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B AT Out of the Antahpur? Gender Spbordtnatlon
o | :;crsfem Reform tn-
o Ningteenth Century Benga}f

¢ 9

. '.. Dolores F. Chew ¢
-The nineteen'thﬂﬂééntury has been ha{led as the century o‘f ‘emancipation of.
women in Bengztl. During’this tirt{e, debates over soclal reform raged very
heatedly, and issues concerning women 'w‘ere the most dominant. However
women thémse]\\\ies were‘parely party to these exchanges; they merely provlded‘
Ao . the subject matter for' a debate that in the main hovered arc’mnd tradition and .
] deerh{ty: . While 'pr:actlceg :merétng.from gender subordination were éercelved \
as is;;ues,ctytng for r;gférin, and the-re‘ was tremendous pressure for refofm.\
there e’xisted little ;:oncern with the real status of women. The proponents for .
cHarlg‘es in the status of.‘women lacked an overall perception of gender
subordination and so the reform efforts were directed at specilic issues . .
‘ cctnceming women. Sati, widow marriage, female education and the age of - .
‘. uconsent were issues. that appeared 'at the forefront of these dcbates. This
segmented approach lacked an awareness of gendér subordlnfltlon being basic to
the I;rc-:b'lem:;'reqqiring reform, and meant that women's status in many respects -
remained virtually .unchanged by the end of the ginet'eenth century. This
' despite the fact thag many reforms affécting the status of women were realized
“in,the nineteenth century. This thesis attgmpts‘tp demonstrate that women were
sir;ipty the yardstick for measuring what can be described as a tussle between

\ c * tradition versus modernity and the concominant ramiffcations in a colonial

- society.
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_ INTRODUCTION " S -

/

g

- " /[T
Intellectual amusements and recreations are wholly unknown

to them [women]; the only employment -of which they are"
capable during moments of leisure,.are preparations of pickles
‘and confectionery — if sleeping or quarrelling can be avoided.

«(Rev. K.M. Banerjea, A Prize
Essay on Native Female Education,
p.43, Calcutta, 1848

Few things please them better than a conversation on this D .
b subject [%ewellery] which, from the absenge of mental culture, -
almost wholly monopolizes their mind. 1f not this spent time
» . 1s frittered away in sundry petty frivolous enquiries of a T .
N purely domestic character. On matters of the most vital
importance their notions are absurd and-childish.

. , (S.C. Bose, The Hindoos as They Are.? \
‘ . p.5, Calcutta, 1883) ' ‘

y . ... What sufferin'g women endure in ordinary house-holds!

) The/ husband accepts his wife as his better half at marriage
X but treats her worse than animals. Almost every wife

' works Iike a maidservant in her husband's house....All .
v . these the women put up with in fear of their religion.... -

' It is a pity that the condition of poor and suffering women
- - does not evoke your kindness and urge you to save them
- from their husband's funeral pyre," .

(Raja Rammohun Roy, "On Concremation::
A Second Conference Between an-Advocate and ‘o
, an Opponent of that Practice", 1819)

‘The nineteenth century has been hailed as the century of emancipation of .
women in Bengal.l During this time, debates over social reform raged very

heatedly, and issues concerning women were the most dominant. However women

.

Los - ’ themselves yére rarely party to these exchanges; they merely provided the

subj.éct' matter for a debate that in the main hovered around tradition and
Ky modernity. What th_iﬁslthésiS attempts to demonstrate is that while practices
. emerging from gender s;xbordgﬁatién were pérceived as issues crying for reform,
’ and -there was tremghdoug p::essute for reform, there existed little concern v;tth
the _gal_ status of womén. The 'pr‘oponénts for chanégo in the: status of women

v -

. ! . ) \
lacked an integrated approach and so the reform efforts were directed at

: : .
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, was whether Indians were capable of greater responsibility and a share in

i v
specific Jgsues concerning women, For example, sati, widow marriage. female
educatton and the-age of consent were issues that appeared.at the forefront of
these debates. The fact that this segmented appmach lacked an awareness wof " . :
gender subordinat_ion as the basic ingredient in all the problems needing reform,
meant that women's statils in many respects remained virtually ur;changed by the
end of the nineteenth century, despite tﬂhe many specific "reforms" affecting
women which weré achieved during that century. This may seem surp'rising
when one cér;siderg how 1ssues concerning WOme:'s status were the focal point
of much of the discussion and lobbyix{g for social reform, and it certainly
raises queétlons about the motivations behind the reforms. While no doubt

there were many men genuirfely sympathetic and concerned with the status of .

wqmen. it appears that these sentiments may not have been the sole or perhaps

even the major \motivating factor for reform. Other issues were also at stake,
In the final analysis, wcmen were simply.the yardstick for measuring succegs
in what can be described as the competition between tradition and modernity and

its concomitant ramifications in a colonial society. Among the issues at stake

government, or whether ambitious new classes woulci win that recognition and
approval from a .colonial power which they sought. Issues of status were

prominent as well. The notion that a civilization is measured by the status of <

its women did not go unnoticed.

o

Amidst all this, fundamental issues of gender control got subsumed or "~
were deliberately avoided and by-passed. The reforms-were manipulated to
maintain male dominancerand control. Female sexuality as an abstract entity,

figured largely in the reforms, and reformers who sought to ameljorate the

situation of women seemed preoccupied with questions of conventional morality .

-
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(7] .
and the control of fenxale sexu;:l—;ty Some reforms were instituted to prevent
‘women deviating from-the path of respe;tabtlity or to ‘lmprove' wofnen &mlnds
so they ‘would not be preoccupied with licentlousness. That lcant at_t_entton was
paid to female secfusion -and segregation among the lssues earmdtk&d for reform
is a significant indicator of the actual concerns of the reformere. Segregatlol\
in the an E epitomlzed gender subordlnation and female 1nequallty in ..
nineteenth century Bengal but the existence of the antahpur as the embodlment
of female tnequallty was never deah with in a coricrete manner.

S ) \

<”The hypothesis that is being discussed here evolved in the process of my
research into the nature of the reform mdvement in nlneteenth century Benga‘l as
it perta.ined to women. Many of the questiors bejng discussied in this thesis .
haveé never been raised before. Naturally, at this stage the discussfon cannot
be conciusive. but there is ampie’ evide‘nce to reise questlons which cast .
., considérable doubt on accepted notlons regarding th@ nlneteenth century social
reform movement and women's issues. I have e\gggested answers to these ( ')
questions wherever possible. This thesis falls within the .parameterl of the on\-——-'—"

.

going discussion among South Asian’ feminist historians on the implléat}ons of
male-generated and at times masculinist reforms on women's status’

» : 3 -
[} s ¢

Historiography

- « . ’ . ) B
. ~ Much has been written about this period, which.is populatly refefg'gd to

as the 'Bengal Renaissance’, and its various components have .been dlu’;cted
. 'many times over. While i,ndivtdual interpretattons have varied emong .
[N ’ . ! ’ ) 3
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~dicng

. o - .
historians of different schools (colontalist, nationalist, revigfonist), the

¥

general consensus h\s. been very positive. The nigeteenth century has been

e 0 .
hailed as a period of great improvement in women’s situation in Bengal, and
s

when compared to Britain, brim_mlng over with firsts -- women admitted to a o

\ university,2 qualified women doctors and legislation regarding female
-

‘”*“5 inheritance.3 Yet one-should be cauot,tous about' such enthusiasm. for the
e o

changes were not as pervasive as claimed nor were basic st?uctures of sex -
’inequallty questioned. It has pnly beer:x in the last severa‘%%ears. as a result =«
of growing fe;ninist, consciousness among academics, and the questioniné of ' '
inherent & ;eN biases in Indian htstoriographyA strengthened by knowledge of

sllmilar reevaluattené of Western women's histories;s fthat the real nature of. the

" nineteenth century reforms of women's status in Bengal has begun to be

queﬁ foned§, \ ‘ ‘ {7
. , é « ,

A

J Thére are numerous gtudies‘of ntneiegpth centu}y social reform.”7

. 5

However most of them suffer‘. from serious negative aspects incliuding uneven
distributien, a tendency tﬂo“ hagipgraiphy and a certain compartmentalization.8

Besides this, }Estorians of /n?neteenth centu:ty social reform toe easily ascribe

the intellectyal strains current at the time to the liberalizing impact of British

rule ‘and Eng ish education. Too often the colonial context has been tgrmroed.9

Scant' attention has been paid to the ideelogical hegemony of- colonialism. ~
Standard works on the status of women in India10 all have their mandatory\ ’
chpter on social reform and include sections on Pandtta Ramabati, Vidyasagar

and Rammo Roy, implying that this was the beginning of their improved

‘status and women c;ught to be .indebted to these social =reformers. They do not

acknowledge that the improved status of women was a necessary segment of

other more ambitious political and economic plans. Standard works on women in
4

-
;
» N ) . »
: - . v - .
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o the nationalist.;poVe}nent also tface the origins of womens' participation in the
independence struggle io the nineteenth cepturyu and the liberating -influence jof

well-known refotmers of the period.,

. Ay

’

This trend is slowly being reversed. Two excellent comprehrensive
, studies ofgswomen in Bengal have recently been published. Ghulam Murshid's

Reluctant Debutante, concentrates on modernization and "how women responded to

- s . these male efforts".12 Meredith Borthwick's book, The Changing Role of Women

i in Beng& » is a detailed description and analysis of the lives of Bengall women

. H , ’
during a period of rapid change.13 .
- . . . ~“ 4 . ‘ -(
glmopé of Study ‘ *

LN
The’question of gender subordination and reform in nineteenth century

’ Bengal is too wide to be e;camined and dl;cussed qxhaustively. within the scope
of this thesis. Hence this study shall ‘res'trict itself to certain specific issues
_ of gender coxii;.'ol ,that‘emerged if‘ the debates on issues conceqntl:g the condition

of women in nineteenth century Bengal. The central focus of the thesfl will be

the duality Q'f concerns of the proponents of reforms for women, Overall there

existed the concerns with status e t and maintenance of the bhadrolok
- and the desire to:create a favourabje impression on the British. These
! *  motivations lixrk behind the scenes of the nineteenth century #eform movement,

along with the bhadrolok preoccupation with accéptable notions of respectability

— ‘and conve“nﬁoml morality that appear to have governed many of the activities’
for: the reform of women's status. The bhadrolok conéem with
) ‘ A
; . t L \'
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tﬁrcats to male dominance is a formative notion of the study. To better
understand the main body of the thésis it was necessary to provide some

discussion of the formative influences of modernization/Westernization on the

mentality of the Bengali bhadrolok of the period. ) -
- . \ -
Orientali.s‘t constructions of India have been responsible to a large extent
for the‘self-image Indians had and have of themselves. The current discussions
of Orientalism, and more specifically of Indology have been very useful in
drastically revisiné notions of India and Bengal that for two cénturies or more
were accepted as objectivé reality. These constructs were important in shaping
the economic and social structures of colonial Bengal, for they influenced both

=

British administrators and policymakers and céibpised Indians. For example,

\

Orientalist and Indologist constmct,snhad nurtured the.notion of women as
repositories of trﬁdttion. As the nineteenth century progressed,.nationalism

‘became a major force on the political scene in Bengal and an outgrqwth of this

e,

was a traditional{st revival. or women viewed as they were, as gtit,zfdtans of

tradition, this had a negative impact. Now women became the '‘currency" of
debates in which the morality of colonial rule was confronted. The honour of

the collective, religious or national, came to depend on womenl4 and this
strengthened the male demand t women conform to very specific and

restrictive codes of conduct.

we This thesis focusses on elements of gender su?oﬂimtiomwithln the\
bhadrolok (gentleman) class in ntnet‘eentt‘\ century Benfjal. The English
equivalent of such a group would be the middle-class. The bhadrolok were born

as a direct result of British colonial rule in Bengal. Assisted by new land-

- | . 6
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@ Sources ; )

- holding opportunities, commerce, prgfésstons and affiliated occupations, they

emerged and became very influential in the political and social life of Bengal.

"The female éomponent of this class, the bhadramahila, were the focus of reform

" efforts for women. They, like their middle~class contemporaries elsewhere,

were economically dependent on the male members of their families. (As lg
result of their /e/cohbixi? Rt ependence, working-class women did not share most
of these elements of gender bt\bordtnatton.) It was the bhadrolok who were the

fofce behind the "renat'ssance' in Bengal, and it was this class who were behind

the change§ in the status of the bhadramahfla. Of course, as argued in the "

| d "
thesis, thé motivations for these reforms were not uni-dimensional, Calcutta, -

tixe capital of British India,’ a:\:d the capital of Bengal Presidency, was a busy
cosmopoltian clty: and the centre of commerce and intellectual currents. Many
of the bhadrolok, while mainta{ntng. tural family ties, either lived in this city
o? at least ;ltved there during the week, spending the weekend in their villages

in the mofussil (districts). Calcutta wad thus the focal point of the social.

. reform movement, and the continual exchanges between the metropolis and «

mofussil ensured an exchange of ideas and information between the two.

&

\

This thesis has depended heavily on autobiographies and biographies of
persons who lived during the period in question, as well as cor.\temporary '
accounts of European and Indian observers. Many of these observers were

involved in aspects of social reform ‘and amelioration of the status of women.

_N{qrg[ R



‘One of the results of modernization was the development of a press in

both English and the vernacular. The bhadrolok who patronized these
.»‘ . . Y .
%ubllcattons adopted the European style of debating issueés -via the pages of

.. o \ A
these papers, These published discussions on issues related, to reforms on the

/

status of women provide insight into the prevaillng ideu of the time as well
y f/ H

as the inherent biases and notions of respectabiuty ‘bf the mneteenth century
bhadrolok. - ’ :{,
The nineteenth ‘century also saw the birth of a new prose style,

ir'gf-lﬁencec'l by Western forms, and the works of wriiers like Bankim Chandra
Chattopacihyay and Rabiridranath Tagore lend insight, albeit male, to the inner
world of the antahpur as well as to prevailing social norms. As mentioned
above in the historiogr&phy section, there is no dearth of secondary works on
nineteenth cgn_tury‘Bengal. M‘any volumes of description, commentar'y and

s - V. 1
criticism have contributed to the development of the discussions in this A~
. - ) .

thesis.ls

In addltion to the above, anthropological and psycho—sociological work by
scholars such as Manisha Roy, Ashis Nandy, M.N. Srinivas and Hanna Papanek
have contributed by introducing other dime%sions to enrich this study.16
Manisha Roy's rich antbtopoloélcal study ‘of Bengali women, despite its
contempora;'y origins has great relevance for a study of the bhadramahila in the
nineteenth century. In many’ respects, in spite of changlés in family organization
wrought by the changing socio-economic condition of Bengali society, . '

fundamentally much rémains the same. The ldenti\flcation of the female person‘

with the family group, the roles she is'expected to play throughout her life

.and the socialization process she undergoes is in essence not very different.

. N N
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The psychological dimensions of reform, especially regarding Raja Rammohun

7 Roy are uniquely analyzed by Ashis Nandy. He hints at subliminal motivations,

which is also a concern of this thesis. M.N. Srinivas' work on Sanskritization
is valuable in arrivlng at an understanding of possible reasons for the
proponents of improvements of the status of women undertaking their reform.

