter III. 

25 Wolpert, p. 251. 

26 Ramabai Ranade, Himself. 

27 Ibid. 

28Ibid. 

29
Ibid. 

30 s s b · · . ora Jl, 
Choksi, p. 26. 

"Srimati Ramabai Ranade" in Gedge and 

31Ibid. I p. 29. 

32 Asthana, p. 48. 

33Mrs. Nikambe, "Pandita Ramabai and the Problem of 
India's married Women and Widows," in Gedge and Choksi, p. 14. 

34 Rachel L. Bodley, "Introduction," in Pandita Ramabai, 
p. xvii. 

35 Ibid. 



70 

36 d . b . 35 Pan 1ta Rama a1, p. . 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Bodley, p. xviii. 

40 Ibid. 

41Ibid., p. xvii-xix. 

42Ibid., p. xix. 

43 .k mb 17 N1 a e, p. . 

44 Bodley, p. XX . 

45 . k mb 18 N1 a e, p. . 

46 . d 876 MaJum ar, p. . 

47sisir Kumar Mitra, Resurgent India (1963), p. 119, 
in Asthana, p. 30. 

4 B ab . d H. lf 6 7 Ram a1 Rana e, 1mse , p. . 

49 ab • d d • • f I • • Ram a1 Rana e, Rana e, H1s W1 e s Rem1n1scences 
(New Delhi: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Govern-

ment of India, 1963), pp. 60-62, 75, 221 passim. 

50 Ibid., pp. 220-221. 

51 Ibid., p. 75. 

52 b . d H. lf 68 Rama a1 Rana e, 1mse , p. . 

53Ibid., pp. 68-69. 

54 Ibid. , pp. 77-78. 

55 Asthana, p. 70; Natarajan, p. 104. 

56 DeBary, Vol. II, pp. 76-77. 

57 b.d 77 I 1 ., p. . 

58 
Asthana, p. 70; Natarajan, p. 104. 

59Natarajan, p. 104. 

60 
DeBary, Vol. II, p. 232. 



71 

61Home Political Confidential Proceedings, No. 46-62, 
January, 1910, in Asthana, p. 70. 

62 Ibid. 

63Biman Behari Majumdar, Indian Political Associations 
and Reform of Legislature 1818-1917 (Calcutta: Firma K. L. 
Mukhipadhyay, 1965), p. 22. 

64 kh . 51 B . d 30 Mu erJee, p. ; B .. MaJum ar, p. . 

65B. B. Majumdar, Appendix, II. 

66Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: 
Competition and Collaboration in the Later Nineteenth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), pp. 257, 277. 

67 "Hume to Malabari," in Indian Spectator, 1 February, 
1886, in Ibid., p. 295. 

68 Ibid., 295; Charles Heimsath, Indian Nationalism 
and Hindu Social Reform (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
19 6 4) , p. 179. 

69Heimsath, pp. 191-192. 

70 Ibid., p. 195. 

71 M. G. Ranade, pp. 131-132. 

72 Ibid. I pp. 131-132. 

73Ibid., p. 182. 

74Ibid., pp. 182, 184. 

75Ibid., p. 182. 

76 Natarajan, pp. 127-128. 

77 Ramabai Ranade, Ranade, p. 32. 

78Ibid., pp. 122-123. 

79 Natarajan, pp. 127-128. 

80 Ibid., pp. 11-112. 

81 Modern Review, October 1911, p. 344, 1n Asthana, p. 71. 

82 M. G. Ranade, p. 118. 



8 3 Ibid. , p . 118 • 

84 rbid., p. v. 

72 

85Hansa Mehta, "Literary Achievements of Indian Women," 
in Gedge and Choksi, p. 102. 

86 Ramabai Ranade, Ranade, p. 224. 

87 k h . M . . f ( d f d La s m1 N. enon, Pos1t1on o Women Lon on: Ox or 
University Press, 1944), p. 32. 



CHAPTER III 

MOVING AWAY FROM THE MIDDLE CLASS: 
DEVELOPMENT OF WOMEN'S ASSOCIATIONS 1900-1917 

By the beginning of the twentieth century Hindu women's 

social reform associations had achieved a unity of agreed 

purpose and had developed a mutually perceived female middle 

class identity. The process of amalgamating the selected 

elements of tradition and English liberal humanitarianism, 

enabled women to alter the position of women in Hindu society 

and enlarge the acceptable societal roles of women. Women's 

associations agreed upon fundamental issues: the need for 

women's education; the prohibition of child marriage; widow 

relief; the prohibition of polygamy and sati; and medical 

assistance for women. All women's associations encouraged 

women to come together, to learn to speak, to write for 

the public, and to engage in some form of social work. Two 

types of association were developed after 1900: the literary 

and social society, such as the Arya Mahila Samaj, and the 

social relief school and agency, such as widow's homes. By 

examining the most influential of each of these two types 

of association one may arrive at a better understanding of 

the scope of social reform prior to 1917. 

One of the major criticisms of the pre-1917 Hindu 

Women's Social Reform Movement was that it was limited in 

73 
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scope to the urban middle class woman and was primarily 

designed to emphasize "the horne making roles of women, whose 

primary duty is to love and serve their husbands, and children 

in the traditional way." 1 The Report of the Committee on 

the Status of Women in India, Towards Equality states: 

Education, raising the age of marriage, widow remarriage, 
the abolition of seclusion, and rights to property were 
essentially attempts to improve the woman's position 
within the family framework, and to ensure for her a 
degree of dignity and independence. None of these move
ments aimed to make the woman an equal pa~tner of man 
in the societal roles outside the family. 

A detailed examination of two associations and a 

discussion of the women who founded them will show whether 

or not that view of pre-1917 social reform is an accurate one 

in all cases. Has current historiography centered upon 

middle class associations such as the Arya Mahila Sarnaj and 

ignored the work of women who attempted to help women outside 

of the urban middle class also redress the dissatisfactions 

they felt towards the traditional treatment of women in Hindu 

society? During the years between 1900 and 1917 a new con-

sideration was added to the goals of social reform which 

these criticisms fail to take into account. This was the 

firm belief in the necessity of imparting to women, through 

the association, a sense of self reliance and a means of 

providing for her own welfare-goals which were of less irnpor-

tance to affluent middle class women. 

Following a somewhat loose chronology, the associa-

tions examined are viewed in the order in which they were 

established. When warranted, narration will begin prior to 
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1900 to provide a background for the association and will 

extend beyond 1917 to provide a concise concept of the asso-

ciation as a complete entity. However, it may be assumed 

that important changes in the concept of the association 

developed between 1900 and 1917. 

Pandita Ramabai and the Sharada Sadan 

After the foundation of the Arya Mahila Samaj in Poona 

in 1882, Pandita Ramabai embarked upon a tour of Bombay 

Presidency and organized Arya Mahila Samaj branches in many 

3 of the towns in which she spoke. In September of 1882, she 

appeared before the Education Commission presided over by 

4 Dr. W. W. Hunter. Although she advocated the establishment 

of girls' schools staffed by women, and asked the government 

for legislation to prohibit cruelty to women, Pandita Ramabai's 

strongest appeal to the Commission was for government funding 

of medical training for women and for medical facilities for 

women staffed by female doctors. As a result of her testi-

mony, Queen Victoria established in 1885 the National Asso-

ciation of Supplying Female Medical Aid to the Women of India, 

referred to as the Dufferin Fund. The Dufferin Fund was res-

ponsible for providing scholarships for women in medicine 

5 and for setting up obstetrical and mid-wife training centers. 

