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Abstract:Over the last few decades, historians have given attention to the writing of women's history. 
They focused on women's status, feminism, the role of women in the freedom struggle movement, 
women's emancipation and upliftment, etc. by their critical analysis and interpretation. As part of the 
colonization, the British government started to establish many schools and colleges in Bengal, and the 
Christian missionaries played an important role in the spread of women's education in Bengal. The 
impact of new education gradually changed women's status, mainly among the women of the middle 
class family of Bengal. This new section of women emerged as a bhadramahila, they not only confined 
themselves in domestic life; they also participated in social reform movements, white collar jobs, and 
politics. This article mainly focused on how to emerge bhadramahila in society, women's education, 
participation in white collar jobs, political organization, etc. 
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Introduction 
 

The writing of women history in India relatively few, most of the studies on journalist style 

and written by feminist activist. The socio-economic changes by the women and their role, 

raised the issues by some western scholar primarily.1 Women played a dynamic role in 

human civilization. In the Rig Vedic period, women played a crucial role in society; lots of 
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women participated in sabha, samiti, and cultural festivals with their husbands. The Rig 

Vedic Samhita mentioned many women scholars like Gosha, Apala, Lopamudra, Visvavara, 

and Gargi contributed to writing Vedic hymns. From the age of Dharmasastras, the situation 

was gradually changed; pre puberty marriage (child marriage) occupied a significant place in 

society; the rights of women's education were gradually lost, and the males created their 

hegemony over the women. One of the major issues in ancient society was the rise of gender 

inequality. Lots of laws were created in favor of a male-dominated society. The horribol 

custom Sati made a high place in society, basically after the death of her husband, the woman 

devoted themselves to being a Sati by burning with her husband in the funeral prayer. During 

the ancient period, due to the cause of child marriage, women became sati at a younger age. 

This harmful social disease continued until 1829, mainly stopped by the efforts of Raja 

Rammohan Roy and the colonial ruler. The discussion about Sati historian Gayatri 

Chakrabarty Spivak said that “White men are saving brown women from brown men,” which 

means she mainly highlights the situation of ancient to colonial Indian women who became 

sati after their husbands deaths; this ridiculous system was stopped by the colonial 

government and saved a lot of widows from the brown Indian men.”2 On the other hand, the 

importance of women Goddess or Matri Shakti was valuable throughout the ages. The people 

also worshiped “Matri Shakti” like Durga, Kali, Chandi, and other Mother Goddess as a 

power of supreme. The worship of “Matri Shakti” was not only confined to this matter; 

people imagined their birth land as a “Matri Bhumi.” The imagination of Matri Bhumi is 

reflected in the several writings of the novelist and scholar during the colonial period. 

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhaya’s song “Bande Mataram” devoted to the motherland was 

published in his novel “Anandamath” in the year 1882, and it was sung for the first time in 

the Indian National Congress in 1896, Calcutta session by Rabindranath Thakur. During the 

Swadeshi movement, Abanindranath Tagore drew the picture of “Bharatmata,” this piece is 

revered for its symbolic representation of India as a mother figure, a powerful and spiritual 

concept in Indian culture.3  It can be said that throughout the ages women have had immense 

importance in society but they have been ruled and controlled by men. However, from the 

ancient to colonial period, the position of women drastically changed. Mostly in the colonial 

period in Bengal, a new class of bhadramahila emerged; they participated in white collar jobs 

and politics and gradually became the role models among the other women in the society.  
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Bhadramahila of Bengal 

The question about women’s was a core issue in mid-nineteenth-century Bengal. The social 

reformer of Bengal was first taken to step for women's emancipation. Rammahon Roy took 

initiative to stop the sati system; Vidyasagar took initiative to start widow remarriage, which 

was legalized in 1856; and abolished kulin polygamy also. The Brahmo Samaj also uplifts the 

issue about the age of women's marriage. Before the nineteenth century, the condition of 

women was horrible; they confined themselves according to traditional religious customs, 

societal norms, and the direction of the patriarchy-based society.4 The word bhadromahila 

originated only used for the female members of Bhadralok families; the model of 

bhadramahila was created by Brahmo reformers. From the year 1860s, the few women of 

Brahmo Samaj broke the orthodox custom and traditional thinking about women, this women 

wore a new dress code, adopted a new education, challenged male-dominated society, and 

also discarded purdah. They set up a new image in the society which was progressive and 

modern.5 Another important aspect is that by the mid-19th century most of the English men 

married upper-caste Hindu women or high-profile Muslims. The result is that Indian women 

who are converted into memsaheb and their lifestyle and culture set a benchmark for the 

other high class women. The high class women also followed their memsaheb culture.6 