Hanna Papanek's and her colleagues' relentless researches into gurdah. its

modus operandi and concomitant ramifications "'prove invaluable to an
understaﬂnding of the notions of ;eclusicn and the significance of the antahpur,
They have shown beyond a doubt- the inext_riéable connections between gender
subordtnation. female seclusion and socie:econo:rlic considerations.

e

" Methodology e

R
l“p N

“The majority of women who form the basis of this study were in purdah
and hence metaphorically and otherwise the ghare-baire (inner-outer)

dichotomized framework developed by Partha Chatterjee is particularly

" ‘relevant to this study. 17 1t emanates from the domestic situation where the -°*

fnner sanctum (antahpur) of the home was the preserve of the women, the
guardians of the spirituality and traditions of the family. The outér
apartments of the house were inhabited by the male family mer}\bers and they
med?ated the outer world for the family. They went out for their business and
social interactions. They were sullied by their contact with the outer (often
westerniz'ed) influencés of commerce and soclalizat‘lpn and returned home to
indigenous influences to be puriﬂeddand rejuvenated. The dichotomy between
European and Indian, tradition and modemtty, outer and inner, epitomizes the.

intellectual and cultural dilemmas of the nineteenth century elite in Bengal and
. ‘9
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exempllﬂes the currents swirltng around the reform debates. The ghare—baire -
rramework and its emphasis an the relationship between the inner and outer .

Lo
seem; to parallel ideas propounded by feminist theoreticians of the private/

& . pubiic dlchotomy.18 'I’he two systems are very sulted to issues of the
"colonial situai;}lon and those of gender subordination as dealt with in this

g
’

thesis. o . . - . o .
(= ' ) The Gramscian-concept of heg'emon‘y‘ es ge“veloped by the Stil.)a'lfem Studies
School provldes a further tool for anelyzing the topic under consideratibn ‘ft‘ l
emphaslzes fundemental relatlonships of. power domination ‘and subordinatton,19
and dlffers from Gramsci‘in that _he saw little evidence of autonorny in peasant
movements.20 The Subaltern frarnework also differs‘ from Gramsci with Eeeoect “
to the concepé of hegemony. Gramsci suggests total control, including political,
cultural and ideological. by the elites of the subaltern groups. Howei;er Fhis
does not acéomodate ,the autonomous *ltute of subaltern groups. It allows no

room for the existing rituals, conventions and world—view of the latter.21 In

¢ )

——

4. this notion of autonomy the Subalternists overlap with the analySes of E. P.
Thompson and Raymond Williams.22 The “latter has stated that "[t]here are

always non-hegemonic or counter-hegemonic values at work to ;esist. restrict

and qualify the operations of the hegemonic order."23 Based on this the

4

Subalternists do not see hegemony as a rigid automatic and all—determining
stmcture of domination. a

Though n%g}tially the Subaltern Studies School concentrated on peasant and

working-class movements, we find that researchers working on South Asian

: women's history are applying some of the tools of the Subalternists in .their
:

analyses, This application is based on the prerﬁise of Iall w;romen'comprising a
a ¢ : 10
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X / subaltern group in a power relationship domit'\ateci by male economic, 1
/' intellectual and cultural hegen;ony. The Subaltern Studies group's recognition of

the dialectical nqture of hegemony provides }ntellegfml recognition of and hence

scope for the study of autonomy and resistance. Recognition of this paradigm

”

creates the need to deconstruct the debates and positions of the nineteenth
—

century on women. The ideas of Gayatri Chakravorty Sp’ivak-on reworking our
understanding of society and the "coining of new‘money"u to recognize the

,femfnine in our collective experiences are generally acclaimed to be seminal in
this area. Both because of her previous work as a literary critic and more .

»

recently because of her participation in the Subaltern Studies group,25

Chakravarty Spivak's work proves useful to the thrust of this thesis. Thus,
the. éubaltern Studies framework helps us to understand l;oth the ﬁengali
bhadrolok in terms of their subaltern. relltlonshlp to British domination, as
well as the autonomous culture of the bhadramahila in a relationship of

‘subordination and domination with the bhadrolok.

-
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 CHAPTER 11

+

BACKGROUND TO THE REFORM MOVEMENT
. e

No man has a hiéher regard for our sacred S;rlptufes than
I, but they were meant to guide and not to.enchain us.
And in these days, when all the world s moving onwards,

° we must move too. Trust me, Jagat Kishor, we Hindus are

a practical nation in spite of all that has been said against us.
We are not inert, but silently and curiously progressive;

and few nations on earth have dared to remodel their-customs
according to the needs of these modern times as we have done,
since the time of Ram Mohan Roy. We are Progressive
Conservatives, if 1 may coin a phrase, in social matters.

(Lala Sahib in R C. Dutt's. The Lake of
Palms, p./218) .

¥

In or¥er to situate the main discussion Nof the thesis this chapter shall
dwell briefly‘on‘ the histO{icaI background to the reforms and debates concerping
wémen in nin.eteenth century Bengal. From this it will become evident that '
Bengal was subjggred’to processes th".it are referred to variously as
M%ernizatloidtf W.esterni'zation. " In order to understand the raison d'etre of

fhe reforms,' the debates surrounding them, and their nature, it becomes

-~

7

essential to examine divergent and convergent views of the pro;esses'as well

as the perce'iyed results of the dialectical process of modernization/

. Westernization. Lastly the chapter shall cover the question of Orientalism and .

what impact it had on the scrutiny of women's status in nineteenth century

Bengal. .

'
4 N A}

Hlstoricalﬁckgound

A

By~1793 the Permanent Settlement (of land revenue) had been introduced
ln/ Bengal and variously created or confirmed a land-holding class coﬂststing

in part of traditional gentry. British commercial interests also facilitated the
: ' 12
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rise of a new class of entrepreneur. The latter benefitted ‘from 'Brittsh rule and
eith'er throuéh service or speculatiorr in trade-related activities amassed ou.ms
o‘r money which it used to puchase z;mindari riéhts in landpand with it both a
traditionally-apbroved lnves/tment and enhanced status.2 In fact, as pointed out
by Stokes, during the Cornwallif (1786-1793) and Wellesley (1798-1805) periods
of administration, property rights in the Western sense were defined .and
enforced.3 Thus the opportunities afforded by the British ‘either through land-
holding or commerce led to the emergence of a new middle—class, th;
bhadrolok.4 Lower in the social scale, but within the parameters of the
bhadrolok,* were a ciass of professionals whose birth was a direct result of
colonial rule -- layyers. teachers, clerks, newspaper writers, editors ana
publishers and laté;' in the nineteenth centu‘;'y. civil servants as well.

One of the key elements identified in the Bengal }re.naissance' is the
attraction ofIKIestern rationalist thought. Once English became the language
officially supborted by go\:rernme:\t funds and an “English curriculum was adobted
in Indian schools,5 Western rationalism took an even ’greater hold of the Bengali
intellectual of the era. Even prior to 1835 however, iﬁtellectua}s like Raja
Rammc?hunj Roy were attracted to such-ideas and' were very influenced by them.
A Western education now came to be recognized as essential for commerce as
well r:!s official dealings with the Government. As well, the emulatlor} of the

rulers by the ruled also ensured an eager quest for a Western education. These

’

‘policies reflected changes "in attitudes and intellectual trends among the British

both in Britain and in India. In the eighteenth century therrL:as a non-
religious atmospheré. an .emphasis on accumultion of wealth and romantic potions
of the East, This was the age of the 'nabobs’, epitomized by men like Clive and

Hastings. Lajter in the first quarter of the nineteenth cent.ury the Evangelical
. 13
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and Utilitarian influences took root in Indid along with the notion of reform,

’ .

and practices that had been tolerated as traditional were questioned apd in the
casé of sati and thuggee6 abolished. The post-1857 'mutiny’ sentiments were
fear and suspicion with the {ntroducfi?n of greater distanciné and formality
between Europeans and Indians, leading to extreme rigic{ity and stiff. protocol in

British and Indi¥n interaction.

Several intellectual currents of a religious and secular nature are
evident in nineteenth century §enga1. Perhaps the most significant in- terms of
the status of women was the theistic ‘religious movement founded” by Raja
Rammohun Roy, the Brahmo Samaj, which evolved and split twice before the end
of the nineteenth cel;\tury. once over an issue related to women,’ Nevertheless,
whatever the schisr;x and whichever group of Brahmos one studies, ’some' of the
most obvious contrﬂ::utions to the improvement of women's status emanated from
this group. In their efforts to*ameliorate the conditon of women, the Brahmos
met with reaction from orthodox Hindu society and faced' scathing attacks from

J

this quarter. The Dharma Sabha was established in opposition to the reform

. efforts of Raja Rammohun Roy and the Brahmos. They developed their

‘opposition on narrow Shastric interpretations and Raja Radhakanta Deb was their

most notable spokesperson.

o

Another intellectual current was that of Young Bengal, whose originator

was ‘a very young Eurasian schooiteacher, Henry Vivian Derozio. .Although he -

Y N
died when he was only 23, he unleashed with a youthful exuberance, an extreme

Westernized .reaction to tradition. The Derozians, as his students> and followers

were called, were very much influenced by Thomas Paine and The Rights of

Man. Before writing this, Paine had wtitt\e\n a feminist tract An Occasional
14




1814 missionaries were permitted in ‘Brit_ish India. Thetr’tmpact was felt,

e

-

Letter on the Female Sex (1775) in which he “expressed sympathy for women's

degraded status, anger at their physical exploitation by men within marri'age.

and, for the vulnerability to economic hardship, social ostracism, and legal
a”r
harassment of unmarried women."8 We do not know whether this plece was

s

available to the Derozians. It is possible that it had not reached the shores of

India in the early decades of the nineteenth century,/for beyond the usual

. criticisms of the status of women common in nineteenth century Bengal, there

-

was nothing unique emanating from Young Bengal in this regard. From their

contemporaries the Derozians received ridicule for their attire (short breeches)

. and their public posturings.9 But despite the fact that their extreme and oftén

misplaced radicalism was short-lived, the legacy of Derozio and his followers

-~

as they grew o‘lder and mature"d was widely fe‘lt in nin};teenth century Bengal.
ﬁes‘ides the above, some landmark events galv;r{ized action, reaction and
helped stimulate changes that occurred in the nineteenth century. In 1829 after
a lot of indecision on the part of the British, Governor-General Bentinck
abolished sati, the ritual immolation of a widow on her husband's funeral pyre.
Widow remarriage prohibited to thdt{s was legalized in 1856. Ishwar Chandra
Vid.yas;gar} ;ff&:;;‘ were largely responsible for this. T‘he Native Marriage Act
was passedl in 1872. It raised the marriage age to 14 for females and 18 for .
ma}es. Monogamy was made obligatory and unérthodox inter-caste marriages
were legalized largely due to the efforts of Keshub Chand;'a Sen, Ho‘wevér the

latter two acts remained on the statute books but were rarely implemented.
Initially, British'India w2s closed to missionary activities. Then in
large part due to efforts of evangeligals in Britain the policy changed and from

15
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especially in the field of education. Zenana teachers went to the, antahpur to
instruct women who lived in ggrda . The first schools were opened. The

printing presses in Bengal pioneered by the Baptist missionaries at Serampore

[

allowed for discusion and debate, l}xcluding issues related to women. Although

the missionaries were not ’as successful as they had hoped with Christian
conversions, they did h?ve an (mpa;:t on nineteenth century Bengal. Their

) vociferous criticisms of practices like sati m& infanticide raised the issues
and m;de Hindus confront them, Of-c‘ourse, there v;as also conversat}ve
reaction. Admittedly the missionaries tailored their reports for their audience

in Britain who were also their financial sastainers and had to be impressed

with the urgent need for missionary work in India.
- R 3

¢

¥ '\Galcutta. a creation of British colonialism gnd the capital of Britishi .

India- introduced a new culture to Bengal. 1t was a busy port and a centre of
commerce as well as intellectual and cultural develoments. All this facilitated
. the rise of the bhadrolok, and engendered discussion, debate and reform.
However the ‘bhadrolok still felt tied symbiotically to their/native villages
which they vlsllted often, or at least once each year during D&réa puja, the
great Bengali festival. The continued rural ties ensured a lingering rural
consciousness which had a bearing on reform act.ivities. Urbanization did not
nece/ssarily mean a.break with traditions. And so reforms that seemed to

result from- an interaction with Western norms had often to adapt or succumb to

-

v .
traditional Eiictates . ] N

é v,

Thus the nineteenth century was a period of sociqi dislocation. This ,

¢ - provided a climate for change. It was possible for reformers to attempt to - 3
A introduce changes. However, for reasons discussed in the following section ’
' . I " ) 16
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opportunities for reform-were, grasped at in a half-hearted manner. The changes

that did occur in the status of women were superficial with basic inequalities

remaining unchanged.* o

Modernization ‘

o ‘

q

a
Y

Strenuous efforts were made.by the _Beng\a}é bhadrolok to emulate their

v' i Q
colonizers. This was motivated by a ’'desire to achieve European levels of
- S -

.

'develogmegf} in order to win recognitién. to prbve/e‘quanty wlth‘ the Bt:ittlh.

and later to claim their legitimate right' to power.10 The condition of women ‘

. %®provided one of the means to this achievement, as it was one of the measures

1

of attaining it. Bhadrolok society_ became aware of many contemporary Western

societal norms because they were subjected to colonialism ﬁ‘%{:onsequently to a

¢

process which many social scientists call ‘modernization. This is a term whose

" usage and mephi g-have been discussed extensively. We shall examine aspects

y\\[

of this debate in order to arrive at our ow;upnderstan&lng of the phenomenon.

: | _
This is essenti$ ,’)lf we are to grasp the impact of the 'modernization' process

on women's status. Whén considering modérnization we must also be céqllunt e

k]

‘of the other side of the coin — traditionalism. With reference to women in

nineteenth century Bengal this often resulted in a tug-of-war between'two

fdeological streams. Robert Crane succinctly desqribes ‘the ramifications of the

phenonema and the potential it holds for polarizing society.

:
.
N
B

AN el

{ ~

Innovation, modernization and allied change may call for -
radical departures from past practice or from older value
systems. In such cases new sanctions dre proposed as men.
[sic] face up to the new potentialities. Radical departures
- call, however; for a greater individual and institutional
readiness to accept change. Radical departures also suggest

o )
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# sharp discontinuities and the.latter may well bring in their

trajn.a host of additional problems that clamor for solutions.
These circusmtances would raise issues concerning the viability
of certain institutions, such as the administrative and political
to aggregate these demands and_cope with them

- He polnts out that because change most often is bBorn in the minds of the
elites, values, attitudes and belief patterns are® the most important aspects in -
the modemizatlon process. 12 pavid Kopf addresslng the -questions of
revitallzatlon and modernizatt:n with Specific reference to the Brahmo Samaj,
sees\ them as a response to lesﬁm intrusion, and not necessarily a uniquely
elfte phenomenon. To reinforce his claim, he refreshlngly 1ntroduces Suresh
. Singh's monograph on the Munda ‘revolt. a subaltern movement, because it
parallels the Bengal 'renaissance'.13 Kopf's thesis in this piece is that
"intellectuals use‘dgtradiﬂtton not to sh;pe the present in their image of the
past,- but to \dis'cover historical guidelines" in their heritage app;:opriate to a
society in transition.”l4 The gr:adual change that we witness in nineteenth

century Bengal in all areas, inc‘luding those affecting women's status, seems to

beo.t:thisc out. Except in rare cases there were no sudden disruptions.
\1: 3 ’ -,
\
vV ‘ \ o o
The antiiropologist M.N, Srinivas seems ‘more comfortable with the term

-Westernization, but uses it in muéh the sahe way modernization is used by

Crane and Kopf. The values he.recognizes as introduced by this process are
L

sm, whi“ch include egalitarianism and secularization. He

"

¥

repeatedly in-Sanskrit literature and the élements of egaiitar’ianism as eml:;odied

in the legal, politlcal. educational and soc\l institutions of British India.