Despite the contributions Pandita Ramabai had made 

to the foundation of the Dufferin Fund and the apparent 

success of the Arya Mahila Samaj, she felt a vague dissatis

faction with the work she had thus far accomplished. 
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Undergoing continued criticism from orthodox Hindus for her 

marriage to the late Bipin Medhavi, she again felt drawn to 

Christianity. In order to learn more about Christianity, 

she decided to go to England. To finance the trip she pub-

lished Stree Dharma Neeti (Women's Daily Duty) in 1885 and 

with the proceeds from the sale of the book, she departed 

6 for England in the fall of the same year. She later spoke 

to Rachel Bodley, Dean of the Women's Medical College of 

Pennsylvania, of the apprehensions she experienced in leaving 

India: 

I felt a restless desire to go to England . . I could 
not have done this unless I had felt that my faith in 
God had become strong; it is such a great step for a 
Hindu woman to cross the sea; one cuts oneself always 
off from one's people . It seems to me now very 
strange how I could have started as I did with my frie9d 
and little child, throwing myself on God's protection. 

Upon her arrival in England, Pandita Ramabai was 

cared for by the Sisters in St. Mary's Home in Wantage, where 

she "gradually learned to feel the truth of Christianity, 

and to see that it is a philosophy teaching us truths higher 

than I had ever known . .. 8 She and her daughter were bap-

tized in the Church of England on September 29, 1883. 

In September of 1884, after spending a year at Wantage, 

Pandita Ramabai became a professor of Sanskrit at the Ladies 

College at Cheltenham. A slight hearing defect prevented 

her from studying medicine as she had hoped; however, she 

continued to take classes in mathematics, English literature, 

and the natural sciences. 9 She remained at Cheltenham 

expecting a "possible Government educational appointment in 
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India" 10 until she received an invitation to witness the grad-

uation from medical school of her distant relation, Mrs. 

Anandibai Joshee, in Philadelphia on March 11, 1886. Although 

the two women had never met, the similarity of their interests 

in women's social reform had led them to correspond several 

11 years before with one another. After several weeks of 

indecision, Pandita Ramabai, and her daughter Manorama, sailed 

for the United States. 12 

In Philadelphia, Pandita Ramabai became friends with 

Anna Hallowell of the Sub-Primary School Society which pro-

vided free kindergartens for Philadelphia children. Pandita 

Ramabai felt that something similar to these kindergartens 

might prove very successful in India to provide young girls 

with an early appreciation of education. In September of 

1886, in Philadelphia, she began writing a series of school 

books for girls in the Marathi language, beginning with a 

13 primer and continuing to a sixth grade reader. She was 

determined to return to India to establish "native schools 

founded by and for native women." 14 In order to raise funds 

for the school she delivered a series of lectures beginning 

in Philadelphia, and followed by meetings in Boston where 

the Rarnabai Association was established in May of 1887. A 

book she had written in England on the condition of women 

in India, The High Caste Hindu Woman, was privately printed 

in Philadelphia and offered for sale during her lecture tour 

in the northeastern cities of the United States and Canada. 15 

Rachel L. Bodley, wrote a moving introduction to Pandita's 
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book and made an eloquent plea for a steady supply of funds 

to finance Pandita Ramabai's girl-widow's school: 

When in that great Hindu nation about to come to the 
birth, the women are moved to arise in their degradation, 
and themselves utter the feeble cry, 'Help, or we 
perishl' it cannot be otherwise than that a corresponding 
multitude of women must be found elsewhere, willing, 
in the day of God's power, to send the help.l6 

Sufficient funds were secured to support fifty pupils 

for ten years and Pandita Ramabai sailed for India. On her 

return voyage she spent thirteen days in Tokyo at the invi-

tation of the Women's Christian Temperance Union and finally 

arrived in Poona in February of 1889. 17 Upon her return she 

wrote and published The Peoples of the United States based 

upon her experiences in Philadelphia and Boston, and although 

critical of the United States, the book was designed "to show 

the capacity of women to overcome superstitions and reactionary 

customs and build a world of education, love and good citizen-

h . ..18 s lp. In December of 1889, she addressed the Indian 

National Congress session in Bombay where she represented 

the Women's Christian Temperance Union and the Arya Mahila 

S . 19 
amaJ. 

Equipped with funds from the United States, Pandita 

Ramabai opened her school for girl-widows in 1889 at Chowpatty, 

Bombay. 20 Although Pandita Ramabai had been ex-communicated 

by orthodox Hindus for her conversion to Christianity, the 

opening of the Sharada Sadan was attended by Bombay's fore

most social reformers. 21 Mrs. Nikambe, a close friend and 

associate of Pandita Ramabai, described the occasion: 
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The entrance to the house was decorated with plantain 
trees, and yellow-flowered garlands told of emancipation 
for the oppressed widows for whom educational facilities 
were now provided .•• The Pandita stood as hostess 
garbed in the white muslin of a Dakshini lady. Her 
hair was cut short, she wore no bangles on her arms, 
and her feet were clad in Brahman shoes without stock
ings. We were chiefly struck by the intellectuality of 
her brow, by her beau~~ful gray-blue eyes, and her 
charming happy smile. ' 

Although the Sharada Sadan was designed to be a center 

for women to learn classical Sanskrit, child widows were 

Pandita Ramabai's primary concern and abiding hope for the 

future: 

. the great reforms have again and again been wrought 
by instrumentalities that the world despised. Tell them 
to help me educate the high-caste child-widows; for I 
solemnly believe that this hated and despised class of 
women, educated ~~d enlightened, are by God's grace, 
to redeem India! 

Pandita Ramabai based her belief in the power for 

social reform through widow education upon the census of 

India of 1881 which stated that there were 20,936,626 widows 

in India, of whom 78,976 were under the age of nine and 669,100 

were under the age of nineteen. She felt that if an insti-

tution were established in which young widows who wished to 

live independently of their families, or who had no family, 

could come to learn and be trained in simple industrial 

k . 11 d h d . f h 1 ld b . . 24 s 1 s an an 1cra ts, t e resu ts wou e 1mpress1ve. 

The Sharada Sadan served such a purpose. Pandita Ramabai 

initially designed the Sharada Sadan to be an institution 

where high caste women could live and study without fear of 

losing caste. Teachers were both Indian and European, "in 

order to afford the occupants of the houses the combined 
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advantage of Eastern and Western civilization and education." 25 

However, Pandita Ramabai's association might have con-

tinued according to her plans had not famine and plague 

struck Bombay in 1896. Widespread famine hit northern India 

in early 1896 and struck most savagely the populations of 

the United Provinces, the Central Provinces, Bihar, and the 

Hissar District of the Punjab affecting more than 70 million 

26 people. Later that same year, plague brought to India on a 

Chinese ship swept through Bombay City infecting a population 

already weakened from famine. Evacuees spread the disease 

throughout the Presidency and eventually into other provinces; 

27 by 1903 at least two million people were known dead. 

