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CHAPTER-I 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the last few decades the field of W

of the significant areas of academic inquiry that promotes a kind of interdisciplinary 

platform for the study of gender. In fact, this realm offers a long-needed critical as 

well as analytical investigation on various theories and style of explanation in social 

sciences. In course of new interpretations of many accepted theories vis-a-vis to 

encourages many scholars to delve into research and fo

negating traditional style of investigation, there are changes in the perceptions as to 

the status and dignity of women by adding different arguments into the existing 

body of knowledge. 

Through the centuries the condition of Indian women as a whole has been 

based on the so called mythic models found in the Ramayana and Puranas or 

elsewhere which is taken as the basic texts to judge the social position of women. 

Accordingly, Sita, Draupadi, Shakuntala, all of whom are supposed to be silent 

sufferers as well as archetypes of Indian womanhood. Having been patterned on 

such models the Indian women have ever been represented as passive and dynamic 

in fulfilling the desire of men in their life.  

History records how in the Pre-Vedic and Vedic period there was at least 

women could enjoyed equal position with men and at least to some degree and this 

was more particular when a women was allowed to sit next to men to perform 

Yagnas i.e. Vedic sacrificial rituals. We come across the examples of philologist and 

grammarian like Gargi and Maitreyi whom at least ancient India produced as 

intellectuals of those days. But gradually these qualitative aspects of women have 

been eclipsed for a long time. There are scholars who identify Manu Smriti for the 

inferior status of women. Whatever may be the fact, one cannot deny the codes of 

patriarchy which has time to time undermine the position of women and find logic in 

the argument that women must be honoured and kept happy in the home or in a 

family through her engagements in household duties. It is a wonder that, how the 
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Indians could forget the basic tenet of our agrarian society where there is a deep 

rooted concept of mother i. e. Ma which is personify with Mother Earth.  

Needless to say that, the achievements of the Indian women right from the 

Vedic period down to our time there are examples where the women have all along 

been equal partners with men and their role has been acclaimed in many testing 

grounds. But it is a paradox that attempts have been made to justify the degraded 

status of women by ignoring a realistic presentation about women. Not only Sati, 

lifelong widowhood, child marriage or caste endogamy have victimized the Indian 

women and obviously these social formula created obstacles national progress. It is 

not denying that, these sort of malpractices were presented and followed by deriving 

sanction from the Dharmasastras and hence it was obligatory to follow in order to 

respect the Indian tradition and some social rules but there was challenge and the 

nineteenth century reform movement brought about a new enlightenment which not 

only awaken the Bengali society but also professed to reinstate the Indian women in 

a dignified position.  

At present various mechanism are being under taken by the researchers and 

reactionary values. The purpose is to examine and redefine the conceptual 

frameworks and disciplines so as to evolve new formulations which could 

many constraints which some way or other or through vague excuses had made 

women very much subservient to their co-partners i.e. men. 

The present dissertation is thus an attempt to record the nature of male 

domination or oppression or even a negative approach in placing the women of 

Bengal in their desired position. Indian women have a tradition to get recognized as 

a Shakti cult and in that sense they may be considered as a source of unlimited 

power. But how far they been enjoying a special reverence is a question till date. A 

woman as a source of unlimited power and this tradition is seems to be strong in 

Bengal and it is not unlikely that, the protesting voices of Bengali women have 

come to the open forum through various ups and downs. Enlightened personalities 
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like Raja Rammohun Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar and even Mahatma Gandhi 

had taken initiatives for the emancipation of women, but the crisis was so deep 

rooted that the general condition of Indian women nay Bengal was far from 

satisfactory. The social process by and large linked class, caste and gender question 

together and particularly this is much more applicable to the case of women of the 

middle class society.  

All the above mentioned factors were combined to produce an alarming 

scene of Indian society and obviously Bengal was not an exception. But the women 

voices were not as silent as it may appear to be. In our research, there is an attempt 

to present Bengali women who sought to build their self-respect in the society and in 

the long-run through various movements countered the ignoble and hopelessness 

that prevailed during a couple of centuries. It is likely that, the developed strategies 

and political forums to re-established identity but to dictate and divert the policy of 

the colonial Government for their cause. It is nothing new that, the goal of 

empowerment and of course dignity of women in the society largely depends on the 

sympathetic co-operation of the Government which could legitimize the rights of 

women in the society. But unless and until a certain position was reached and the 

women could attain minimum strength, they were not able to influence the state 

policy to their desired goal. In our research, it has been shown that, the women of 

Bengal were silent for a time but not for long. Bengali women not only influenced 

the Government to win over all the hurdles to the path of empowerment and the 

whole situation prompted the Bengali women to develop voices from within and in 

the background they developed community organizations and women associations to 

mobilise public opinion in favour of their protests against oppressive institutions like 

Sati, polygamy, dowry, child marriage and so on through campaigns for the legal 

rights of women. In this light, our study shows, that the uplift of women of colonial 

Bengal and even some parts of the then India was turned into a joint task of educated 

Indians and the colonial Government. This may be taken as a background leading to 

the emergence and growth of organized vis-a-vis institutional movement for the 

emancipation of Indian women from the age-old injustice to them in various 

circumstances. Through this attempt women of Bengal became consciousness about 
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the repressive social practices and with a genuine spirit came forward to redress 

their grievances through various means and socio-political movements.  

 participation and social 

protests were expressed in the form of attending public meetings, forming socio-

political associations, joining political demonstrations and the like which not only 

brought to light the nature of social injustice against Indian women and some time 

had their signal of protest against their alien power for the high-handedness against 

the Indians. There were, in fact, many socio-political associations right from the 

emergence of the Brahmika Samaj (1865) down to the formation of the Bangiya 

Pradeshik Mahila Atma Raksha Samiti (1943), we come to know women 

associations of various names to come forward to highlight women issues. The 

activities of all the associations and organizations had a vision not only to protest 

against injustice but also to inspire action of social change. 