Partha Chattarjee, in his study, says that nationalism separated the cultural way into two 

domains, mainly the material and the spiritual, with the Western civilization based on 

material spheres and the other side, Indian civilization based on religious spheres. The 

European power had challenged the Indian civilization by their culture, science, and 

technology, merit, and the people of India gradually articulated their idea, their culture, and 

their technology. The impact of the colonial culture was also seen on the women of Bengal, 

mainly in the urban area.7  

Women Education 

While the urban based mainly middle class men worried about women's education because it 

might be ‘women go too far.’ The majority part of the women's education was conservative, 

but the consequence of the women's education was unexpected. The first generation of 

educated women mainly wrote about their lives, the condition of women, the education 
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process, etc. But the second generation of educated women raised their voices against their 

exploitation and their basic needs, critiqued their society and foreign rules, developed their 

institutions, etc.8 Before the colonial period, the condition of women's education was 

horrible. The colonial ruler and the Christian missionaries played an important role in 

spreading education among women. The first girls school was established in the year 1817 

with the help of Robert Mary. In 1819, the Female Juvenile Society established itself in 

Bengal, and in the year 1822, Mr. Cook established 22 girls schools. Ishwar Chandra  

Vidyasagara, also established many schools from 1857 to 1860. He was established 35 

schools in several parts of Bengal. The question of women's education, Drink Water Bethune, 

played an important role. He was established a primary school in the year 1849 in Calcutta 

for girls. On the other hand, Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain established Sakhawat Memorial Girls 

School in 1911 for Muslim girls, and in 1936 it became a government institution for Muslim 

women's education. Later, several schools and colleges were also established by the effort of 

indigenous people. 9 

White Collar Jobs 

British imperialism and the introduction of a new education system created a lot of 

employment opportunities for women in Bengal, which is considered one of the means of 

women's empowerment in Bengal. According to the census of Calcutta in 1901, 725 women 

are registered as professional employees; among them, 587 women are teachers and 

professors, 124 women are engaged in the medical profession, 4 are photographers, and 6 are 

engaged in administrative jobs. This figure indicates the interest in the professional jobs 

among the bhadramahila in Calcutta, which was increasing day after day. The major factor is 

that large number of women engaged in semi formal and also domestic work which was not 

counted or ignored in the census.10 The new education created lots of job opportunity among 

the women, many highly educated women joined in teaching profession in Bengal. 

Bamasoondoree Debee of Pabna set up a new school in 1863 for other girls who want to 

become a teacher. Manoroma Majumdar was the first women preacher in brahmo samaj, 

appointed in Dacca govt. adult model school on a salary of sixty rupees per month.11 The 

Indian reform association also produced some trainee female teachers, Krishnakamini Debi 

trained from this school and joined at Ranaghat girls school in 1874. The first woman to face 
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M.A. in colonial India was Chandramukhi Basu from Calcutta University, and she appointed 

in Bethune School as an assistant superintendent in 1884. Kamini Basu, sister of 

Chandramukhi Basu was headmistress in Dehra Dun High school. Also, many more women 

in colonial Bengal embraced the teaching profession and started teaching in various schools 

in rural and urban Bengal. We know that in colonial India, the medical system for women 

was not smooth. Every year, lots of women die from their several diseases; even women 

hesitate to go to a male doctor. The women of the bhadralok family were mostly treated in 

their house. In England, from 1877 women were allowed to take medical degrees, and the 

medical profession was seen as eminently suitable for middle class women. In colonial 

Bengal the scenario was different; the low caste women were to practice midwifery, and few 

others became kaviraj’s, but women’s right to the medical profession was not immediately 

accepted. The number of female students in the medical profession is very limited; the main 

cause of their very limited participation in the medical sector is the stereotype mentality of 

the Bhadalok family, the infrastructure of women's education, traditional Hindu culture etc. 

However, in the year 1907 at Calcutta medical college among the 425 students, 17 were 

women, which was very small. The notable woman Kadambini Ganguly successfully passed 

L.M.S. exam in 1886 and became the first women doctor, and she appointed at Lady Dufferin 

Women’s Hospital. In 1893, Kadambini Ganguly went to England for his further studies; 

after her return, she was appointed as a superintendent at Dufferin Hospital. One year later 

she became doctor in charge at Eden Female Hospital. Jamini Sen, another prominent lady 

Doctor passed L.M.S. in 1897 and he went to Nepal for medical profession.12 Bhadramahila 

face difficulties in their profession by colonial government, local authority, and some time 

harassed by the local people also. Some Bengali newspapers raised the voice against their 

discrimination; European lady doctors also charged high fees compared to Indian doctors, 

and they recruited mostly in high posts. Bhadramahila of colonial Bengal also worked in 

court as an advocate, joined the photography profession, wrote literature, and choose other 

prominent professions.13  

Participation in Politics 

In the late 1920 and early 1930 we saw the growth of the Gandhian movement as well as 

revolutionary activities in Bengal. The scenario of the political movement drastically changed 