All efforts at social reform among women were brought 

to a temporary halt by the ravages of plague in the city. 

Families fled to outlying districts and watched with fear as 

the disease spread among the servants and family members of 

even Bombay's most affluent families. Ramabai Ranade dis-

covered, to her horror, diseased rats crawling up through 

the drains of her house to die. She recounts in her auto-

biography the effect of the disease on her family and the 

necessity of fleeing the city: 

Shudders run through me when I recall our first exper
ience of Plague! It was in 1896 that this awful disease 
first came to Bombay. Until that time no one had ever 28 heard of it, and all were unprepared forthe horror if it. 

Plague camps were established outside the city. Panic 

and emergency relief efforts broke down social relations and 

normal administrative procedures. Business came to an abrupt 
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halt, courts were closed, and hospitals were set up in any 

available location. Quarantine was rigidly enforced in areas 

where the disease had broken out. Pandita Ramabai attempted 

to establish relief camps outside the city. A telegram sent 

by the Indian Association to the London Times provides a 

graphic illustration of the conditions in the plague inspection 

camps: 

Two cases of gross attempted outrage of Hindu girls at 
Khana Plague inspection camp by two European plague 
officers who have been suspended by government. Pandita 
Ramabai writes to the newspapers of seduction of one 
of her girls at the Poona Plague Camp; utterly demoral
izing arrangements there. Great sensation all over the 
country.29 

An influx of displaced agrarian people unable to make 

a living and driven from their land during the famine poured 

into Bombay hoping to find work in the mills. They created 

a large, homeless, and destitute population within the city. 

Women and children with no other recourse came to the city 

hoping for work; failing that they had no option other than 

begging, stealing, or prostitution. The plight of widows 

left without family care as a result of famine and plague 

was particularly bleak. 30 

Pandita Ramabai immediately expanded the Sharada Sadan 

to include as many victims of the famine and those left 

homeless by plague as she could possibly accomodate. Mrs. 

Nikambe, working with Pandita Ramabai at the time, wrote: 

She [Ramabai] had herself suffered terrific privations 
from famine . . . begged food for her dying mother . . . 
lived with her brother on roots and wild berries. She 
departed now for the stricken area. The first sight of 
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three little famished skeleton-like forms determined 
her in her resolve to admit into her i~ftitution all 
the destitute girls who needed refuge. 

Pandita Ramabai had received in Philadelphia suf-

ficient funds to support only fifty girls for ten years, but 

from the outlying famine districts she brought back three 

hundred, "wild, undisciplined, illiterate girls." 32 For 

these girls she established the Mukti Sadan or House of 

Salvation at Khedgaon, which also served as a plague inspec-

33 tion camp. 

In what was perhaps a move to consolidate her reform 

efforts, Pandita Ramabai moved the Sharada Sadan also to 

Khedgaon. In 1900, she added the Kripa Sadan, "a refuge for 

the fallen" and a boy's orphanage to the one hundred acre 

compound. 34 With the expansion and consolidation of all 

three sections of her relief association, she received addi-

tional support (it is not clear from whom) to provide for 

five or six hundred homeless girls. Refusing to be limited 

by a lack of funds, Pandita Ramabai responded when famine 

struck Gujerat again in 1900 just as she had done in 1896, 

and set out for the famine stricken areas with eight women 

"who had been saved from starvation in 1896.•• 35 They returned 

to Khedgaon with 1350 girls, bringing the total population 

of the Khedgaon facility to 1900. In many of the years prior 

to her death in 1922, Pandita Ramabai housed within the 

Khedgaon compound as many as 2000 destitute women and homeless 

child widows. 36 
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Pandita Ramabai trained the older girls at the Sharada 

Sadan as teachers and maintained a teaching staff of 150 

teachers for fifty classes. The kindergarten which she had 

planned with Anna Hallowell while in Philadelphia was a great 

success with over 400 children under instruction. The home-

less and abandoned widows who formed the bulk of the Sadan 

population were taught to teach at the facility's normal 

school, or were instructed in industrial skills and handi

crafts. The Sharada Sadan housed an extensive industrial 

school which was comprised of "garden, fields, oil press, 

dairy, laundry, departments for baking, sewing, weaving, 

and embroidery." 37 

Manorama, Pandita Ramabai's daughter, had devoted her 

life to helping her mother, and when she died in 1921 the 

loss was irrepairable. The following year, at the age of 

sixty-four, Pandita Ramabai died. 38 

Pandita Ramabai Medhavi Saraswati had inexorably 

altered the nature of Hindu women's social reform associations. 

Her work had not always been popular, her "revolution" not 

always "gentle." She had endured threats against her life, 

abuse, and criticism for her teaching of Christianity, repri

mands from the Ramabai Association in the United States, "and 

even her friends accused and abandoned her." 39 Yet she had 

persisted in her work and in her firm belief in the value 

and the dignity of the lives she attempted to save, and by 

doing so made a profound impact upon all social reform 

efforts in India. 
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Pandita Ramabai successfully developed the first large 

scale women's social relief association. It differed sub

stantially from the women's associations which preceded it, 

as it combined the benefits of the literary and social asso

ciation, such as the Arya Mahila Samaj, in a total environ

ment of education and vocational training. Furthermore, 

the Sharada Sadan extended social reform beyond the middle 

class as it attempted to help women from all levels of society 

anxious to improve their lot in life. While associations 

such as the Bharat Mahila Parishad attempted social reform 

through the methods developed by Rarnrnohan Roy--propaganda, 

meetings, and agitation--the Sharada Sadan conducted social 

reform for widows on a personal basis. Pandita Ramabai 

wished to widen the scope of Roy's methods, to combine pro

paganda and agitation, with vocational training to show 

society the benefits which could be culled by educating and 

training homeless and destitute women. 

While the Sharada Sadan made a tremendous contribution 

to the widow's cause, it had little impact on rural married 

women who wished to remain within their families and social 

superstructures while being educated or trained in simple 

handicrafts. The Sharada Sadan was still closely tied to its 

urban environment and did little to answer the needs of 

rural agrarian women. 

To help village married women and girls, Saroj Nalini 

Dutt developed the Mahila Samiti in rural Bengal. The 

samitis or women's institutes, like the Sharada Sadan, were 
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designed for women outside of the middle class and added a 

significant new dimension to Hindu women's associations. In 

precisely the same manner as the social conditions of middle 

class women in Bombay or Calcutta determined the character 

of urban women's associations, the village environment of 

rural Bengal dictated the character of the Mahila Samitis. 