The present dissertation is thus an attempt to examine some women issues 

and side by side the activities and programmes of the associations of Bengal which 

took up many schemes to explore the actual picture of the condition of women in 

Bengal and at the same time to record that, women would no longer be treated as a 

social problem rather to present as one-half of humanity in shaping human destiny.  

At this stage, it may be relevant to present a short sketch of all the chapters 

of the dissertation and side by side to note the significance of the time period (i.e. 

1865-1943) in order to justify the study as a whole. As it stands our present study 

starts from 1865, a significant year in the history of colonial Bengal. It was in this 

year that, the first women association for the women named Brahmika Samaj was 

established and this event by itself constituted an important stage in the growth of 

women associations of colonial Bengal. This year also witnessed that, for the first 

time Bengali women especially Brahmo women participated in that association from 

their confinements of the four walls and in that sense, it was a revolutionary step in 

the history of colonial Bengal. The present dissertation ends at 1943, of course 

another significant year which rather legitimized the voice of women in history and 

obviously signified a turning point in Bengal for the cause of women empowerment.  
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 is intended to highlight about the 

basic concept and the theme of the dissertation. 

The second chapter is to deal with the background of the great social reform 

movement of nineteenth century initiated by Raja Rammohun Roy, Ishwar Chandra 

Vidyasagar, Henry Vivian Derozio, Keshab Chandra Sen and others which brought 

significant changes in Bengali society. Nineteenth Century 

Social Reform and Women Question of Bengal -a-

vis -long injustice done to the women folk 

in the name of so called Shastric injunction.  

Gender Consciousness  i) Impact of Western Education ii) Role of 

Contemporary Periodicals  is the main theme of the third chapter of the dissertation. 

Here in an attempt to focus the significance of the introduction of western education 

and how this factor contributed to transform the Bengali society with special 

reference to the changing scenario of Bengali women. The western impact had 

initiated the concepts of freedom and romantic love, turning away from traditional 

exercised a strange fascination.  The western impact is thus supposed to have 

brought about a protesting voice of the Bengali women so as to strike on the entire 

social and psychological fabric of the country. It may be noted that, many columns 

of the contemporary periodicals and journals of our period of study adequately 

illustrated the growing spirit of change and these aspect have been detailed here in 

support of various source materials.  

The fourth chapter Women Associations in the Making  has delineated the 

background for the emergence of the women associations in colonial Bengal. It is a 

fact that, the awareness produced by the male reformers was reflected in the world 

of women. As a result, women realized that they have the need to organize 

themselves and From 

the second half of the nineteenth century, social reform movement, coupled with 

other aspects of social change, brought about a considerable transformation of the 

roles and status of women as well as of their self-perception. How a male-initiated 
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movement, later turned into a feminist movement through associations, is an area of 

interest that this chapter points to. 

 The fifth chapter is an interesting part of our dissertation and the main theme 

is on articipation in 

Politics   The entire chapter has however been examined from two angles - (i) First 

phase (1865-1896) - Search for Power and Authority from a Votive Force (ii) 

Second phase (1897-1943) -Search for Socio-Political Rights and Empowerment. 

The study as a whole centres on how and when women of Bengal started to 

participate in the politics. Thus in the first phase, it has been highlighted how 

women with different social and familial background participated at first in the male 

established women associations and responded differently in various ways  to the 

process of modernization and reform movement and later on took the role to 

establish their own associations. The second phase deals with the 

for franchise and their achievements, the national movement and feminist 

consciousness, politics and protest against social injustice and so on through various 

means of .  

The sixth chapter Women Associations of Bengal and Its Interaction with 

Other Sister Associations of India  analyses the activities of 

which did not confine within the boundary of colonial Bengal and the subject matter 

has been highlighted from three angles namely (a) Personality Based Associations, 

(b) National Movement Oriented Associations and (c) All-India Based Associations. 

It crossed its periphery of activities and touched other sister associations that had 

developed in various parts of India and in that sense, they maintained interaction and 

interconnection with other sister associations of India. 

The seventh chapter with the caption of Women of Bengal in the Era of Self 

Identity  concentres on the involvement of women in different activities or issues 

outside the traditional sphere of the domestic world particularly in the areas of 

employment, political participation, rights and the like. Incidentally, the era of self 

identity sought to legitimize constitutional rights, transformati

status, socialisation of legal rights etc.  
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The last chapter 

of the entire dissertation which has been depicted in the relevant chapters. It may 

also be noted that, an exhaustive bibliography related to the work has been 

incorporated and in addition there are a few appendices which seem to be relevant to 

clarify many points of the dissertation. 

 