For him ‘the key words of @ritish rule were ‘rationality’ and ‘humanitarianism’.

Brttish(justice introduced the principle of equality and created a consciousness

of positive rights. This is especlally important in our discussion on women's o

N ” ” 1
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status. Concomitant with rationality and humanltartenism, peligious customs
had to satisfy a test of.reason and humunity if they were to be allowed to
survive. In discussions on the abolition of sati and child marrlage these

“
sensibtlities were active.l5

o
“ ~

LY

' Sanskritiz‘iﬁon, a theory developed by M.N. Srinivas secves as an
addendum to'this definition of WesSemizaton. 1t is the process by which low
caste Hindus ‘aspiring to caste enhancenient perform rituals, observe customs
and change ideology to matc: that of the higher caste to which they aspll:'e.16
Dczminance is very essential in enabling caste groups to increase stay.c. and
Westernization, which usually entailed a Western educetion and jobs created by
colonialism which opened up httherto unavailable income sources, all provided
opportunities for caste enhancement and Sanskritization. Many Indians achieved
affluence through mercantile ventures facilitated by the Biguh presence. They

invested in land, a traditional status enhancer. But this was not enough. The
. '\ .

. status of women changes when a caste gro%p moves upwards. It usually means

B also incregsed social standing.l8 'I'he process of Sanskritization can be applled .
- 19 —_————

-

greatér restrictions and more rigld seclusion. We see this occurring with
regard to the bhadrolok, especially in their urban setting. In rural Bengal

seclusion among upper-caste Hindus was minimally observed.
. . ™

[ §

-

As any caste or portion,ef a caste becomes wealthy or influential
the seclusion and jealous appropriation of the weaker sex becomes
stricter.... The upper classes of cultivators are introducing
the purdah system more and more, and a low casteman, on > ,
becomihg well-to-do, invariably builds his pucka (masonry) house,
with a high brick wall surrounding it, constructs a private
privy, and has a well dug in his yard, so .that his, women shall
not have to go out... }

3 ®

I~ . ‘ )
Ostentatious religious spending, building of temples and the performance of sati

t
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in our study, but instead of a traditional mechanism for upward movement of an

entire cas{e&gfoup we have distinct bhadrolok families seeking upward mobility
and caste enhancement. Bipan Cha}xd‘ra describes the phenomenon as "colonial
modernization”. An entire world was lost and the social.fabric dissolved.
élthough a new frame.work was born i.t was incipiently stagnant amd decaying.19
All these sdefinitlons c;ollapse in the hands of contemporary Indian
historians. Earlier Marxist historians viewed intellectual history of the
nineteenth century as a struggle of traditional versus cons_e;.'vati\r.e forces and
rational versus modernist ones.20 Shorn to their roots these descriptors should
rgad ‘reactionary’ versus 'progressive'. Historians of the same éenre,
researching in the 1970s rcalsséssed the nineteenth century and provided a whole
new critique of modernity. They failed to see modernity in massive
deindu;trialization. unbearable pressures on land, stagnation in productivity tnd
P general immiserization of t}ne populat{on. This went hand in hand with‘the B
g crushing of peasant rests;tance and the growing social gulf between the Western-
" ’educated urb;n elite and the rest of the nation. These historians used a Marxian
_ framework to critique earlier Marxist historians for presenting a false
- cﬁchotomy between Westernization/modernization and tradition. They differed
with the earlier Marxist historians who had viewed the Westernization/
modernization model*as progi'essive.zl‘ It is ln,teres.ting to note here”that M.N.
Srinivas chooses to use 'Westernization' ard not ‘modernization’ becaus; he says

there is an inherent ethical judgment in the latter term, whereas the.former is
J

"ethically neutral."22

]

)

From the above it becomes apparent that the process of modernization/

Westernization gave rise to tensions in society. It benefitted a small section of
‘ 20




the population while working to disadvantage and disinherit the majority

population so that no base was provided to build a modernized or 'Westérnized
society. Let us examine some of these tensions. One of the most discussed is
the amb'lvalence that _modemizqtlon/Westerntzatlon created within Indians
towards their own society and the British. M.N. Srinivas posits that(thgb
extreme self-criticism resulted from the desire to do away with features and
institutions like sati, thuggee, religious prostltutlon. female {nfanticide and
purdah, child—marrlage. and the traditional ban on divorce and widow

) rema‘rrlage. However there was also pride in one's country. and {ts rich
culture, bolstered by growing Westetn interest in Indian ht,story, prehlstory.
and culture. Feelings for the British were'a mixture of admtra't,ior_\ and envy.
Contrasts between the rulers and the ruled often produced feelings of
inferiority and led from '‘open self—debasement to bitter denunciation of
everythlng Westem."23 In their conflicts with orthodoxy the new elites used
the shastras to support their views,

r -

-

Tapan Raychaudhuri in his recent work criticizes the use of the term

4

'ambivalence’ as applied to the reaction of Indians to colonialism. He percefves
admiration as, well:as revulsion and hostility but not in a polarized ‘way.
Selective admiration was natural given the situation in Bengal. Mazzini and

Garibaldi were revered but Bismarck had no place. Bankim's Ipre!‘erence for

Shakespeare over Kalidasa was a result of his education. It was British
dominance that provoked‘vulston and hostility. Consequently, Raychaudhuri

finds the explanation of ambivalence unconvincing.24

-

a

As Crane points out, modernization often calls for radical depdrtures

from older value systems. There is a breakdown of old loyalties and all this
] ‘ ‘ . ’ 21
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results in "increasing social atomisatic;n and anomie".25 Interference with
ritual practices like thé abolition -of sati were not universally popular.
Criticism by foreigners caused new anxieties;. The direct onslaught by
.Chrtstlan missionaries is a good example of this. It created a need to defend RN
the Hindu identity from foreign and native attacks. Institutional fc;rm’to this

new anxiety in Bengal was given by the Dharma Sabha formed by Raja P
Radhakanta Deb and others. In continuation of this line of thought,

Raychaudhuri denies that much of the <hearken1ng back that o\ccurred in the
nineteenth centuril was Hindu revivalism, and refers to the three nineteenth
century personalities he includes in his study. Bhudev Mukhopadhyay points to

the "need to preserve inherited practices" for feay of "losing all sense of

cultt.;ral identity". Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay interprets 'certain elements

in the old traditions as a viable basis for national regeneration'. Vivekenanda

was concerned with national regeneration and uplifting of the masses .26

Early modernization was cosmopolitan and met with little resistance from
Calcutta's intellegentsia. Later modernization waé more .parochial, epitomized
by Macaulayism. Under its unsubtle burden, the old value system collapsed and
cultm'a} barricades of nationalism went up.27 The psychological ramification of
this was a quest for a new identity resulting from the need to remain Hindu and

modern.28 Sarkar sees this being accommodated in the Hindu tradition which

"had always combined a very considerable degree of abstract intellectual
freedom with insistence upon rigid social conforrﬁlty and Rammohun and the

early Brahmos on the whole maintained this dichotomy."29 This becopes |

/

especially significant in the writings on and reforms of the status of worﬁen.

Relatively little changed and what did was stringently controlled.

A
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To end this overview of modernization as it occurred in ninetee
cenfiry Bengal we shal} consider the pessimistic observations of some modern
historians. Barun De :naintalns that modernization in IQdia was doomed to
failure because though modernization of a kind took place it did not prepare
India for the tasks of modernity, and did not play a role in forcing India out of
the supposed rut she ,‘?5 in, that of "ignorance and super:titton". When Barun
De compares modernization in India with trends of modernity as they occurred
in Europe, he finds' noﬁe: of the struct\;:'al and intellectual develoments .that
existed in Europe. The destruction of a traditionalist feudal/religious
ofthodoxy, economic interdependence or growth of ’polltlcal statehood are just
some of the missing elements he identifies. Modernity 1is identified with a
"crystallization of bourgeois class~consciousness and in the early nineteenth

century with working-—class consciousness which was a reaction to the moral and

utilitarian hardening of the bourgeoisle."30

v

.
2

Since De finds alien rule and modernity uncompatible, he describes the
situation in ninetebnth century Bengal as an "enclaved m;démity". This occurs
wl{lere all other components of modernity may be abgeht. It usually envelopes a
coierie where class strugglé is absent, for example, the .Italian Renaissance,
which was ah enclave of court elites. This "enclaving" is typical of
nineteenth c¢nt\u.ry Bengal and the cultural enlightenment one finds there.
England's work in India was not modernization in the sense of betterment of
values. They killed small-scale artisanal economies and introduced limited
social innovation to benefit admlnlstr;five and technological practlce.31 Thus
De and Chattlerjee concur that the positive view of colonial modernization in

early Marxist historiography of nineteenth century Bengal failed to question

earlier assumptions. For instance, there is no recognition that Raja Rammohun
. : 23
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Roy's break with tradition was full of contradictions. The break was at the
intellectual level and not at that of basic social transformatlon. He @
compromised with bourgeois elites and visualized a dependent bourgeois
development in Benggl—. l'Thies 'w—as an utterly absurd illusion, because colonial -
subjection would never permit full-bloodeld bourgeois modernity but only a 'weak
and dlstorted caricature'., 32 "Dependence on the foreign rulers and alienatlon ‘
from the masses were to remain for long the two cardinal limitations of our
entire 'renaissance’ intelligentsia.”33 The crux of this akgument 'is that there
existed no social class or force to substantiate individual reformers. They.

were voices in the wilderness and abstract phenomenon. *[T]he fundamental

forces of transformation were absent in colonial society."34-

: 3 o .
Modernization lacked an econdmic bas‘e. Industrialization was minimal.
Therfore when the Bengalf intelligentsia schooled in Western rationalism tried
desperitely to implant these ideas, they did not work. It was hogéd thai
education would be a vehicle for change, but in the ab'ser‘me of an economic base
it became futile. Hence Vidyasagar's ftant}'c attemi)ts to find scriptural support

for reforms aimed at' modernizing religion and social practice. They in fact 7

led to a revivalist backlash.

¢

The issue of education for women is an excellent example of the result of
the imposition of- éuropean ideas. There was no cultural base for it. Perhaps
because of this, there was‘.an unusual degree of freedom in‘ certain areas, as
comp'ared with Eufopean women. For example, wome:; were permitted to enter
university and in ‘some instances even attempat car fé/rs in medicine, whereas in

Britain the avenues for upper-class women's empli)yment were much more

circumsc'ribed.35 Because of the stunted modernization in India, educated
24
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women did not threaten male employment. The continuing feu;ial soclal system
and economy in India also cgreated a cheap dom;stic labour supply to replace
middle-class women who might aspire to the teaching or medical professions.
However like so much else in modernizing Bengal, woinen's emancipation
was an imported idea trar;splanted without much foretl'}\ought. It lacked a
conscious desire to improve women's statu's. per se. Hence concern failed to go
beyond the superficialities of obvious cruelty and inequality.- The basis .of

~

these inequalities was never questiongd, just as at the political level v

1

de(pendence on the British ard resultant subservience to them remained
unquestioned. At the pet:sonal level this was reflected in continued male
dominance and female subordination.

: _ *

This inability to proceed b;:yond a plateau of rea;onlng is well- .
illustrated in Dinabandhu's play ﬁl_‘m. Ranajit Guha deftly e;cposes how
the new intelligentsia criticized the lawlessness of the indigo plax;n;er uﬁ
anticipated intervention from British administrators on the side of the
peasantry.36 'However they did not question colonialism, Ahich was the
economic basis of"the plantation economy. Thus they were unable to forsesee
the potential :Df the peasa;atry, as anything but rebels against the planters. with”
the rise of ;\ationallsm in later nineteenth century Bengal, the bhadrolok did not
perceive of the peasan\try as a force for greater change and allies in an a?tf-
colonial struggle. It was a classic example of identifying the symptom but not

7~ ) ‘

hd

the cause.

2

The belief of reformers that they could embark on a process of

{
modernization while maintaining cultural identity37 reflected directly on their
& B 25
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reforms for wopmen, fducatlon was usually used to reinforce traditional roles

, R ‘ ) .
" of housewife and mother, rather than to introduce new dimensions to a woman's

‘. -

existence.

Orientalism \ { "

~

h 4

The third and last sectionlof this r(c:hapter: deals witl'.\ Orientalism,
especially with respectto orientalist éonstmctions of India. It has peen
déeme;l ﬁecessar_'y \o recognize this phe‘;;omem and it§ implications because’ the
resultant policy formations and actions by Europeans with respect to India both
at the official. an‘d non—offical‘level. as well as the reacﬂons to this

phens:menon from various sections of Indian society and to some degree of

British society often affected the status of women in India.

»N

Moderntzation/Westernization and Orientalism/Indology were formative influences
\ ,

on changes in the status-of women in nineteenth century Bengal.

-~

§ .

JAn his deconstructive work,’ Orientalism38 Edward Said very eloquently
examines this European phenomenon. Unsurprisingly it has taken a scholdr with
Third World roots and a consciousness of .colonlal domination to define it and
describe it with such\ldetail and efficiency. Several major points of his essay

* relate directly to our" concerns in this thesis. TSaid defines Orientalism as "a

" Western style for dominating, restmctpring and‘havi_ng authoritg; over the

,\'Orient."39 Perhaps the crux of Ori\entalism as resulting from an unequal power
relationship i? evidenced when Balfour, discxfsing the British &resence in
Egypt in the British Parliaafent insigts on having knowledge of Egypt — "we

know it",40 Cémmehting oﬁ this 6aid says "[k]nowledge to Balfour means

¥
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~ Flaubert's encounter with the Egyptian courtesan Kuchuk Hanem, Because C,

% '

surveying a civilization from its origins to jts prime to its decline .... To

[ 3

have such knowledge' of such a thing is to dominate it, to have authority over
.it.}' Authority for the Occident means denial of autonﬁmy for the Orie\nt.

"British knowledge of Egypt is Egypt for.Balfour." . Aside from pragmatic,
’ — ﬁ

political Orientalists, there were also the Romantics. Karl Marx is a good

- -
1

example of the latter when he writes

5

'

England has to fulfil a double mission in India: one
destructive, the other regenerating—the annihilation of
the Asiatic society and the laying of the material -
foundations of Western society in Asia.