The rigid and complicated social and family structures of 

village society made it necessary that women's reform deal 

with essentially home oriented goals. Saroj Nalini Dutt 

carefully enhanced the role of mother and elevated the duties 

of the devoted Hindu wife to include the nurturing of society 

as a whole. She believed, as did Pandita Ramabai, that Hindu 

women should neither reject the inherent beauty of classical 

tradition nor live out their lives in the narrow seclusion 

of the past: 

Those who shun everything national, including the beauti
ful ideal of Indian womanhood, are as sure to perish as 
those who are content to sit behind the purdah shutting 
their eyes to what goes on in the great world outside 
and worshipping only the past. What we have to do is 
to choose the middle course . . while preserving 
traits which are essentially our own, to be receptive

40 to all progressive ideas and to march with the times. 

Saroj Nalini Dutt and the Mahila Samiti 

Saroj Nalini Dutt's life was, as C. F. Andrews wrote, 

a harmony of East and West. 41 She was born in 1887, the 

daughter of an Indian Civil Servant and Brahmo Samaj member, 

Brojendra Nath De. 42 Educated by a governess in her home, 

Saroj Nalini learned English, music, homecrafts, and embroidery . 
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She read the Hindu religious classics, the Mahabharta and 

the Ramayana, as a child and was described by her husband 

as being a loving and devoted daughter: "Every night before 

her father went to bed she would look into his shoes to see 

that no small snake or scorpion had got into them." 43 Her 

uncle, Bengali author S. M. Mitra, used Saroj Nalini as a 

character in his novel Hinderpore, in which he portrayed 

her as the "living ideal of Bengal's womanhood and the per

sonification of Hindu music." 44 

Saroj Nalini's rather quiet, traditional life was 

remarkably altered when she married Guru Saday Dutt, a sub-

divisional officer in Kishergunge. She accompanied the 

westernized Dutt by elephant on tiger hunts, rode horseback, 

and learned to play tennis. She created a sensation in Lon-

don on a visit with her husband when she amazed English ladies 

with her agility in playing tennis in a sari. Unlike the 

wives of other district collectors who would wait at home 

while their husbands were away, Saroj Nalini accompanied Dutt 

on his official collection duties through rural Bengal. 

While he rode ahead to attend to his business, she followed 

by cart with her young son andallthe necessary household 

. . 45 prOVlSlOnS. 

Saroj Nalini was deeply affected by the degree of 

poverty present in Bengali villages and the misery of village 

women, and she became determined to do something to help. 

Whenever her husband attended district meetings of co-operative 
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or agricultural societies, she eagerly accompanied him. 

"Your discussions," she would say, "furnish me with valuable 

hints regarding my schemes for the good of my own sex and 

our methods of work." 46 

By 1913 Saroj Nalini had formulated her ideas for 

the humanitarian relief of village women and founded her 

first association for women in Pabna, the Mahila Samiti. 

The goals of the association were to develop friendly cooper-

ation among purdah women, to provide handicraft and family 

care training, and to provide educational and medical help 

h "bl 47 w enever poss1 e. However, Saroj Nalini knew that for 

purdah women, often conservative, superstitious, and wary of 

change, even the simple gathering of women outside the home 

was a frightening experience. "Their horizon was limited by 

the four walls of the courtyard of their home," she wrote, 

"and they were thoroughly afraid of getting out and facing 

the world." 48 

Before she could encourage women to seek education or 

help women to improve the precarious economic conditions of 

their lives, she had to gain their trust and quell their 

very real fear. She knew that before education could begin 

women had to learn to trust each other and find a sense of 

dignity and value in their lives. This the association could 

accomplish: 

It seems to me that there should be one in every town 
and every village--just a place where the ladies could 
meet and talk. Call it a samiti or what you like, 
but it must be a place where the women can meet one 



88 

another. That will itself, in the first place produce 
a sense of mutual fellowship, and then you can easily 
turn it into a means for imparting all kinds of useful 
knowledge . . . An interchange of ideas will thus 
inevitably follow. What I do not know I may thus learn 
from another, a~d another may learn from me what she 
does not know.4 

Three years after the initial samiti was established 

in Pabna, four more associations were begun by Saroj Nalini 

in Birdhum, Sultanpur, Rampuhat, and Bankura. 50 She made no 

effort to train women for jobs traditionally reserved for 

men. However, she attempted to enlarge the scope of women's 

traditional activities, such as sewing, embroidery, and mid-

wifery, and hoped in this way to provide women with some 

small measure of economic security as well as giving women 

the motivation to improve social conditions in the towns and 

villages. She wrote the following in defense of the censer-

vative nature of the samiti: 

Give them the opportunity, put them in touch with other 
women in social life and let them take part in some kind 
of activity for the amelioration of social and national 
life, and you will find that they will have plenty of 
things to talk about and also to carry through in action. 
The dumb will speak, and an immense capacity for work now 
lying dormant, will become aroused in them ro the untold 
benefit of the family and community alike. 5 

Saroj Nalini Dutt died tragically after a lingering 

illness at the age of thirty-seven, but in her short life 

she touched the lives of thousands of women who loved and 

respected her. One of her students said at a parting ceremony 

in a village in which she had been working, "We regarded you 

as our mother. We shall feel like orphans from now." 52 
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During the twelve years from the founding of her first 

association until her death in 1925, Saroj Nalini made a 

remarkable impact upon Bengali society. She established 

over sixty samitis throughout rural Bengal. Her success 

stemmed certainly from her ability to speak and to organize 

and motivate ind ividuals, but the love and trust she received 

from purdah women grew from something entirely different. 

She understood the value of old ways; she knew the terrible 

instabilities of village life. She sympathized with the 

fear women felt of departing too far from the security of 

seclusion. Unl ike other middle class social reformers, 

Saroj Nalini saw the beneficial aspects of purdah, the com

plete security and safety it afforded women, the feelings of 

family love and companionship with other women, and the 

freedom from the potentially frightening prospect of dealing 

with men outside of the immediate family. However, Saroj 

Nalini also saw and felt pity for the terrible toll that 

complete seclusion took, denying women light, fresh air, and 

exercise, and making tuberculosis a constant threat. She 

abhorred the ravages of early and repeated child bearing 

which made women, in the Bengali phrase, kurite buri, old 

at twenty. C. F. Andrews wrote of Saroj Nalini that while 

she was clearly able to see and appreciate the "singular 

beauty" of the past, she fully believed in the necessity of 

improving the physical and intellectual lives of Bengali 

women: 
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For she saw clearly that in this modern age, amid the 
clash of all the new forces in human history, the old 
secluded life, however beautiful in certain of its 
aspects, could not possibly be maintained without 
modification. 5 3 

Saroj Nalini encouraged women to embrace a feeling 

of public concern and humanitarianism, "Let every man and 

every woman among us regard it as his or her duty to do 

something" to achieve education at home, to provide social 

services, and to cultivate a feeling of "brotherhood between 

man." 54 She taught women to understand the Bengali word for 

work within the home, ghar-sansar (ghar-home, sansar-world) 

to mean it is a woman's duty to fulfill her traditional 

duties as wife and mother both within her family and within 

h 
. 55 t e commun1ty. She did not desire that women abandon home 

and family responsibilities to assume public social work, 

but wished women to balance family concern with social duties, 

and to care for the individuals of her community as she 

would care for her own family members. "If I neglect my 

duties at home," she wrote, "I shall lose my right to do my 

duties to society." 56 Rabindranath Tagore described her 

practice of this belief: "In her own life, the home was not 

57 sacrificed to society, nor society to the home." 