Bhadramahila and Women Emancipation in 19th Century 
Bengal 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
____________________________________________________________________________    
 Journal of Historical Studies and ResearchVolume 5, Number 1 (January- April,2025) 73 |Page 
 
 

after the participation of women in politics. We know that the first generation of women 

mainly confined themselves to housework, reading and writing novels, and did some social 

work, but the second generation of educated women significantly participated in the freedom 

struggle movement with men. Gail Omvedt classifies the women's movement in two 

categories-1. Women’s equality movement 2. Women’s liberation movement. The first of one 

not directly challenged the political, economic, or family structure, but the second movement 

rather challenged the sexual division of labour and patriarchy.14 Jana Everett identifies the 

characteristics of the Indian freedom movement. Everett argues that “the Indian women’s 

movement could be seen as an attempt by a previously excluded segment [high status 

women] to enter the political system. These women do not challenge the hierarchical 

framework; they justify their demands on the grounds of restoring previously held 

rights….because the Indian women's movement was composed of high status individuals, it 

represented a low level of threat to the stability of the system.”  15 However, women joined 

Congress and participated in hartals, picketing, strike etc. as well as Bengal was the central 

point of revolutionary activities. Arbinda Ghosh, Bipin Chandra Pal, Hemchandra Kanungo, 

Barindra Ghosh, Subash Chandra Bose’s activities also influenced Bengali women. They 

established women's organizations, which also maintained women's interest also. It is 

important that lots of women's journals were published by women activists in the first half of 

20th century, like- Jayashree by Lila Roy, Mandira by Kamala Dasgupta, Bharatmahila by 

Sarjubala Dutta and Ghare-Baire by Kanak Mukharjee etc. All of these write about feminist 

and political consciousness. Hemprabha Majumdar, and Urmila Devi created  women’s 

political associations for the contribution of nationalist struggle. They participated in building 

the All India Women’s Social Conference in conjunction with the regular congress session.16 

Masik Basumati appreciated the women's participation in the provincial women’s conference 

of congress, the District Women’s conference held at Bagura and All Bengal Women’s 

conference at the Town Hall, Calcutta in 1931. In the Non-Corporation movement, Gandhi 

attempted to join women in the freedom struggle movement without changing their 

traditional system in society. As a part of this movement, the congress leader asked them to 

boycott government school, college, office, job etc. and their outstanding contribution to 

making Khadi, making the spirit of nationalism and freedom. According to Gandhiji, the 

picketing of liquor and foreign cloth shops was a more suitable job for women; he chose this 
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job for women because of their inherent capacity for nonviolence.17 Sarala Debi Choudhurani 

is one of the notable women nobelists and freedom fighters in India; she was the niece of 

Rabindranath Tagore and the daughter of notable women Swarnakumari Debi. Her 

autobiography, ‘Jibaner Jharapata’ was one of the first autobiographical works, where she 

discussed the details of life with revolutionary ideas of Bengal. She also emphasized the 

physical fitness of youth and spread the seeds of militant Hindu nationalism by introduction 

of Shivaji Utsav and Pratapadity Utsav. Meredith Borthwick notes that Sarala Debi was "such 

an outstanding and exceptional figure that her activities had few implications for the general 

political participation of women.” Other popular Bengali women writers who wrote about 

their lives as well as their political activities was Sekaler Katha by Ashalata Sen, Shrinkhal 

Jhankar by Bina Das probably the first political autobiography, Rakter Akshare by Kamala 

Dasgupta, Jibaner Rangamanche by Shantisudha Ghosh, Chattagram Astragar Lunthaner 

Smritikatha by Kalpana Dutta Joshi, Sediner Katha by Manikuntala Sen, Dinguli Mor by 

Usha Dutta Bharma, etc.18 Rassundari Devi was the first Bengali women to write an 

autobiography, she mention about her daily life and struggle. She cooked daily twice for his 

family and servants, cared also her blind mother-in-law, daily offered food of their family 

diety.19 In the early 1930s, Kaji Najrul Islam wrote a poem about the participation of women 

in freedom struggle movement: All women are fighting/ Men are enjoying a picnic/ Father 

went away with his ticket/ Daughter is busy to picket/ Mistress is taking the charka-vow/ 

Mister is milking the cow.20 One of the notable women in colonial Bengal was Leela Nag. 