Seen in this light the British had a progressive role to play in India. 'This

perception was very apparent in the writings of a genre of ra&lcal hhtoriﬁ‘u of

India to whom Marx gave the Tead.

B

-

‘ LY
In an u+logy of domination and subotdlnatlf\ Said gives an example that *

is especially poignant for this thesis. He discusses the implications of | .

Flaubert was male, relatively wealthy and foreign, all facts of domination in
that particular historical period, he was able no.t only to possess her <
physically but also to interpret her for his readers.42 She never speaks for
herself. S,a\gd sees this as resulting from the ﬁnequal relatl;mship between East

and West. Looking at the substahitial literature on women in nineteenth century
. 4 ’

Bengal written by contemporary Europeans, we see some of the elements of -

" . Flaubert's interpretation of Kuckuk Hanem, and more\surprtsingly also in
contemporary Indian writings by men on the same topic. Much of what we read
about nineteenth century Bengali women comes from the pens of nineteenth

century Bengali men. This in itself is very revealing and suggests unequal
R 27
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power relationships, where women rarely represented themselves to an audience

beyond the family. So within the constraints of colonial subjugation there also ‘

exists gender subordination.

\

The importance of recognizing Orientalism lies in the way these

' N 0 Gy
constructs affected colonial developments, the colonizers' attitudes to the

colonies and the colonized, and lastly the way the colonized perceived

themselves. It is of course natural that European standards affected the

impressions of early explorers, missionaries, etc, However the Orientalist .

construct ensured that fn their perception what they encountered in the Other

was poverty, stagnation and corruption. What thej missed was thé comparative

efficiency of Oétental socielt;es and their ability to respond to external

stimuli.43 While ‘Said's work has broken ground in this area it deals mainly

with constructions related to the Middle East. It has rerpalned for Ronald Inden

-

to attempt a deconstruction of Indology.44

™

A
One of the first areas for Inden's attention is caste. He is extremely

critical of what he calls a "fixation" on caste. He sees in constituting caste

as the "ess@e/of, India" the committal of "Indology, largely descended from

British empiricism and utilitarianism, }o a curious and contradictory mixture of

societalism, in which Indian actions are attributed to social groups ~ caste,

village, linguistic region, religion and joint family - because there are no

individuals in India, and individualism."45

.

¥

/ The Indologists/Orientalists in the colonial era assisted in gaining trade

concessions, conquering, colonizing, ruling and punishing the East. In the

post-colonial period their role has been '"to aid and advise, develop and

!
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modernize, arm and stabilize the countries of the so-called Third World, "'46 - i '
"The irony of all this, as Inden points out, is that in “many resp;ctt the
intellectual activities of the Orientalists have even produced h; India the very
Orient which it constructed in its discourse." Lata Mani describes a similar
process which resulted in a 'colonial discourse’ - a "mode of understanding

" Indian soclety that erﬁerged alongside colonial rule and over time was shared to’
a greater or lesser extent by officials, missionaries and the mdlgem\;a |
elite."47 Inden even suggests that if non-violence had not already been
established as an indigenous trait in Orientalist discourse, it is doubtful how

&
efficacious Gandhi's anti-colonial non-violence campaign would have been, 48

Inden repeats the concept expresse:l in Said of the denial to Indians of
self-representation and the appr:c;prlation of this p;)wer by "positivists’ or
“empiricists". This feat has been accomplished by converting lndla‘n self-
knowledge into ''subjugated lcrlowledge";49 He sees all this emanating from the
intrinsic belief in the ''singularity of human nature",5° without allowances ;nnd
toleration for differences. It is this notion that contributed to beliefs such as
the classic Macaulayisms expressed in the latter's defence of English education
for India. Very clearly exposed are the Self and the Other. Macaulay

* counterposed "sound [European] philosophy and true history with "medical
doctrines, which wodld disgrace an English farrier" and "astronomy, which
would move laughter in the girls at an l‘inglish boarding-School — history
abounding with kings 30ft. high and reigns 30,000 years long — and geography
made up of seas of treacle and seas of butter."51 kSuch comments arouie\one'l
interest in what {‘;' anything Macaulay had to say about Creation in Genesi!;\l

The fact that Macaulay used the long voyage out to India to read Greek classics

v
>

~29



o

'

. .

v s
\

suggests a satisfaction with whatever kno\vledge he already possessed of India.
, ,

»

" He ,Qid not feel the need to know mo:;e.

<
) a s °

James Mill's Histor)c' of British India was .required reading at Haileybury

College, the training institute for civil servants for India, 1l aptoximately

V 1835. His extreme views of the Other must have affected a whole generation of

administrators.

In point of manners and character, the manliness and
courage of. our ancestors, compared with the slavish
and dastardly spirit of the Hindus, place them in an ‘ .
elevated rank. But they were inferior ‘to that effeminate . :
people in.gentleness, and the winning arts of address. Our

\.; ancestors, however, though rough, were sincere; but
under the glowing exterior of the Hindu, lies a general
disposition to deceit and perfidy. In fine, it cannot be
doubted that, upon the whole, the gothic nations, as soon

‘ as they became a settled people, exhibit the marks of a -

- superior character and civilization to those of the Hindus.52
a & L 3

From the above, it will be seen how damning Indology was to the Indians and
" ™ againgt what odds they had to struggle if they wished to achieve respect and

recognition from the British

We have discussed these attitudes in order to define and situate the
existing mentality of nineteenth century Bengal. While there were changes
throughout the period that affected society in differing ways, the cohstants of ‘
modernization and Orientalism/lndology as they shaped events and adapted to

= them had a profound impact on the perceptions of the bhadrolok.
4 Pl .
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CHAPTER 11

SOCIAL REFORM AND GENDER SUBORDINATION

" All men [sic] have equal rights — this is the philosophy
of egalitarianism....Women are also human beings, so they
also should have equal rights with men., '9

? Were they born .just for defendir@ your honour, to be
considered as your furniture and utensils? Your sense of -
honour and -humiliation is everything, their happiness and »
sorrow are nothing? :

(Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, éamza. pp. 188, 195.)

& .

b 1 S
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This chapter deals with the focal polntvof the thesis, the relationship
between gendér subordination and so;:aial reform in nineteenth century Bengal.
Rather "th.an proceeding to examine a series of issues s'uc‘h as sati abolition, |
'e&ucation for women’ and widow marriage, we shall deal with the different

L3

components of gender subordination zs they surfaced in the reform movement, as

L d ) . both more interesting and more useful analytically. Utilizing this structure 1

. = sought to identify the implicit and e)q‘:ltcu motivations underlying the male-

generated social reforms of tne nineteenth century. Ostensibly initiated to
-ameliorate the conditon of women, the reforms and the debates they engendered
demonstrated how inextricably they were linked to contemporary issues related

'to miodernization/Westernizatisn and status-improvement. Sexual control and

N gender subordination were essential ingrehients of the social changes that
Bengal wac undergoing, yet they have traditionally . )
been ignored and their importance in the formative forces of the reform

o
: movement have been overlooked. ) . , . .

<

This chapter should not be construed as a relentless indictment of well- 2

meaning individuals, who have traditionally been regarded as ardent supporters -
- . ’ k)




of an improved status for women. Rather, the purpose of ¥ following is to

question the long-standing assumptions regardtng',thé {motivatlons of the Bengal'
refdrmers of the nineteenth century vis-a-vis the status of women. This is not
to deny that often their motivations 'wei‘é altruistic. However, becaufe the
basis of gelz\der: lnequa'ltt_ies were n-c_»t dealt with by the reformers, much -
progress could not be achieved. Thg changes that were‘attempted were in the
realm of am’elioratton.(Nonetheless‘, -the overt promptings of the reformers wer‘e‘
genuine and this thesis does not take Iissue withv‘t;em. For example, Sasipada

Banerji was deeply affected when as a boy of eight or nine he became aware of

the murder of ung widow in his joint family, who was accused of 'going
4

astray'. She had left th® house but was fc"rcibly dragged back by young men of

the family and after being subje.cted to beaFings for three continuous days she
died. The other rela‘tlons. though aware of what :as happening, didtnot come ‘
to her aid. It was said the widow committed suicide by hanging herself from
the beams.l This brut&l and, violent incident made af) lasting impregsloﬂ on the

young Sasipada and in later life he devoted hims.elfj to improving the situation

of widows.

Yet other Eons}derations often subsumed or tgo'k precedence over the
feminist concerns of reformers. In some instances, as with Kes},mb Chandr)a
Sen, we.sh.all see that the inhe_:‘ent‘ contradictions in his views on social reform
for women caused cons}derable &lverg;nce between principle and practise.
Rammohun Roy was ‘tl‘;e earlicst and perhaps the most ar'tjiculate and
sophisticat‘e& analyst of the position of women in nineteenth century Bengal.” He

was '‘clearly cognizant of the societal basis of female subjugation™ and

understood very clearly whatﬁe call 'male domination' "', However as Lata:

-~

Mani reveals, even in the anti-sati writings of Rammohun Roy, shdstric /,.;N
. . 32~
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"evidence seems to take precedence over the actual _cruelty of a woman burnt

alive.Z And in other instances, the status of women was definitely not the

T

pi‘imary motivation of reformers. It has even been suggested that imbalances -
causedl by the reduced numbers of \'Oomen of chlld-—begrln.g llge among the high-
" caste Brahmans was a precipitating factor for reform. _S__a_t_i_, Kulin polyﬁumy..
pre-pubertal marriage and the ban on widow marriage were social institutions

that were held responsible for the demographic decline.3

‘Much of what follows is related to traditl’o} as it was perceived and as
it was adap‘ted to ever-—cha‘ng'ing situations in nineteenth century Bengal. Wom;n.
vieweél as reposltoriesfof tradition were an integral part of these changes or
efforts at conservatlc;n. Due to this the debates that occurred were often not
primarily about"women, but rather what constitutes cultural tradition. Women
became "sites'" where versions of scripture .*{radition and law were elai:orated
and coptested.l* Underl)"ing many of the debates that occurred in nineteenth oy
century Bengal were sexual politics and the struggle by men to contrbl female
sexuality. The ‘attempts by men to. dominate women and the result.ant' gender
subordination resulted from an imﬁllcié fear of female sexuality because of the
thfeat it apparen{ly posed to male vested interests and structures of ’powgr.
When examined in this light much of what follows becomes comprehgnslble. Fo‘r
e;amplq, t; male engendered popular notion was that of the spirituality of the
Hindu ‘wife: Y‘et the reality was different from the male ideal. The masculinist
perpetuation of this ideal seems to lndicatg\ the wish to control female
sexuality by discounting it. In reality, the bhadramahila had greater experience
of sexuality than most women in nineteenth century Britain.5 Among the women
in the antahpur, sexual matters were often discussed :nd ribald humour was

common. In fact in the traditional marriage, sex was a major component,

33
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;specially as the younger and newer brides were actually depied contact with
tﬁeir husbands during the day. if by chance their husbands came into thé |

antahpur and other family merr;bers were present, the 'wiv'es had to draw their
“saris over their faces. Such rigid social codes left couples free to meet only

. " !
_at night and with little time to develop relations of mutual friendship and

respect.6
.

The question of the ’:tatus of women shifted focus over the hundred years
of t‘ﬁfe‘centui"y. This has relevantce for our c.llscussion: For instance, some
historians see the rise of nationalism in the, latter decades of the century as
contributing to a re-emphasis on traditionalism. Also there were differences
am;né the reformers between those who can be called domestic feminists or the
' phllosophlca"l feminists.’ The former who were for an improvement in the
status of women but a retention of women's activities in the home were in ‘the

majority in Bengal. In this circumscribed form of change lies one of the

problems of the reform,movemérit. Few reformers perceived that the status of

3

women was a multidimensional problem.8 3 ‘ .

In- the following sections, the central theme of the thesis shall be
examined from several perspectives. Seminal to ’the notion of the ant r ancli'
female seciusion is the notion of men ptotecging women and the concomttant
rgmiftcatlons_of -such shelter. The in'lplicajion is one of depqndenée, of the
possessing :::Qnsobjett and hen'ce being concerned for its safety.' An gxtension

of protection is the control that results from such an unequal power

s

relationsfip. So the price of protection was dominance and the loss ot; control.
All this was symbolized in the antahpur in its architecture and all it

physicality. But what were the bhadramahila to be protected from? Lower-
. ] »
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. members of the family resided were constructed with "jealous "scrupulousneu.

4

class women did not have the same restrictions imposed on them: and in many

‘cases they were economically independent. The question seems to be status

enhancement and respectability. These were bhadrolok issues, essential to the
social standing of this class and hence the bhadramahila had to fall in with

these ideals. There was a pre-occupation with notions of respectabilty, very

‘middle-class in origin, and intrinsically linked to norms of acceptable

sexuality of women. Respectbility had a very large bearing on the image that

_the bhadrolok’ wished to project. Image had consequences not just in terms of

status, but also in materia} and political gains to be realized in a colonial
situation. Thus social reform of women's status in nineteenth c;ntury Bengal

was attempted with all these elements interacting with each other.

INE]

THE ANTAHPUR

&
v

&

The physical space in which the nineteenth century ,Bengal‘t‘ bhadramahila
spent her days resulted from the situation of subordination she experienced in
daily life and reflected its values. The outer apartments of t; h'ouse.
exclusively for the male members of the household were more or less
commodious and airy "according to the means, taste and inclinations of the
dw}xet of the household.” The antahpur or inner apar'tments where the female

There must be as few windows as possible, and,where.
. they cannot be altodether avoided, care is taken that they
do not open.on a public street, or on.a neighbour's house — «
thereby keeping out the sunshine and the wind of heaven as much
possible; Cooking-rooms withoit proper chimneys, and :
35
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smoky outlets generally, form part of @: dwelling
apartments; in addition to which source of mischief is the
aus takoor, or place for throwing the refuse of the cooking-
" house..f.  There are also the odious privy—houses, one
- sufficing for a .whole family. 9

However there were exceptional indulgences by the affluent.
There are also swings, whirligigs, and other
amusements for the females of his family, but the

strangest was a sort of "Montagne Russe” of masonry,
very steep and covered with plaister, down which he said the

ladies used to M.lo

It is significant that there was never very much criticism in the ~
reformist literature of the antahpur per gg: and this is symbolic of the partial
grasp of the condition of female subordination. There were a few exceptions.’
To a limited degree the question of sexual segr'egg.tﬂggn in prayer m:etings of
the reiiglous reform group the Brahmo Samaj met wlith opposition. Some of the
younger more radical m;embers like Durga Mohan Das wanted to change this '
policy and have women sitting together with men in the prayer-hall. They met
with vigorous opposition from Keshub Chandra Sen and this was one of the

reasons for the second split in the Brahmo movement.