During the last year of her life, despite nearly 

constant illness, Saroj Nalini established ten Mahila Samitis, 

several of which also functioned as village cooperative 

societies. This dedication to her work, despite the fatal 

risk to her own health, created a tremendous emotional 

following. As C. F. Andrews wrote, " . the sacrifice of 
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her own life for the sake of others was fruitful and the 

movement received ... an impetus such as it had never 

possessed before. ,.SS Her husband and many friends estab-

lished the Saroj Nalini Dutt Memorial Association for 

Women's Work in Feburary of 1925. Within four years, over 

240 sarnitis had been established as well as the Saroj Nalini 

Industrial School for handicraft training. 59 

Saroj Nalini amalgamated the most beloved elements of 

the past with those aspects of English liberal humanitarian

ism and change which helped women overcome the inevitable 

insecurities and limitations of their agrarian lives. Her 

greatest contribution to the development of Hindu women's 

social reform associations was her natural ability to live 

in two worlds: she was equally at horne in modern Indian and 

English society or working with and helping village women. 

Despite her determination to combat child marriage, illi

teracy, and lack of village medical care, she deeply respected 

the beauty of the classical ideal of Hindu women. Rather 

than discarding the doctrine of patrivrata, she glorified 

and expanded the loving duties of the wife and mother to 

include the nurturing of all society. She fully believed, 

according to her husband, in the "ancient and orthodox ideals 

of love and rnarriage." 60 When she died on January 19, 1925, 

she fulfilled a desire she had often expressed to her husband 

that she might die in the classic honored tradition as a 

wife and not a widow; "I want this blessing from you, that I 

may die at your feet ... leaving you and my son in health 
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61 and comfort." Saroj Nalini Dutt died as she had lived, 

determined to temper modern change with a deep love and 

respect for the values of the past. 

Conclusion 

Hindu women's social reform associations underwent 

substantial alteration during the years between 1900 and 

1917 extending the benefits of association to women outside 

the middle class. The new associations still stressed the 

need for the abolition of child marriage, purdah, and poly-

gamy, demanded the liberalization of legal restrictions 

which prohibited women from owning and inheriting property, 

sought an improvement in the condition of widows, and desired 

improved medical facilities and educational institutions 

for women. The methods used to instigate reform remained 

those developed by Rarnrnohan Roy: propaganda, agitation, and 

association. However, two women's associations added a new 

dimension to reform efforts and techniques. The Sharada 

Sadan, a multi-faceted relief association, and the Mahila 

Samiti, a women's institute and purdah club, brought to the 

movement a belief in the necessity of providing occupational 

training for women to develop skills which would give women 

a sense of self-reliance. By teaching simple industrial 

skills and handicrafts, these associations gave their members 

a viable means of withstanding the inevitable fluctuations 

of life for the urban and village poor. This was a goal not 
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seen as necessary by the more affluent members of the asso

ciations in the previous decades. 

After 1900 the membership within women's associations 

ceased to be solely middle class. The Mahila Samitis 

were designed to help illiterate women collectively modify 

purdah and to inculcate within them a desire for education 

for their children and for themselves. Pandita Ramabai's 

Sharada Sadan, although initially designed for high caste 

middle class girls, developed into an association and insti

tution which provided education and vocational training to 

homeless women and widows of all castes and classes. Thus, 

the allegation made by the Report of the Committee on the 

Status of Women in India which stated that the Hindu Women's 

Social Reform Movement appealed primarily to the middle 

class, is apparently based upon a limited knowledge of the 

full scope of post-1900 associations. 62 

Was reform limited to emphasizing, "the horne making 

roles of women" as the Committee maintains? 63 In the case 

of the Mahila Samiti, this statement is correct as far as it 

goes. Saroj Nalini Dutt did emphasize woman's duty to her 

horne, and advocated education and modification of purdah in 

order to make women better wives and mothers. Pandita 

Rarnabai also felt that the association could make women more 

efficient and enlightened wives and would help women to 

become mothers more attuned to the physical and educational 

needs of their children. However, both women extended this 
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concept one step beyond the views of the Committee. As the 

women of the Mahila Samitis established schools for girls, 

opened medical training facilities for midwives, trained 

women in handicrafts and home science, and provided medical 

supplies for local health care facilities, they cared for 

the members of their small communities as a mother cared 

for the members of her family. Each woman contributed a 

·handful of rice when it could be spared to a common supply 

at the samiti; the collected supply was then sold to raise 

money for samiti projects. This practice again reinforced 

the concept of nurturing the community as a whole. The 

virtual personification of Saroj Nalini Dutt as a mother to 

society was exemplified by the words of one of her students, 

"We regarded you as our mother." 64 

Pandita Ramabai also stressed the importance of reform 

within the home. Only through the education and enlightenment 

of the mother may children learn, "How could these imprisoned 

mothers be expected to bring forth children better than 

themselves; for as the tree and soil are, so shall the fruit 

be." 65 She wrote that all of society suffers from women's 

oppression, and that the future of India will continue to be 

controlled by a foreign government as long as children con-

tinue to receive "the fatal legacy of weakness and dullness 

from their mothers." 66 She further expostulated: 

The seclusion, complete dependence, and the absolute 
ignorance forced upon the mothers of our nation, have 
been gradually and fatally telling upon the mental and 
physical health of the men, and in these last times 
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they have borne the poisonous fruit that will compel 
the Hindu nation to die a miserable and prolonged 
death . . 67 

So long as women were left uneducated and under the complete 

domination of men, Indian society would be left inexorably 

divided, and under foreign domination. Women, fearful of 

change, would hinder men in attempts to improve the home and 

society. The resul t of that hindrance would prevent any 

modernization of Indian society: "Ignorant, unpatriotic, 

selfish and uncultivated, they drag men down with them into 

the dark abyss, where they dwell together without hope, 

without ambition to be something or to do something in the 

world." 68 

Thus, in one sense, the charges by critics of the 

movement are correct in maintaining that pre-1917 social 

reform was primarily home oriented. However, by examining 

the writings and the work of Saroj Nalini Dutt and Pandita 

Ramabai, one sees the implication of "wife and mother" 

extended beyond the home to include the nurturing of the 

society as a whole. The women active in social reform 

associations appeared to believe that by improving the status 

of women within the family, change in society itself would 

inevitably occur. 

The Committee on the Status of Women further alleges 

that the Hindu Women's Social Reform Movement did not intend 

"to make the woman an equal partner in the societal roles 

outside the family." 69 This is, again, based upon only 



96 

partial investigation of the motivations and results of pre-

1917 social reform. The Sharada Sadan trained women in 

simple factory skills, taught them weaving, baking, dairy 

siills, and cultivation. Women were also trained in sewing, 

teaching, and medicine, all fields traditionally within the 

sphere of men. The associations gave impetus to women to 

engage in literature, journalism, to study law, and to engage 

in social work; again, all of these were fields outside the 

traditional role of women. Pandita Ramabai trained widows 

for occupations, and thus removed them from their traditional 

role of household drudge. In light of India's huge popula

tion and the enormity of problems facing Indian women, these 

contributions and movements out of women's traditional roles 

are often overlooked. 