According to Leela Nag, women’s emancipation is an integral part of entire huminity. She 

established school for girls in Bankura when there was no school for girls. Leela Nag take 

major initiative to open ‘Dipali School,’ ‘Nari Shikshamandir,’ and ‘Shiksha Bhawan’ to the 

spread of female education.21 Leela Started the ‘Nari Atmaraksha Fund’ for the practice of 

women self-defence, learning stick play, use of dagger etc. She was an active member of a 

revolutionary organization of ‘Shree Sangha’ and later became member of the Indian national 

Congress and also joined in forward Block party.22 During the child delivery, lots of women 

died for proper treatment. Sushila Mitra established ‘Noakhali Sarojnalini Narimangal 

Samiti.’ This organization makes contributions mainly during child delivery cases, stitching, 

midwifery, weaving, and other related vocational courses started by Shusila Mitra.23 

Pushapalata Das has taken some steps to the introduction of widow remarriage and also 
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eradication of early marriage of girls. Ujwala Majumdar started an organization called ‘Palli 

Niketan’ for women’s emancipation, she continued her organisation in the political field 

also.24 Vanlata Sen, Kiran Chakravarty, Nirmal Rai, Sushma Rai, Uma Chakrabarty 

organised ‘Chhatri Committee’ led by Pratibha Bhadra. A Large number of members of this 

committee participated in the 1942 movement and also spread anti-imperialist propaganda 

among the girls.25 Kamala Mukherjee converted to Communism around the close of 1938. 

She provided aid to famine victims in 1943 under the ‘Mahila Atmaraksha Samiti.’ She 

founded "Nari Seva Sangha" for the women victims to give them a place to live and teach 

them life skills. She was actively participating in coordinated relief efforts following the 

communal unrest in 1946-1947 in Calcutta and Noakhali. Kalyani Dasgupta one of the 

pioneering women in colonial India, joined the anti-imperialist movement. Kalyani joined the 

Bengal relief committee in 1943 to help the people who suffered from famine, she established 

many anti-disease welfare centres, every centre had a team of doctors and they distributed 

medicine and food.26 Kamini Roy was one of the notable poetess in colonial Bengal and the 

member of Sadharan Brahmo Samaj. Her first poem ‘Alo O Chayaa’ published in 1889, 

‘Deep O Dhup’ was published in 1929, and her poem ‘Nari- Jagaran’ focused on women’s 

empowerment, and her writing criticized the dowry system. She fought for women’s rights as 

a part of Bangiya Nari Samaj, later she became president of Bangiya Nari Samaj. Kamini 

Roy spread the nationalist sentiment through her poem and she also proclaimed the 

importance of women education and wrote an article on women’s education.27 Hemlata Devi 

another pioneering woman of Brahmo samaj, did not believe separate in curricula for girls, 

she strengthened English, geography, science, philosophy etc. education for girls.28 Kumudini 

Mitra another prominent nationalist worker in colonial Bengal, completed her schooling at 

Brahmo Balika Sikshalaya and was than admitted to Bethune college. Kumudini Mitra joined 

Intrernational Women’s Suffarage Alliance in Budapest in the year 1913 as a delegate from 

India.29 She also joined in Saroj Nalini Dutta Memorial Association and Women Education 

League for the upliftment of rural women. She wrote about boycott foreign good and buying 

indigenous goods during the Swadeshi movement. 30 

Conclusion 
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 It can be said that, the condition of women dramatically changed throughout the ages. In the 

Vedic period, the condition of women was better but in the age of Dharmashastra the position 

of women gradually degraded, the society became male-centric and they imposed their 

hegemony on women. In the medieval ages, some women became powerful in politics mainly 

on regional basis but a large number of women had under veil or purdah. The concept of 

women’s empowerment was popular in Bengal in the colonial period. Women empowerment 

is the sole criterion for the development of women in a country and education was an 

important instrument to make them free from the shackles of orthodox and conservative male 

dominated society. The major device of women’s empowerment is education of the any 

society. In Bengal the women’s empowerment movement started through the Renaissance, 

during this period women enlightened themselves, through Western education and some 

Indian reformist thought. The highly educated women mainly the bhardamahila gradually 

became the torchbearers among the women. In the field of education the bhadramahila played 

an important role, they established lots of women’s school in Bengal, engaged themselves as 

a teacher, and created consciousness among the women about education in the urban areas as 

well as villages. Before, the participation of women in the medical sector was very low, 

mainly lower caste women participated in the maternity cases but the first mahila doctor 

Kadambini Ganguly opened the path, motivated to women to participated medical sector, 

which was enriched women health sector. The participation of women in politics was less in 

the previous era but the newly educated urban-based bhadramahila joined in colonial politics 

and, freedom struggle movement, and lots of organisation opened for the protect the women 

interests. However, the new emerging ‘Bhadramahila’ class played a pivotal role to women’s 

emancipation in colonial Bengal, and the consequence of their struggle was seen in the 

women of twenty and twenty first century also. 
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