When Satyendranath Tagore's wife, Jnanadanandini Debi attended an official
reception at Government House, Calcutta, it was a very'novel occurrence. In

fact it was too innovative foahher kinsman Prosanna Tagore who immediately

left the function.ll

Purdah

In fact the notion of sexual segregation and one of its variants, the

system of purdah as practised in nineteenth century Bengal has ancient roots.
: 36
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The practice stretches from the lberian Peninsula, North Africa, the Middle-

' East, South Asia; the Mediterranean and the Balkans to parts of North-west
l-:u:'ope.12 It is the supreme manifestiation of female subordination and comes
about from the urge to dominate women. The element of protection {s an
important component of this system, tmd legitimacy for this protection is
sought. Thus we find that the 'weaker sex' is a popular notion in many
cultures. Germaine Tillion articulates this phenomenon very succinctly in her

study of Mediterranean society. ~

|~

Debasement of the female condition is, in fact, a fairly
general phenomenon in the world. Women are physically weaker
than men, and it was both convenient and possible for
a man*to appropriate a woman, or even_several women,
and treat them as objects belonging to him.... There are,
consequently, many societies in which women are treated

j as beings devoid of reason.
&

...Furthermore, they do not just degrade ‘the individual who
is their victim or who benefits from them. They also,

since no society is totally female or totally male /
paralyse social evolution as a whole.

It was and is a popular notion in Bengal that female secluL.nﬁ and purdah
are Islamic impbsitions. This is inaccuraté for the phenomenon pre-dates
Islam.14 In Bengal, purdah waj-ltnked very closely to the cor(c‘}pt\o! lajja
(shame) and maan a(honour).ls’ As mentioned earlier, women were the
repositories of fradition. They were also considered the vessels of family"
‘honour’ and their vulner'ability to assault by outsiders necessitated "constant

‘v}gilance over their virtue."16 Even today, lajja is a crucial component of
n_a_t:_it&a: (femi'n'inity).y Hence women were expected to stay‘home mo:t of the
time, avert their eyes in the coﬁpmy of males and non-famlly members, and
not talk to strang:f';;q In nineteenth century Bengal if \:;men ever left the

house tl‘gy did so in covered palanquins and later in syftably covered

37




carriages. When Rabindranath Tagore's mother took her ritual bath in the
" Ganges (river) she was immersed while séated in her palanquin! Needless to
say, economic. position was an important consideration in purdah. Only the

= -
elite could practise rigid purdah and in urban areas it was most strict. Purdah

signified econsmic dependence on males and this brought with it the prestige

o afflyence and enhanced family status. It implied that unlike working-

en the bhadramahila was provided for by her male family meﬁtbers.
The bhadramahila often upheld this principle because despite its severity it

signified high status and affluence.

s

1 have even heard it said that Hindoo women prefer being -
shut up, and that they consider it as a proof of their “ "
husband's affection for them. To be kept in seclusion, i

apart from the outer world, is associated in their minds .

with ideas of wealth and rank....It is quite possible that, .

in these circumstances,.it may be regarded rather in the

light of a privilege than a puntshment.l

So we see that women-ifrpurdah were ideologically conditioned to an acceptance

of their own inferiority and unimportance. They were made to feel inadequate

L’/-L ' o and in need of protection,

C Where purdah becomes important for this thesis is the fact that it was a
non-issue in nineteenth century reform debates. While individual men may
have encouraged the women in their families to come out of seclusion, as a

)

whole very little was done in this area — nothing that compares to the efforts

related to sati, widow marriage, education and the age of consent debates. .
~ ,‘ This can best be interpteted_gs a fundamental unawareness, and at worst as )
' ' deliberate negligence of the epitomy of gender subordination. In fact purdah

- R ) L3
was not one &l‘ many ills but va all-pervasive and affected all aspects of
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women's existence. Dominance and dependency were integral to its operatlu\'\.19
The "symbolic shelter” provided by purdah implied protection was required from
real dangers of a segregated world as well as “strong impulses such as sexual
desire and aggression ‘which are clearly récqgnlzgd as be‘i\ng part of the human
J gonditlon."zo The apprehension of female sexuality was ever-present in the
nineteenth century reform movements. Various mechanisms were adopted to
adapt the fchanging‘ social order to continued curtailment and control of female
T 'sexuality. The fact that the social reformers of the nineteenth century in
Bengal displayed (with a few notable exceétions) an inability to tackle the

question of female seclusion as it related to female inequality seems to bear

thtls out.
P o

-

Purdah was a control mechanism and enforced women's' subordination in the
« family. ?t implied a woman's inability to control her sexual impulses and

e‘mphasized her sexual vulnerability. Hence the need for external constraints.
What was at'stake was the family's (male-centred) social honour, that of the
{athe}-. husband, brc?t er a.ndl male in-laws. Male~female segregation was
instituted due to theth‘:ed threat of femalelsexualtty and to maintain the
status qué. -The Hindu taboos related to ritual impurity while menstruating and
the prohibitions on females interacting with males "while in this st;te seem to
bear this out. Physical and psychological subordination was implicit. ln'a -
traditional married relationship, it was ritually prohibited for husbands and

L wives to interact with each other during the day. Some sources even indicate

it was not proper for couples to show their children [own emphasis] "even

ordinary affection and pleasure”. 21

s
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-1f one pursues this question f\;rther."it becomes apparent that concerns
with prope:l'ty and {nheritance wetre motivating factors in the societal °
preoccupation with mesalliances and adultery that' were the unspoken but
efpected results of an unsegregated society. Hence the ritual Q:lusion of -
' .women, especially among those sections o; society that had large property
_ interests. Women's main function within the family was the beariné and raising
of children, \Seclusion and segregation were safeguards in ensuriné proper
pultemtty.22 A legal case that received wide attention in nineteenth century -
Bénhal centred on a High 'boutt decision concerning the inheritance rights of' a

woman accused of committing adultery. The judge decided that the woman in ]
question could retain her property rights. A furore erupted. "Everything is
ovéj! At last the Hindu women's Dharma of chastity has been obliterated! No

"one will preserve the Dharma of chastity!" 23 From this one can -see where the

‘ .
concerns_lay, and the inextricable linking of female sexuality and propetty
concerns.
N ' J
A woman who experienced the effects of rigid segregation apd also " /‘

commented on it was Annette Ackroyd Beveridge. In response to her efforts to

. . start a school for girls in Calcutta there were several acrimonioys attacks on

-

her in the local press.

~

K \

We have seen that thé wives of all Europeans who live here
are utterly shameless. ° /Where women cast off their modesty

. and associate with men, 'that whick.principally constitutes ,
female virtue is destroyed. : -

. One can see that the preoccupation thh female virtue and sexual 'segz:egation

_ was uppermost in the minds of the critics of Annette Ackroyd's exertions in her

service of bhadramahila education in Calcutta. P

" ‘
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As mentioned above, sexually segregated seating was also maintained by °
the Brahmos in their prayer halls25 and this eventuglly became a cont.enttous
- . .

issue among them and was abolished. '

When women's education hecame :5\ <issue addressed by‘reformeu. the
barriers afforded by purdah had to be surmounted. The probiem of finding
female teachers to go into the antahpur arose. There was no tradition of - ’
female educator®#. The pundits were invariably male. Therefore one of th.e,
prpbrems ;ddressed by advocates of female educatlor’\ was to train women as
teachers to provide an aodequate supply for an incr‘eaalng' demand. In a letter -
dated 21 December 1866 writt&n in Calcutta, Peary Chand Mitra st::ted“ "L

& -
The idea of educating females by pundits must be abandoned.

1 cordially subscribe to Miss Carpenter's sgntlment that
trained females must educate the females.?

.

Especially among the elite, girls were prevented from attending school by their
families if the instructors were male. In fact it could almost be assumed that °
tf'they instructor was a max:A. only girls from low status families would be in

. attendance at that particular institution. Bishop Heber noted: "Some of the |

‘ Hindoo; objecte.d to men at all interfering in the girls' school, or even that the
school should be “in the sal;xe building where men Qside."” Even within the
antah r"wh,ére it was not unusual to have me pundits instructing the women,
fema‘le Zenana 'teachers»were preferred, especially f?r the married and post-
pubertal' girls and women. Very clearly the possibility of female sexual |
vulnerability was the underlying motivation for tpese concerns with possible *

violations of antahpur norms.
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Deggndence” ' ' \- ! ’ ‘

The notion of female sexual vulnerability logically implied ‘a dependent
relaflonshlp, The whole'construct of. the ant rested on the dependent
relatlomhip that a woman had to the males in the family; before marriage 7
depende:ce on the father, after—marriage dependence on the husband and in
widowhood dependence either on sons or on in-laws if there were n fons.

Evert Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, who was vociferous in his feminist
aréuments in Samya (Equality), upheld the traditional dependent relationship of

women on their husbands, as {llustrated in his novel- Debi Chaudhurani.

Dependence was fostered and encouraged and independent behaviour was

considered unwomanly. For example the education that women received

o

perpetuated dependence. As we have seen earlier, economic dependence of

| women was a status indicator and guaranteed male control of women. The

predominant thinking among the prop\or-:ents of women's education are ¢1e11

_represented below.

It is not my opinion that women should study\English, Persian,
Arabic, or Arithmetic, and acquire the desire\of, displaying their
attainments, or of making money for their tempopal support by
them: but 1 merely wish (them to study) that by which their
_stupidity may be removed, and they may be able to distinguish
between good and evll. holiness and unholiness .8

That such an education ttlvialized women and made them contemptible, a concern
of eighteenth century philosophers in America X-ud England 29 did not bother the
proponents of a limited education for‘ women 1in nineteenth century Bengal. With

this philosophy dominating the mainstream reform movement, not unexpectedly

. any signs of ;lomen's emancipation were regarded with concern. Eventually

women's education that promised to go beyond the prescribed norms met with
: ' 42
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times of distress.dl !et these individuals were in the minority. A debate raged
. ) i

hostility. .-The reception that Annette Ackroyd met with in Calcutta from many of
the bhadrolok was illustrative of such apprehensions. 1shwar Gupta was moved
to write his poem "Durbhiksha', illustrating just such preoccupations.

4
Most certainly they will themselves drive their carriage
and go to Garer Math fgr an airing. ,
Perhaps they will also wear boots and smoke cigars.30 i

~_ .
Stress was laid on teaching skills that reinforced traditional roles, like
o .

needlework, spinning and painting. Howe‘vei',‘lt must be admitted that sometimes
-

this was deliberately imparted by individuals with foresight, with a view to

providing ‘vocational training to enable women to have some means of support in

on the suitable curriculum for women between proponents for a domestic

education and proponents for a public education. The emphasis on womanly arts

— neatness in embroidery, 32 and needlework and knlt‘tiné — dominated. Keshub

Ct}andra Sen, a trailblazer in other areas, was unfortunatley among the

traditionalists in the curriculum debates. What he did attempt met with success
¢

and thc;se women who participated in his home education programme learned —

correct Bengali and good expresslon33. Yet his limited view of what women

_ should study only réinforced traditional roles.

¢

...he maintained that for a woman to be a good wife and

a good mother is far better than to be able to write M.A.
or B.A. after her name. Therefore, only things likely to
be useful to them were taught. ’

In fact one sees a gradual regression in his views on the subject over the

years.

It may be observed, however that no attempt is made’ ~
towards the higher education of women, and that the
general tone taken by Mr. Sen's party upon the whole
question of female develoment has been gradually drifting
backward, more and more, towargs the Hindu type, ever
since the Kuch Behar marriage‘3 . .

\ ‘ - : 43
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"So we find that education for women was seen ab essential for the

L bhadrolok who wished to keep pace with the Westerqiz&tion processes in Bengal.
Yet when it came to cut.'rtcu'lum and the manner of instruction, traciitional views
on the status of women surfaced. Notions of dependence had to be fostered, and
female seclusion had to be maintained. Education was seen as a means to better .
equip women for their prescribed roles of wife and mother.’ Thus education was
segregated, and not just in terms of the physical space, But also with regard to

the curriculum. Anything else was considered too radical because it threatened

to disrupt the male-established order.

, Control ’ . . B , .

¢

Another aspect of female purdah was the control it personified. Basides

! the control over women's education to ensure continued dependence, there'were
other areas where men did not relish relinquishing power. Good examples of
this wer; to be found in the very organizations and institutions established to

' | effect reform on the status of women. The Women's Improvement Section of the
Indian Reform Assoc‘:iation's activities included the Native Ladies' Normal
School. All the significant posts on the Board of Directors were held by

men.36 The office bearers of the Native Ladles't Normal School and Girls' School

committée for 1875-76 were all male.37 Even the Bamabodhini Patrika, a

remarkably advanced progressive and Westernized women's journal, voiced
concerns that t‘l female Young Benga_138 might be spawned by the changes being
effected in women's status in nineteenth century Bengal. In its sixty year
life, the journal was edited by men. Tt:xe.che numbers of women c'apable or

willing to serve vysi-e not great. However ‘there were sufficient numbers of ‘
44 .
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women wh_é were moving in public circles, \»gritiﬁg in journals and participating
in public service -and other activities to indicate that if the .men who controlled

these drganiiatlons so desired, they could have had able Benga,lt women at the

* helm. '

o ¢ XS

. , ] -

M;ﬂe control also extir;ded to other nre.as of reform. Men who wished the.

:

women in their families to leave traditions that they had themselves aﬂ:at"dedﬂ
. were often successful, not because the women in their families wished to
Westernize,\but rather in.deference to,their father's or husband's wishes.

Sudha Mazumdar ate meat cutlets (cooked by her father's Muslim chef) with-her

’

\ father, because he expecté’cr her to. There is a popular verse tﬁat goes:

-

-

- Pitha swarga, pitha dharma ‘ -
v pithahi para mantapa N
pithri pritheema Panne.
prianthe sarva decata ) }

v (Heaven is father, religion is father,
The gods are pleased by pleasing father)39

Similarly, when ]nhnadanandini Debi stepped out of the antahpur it was in
response to her h\:sband's app;als and efforts to enable her to have a fuller
life. When Keshub Chandra Sen was leaving his ancestral home, aelpite ltrongu o
d protests, to i)e Qinitiated into the Brahmo S;amaj, his wife was hesitant to follow
” . » “ | him, fully cognizant of the implications of breaking‘ the family connections.
"Do not go against our customs', urged the antahpur ladies. "You are one of
us. Your place is here. You must not renounce your caste. ylmaglne the

results of such a dreadful sin." However she lived for her husband and his

-
1

beliefs, so "she never seemed distressed by her loss of caste” 40 ) -

.
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In all these instances the‘womenfrr'qnestion were only holding true to
their upbringing. A girl was supposed to be totelly obedient to her father and
when she married she was to‘;egard her husbarid as God (Thakur). Thus, far
from demonstrating the progress of women and the denialj superstitions, all:
~ these examples show the large degree of control that male family members
exeretsed over the women in their families. Eventually individual’s, as in the
case 5: jnanadanandtni, aecep;ed the challenge and went far beyond the bounds

of what was considered the norm, even in reform oriented families, but they

-

were the , exception.

Possession

For the majority'cf the bhadramahila, the social reforms of the -
Tnineteenth century Westernized their subordination. Their movements beyond the
ahpur remained regulated and their personal development was _controlled. The
antahpur, besides symbolizlng and retnforclng dependence and contr%l also
objectified women. They were reduced to possessions whose conduct enhanced or
degraded family honour. .