Women's social reform associations prior to 1917 

remained committed to the process of amalgamation, using 

women in the vedas as role models for social change. To the 

initial goals of women's social reform, these new associations 

added the necessity for women's self-reliance. This did 

not mean abandoning the loved traditions of the past, or 

sacrificing patrivrata, but rather enabled women to hold to 

the values of the past and yet withstand the misfortunes 

of life. Pandita Ramabai wished to instill within all women 

both the self-confidence and the physical ability to withstand 

personal tragedy as she had done. She wrote despairingly of 

Hindu women: 
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They have been so cruelly cropped in their early days 
that self-reliance and energy are dead within them; 
helpless victims of indolence and false timidity, they 
are easily frightened out of their wits, and have little 
or no strength to withstand the trials and difficulties 
which must be encountered by a person on her way toward 
progress. 70 

This was the mostimportant contribution of the Sharada Sadan 

and the Mahila Samitis, for if the associations could not 

help women to be self-sufficient, then the value of the 

association was severely limited. Pandita Ramabai believed 

that unless women had the capability to provide for their 

own welfare in the event of misfortune, then change in social 

and legal position in society was to no avail. For without 

women's self-reliance, women's social reform was a moot issue. 

Women's social reform from 1900 to 1917, thus initiated 

remarkable changes in the women's association. The Sharada 

Sadan and the Mahila Samitis were copied assiduously through-

out India. Purdah clubs and literary and social societies 

such as the Mahila Samitis were established in numerous 

areas and influenced associations such as the Sri Sarada 

Ladies Union of Mysore, and Mrs . Nikambe's Married Women's 

Institute in Bombay. Pandita Ramabai's Sharada Sadan was 

the inspiration for Ramabai Ranade's Seva Sadan, which was 

supported by the National Social Conference and was used 

as the basis of D. K. Karve's widows homes and schools in 

Poona. 
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CONCLUSION 

The position of Indian women had been static for 
centuries, till western rulers, missionaries, Oriental
ists began to trouble the waters. First a tiny ripple 
disturbed the dead level, then fresh currents began to 
flow into the river. Now the whole surface is moving, 
breaki£g down the sliuces and overflowing the ancient 
banks. 

It is easy to be beguiled by lists of eminent women in 
the different walks of public life, but the basic social 
and economic conditions under which women live in the 
countryside have altered very little. Women work in 
the fields when they have to, and, when they do not, 
they are married away at a very early age much as they 
were in the past.2 

Hindu women's social reform associations were born 

from the sense of discontent and social displacement felt by 

the emerging middle class in mid-nineteenth and early twentieth 

century India. Confrontation with British administration, 

English education, English liberal tradition, and Christian 

humanitarianism, brought a profound awareness of the distinc-

tions between England and India to the western educated, 

professional, affluent, and urban men of the middle class. 

In order to assert their native individuality through con-

solidation and to collectively absorb those aspects of English 

cultural tradition most in line with middle class aspirations, 

concerned individuals within the middle class formed social, 

religious and political associations. The women's association 

was a natural evolution of these organizations based upon 
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men's concern for the condition of women in Hindu society. 

Middle class social reformers found certain aspects 

of Hindu tradition to be debilitating to women. Practices 

such as purdah, child marriage, sati, the denial of education, 

lack of medical facilities, and the austere, harsh treatment 

of widows, were seen by the middle class as restrictions 

which limited the physical and intellectual freedom of women. 

Women in associations advocated the discrediting of fallacies 

1n the Laws of Manu and the Padrnapurana, which held women to 

be inferior to the male, incapable of learning, and unfit 

for any role in society outside of the horne. As Mrs. H. Gray 

wrote in "The Progress of Women:" 

They wished to repudiate the idea expressed by a charac
ter in one of Rabindranath Tagore's novels, that 'the 
whole world is open to men. For men the open air, the 
beauties of nature, the health of travel; for women a 
corner of the horne, the side of the sick bed, at best a 
peep through the window.'3 

Men and women within the movement for social reform expostu-

lated an end to the belief of women's inferiority, and 

demanded the opportunity to prove to society that woman's 

place was not only within the horne, but also within the 

political, cultural, artistic, and economic spheres of 

public life. 

How was this demonstration of women's suppressed 

abilities to be accomplished, as Justice Ranade asked, with-

out abandoning women's cultural heritage, and without sacri-

ficing the beauties of classical Hinduism? And how could the 

"gentle revolution" be effective if it alienated the westernized 
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women from the bulk of Hindu women who lived in much the 

same way as women had always lived in India? Middle class 

women abhorred emancipation at the cost of total social 

alienation. 

Hindu women solved this problem of retaining their 

cultural heritage in the midst of westernization through the 

practice and philosophy of combining the inspirational 

aspects of vedic tradition with the most promising aspects 

of western liberal humanitarianism. In quoting an unknown 

author, Mrs. Gray provides still another example of using 

vedic role models when she describes the desire of Indian 

women for: 

• a freer life, for greater equality between the 
sexes, and for economic independence as directly due to 
India's glorious past in Vedic and epic days, to women's 
proved capacity as warriors and queens in medieval times, 
and to

4
the inherent dignity of her status in the horne 

today. 

Finding inspiration in the past to justify potentially 

radical social reform, and trying to find a personal syn-

thesis of eastern and western thought and culture were efforts 

not limited to women. The imposition of British rule created 

enalagous feelings among all of the literati of the East who 

felt trapped between hopeless non-contiguous points of 

reference. Men such as Rarnrnohan Roy and Justice Mahadev 

Ranade struggled to balance the forces of tradition and change 

within their own lives, and fought the duality of physical 

and intellectual life which was the result. However, for 

Hindu women, the struggle to westernize was more serious. 
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As women attempted to expand their traditional role of wife 

and mother, women altered the patterns of behavior ingrained 

since childhood which shaped their entire lives. Woman had 

no identity outside of the home; her whole life was defined 

in terms of her home, husband, and children. Plans for a 

girl's marriage began almost with her birth, she could not 

divorce her husband even if he took a new wife, and she had 

no option of remaining unmarried. Inadequate health care, 

poor nutrition, and early and rep eated child bearing left 

the woman, in the Bengali phrase, kurite buri, old at twenty , 

and with a life expectency in 1917 of under twenty-six years 

5 of age. The Padmapurana dictated the ideals of her life 

and the concept o f patrivrata required her total devotion to 

her husband. Thus, any step outside of this pattern of 

deference, inferiority, and child bearing was, by nature, 

radical and revolutionary. By radical change in women's 

social position, I do not mean that reform was extremely 

innovative, but that it was designed to strike at the roots 

of women's status in India as detailed in the Laws of Manu 

and the Padmapurana. 

How then was radical reform begun? What was the agency 

for instigating propaganda to influence public opinion in 

favor of reform? The revolution may be said to have begun 

with Rammohan Roy's campaign against sati, his development 

of the religious reform association, the Brahmo Samaj, in 

1815, and the techniques of reform which were established 
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with Roy's development and refinement of propaganda, agita

tion, and association. The women's associations first founded 

were literary and social societies, and were outgrowth of 

the religious, monotheistic reform efforts of the Brahmo 

Samaj and the Prarthana Samaj. The Society of Theistic 

Friends of 1863, and the Brahmika Samaj of 1865, encouraged 

women to read and to meet together outside the home. These 

were simple innovations and yet they gave women the confidence 

to expand the association to include greater innovations 

and more radical alteration of normative behavior. Pandita 

Ramabai's sabha of 1879 encouraged women not only to read, 

but to think and to speak independently. The expansion of 

the sabha in 1882 into the Arya Mahila Samaj, supported by 

Justice and Ramabai Ranade and other members of the Bombay 

Presidency Prarthana Samaj, encouraged women to expand their 

intellectual capabilities and to reach out for new roles in 

life. The Arya Mahila Samaj supported teacher's education 

for woman, and encouraged women to gain a higher university 

education by sponsoring scholarshi ps and providing general 

moral support to women who wished to initiate women's parti

cipation in male universities. 

Thus, with the foundation of the Arya Mahila Samaj 

and the Bharat Mahila Parishad of 1904, women's social reform 

associations essentially attempted to redress the social 

restrictions perceived by progressive middle class women to 

be degrading or limiting. After 1900, significant alter

ations in the goals and activities of the associations were 
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made which rendered the associations viable for women outside 

the middle class. Although Pandita Ramabai's Sharada Sadan 

was begun as a school for high caste girls and widows, it 

was quickly expanded during the Bombay famine and plague 

epidemic of 1896 and the Gujerat famine of 1900 to include 

the education and vocational training of women in all classes 

of Hindu society. The Sharada Sadan which reflected its 

urban environment, sought to help women find employment in 

new areas such as the Bombay textile mills, as women learned 

simple weaving and sewing skills. The Sadan also taught 

women agricultural and dairy techniques and trained them for 

production roles outside of women's traditional role of wife 

and mother. Pandita Ramabai also trained women to be nurses, 

midwives, and teachers. She was firmly convinced that one 

of the main tenets of women's social reform associations 

should be to provide women with the skills to be self

reliant, for it women did not possess the capability of self

sufficiency, then the improvement of their social position 

within the home and society through social reform was only 

ephemeral. 

Saroj Nalini Dutt utilized the same belief in the 

Mahila Samitis she first established in rural Bengal in 1913. 

Although the Samitis were essentially purdah clubs, which 

helped women gradually emerge from total seclusion without 

losing their traditional identity and family esteem, the 

Samitis also taught women simple handicrafts and provided 
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girls' schools, midwife training, and the facilities for 

learning industrial skills. The Samitis were conservative 

in their approach to humanitarian s ocial reform and stressed 

woman's natural abilities as mother to nurture society as a 

whole. Saroj Nalini Dutt was working with women, unlike 

Pandita Ramabai's widows, who did not wish to repudiate 

their sacred role of wife and mother, but wanted only to 

expand that role and to modify the effects of child marriage, 

purdah, lack of education, and the lack of adequate medical 

facilities for women. 

Therefore, we have seen how the associations were 

closely tied to their respective environment, how they were 

initially tied to the needs and aspirations of the middle 

class woman, and how social reformers were able to expand the 

association to help women outside of the middle class. One 

may then ask, what was the cumulative effect of these efforts 

at social reform? Did the Hindu women's social reform asso

ciations effect any significant alteration in the socially 

accepted position and treatment of women in Hindu society 

prior to 1917? Certainly middle class women received tre

mendous benefit from the work of women's associations in 

the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Since 

women's reform had moved pari passu with the development of 

the middle class as it grew, expanded, and found its own social 

definitions and social norms, women's changed position in 

society was fully incorporated into the entire social structure 
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of the class. By 1917 the middle class accepted women in 

public life and virtually encouraged women's emancipation 

through male support of the women's enfranchisement movement 

beginning in 1917. Many of these women moved freely into 

the independence movement and thus indicated the self

conficence and the amount of public experience women had 

gained through the women's associations. Hindu women's 

social reform associations contributed to the struggle for 

independence from Great Britain by supplying a ready supply 

of well educated women who led the women's sector of the 

nationalist movement. Women such as Sarojini Naidu, Kamaladevei 

Chattopadhyaya, Rajkumari Arnrit Kaur, and SharalaDevi Chaudh

rani, had been actively involved in women;s associations 

before joining the Congress agitation for independence. The 

Committee on the Status of Women states further that the 

whole Hindu Social Reform Movement shaped the entire concept 

ofwomen in public life and associations helped to define the 

normative behavior for middle class women. The ideal woman 

ofthe middle class was educated, free from purdah, married 

as a young woman, was both a loving wife and mother or was 

actively involved in a career, and was one who executed a 

degree of economic and social independence in her life. This 

woman, who combined the beloved "national feminine virtues" 

and was yet modern and westernized became the middle class 

social norm. Through the propaganda efforts of the women's 

associations increased private and government funds were 

secured for girl's schools and the middle class treatment of 
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widows improved. Although widows could not inherit property, 

the treatment they received at the hands of family members 

was less severe, and disfigurement was practiced less often. 

Middle class widows formed an important group of individuals 

active in social reform and in the independence movement. 

The widow's traditional austerity and selfless devotion to 

society was glorified by Mohandas Gandhi in the independence 

movement when he made the widow, devoid of jewels and dressed 

in the coarsest of hand-made saris, the ideological symbol 

of purity and self sacrifice. Pandita Ramabai and Ramabai 

Ranade provided valuable illustration to the women of the 

middle class of the intellectual and creative possibilities 

for widows given the opportunity for education and the freedom 

to engage in social work. 

Thus the greatest impact of associations was upo n the 

middle class, but how did associations effect women outside 

the innovative and progressive young middle class? Tremem

dous odds were against women who ventured into humanitarian 

social reform outside of the middle class. Tradition was 

strong , and the hold of the family upon women was complete. 

Associations would only be well attended and well received 

when there was a corresponding dissatisfaction or discontent 

among the women for whom social reform was designed. The 

Sharada Sadan was effective because it answered the need for 

education and vocational training felt by thousands of home

less girls and widows of the displaced agrarian population 
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of urban Bombay and Poona. Mahila Samitis, in much the same 

way, responded to the needs of rural Bengali women who wished 

to find a means of withstanding the inevitable economic 

fluctuations of rural life through simple handicraft training. 