The commodification of women seems to have been prev#lent to a certain
degree in nineteenth century Britain as well, where contempgrgry‘conduét'boqks
for ladies referred to “his house, his children, his wife".4]l When E;nn/y".Eden
was in India sheroverheard an Indian man sey ".We are the masters of ouns
{women]...". 42  Though supposedly enllghtenea the Maharaja of Cooch Behar
expressed sifntlar sentiments regarding his} wife Suntty Devi. He was held up by

his contemporaries as one of the new breed of native rulers with a-Westernized
46
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outlook who ended a family tradition of polygamy and supported social reform.
Yet a picture emerges of how _prescribed and nattow such posturings were. Very
little changed in basic gender relations. The pre-reform notions of sexuet

segregation,  of male control and female dependence continued to exist, although

a

‘with a Westernized veneer to them,

-

The antahpur, the physical and mental space thet symbolized purdah in all
its implications separated the inner and spirttual world from the outer and
material world. Ultimately the outer material world was unimportant. "It is
the spiritugl which lies withtn. which is our true self; it 1is that which 1s
genuinely essential....the’ home represents our inner sptrttual self, our true
ic;entlty."t'3 Sesp burden of _identlty was thus placed on the women in the
antahpur. Under this crushing responsibility, the ‘implications of gender

subordinatidn with respect to the antahpur got completely subsumed.

.

2 . R

. challenge-.{ that West‘mition posed. In line with this it would be appropriat

) -NOTION~S OF NINETEENTH CENTURY RESPECTABILITY AND SEXUALITY

The Westerhiutlon of gendet' siibordtnatlon hes been the constant thread
running through the discussions on _the preceding pages. It arose from the desire
of the bhadrolok to adapt to the changing soclo-economic and political

"circumstances’ as they evolved in nineteenth centgry Bengal. As such the

amelioration of the status of women fell in with their strategy to meet the

47 -



to examine what the perceived notions of nineteenth century res%ectabmty
were, as well as the notions of conventional morality that existed in nineteenth "

- |
century Bengal. Current norms operative in Britain, played a pivotal role in

' the formative process of Bengali bhadrolok positions {n these areas. . -

I In ar; 1nterésttng comparison between notions of nlngteenth century F
. ] respectability in England and I/ndla. Dorothy Stein observes that women were.

* divided into exalted or degraded classes on the basis of whether their ‘
behglour was constanily sugervised and controlled by men and "both societies'
agreed to "disadvantage those women who could not obtain sutt;ble male
protection.” Stein {illustrates these observations witﬁ specific examples.
“Pious widowhqod" emobdiefl in Queen Victoria was common in England. The
acceptance of the age for the onset of sexual activity was gimilar in both India
and England, while books on deportment for young ladies in’ England advised

seclusion borderlng on purdah. 44 L

’

The Victoriar;s saw the body a;s a 'K"trap" of the intellect and one needed

only to control, clothe and forget it. Even the most radical feminists of the

A day hel& such views.45 Victorian women's feelings towards sexuality have been--
discerned as a case of needs influencing psyche. Cl"xlld—-bearing was very .
daﬁger'ous for women, and passionlessness was an excellent form of birth
con;rol.“e Eventyally this became the norm and was possibly the reason for
the notlc:n of Victorian prudery with relatibn to sexual matters. However other
scholars consider such notions of Victorian sexuality exaggerated. - The

\ ' introduction of anaesthetics such as chloroform: the discovei‘& of improved

-birthi’ng techniques, as well as the’ availability of medical intervention during

. ’ ) - : . 48
- | .
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childbirth translated into a certain degree of control by middle—class women

" over their childbirth experiences which would negate the former argunient.4?

A3

.. »
When one. reads the brief essays of schoolgirls of the bhadramahila class

in Calcutta it is easy to recognize the mirror image of Europfan notions. of
- <

' respectability and sexuality. Both Radharani Lahiri and Mohini Khastagir, -

particularly the former in-her essay entitled "Duties of an Unmarried Woman"

describe a virtuous life of sacrifice. The emphasls is on 1ncu1ceting secondary

. roles—-comfotting those in pain, bei.ﬁg hospitable, development of mind and soul

should not be at the detriment of dome‘\ic duties—and male dominance is
implicit. Mohini Khastagir s essay "The People Whom I Like, and Whom 1 Don't
Like" though less lofg' and not as stilted as Radharani Lahiri's is also replete

\
with contemporary virtues — cleanliness, obedience, truthfulness .48

‘Help-Meet' and Mother

N

Along with the importation of various societal norms }rom England came
that of the seﬁaration of home and work.49 It generated a need !'or female
companions competent"to play the new roles that were expected of the
bhadramahila. Much of the discussion on education for women focussed on
preparing them for this aspect of their lives. In the reform literature one ﬁnde
several references to the beaufy“and tranﬁlity of the English home. It was
hoped that after recelving a proper education, ti'ie bhadramahila woi:ld ‘be able
to replicate this model as best she could. One feels the glow of epproval in the
description of Sasix»eda Banerji's home by Mary Carpenter when she vislted lt‘J

and found it simply stefully decorated.50

49
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The bhadramahila were also expected to. inculcate in their children
attitudes that would enable them to participate successfully in the new society
that was emerging in Bengal. Child-rearing has been classified as status-

pr.oductto'n work, because it is an indicetor of "the family's preteg_t‘ status ‘55
well as its future aspirations." 51 In order to do this the mothers themselves
needed to be schooled. THus education for women did not emanate from altruistic
notions of broadening wo eﬁ's horizons, but rather to better :fit their roles of

~ wife and mother as defihed in Westernizing Bengal. In the wake of the French
Revolution, Condorcet proposed that in order to create an egalitarian society,
mothers, as the first teachers of children had ?o be educatec_l. At the same
time, the intellectual vigour of men could be retained if their wives were

educated. In addition, with an equal egucatlon men and women could interact on

an equal basis.52 Women were no longer sex objects. In the America of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries church leaders wanted better
education for women because they were the primary influence on children.

These sentiments while echoed in later nineteenth century Bengal when

*

nationalism was on the rise33 did not get put into practice.

As a contemporary newspaper article states, there was a necessity for

women's education not merely for their own improvement and status enhancement

P

but for enhancement of their traditional service and nuriuring functions.

Women ought therefore to be educated equally as well as

men. First, therefore the education of a man begins from
his very infancy, and it is a grievous error [to think] that
early impressions on the infant mind have no influence on the
conduct®of the man, The chief occupation of a child is the
imitation of what he sees around him....

" Nature itself urges us on to this improvement, and mankird
are instinctively progressing in the march of intellect. India
has of late afforded a clear proof of this; her sons have
rapidly advanced towards the temple of knowledge and the tide of

Ut
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improvement is set in with full force. In the midst of .

this how strange to contemplate that women who are designed
by nature to be the companions of men, should by a fatal
combination of events, be prevented from following the

march of mind, and thus rendered unfit for their companions,54

o

/\dAtticulating‘ these concerns, in his appeal to English ladies on his visit
to .Britain in 1870 lseshub Chandra Sen invited them to go to India to educate
"their Indian sisters" to make "good wives, mothers, sisters and daugﬁterl".ss
Mary Carpenter, a strong advocate of education for women observed on her~
visit to India the need for women to be prepared to fulf{l their destiny. She

saw the education of women as a p&th to the improvement of "their race and

" their own emancipation from the thraldom of sdperstltlopz‘l‘.ss However’

education should not result in women going beyond their pﬁcribed place. .. "By
giving them a liberal education it is not intended that they'should take the

place of the ’other sex, but that they :hould be better qualiﬂed than ‘they would
otherwise be, for d}scharging their own peculiar duties."57 The Arya Nari '
Sar;aaj, started by ]aganm;:hinl Devi, wife of Keshub Chandra Sen, had as {ts
object "to give facilities‘ﬁ Indian women to develop their spirityal, mental and

intellectual knowledge and make them able mothers and good housewives,"58

.

<

. So as before, and with other aspects of the reform movemepkrj are left

with the evidence pointing to a lack of concern with education for werfien as an

end in itself. Women were not to be educated to facilitate their mental

development and to axpand their horizofis, but rather to bolster their

()

. traditional roles, and equip them to play these roles in the changing
. . o

environment in which fhey lived.
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Conventional Sexual Morality

\ -
While notions of nineteenth century morality were very influential in

dictating the corﬁcems of the bhadrolok we cannot ignore traditional conveqtlonal
e AW .”x

sexual mom‘l}tg i. any discussion of gender subordlnatton and reform.

Traditional rorm$s made allowanges for Westernization, but were limited to

’,

* superficialities, The basic tenets remained in place and among these can be

found the core of gender subordination and the protection of patriarchal rights.

1]

For example the notions concerning the spirituality of women were

Ay

reinforced, so that nineteenth ~century schoolgirls imbibed such values. .

...8he must be pure in mind and body. Her ideas must be
clear, and her imaginations blameless....Such is the picture

of the true virgin. '

The pleasureless life of sacrifice was well-inculcated in Radharani Lahiri, who ‘
wrote these lines. She was considerd among the best in her class in the Native

Ladtes' Normal School and Girls Schdol in the year 1875-6.59
o . © ol
\ D .
Within the structures of conventional sexual morality, marriage was
regarded as the basis of social relationships. Thus, all issues of social reform
‘ regarding women in nineteenth century Bengal were in some fashion linked to -

that inevitability in every girls' life — her marriage.

Of all institutions in Hindu society marriage is the most
i essential, and most complicated. It involves a number of other = /
: usages, each one of which is exceedingly important in itself.
" The questions of age, of creed, or rites and forms, of caste,
of the degrees of consanguinity, of monogamy and polygamy, c
of widow celibacy, etc., are all inlcuded at one and the same
time in the problem of marriage/reform.60




The entire socialization and training process that a Bengali'girl vinderwent was

focussed on her future marriage.

AN
A .

) v

'The father-in-law's home' assumed awesome proportions
for young girls in Bengal; forever it was dinned into them
what would be approved of there and what would not. “To gain the
approval of the revered elders of one's husband's family was
an- important item in the code of good conduct.

/\ " The vocation of every girl was to be a wife and a mother
and the ideal held up to her for her future life was seva,
service to others....It was the pride and privilege
of a bride to serve but if she failed, her parents were
blamed for her shortcomings and the mothu' bore tlﬁ slur
of having failed in her duty towards her daughter.

Buried in conventional morality was the belief that women's nature was
rimarily sexual. Thaf is why there were the concerns with a girl's marriage.

Her family could’only relax after she was married, because they could not
guarantee her chastity opce she had ~tu'e;ached puberty. This explains th; large A
humber of pte-pubertal‘/marriages. They ens‘ured that the girl ‘was safely in her
husband's home by the time she was physically ca{)able of conception. These ‘
traditional notions were at odds with the thinking in Britain, where Burke and '
Malthus had said that it was the male who was sexually driven. 62 |

Preoccupation with illicit sexual activity and sexa;llty outside marriage
“was a,veéy influential factor in the 'widow marriage reform movemer;t and was

g

" i
enshrined in the Widow Marriage Act of 1856 whose preamble reads:

Whereas the marriage of Hindoo widows is by long-
established custom and received opinion prohibited, and,
whereas this prohibiton is not only a grievous

hardship upon those whom it immediately affects, but
also tends generally to depravation gf morals, and the
injury of society... Lmy emphasls]“d .

- . t .
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A,pxitlon to the Legislative Council of India signed by a thc;u_sand persons in

favour of widow marriage stated: v

That in the opinion‘ and firm belief of your petitioners
this custom cruel and unnatural in {itself, is highly
prejudicial to the interests of morality, [own emphdsis]

and is otherwise fraught Gil.wth the most mischievous ,

consequences to society.

Such concerns were reiterated, when in introdagﬁhg the Bill for Widow.

Marriage, J.P. Grant, a member of the Legislative Council stated:

™= " The Hindu practice of Brahmacharyya is an attempt to S
. struggle against Nature and like all other attempts
to struggle against Nature, is entirely unsuccessful.
S,

Every candid Hindu will admit that, in the majority of cas
young Hindu widows fall into vice; that in comparatively
few cases, a licentious and profligate life is entered . N
upon in secret; and that in many cases the wretched widows
- are impelled to desert their homes and to %ive a life that
brings open disgrace upon their famili)es. .

Conventional morality was so strong, that even Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay who had expressed véry sympathies with the condition of women
ir; nineteenth century Bengal succumbed to these norms. In his novel
- Krishnakanta's Will, while apearing to show sympathy for the young widow
Rohini, it is very”explicit that.Brahmar, the young virtuous wife is the

character to be emulated. His first description of Rohini in the novel is none

i

too subtle,

_She [Rohini] had become a widow very young, but had some
habits improper to a widow; she put on black-bordered cloths
instead of the prescribed white or gray, she wore bracelets

on her wrists, and she.chewed betel, which gave her a forbidden
pleasure and gave her lips a forbidden tirige of inviting redness.6

Flouting of conventional rqorality was cited as a reason to deny women an
educatton. Crtticizing elite’ society s denlal of education to women, The Friend
of India, a publication of the Serampore Pission carried these comments: '
) = ’
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Even the present s;'/stem of exciyding females from a
knowledge of books and men, is found scarcely sufficient
to restrain them [women] within the bounds of propriety.
To what extent would not immorality be carried then, if
« greater facility for secret intrigue were afforded them,
by a knowledge of reading 'and writing!... Ignorance is
by them considered as the only safeguard of virtue, and
women must not read, lest they should become more vicious .67

An adultery case in which letters were presented as part of thg evidence
was used to further malign the cause of women's education.68 .
\&'
To counter what were belfeved to be the harmful effects of a Westernized
education, schools einphasizlng orthodox Hinduism were established. In the
curtiéul}lm ;lere included Sansrkit, Bengali, ﬁvlltthl: arithmetic, cooking and

housewifery. Memory work and relgious training were emphasized and an annual

prize was awarded to the best performance of puja {worship).

>

Control of Female Sexuality ’ .

In 1864 Calcutta's health offe:er Fabre-Tonnere was asked to report on
the proi:lems of prostitution ag it related to venereal disedse among British

"soldiers and sailors. He tepor'ted that there were so many prostitutes in

Chitpore Road, one of the main throughfares in the Indian section of the city,
that he thought "no respectable pative wouldtallow his wife or daughter to pass
through a street showing such degradation and debaucher};." While this is a°
fairly predictable middle-class reaction, it raises some interesting questions.

What would an elite Hindu male be protecting the female members of his family
' 55
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from? There were the considerations of protection of the norms of conventional

~ morality. But could it also be that prostitutes offered a threat to a system of

rigid sexual control? Prostitutes were not ‘free’, but nth(; were they

subject to the rigid controls of the antahpur. And in sttutations of economic

_ deprivation, prostitution presented a viable alternative. In fact many social -

reformers often pointed to the numbers of Kulin women who turned to

prostitution as a means of economic survival as a reason for the necessity for

_reform of Kulin marriage customs. Though it can be assumed that the

reformers' claims were exaggerated to gain the attention of concerned citizens,

prostitution was definitely an alternative that certain elite women were willing

to consider despite the heavy price of social ostracism it carried. The division
between middle—class respec';ability and prostitution was perceived as a very
fine demarcation and the possibility of a bhadramahila crossing the line and

turning to ptbstitutton as a method of survival seemed very real.