Midwife training was a response to the deplorable medical 

treatment of pregnant women, and schools were founded by 

the Samitis to provide a simple education for village women 

and girls, primarily to make them more efficient wives and 

better informed mothers. Although these two associations 

helped thousands of women to enter into new fields of teach

ing, nursing, simple industrial work, and trained women as 

artisans, the associations did not radically change the 

basis of women's status outside the middle class. Women's 

education and social reform, to the bulk of Indian women, 

was, as Mrs. H. Gray wrote, "a response to a demand which 

did not exist. " 6 The vast majority of Hindu women, as the 

sociologist Andre Betille wrote, " . work in the fields 

when they have to, and when they do not, they are married 

away at a very early age much as they were in the past." 7 

Despite the efforts of the Hindu Women's Social Reform Move

ment, girls were still married as children, were still denied 

an education by their families, could not own or inherit 

property, were still considered inferior to men, were still 

abandoned when barren, and were still honored as the mother 

of sons. Although the "surface" of Hindu society was "moving , 

breaking down the sluices and overflowing the ancient banks," 
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beneath middle class concern and agitation Hindu society's 

treatment of women continued as it h a d for centuries. 8 

In light of this, were Hindu women's social reform 

associations then a failure? Did the associations promote 

ineffective activity? Mohandas Gandhi said in 1918: 

We are now rushing to and fro with the velocity of air, 
delivering speeches, writing· newspaper articles, and yet 
we fall short of our agcomplishments and the cry of 
despair fills the air. 

Although the Hindu women's associations failed to radically 

change women's position in all levels of Hindu society, the 

associations and the social reform initiated by the members 

of the associations were very important. Women's associa-

tions graphically demonstrated the creative potential of 

Hindu women. When given an opportun i ty and an education and 

when freed from the bonds of child marriage, constant child 

bearing and poverty, Hindu women accomplished remarkable 

things. Women such as Cornelia Sorabjee, Sarojini Naidu, 

Saroj Nalini Dutt, Pandita Ramabai, and Ramabai, showed to 

all Hindu society that women were not inherently incapable 

oflearning, or unable to function as productive, independent, 

and effective individuals. The women of Hindu women's social 

reform associations beautifully disputed the tenets of the 

Laws of Manu and the Padmapurana which held women to be per-

fidious and lustful and incapable of any degree of freedom. 

It is not the individual legislative achievements of the 

movement and the associations which are important. Rather 

it was the demonstration of women's potential as writers, 
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industrial workers, authors, lawyers, doctors, economists, 

nurses, social workers, and teachers, the example of women 

able to function successfully outside their role of wife and 

mother which was invaluable to all of Hindu society and which 

proved intrinsic to theincipient development of Indian 

nationalism. The greatest strength of the movement lay in 

amalgamation. The process which enabled women to undergo 

radical change within their own lives and not lose cultural 

heritage. The "gentle revolution" was thus fought, and in 

this one sense, won, exactly as Justice Ranade had desired, 

by amalgamating the most sacred and loved elements of the 

past with the most promising and liberating aspects of 

western tradition, to form a new social norm which would 

endure, and enable change to come peacefully. 
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1. 

CHRONOLOGYOFWOMEN'S SOCIAL REFORM ASSOCIATIONS 

Events Year 

181Q 

~ 

1820 

~ 

Abolition of Sati- 1830 

-
1840 

_ ~Brahmo Samaj 

- -
1850 

As soc ia tions 

Sepoy Mutiny- ~ 

Government of India Act-1860 
-
~society of Theistic Friends 

~ - ~Brahmika Samaj 
1870 ~Prarthana Samaj 
-=~::...__-1 

Victoria Empress of India- - ~Arya Samaj 
1880 ~Arya Samaj Women's Branches 
~~=-~~~Arya Mahila Samaj 

Establishment of 
Dufferin Fund--

0 189 
-~National Social Conference 

rSharada Sadan 

Plague in Bombay- r - rSeva Sadan 

Famine in Gujerat 1900 

First partition of Bengal-- - rBharat Mahila Parishad 
1910 

Beginning of women' s_
enfranchise movement 1920 

1930 

~Mahila Samiti, Married 
_ Women's Institute 
~Indian Women's Association 

-rAll India Women's Conference 
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2.DEVELOPMENT OFWOMEN'S ASSOCIATIONS FROM 
MALE MIDDLE CLASS SOCIAL REFORM 
ASSOCIATIONS 

Associations 
Male 

Brahmo Samaj (Rammohan Roy 
1815) 

Prarthana Samaj (Keshub 
Chandra Sen, 1867) 

Ary a Samaj (Dayananda Saras
wati, 1875) 

National Social Conference 
(Justice Mahadev Ranade) 
1886) 

Female 

Society of Theist i c Friends 
(1863) 

Brahmika Samaj (1865) 

Arya Mahila Samaj (Pandita 
Ramabai, 1882) 

Arya Samaj Women's Branches 
(circa 1880-1905) 

Bharat Mahila Parishad 
(Ramabai Ranade, 1906) 

INDEPENDENT ASSOCIATIONS 

Sharada Sadan, (Pandita 
Ramab a i , 18 8 9 ) 

Mahila Samiti (Saroj 
Nalini Dutt, 1913) 

Seva Sadan (Ramabai Ranade 
189 6) 

Married Women's Institute 
(Mrs. Nikambe, 1913) 

Sri Sarada Ladies Union 
(1912) 

Indian Women's Association 
(Annie Besant, 1917) 

All India Women's Confer
ence (Margaret Cousins 
1926) 
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APPENDIX B 



GLOSSARY 

Amalgamation: the selective utilization of selected elements 
of vedic tradition and western liberal humanitarianism 
of the Hindu Women's Social Reform Movement to find 
social sanction and to create new roles for women in 
society without losing traditional social identity 

Ashram: a refuge or center for religious study 

Ashrama: a stage of life 

Brahmin: highest caste maintaining rights of religious ritual 

Devar: a woman's husband's younger brother, a potential 
marriage partner in the event of the husband's death 

Dharma: sacred or moral duty 

Ghar Sansar: the Bengali term for women's traditional area 
of concern, translates to ghar-home, sansar, world 

Guana: marriage consummation 

Holi-kunku: a social festivity in which a hostess applies a 
dot of red powder to the foreheads of her female guests 

Jati: occupational, heriditary sub-castes 

Joint family: a social and economic unit comprised of an 
extended family residing in a single residence of compound 

Kshatriya: second highest caste, originally warrior class, 
primarily landowners 

Kurite buri: "old at twenty" a Bengali phrase describing 
the debilitating effects of early marriage and repeated 
child bearing 

Mahila: woman 

Pappyoni: one of low or sinful birth 

Patrivrata: the duty of woman, the complete and total devotion 
to one's husband for moral and religious guidance 
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Puranas: sacred Sanskrit poetical works, containing Hindu 
mythology, thought to have been composed for women and 
Shudras forbidden to read the Vedas 

Purdah: the Islamic custom of secluding women adopted by 
high caste Hindus of Northern India 

Samaj: an association, society, meeting 

Sabha: a meeting or association 

Samiti: an institute or association 

Sati: the ritual concremation of a widow upon her husband's 
funeral pyre 

Shudra: lowest of the four Hindu castes, primarily servant 
or laboring caste 

Smrti: sacred law 

Vaisha: middle caste comprised of traders and merchants 

Varna: the Brahmanical fourfold division of society into 
four classes: Brahmin, Kshat r ya, Vaisha, Shudra 

Vedas: four ancient and sacred books of Hinduism (Rigveda, 
Yagurveda, Samaveda, and Arthaveda) 
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