4

In his autobiographical work Motilal Roy describes a childhood

voyeuristic.fascination with prostitutes and sexuality, indicative of a bhadrolok

.

preoccéxpatton with the subject.

kg

~ Outside the house, one was to be greeted with
all manner of suggestive gestures of the harlots; inside
the building was none too safe. Even among the family-girls,
depravity was not altogether absént....
++Outside the house wherever 1 turned my eyes, they met,
and reflected back into my mind, ugly scenes of carnality
7+«.Pairs of eyes instead of greeting me with %ffection, now
began to pierce me with their sinister glances. 9.

-
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iﬁanisha Roy’l{:er excellent anthropological work on Bengali women deals

with the sexual ambivalence the Bengali man feels towards his wife. ‘g;\e sees

. \

. this as having deep roots in the socio-cultural and relijio-ideological history

of Bengal. By the ntnéteenth century, procreation replaced sexual pleasure as L
the reason for sexual intercourse. The male ggengali's response to this was to
separate’ sexual pleasure from marriage. During the nineteenth cenrt‘ury Bengali
males felt they cslld ha\}e sexual relationships with either their own wives,
wives of other men or with prostitutes. By the end of the nineteenth century,
with the decline in polygamy and landlordism, sexual pleasure could only be

A

lower-class women, often domestic servants./0 How(ever it was not uncommon

fulfilled by the second option. The wives of other men were usually poor,

for men of the elite to have mistresses and concubines and to visit prostitutes.

The moralizing literature of the late nineteenth century bears witness to this,
They contain references to the prodigal husband returning to the virtuous wife
after a life of debauchery and profligacy.71 The question that these ideas
raise 'is whether masculine concepts of female sexuality \;lere not based on their
own proclivities. Hence the need to control the sexuality of women seems to

derive from the male awareness of their own ambivalent sexuallt'y.

The efforts of reformers to chang; marriage arrangements among the
Kulins can also be traced to a desire to ensure that the sexuality of Kulin
women was channelled appropriately. Among the families of Kulin Brahmins,
Kulin males could marry women from any caste even those belov‘l them {in the
caste hierarchy. Kulin.women however could only marry Kulin males.
Marrying lnto.\a Kulin family greatly increased social status for lower caste
families, so alliances with Kulin males were eagerly sought by families of

lower caste girls, The result was tlcat some Kulin men had as many as three
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hundred wives and sdme never saw their wives again after the marriage, or

only on rare visits and that too, to demand money from their in-laws. The
girls wﬁo n\karrted Kulihs usually lived in their natal home. Meanwhile the
num‘bers of marriageable women for lower-caste men decreased and the numbers
of marriageable Kulin women increased. This resulted in gender i;nlr)alanceg_ in
these castes. As Kulin girls, and brides of Kulin men, w;r'e often young and
led the life of virtual widows while in their sexually active years, unwanted
pregnancies were common. To save the family hono‘t—x;and destroy the evicience

of extra-marital liaisons, infanticide and abortions were resorted to. Women

-~

from these groups also turned to prostitution.

L 3

* Now Coolin Polygamy, as we have already shewn is injurious
to soclety, by inéreasing adultery among the wives of the
Coolins and among those who are b% this system deprived of

- wives, by demoralizing the nation. 2

In his pamphlet advocating widow inarriage, the well-respected and
. ‘ |
honourable social reformer, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar clearly quotes the

shastras (Hindus scriptures) to illustrate thdt in the Kali Yug (the current.

era) Brahmacharya (celibacy) was hard for widows to maintain, therefore it

-

was better for them to reenter the married state as it was sanctioned by the
shastras.73 Underlying this advice, one can discern concern for the
maintenance of contemporary moral standards and the exercise of control over

female sexuality.

. /s ~
;urﬁty Devi, Maharani of Cooch Behar and daughter of the Brahmo leader

Keshub Chandra Sen recalls a ritual that usually followed the arrival of a jatra
troupe in the field close to the family home. Jatras are traditional highly

stylized plays, "usually po;traying sequences from the Hindu epics with a
58
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measure of innovation and #daptation to curcent events.A The ‘humour is often
* bawdys: and ribald with explicit sexuality. Usually male players perform all
roles.
a ' F's N ’
The advent of the players. was always the signal for my
father's youngest brother to nail down the shutters on that

side of the house if he thought the %ctlng of the jatras not
quite proper for the ladies to hear.

| o .
- . - 1

3

The stage was considered beyong the pale for respectable women. ) Even
when at the instance of Késhyb Chandra S“rrt}re Brahmos produced a play, men
acted out the female roles. At one time, having men play female roles was’a
. ~common theatrical tradition in the West, " the origins probably being ’stmllat. /o
Hc;wever by this period in Europe, actresses appeated/«Sn stage. But in Bengal,
despite the Westernization soci'ety was undergoing, theatre was still conceived
as too bawdy for respectable women. In tpf lattee.half of tﬁe nineteenth
century some prostitutes took to the stage.in an experiment. The Bengal
" Theatre was chpsen for the performance. Ishwar CHandra V%asagar was

)‘s L)
. opposéd to this and reslgnea/?rom the Bengal Theatre's Commf¥tee, but others

v like Bihar}laj/ Chatterjee and Akshoy Kumar Majumdar remained. As it

happened, the f production of Michael Madhusudan Datta's, ., Sarmishta at the Bengal 'ﬁ ~
Theatre in 1873 was a great success as Jagdttarini, Golap, Elokeshi” and '

Shyama, (all’ prostitutes) took part in the play. This set the precedent for

subs;:quent plays in which prostitutes took the female roles. Some prostitutes .

began to earn sizeable incomes as actresses.’5 While for some men having

prostitutes play fema‘l,e‘ roles on-stage. was an extension of the notion that a

theatre and respectable femininiiy did not converge, ft is surprising t,hat

Vidyasaéar felt so strongly about the issue that he fgslgncd. ‘ 59
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’ . Vidyasagar was a very humane individ who seemed to acutely feel the

! subordinate status of women and spent a major part of his life as a'crusader

°

for this cause. Ygt his activities seem to i i‘cate a lack of ::objectivi'ty

( \I regacding t subor&inattpn of the e}}ttre female sex. What ’concerned him ~ e
more was the mor::l}ty of - the women lof his class. Hé opposed prostitutes taking
to the stage most likely because if they did so it would_' indicate il certain '
Q svo§eta1 acceptance of them and eventually, theatre with its ‘popular’

affiliations might become respectable, especially if patronized by the local

elite as seemed to be the case.: This would confer resbectabillty on a

. pr\c‘)f:ssion that ;was beyond the bounds of acceptability for the bhadramahila. By .
prescribing the bounds of acceptability for'the ‘bhadramahila the reforming '

bhadrolok demonstrated the desire to control their sexualit&, and ensure that it
- ' - o &
- . . .

conformed to societal norms.

(I

{ b -

¥
e s Double Standards

) . k . In the practice of conventional sexual morality there was a large gap
“‘Lﬂk : ~ between purported beliefs and agtions. Or else there was backsﬁdlng when it N C
CT ) came to impleéentio’n of closely;held beliefs. In Samya, Bankim very. ‘

..articula‘tely\expressed the. double stan&ards inherent in nineteenth century . .

Y . gender r‘el’at_tgns. : \

' 4 Women's chastity should be safe-guarded by all means.... /
_ , . But why is there no restriction on men? A man may go . , .
Yy . ‘ to the prostitutes, may commit adultery witf{ another man's ’ ¢

LT, , _ ¢ wife, why is there no restriction on that? ‘Many will say
, R that in the-Sastras there are many injunctiors against such.
. things; for men also such things are very bad; people: blame

x o . 4 ' . U -

~
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‘such men too —- but this far and no further. “Men are
' not governed by the same type of hard and fast rules as the
women-are./> [own emphasis ]

Yet %nkim seems to undergo a re-evaluation of his notions of women's

sexuality. He makes Rohini in Krishnakanta's Will say

. If the hunter sees a deer off its guard, doesn't he i
e shoot an arrow at it? If a woman, sees a vulnerable
s r man,. doesn't she wish to make a conquest?....Women
conquer men solely for pride and pleasure of conquest.77

In the Sen family we can also observe disparities between principle and

J

practice. Xeshub Chandra Sen's wife seems éo have remained very traditional. ( :

- Annette A’ckrc;yd remarked on these inconsistencies. She desc.ived Keshub

¥

éhandra"s wife as illiterate and secluded as she played with her jéwels "like a -
foolish petted chilg",78 Vidyasagar's wife Dinamayi Devi was not llterate"?
f/ despite her husband being one of Bepgai's foremost Sanskrit scholars and

T /?:fc@@rs. Apparently Vidyasagar bemoaned this fact in a letter to her.80 vyet

for undisclosed reasons he did not attempt to teach her. This would not have

-

been something very novel, for it was quite common for young husbands, . i \
especially Brahmos, to teach their chilci wives at night, after the day's work
was complete. The only generous interpretation in both Keshub Chandra'a and -

Vidyasagar's cases was that they did not wish to'f'oist their own beliefs.on
unwilling wives. - ' ' . ) —

©

- 2 .o ) 4 '
¢ ‘ . In other areas men displayed dlfferencexch)thel\r own codes of behaviour

and their’ expectations from the bhadramahila. Contemporary comments.

~ dismissed women's conversation as dealing with petty domestic affairs, .
o ‘ 3 -
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jewellery and culinary mat}ers; or else as obscene. and vulgar.81 Yet when

G

men gathered socially their

»

t

Conversation is in general so grossly indecent that no
female could listen tg. it for a moment without a sacrifice
‘ of her dignity....No native of respectability would permit
) his wife or his daughter to continue within the sound of that
- discourse which he himsélf sanctions with his personal
. assistance....so deep indeed does this national defilement descend,
& that no meeting seems té> possess any zest, from which decorous
allusions are exlcuded.52 .

While allowing for the moralising tone of this piece, coming as it does from the

Serampore Mission, it does reveal the double standards practised by the

E

bhadrolok.

'Ijhe mclqst celebrated instance of the &1sparity between principle and ’
practice was the Cooch Behar Marriage affair. Keshub Chandra Sen and the
Brahmo Samaj of Indiafthad been agiiating for some time for a civil marriage act
. A to be passed. They did no\' qualify. as Hindus and their non:religipué marriage .
% ceremonies were not legally recognized, as all legal marriages were ﬁerformed °
within a religton—-—Hﬂﬁduisni, Islam, Christianity, whatever ‘the concerned
parties’ affiliation. In 1872 the Native Marriage Act was passed and it included

-

various progressive elements related to the status of women. Monogamy w,as‘

obligdatory and inter—caste marriages were recognized in law. While
. { X
\,campaigntng for the legislation Keshub Chandra had circulated an enquiry among ~

%

. eminent physicians in India—Hindu, Muslim and Christian, soliciting their

2

- . views on the most suitable marriageable age for girls. While eighteen or
nineteen years was held to be the most proper, in deference to public opinion

. 7
. the minimum -age of marriage under th@¥Native Marriage Act was set at fourteen

years for females and eighteen years for males. Passage of this legislation
N ¥t 7 62
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those married under its jurisdiction. People married under religious

did not imply that this then became general ‘prac’tice.' The Actgly applied™to
denominaﬁonal princ'iples did not have to obey this law. However‘ it was hopéd .
by supporters of the minimum marriageable age for girls that eventually these
gui:ielines would be adopted by the rest of the population, That'thls did not
occur is illustrated by the fact that the minimum age of marriage for girls
remained a contentious issue well into the twentieth century. o . \\
On the 6 March 1878, the marriage took place between Keshub Chandra's g
eldest daughter Sunity Devl%'ho was not yet fourteen, to the crown Prince of

Cooch Behar who was also below the rﬁarriageable age prescribed in the act, as'

" he was only fifteen. Expectedly this event created a big furore both within

the Brahmo Samaj in India and among their supporters in Britain. Non-Brahmos

concerned with the status of women also paid close attention to the

‘developments as they unfolded. Keshub Chandra and his supporters %ttempted to

dodge the criticisms with the excuse that, the marriage ceremony was virtually

’

an engagement because the day following the marriage the prince left for
England to complete his educatfon. Keshub Chandra's critics accused him of

succumbing to the lure of prestige and wealth, and of forsaking his principles.

A few years ago when you took the opinions of many

+ distinguished medical men on this subject, most of them

" distinctly declared eighteen or nineteen to be the proper
marriageable age for girls, but having regard to the
general feeling and practice on this subject in the
native community, fourtéeen was fixed as the minimum
marriageable age in Act 111 of 1872, The fixing of this
minimum had, at the time, your entire support; and we
had hoped that in your case you would set a good example
to the Brahmo Samaj by keeping your daughter unmarried to

a still laterésage than.the minimum of fourteen, recognized (

by the Act.

-—



While defenders of Keshub Ghandra Sen's action arguéd that his agre;ment to the
Cooch Behar marriage sal emanated from the desire to reform a backward
Hindu state tﬁrough the postivé influences of his daughter 'Sunity Devi, that the
marriage was really an engagement, and finally, that his critics were

motivated by personal jealousies and the quest for power within the Brahmo

Sarmxj,84 the impact was regressive to the cause of social reform for women.

Keshub Chandra Sen was a highly-respected individual in India and England
among Brahmos and non-Brahmos. His perceived regression could only

er
strengthen the conservative forces who would interpret the Cooch Teh\

marriage as tndlcati'ng that Keshub Chandra realized he had erred and no \

wished to revert %o what h): believed to be correct. The angst that this affair

created within Brahmo Samaj was tremendous.

For the last few years the feeling against early marriage
has been gaining ground in the Brahmo Samaj, but we
very much fear that after this wedding many quhnn%ﬁ
may not, as before, hesitate to encourage early marriage,
and may even bind their daughters in matrimony without
waiting till they are thirteen years old. Under these
circumstances, how a man as zealous as yourself in the
cause of female education and female improvement could
perform ;uclé an action, is what we are at a loss to Ps
. comprehend. 85 . f

The Cooch Behar Marriage affair aptly illustrates the big gap between the

public posturings and &eclamatlons of the reformers of the status of women, and

b

how they lived their lives and dominated the lives of the women around them.’

“This difference, identifies a central problem of the reform movement. While

aspiring to a more rationalist lifestyle Q:iusting to the Westernization of

their society, the bhadrolok seemed tnable to prapple with the contradictions

that atose along this path.‘ ) .
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Perhaps one more example will suffice to illustrate this probiem. Widow

‘ marriage was one of the most important issues that the reformers tt;ok up. -

- There were various feasons for this.. as. e have seen in preceding sections. --
"However as perceptively noted by Stein, while widows constituted a ?ocia\

danger, widowhood was still a status symbol. After the Widow. Remarriage Act
h]

was passed (26 July 1856) the numbers of widows who remarried was still very
few. As long as there was a definite social stigma and social retaliation
attached to marrying a widow, social reformers :h,emsélves very rtarely married

widows even if the opportunity presented itself.86

4

P gy

! Somes historians have even labelled such reformers "selfish' and
"hypocritical”. ' ’ ' '

-5, \
While these reformers would half approve of Westernization on
the part of mé&n, because possibly &f its material value, they
would never allow women to accept Western life style and ideas,
possibly they wanted their women to be totally traditional.
However they gave their women some edhation and did away with
the purdah in order to turn them into ‘better' women and thus

to exploit them further. They had indeed two djfferent
standards—one for men and another for women.

These dist',nctions sharpened towards the close of _the nineteenth century
- when nationalism griﬁped the popular imagination. In cases there were, also
' reversals in areas of improvement. Rabindranath Tagore, although acutely -,
sensitive to the conditipn'of women in the antahpur as becomes’ cle'ar from many
of his works, did not gi\;e his daughters any formal education and had them

-—married early. His wife also did not enjoy half as much freedom as'his :

sister-in-law, Jnanadanandini.

2
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A principal motivation in the reforms discussed in this thesis was a

-~
‘N

concern with how Indians were perceived by Europeans. While popular

Darwinism contributed to a subjective image of the Indian in the British

4

mtnd,sa the image of polygamous men whose wives after a life of seclusion . ,

were burned on their husband's funeral pyres was definitely reprehensible.
‘ éranted there was a degree of exaggeration and subjecti\"ity in such accounts -
’ by missionaries and European travellers in India. Yet, as we would say today,
" the bhadiok had an "image problem" and the bhadrolok colloqui:ally speaking,
- had to ‘clean up their act"'. Indians were suspected of being lascivic;us. The

Friend of India expressed concern that zenana teachers were "at the mercy of

lascivious Hindu Men".89 In such circgmstances the reformers' defence of

monogamy can be seen as reactionary. : ) -,

The bhadrolok want-ed thefr- women to make a favourable impression on the
fngllsh-. As Radhakanta Deb in"conversatio'n with Bishop Heber remarked, for
Indian women to ha\;e the same liberty as European women “they must be better
educated,"90 Bengali men were ashamed at the lack of IWestem sophistication of
Bengali women. Besides, they expected their wives to a.dd to their prestige
and soctal standing. The Friend of India approvingly noted the plece they

Xl received written by Mohint Khastagir as an example of what Hindu Twome"n were

< capable of. This sort of recognltton was much s t after.91 Some scholars

~

‘have also put forth the notion of positive racial/familial image deriving from
appropriate bchavtour by women.92 In the race to meet the criterion of ,
Westernization, the l;hadtolok seemed unaware that the percéived and actual

differences in the status of women in India and Britain as shown earfiér were

v 66
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not the same. For example, child—marrmge was often vtewed by outstders as an
uncivilized practice. In fact, age of consent was a contenttous luue in Britain

as well. ' The discussions over juvenile prostitution reveal that the age of

" consent in Britain was thirteen. Reformers who wanteci.it raised to sixteen in

. 1882 were unsuccessful. Meanwhile the Native MartiagJe Act in India had

already estzblished the age of consent at fourteen.

-~

Status of Women as a Measure of the State of Civilization of the Country

$ .

The status of women in Bengal in the ninateenth century, seen as
deplorable in popular English imagery, did not auger well for the bhadnolok in

terms of their social, economic and political ambitions. Thus. part of the

- rationale for the social reform movement was to address these concerns. In a

semi-humourous articulation of this need the Calcutta Review cgrrledg the

following plece. - ~

cesWe say that the advancement of natives to high posts of
emolument or responsibility was simply impossible while such
.relics [sati] of dark ages and dark superstitions were fostered
or endured....Imagine a native gentleman dying who was
member of the Governor-General's Council for making laws,

, and the Viceroy, on sending a message of condolence to his -,
family, being quietly told that his wives had all burnt themselves
the day before;....or a Bengalee member of the Civil Service,
for such there may be, refusing to subscribe to the civil fund
because he would, under the Shastras be only survived by his

= widow for the space of twelve hours!...The influence of a nation
in the world's history depend even more on the refinement,

. the dignity and the character of the mothers, than on any
acuteness of intellect and any range of acquirements displayed
by men.

-
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Othet refotmers, comparing the situation in India to that in England saw in the
,. extension of rights to women an indicator of the level of civilization in India,
Setyendranath Tagore, Rabindranath's e€ldest brother and a champion of rights

for women wrote to his wife from England:

Whatever good fortune, progress, beauty and glory the
people of this country have are due to the elevated
position of their women. When will our country have
this kind of good fortune? Progress is far away from

a country where women have no freedom and have always’

to abide by the orders of their husbands and other superiors.%

Blended with the wistful desire for an improved status for women was the

pragmatic wish for "progress" for the country. Likewise _Vldyesagg.r's support

-~ for women's education stemmed from the belief that reform and revitalization of

society could not proceed.if thi'sk area was overlooked. This sentiment was
reiterated throughout the literature of?nineteenth century Bengal. Kishory
Chand Mitra, addressing the Bethune Society in Calcutta after Mary Carpenter
spoke on Female Education concluded with: )

1 earnestly beg my educated fellow-countrymen to remember

that the social and mental status held by the women of a

countr§ is the true test of its civilization. I would

fervently impress on them the truth of what Tennyson
has said:

o 'The woman's qause is man's—they rise or sink
Together, dwarfed or godlike, bond or free.'®

The more superficially Westem'ized,the bhadramahila became, the better for the ..

bhadrolok. When Satyen Tagore's wife attended th@awing-room at the
Viceroy's, marking the commencement of the Calcut season, "Her demeanour

‘end appearance were the objects of much admiration, and tiée event was

considered an {mportant one in social progress."96 Mary Carpenter raptured

-

over Sasipada Banerji's home in Baranagar.
68
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For the first and for the last time, during my whole

visit, had 1 the happiness of being in a simple native

" dwelling, which had the domestic charms of an English home,
The young wife came forward gracefully to welcome us to
her pretty sitting~room, where well-chosen prints covered
the otherwise bare walls, and a simple repast had beeri
prepared for us.

TRADITION AND MODERNITY : :

A notable aspet;t of reform ‘was the constant efforts of reformers to seek -
shastrig suppért for their ideas. The significance of this is that it limited
reforms considerably. by circumscribing the boundaries within which they could
proceed. Since Rammohun Roy was a deist and Vidyasagar was an unreformed
Hindu it is plausible to argue that their reasons for seeking shastric support
were different. However it illustrates the fact that nineteenth century
Bengali soc'iety was socially and economically unprefmred for change. A
fu;ther consideration in this discussion was the probable unwillingness of male
reformers to defy the shastras. They souéht the legttlmac‘y of the scriptures

for their reforms, but if shastric support could not be identified then they did

" not proceed.

13

s

Vidyasagar only acted on widow. marriage reform when he had convinced

himself of adequate scriptural supimrt. He indicated that despite his concerns

with the plight of widows, he wpuld not have taken up the case unless he
himself was convinced that he was not acting against the shastra;.98 He
disagreed with the iegislation regatdﬁr{g the age of consent on the grounds that
there were was no shastric basis 'for such leéislation. He did not seem
conc;emed with the state of phy§tca1 developmént of ‘"the female child at the age ‘
of marriage, nor the possible ‘consequenées of very early marriage on het

4
. 3
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health and development.99 Similarly, reformers often hearkened back to Vedic
times to show how women enjoyed far higher status'in order to garner support
for their reforms. It is interesting, however that they did not dwell on the

economic basis for these ancient freedoms, nor the reasons for their

decline, 100

Thee pre-occupation with shastric ;mctioné for proposéq reforms to the °
. status of women in nineteenth cen?ury Bengal resulted‘ in a shifting emphasis
fr.:om the female person to the scriptures. The move to establish shastric |
-authority to prevent sati and other forms of oppression on womer; tended to
deflect from the issue itself. The "legislative prohibition of sati becomes a
quegtlon of scriptural interpretation. Contrary to the popilar notion that the
British were compelied to outlaw sati because of its barbarity, the horror of
the burning 'of a human is...a distinctly minor theme."10l Lata Mani does o
concede however that in Raja Rammohun R;Jy's case the 'pivot'al role of Shastric
support in his anti-sati arguments resulted from colonial insistence on the
centrality of scripture to Indian soc:iet‘:y.m2 Yet what we are 'left w{tth is that
despite Rammohun Roy's sophisticated analysis and understanding of women'g:
status he did not base his arguments on the cruelty and inhumanity of the
pra‘“ctlce but rather on the scriptures. ‘ln the final analysis, the insistence on
scriptural legitimacy is a measure of the degree of commitment of male
reformgrs to improvlng the situation of the bhadramahila. While conscious of

the injustice and cruelty of mlany of the practies that controlled women's lives,

they did not wish to jeopardize their own status. .

Rl h o
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‘CHAPTER 1V
CONSCIOUSNESS AND RESISTANCE

"Why do you allow yourselves to be shut up?"
"Because it cannot be helped as they are strongef than women."

"A lion is strgpger than a man, but it does not enable him to . (\
dominate thé human race. > You have neglected the duty you owe ' °
to yourselves, and you have lost your naturdl rights by
shutting your eyes to your own interests.'

"But my dear Sister Sara, 'if we do everything by ourselves,
what will the men do then?"

"They should not do anything, excuse me; they are fit for
nothing. Only catch them and put them into the zenana."

(Sultana and Sister Sara in Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain's
Sultana's Dream, (1905)).

! 1

So far we have discussed the motivating factors for male-generated social
reforms to improve the status of women. As a result of thege social reforms
we have seen the significant impact it had.on some.women's llves. Yet women
have been portrayed as passive in the whole process. They did not seem 'to o
initiate change, but rather developed reforms instthed by men. Yet were
appearances deceptive and was there a feminine consciousness in existence. p

L4

during the nineteenth century in Bengal? -

The 1870s and 1880s was a period of fierce struggle for rights for women
in Britain. . Issues like voting, property rights and fair wages were dominant.
The. 1890s on both sides of the Atlantic saw a shift of focus from legal rights

. to a new female personality. The new woman was an “autonomous human being”

.
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who went to college, was independent, had a career,“ rode a bicycle, played

L4

tennis, wore shortened skirts and played temnis.l | .

L

In India the situation was quite different. There were exceptions like /

y
Toru Dutt and Cornelia Sorabji. Often the notable women were 'wives of...’,

q

3
‘daughters of...' or had illustrious family connections. However they remained
a small minority. ~This was not due to the lack of efforts of social réformers.

. U
However as illustrated, the basic questions of gender subordination were not
. 4 »‘w - y
raised and therefore attempts at change were stunted if not aborted. Besides ) a-

’

the bastardized modernization that India experienced did nothengendeft the kind

h~

of changes-that ({men in Europe and America were expetienci'ng. Yet within "a

subaltern doma&n\w men were creating separate and problematic space for

themselves".2
1

The soc“ializatloq process that girls a:}d women underwent made it very
difficult for them to conceive of resistance or to conceptualize changes in their
status. Initiative and choicg were usually denied female family members.

Girls were conditioned to passivity and ‘acceptance. Motherhood was so revered
that to imagine any other kind of life was almost impossible.3 Societal

pressures were so strong that ?otest, if it did devélop became very difficult
i

, some protests by women did occur.

a

to implement." Yet despite th

CONSCIOUSNESS

¢

el

-

There were several levels of consciousness among women during the -

period under study. While some women chafed under the restrictions imposed on -
~ » 72
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“in Bengali Hindu households to erect a hut (s sutikaghar or aturghar) in the

suffocatmﬁ Added to the labour of childbirth and all the potential - -

v

- -

them and others accepted their lot, there was a pervasive consciousness about

their expected roles.

[4

H

—

So you have K{mq‘ the heroine of Tagore's 'short, story "Vision" lamentégg ,)

Oh! what lies we women have to tell! When we are. mothete.

"we tell lies to pacify our children; and when we are wives,

we tell lies to pacify the fathers of our. children., We are \&/—-—\
never free from this necessity. .. '

. : . L .
While Mrinalini Sen who was widowed at age thirteen wrote that she "wanted to . - 8
get away from that prison and go out and travel and see the outslde world." ”

She remarried when she was about twenty-—six.5 '
Y g r '

¢ s

Nirad Chaudhuri has documented his mother's most vocal compla,lnt about
her in-laws' house as the general lack ot freédom there and the treatment shée ®
received durmg her second confinement when the baby died. It was traditional
central courtyard of the house for the laying-in during childbirth. Usually. the
structure was without wmdows, contained only a curtained entrance, and a fire

was kept burning constantly in the room. The atmosphere must have been

Fomplications was the lack of oxygen and iresh air in the room. Nirad
Chaudhuri's mother beueved her baby was asphyxiated. She made sure her

other children did not get born in her in-law's home.”

)
Female writers contributed to the consciousness of their se;/ at least : N

those who had learned to read Krishnubhablni Das called on Bengali women:

’ - }
B
’ i . .
.
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1 Sisters! Come out of our cages by breaking them open, )
» - Or convince your men to unchain you. , {
. Come ¢ut and see:how happ):gthe women of Germany. France - '
' & and England are. . . o
. ’ o . o\ .
2 Mﬁy women after receiving an *education did not get married tm they were ‘ \‘ ’
W / . ‘.
v thlrt-y’ years old and over.9 Their writings reveal changing notions of R
’7 N hu,sband-)-wtfe relationships and oppoi‘tunities for developing careers outside the o
A traditional role of mother and wife Though falling' dutside the@urview of this ,

thesis in terms of time irame and religion, Rokaya Sakhawat Hossain was a- ¥ L

remarkable feminist by any”standards. Her short story Wnas Dream", a l !
o ut,ppianfeminiis&ale&-about reverse purdah in Ladyland and advanced technology
> (solar energy and air tr;\iel) Was written in 1905, almost a decade before - -

- Ch rlotte Perkin.s Gilman s Herland. Rokt‘:ya Sakhawat Hossain made the.link
{ ( "j' tktween economic*independence and women s liberation. 10
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Ry Naturally ‘with awa‘reness co ustration.nifor often due to thel i > ]

i . °
- N

)

‘\;;;\- T rigidness of societal constraints and the lacdk of economic independenc‘e women
” ‘e e ) " / -
#e could not live independent lives. It has be n sugggested that this ma.y have ’ L
beer; ahcause fqr sm,cidew. In the second‘ ha f of the nineteenth century the f)‘ '
‘&L’

L. %
suicide rate tn Bengq\leincreased and unhkq the Presidencies of Bombay and
. ﬁ y Madras, ln Bengal more women men Qmmitted suicide. Again in Beng?} a
' ~T\ . ~suicide was :QOre common among married women.12 And awareness dld not

T always 'itﬁply a 'questioning of traditional prac@ . Toru Duft whose immediate .

. family wag Christian and who lived-for severﬂ years m Eng‘land and Frpnce,

: AN
SN unq(uestioningly accepted thecpolygam’? of her uncle, 'w%lle fmding the "moral"i o

, AR bf ]ane Eyre "not very high (for -the authoress favours bigamy)" 13
R . . | . I} . .
- ‘ ¢ ‘. v . - ~ ' . N - A ﬁ‘ ‘
“ . oo vl M‘J‘ . y . s 4 °
¢ : e .
- . . . A} .
] . R T - o ol } ‘ . 74
- . N R n s » 3 —_ R .
) ' . * / i . oy ' . M
N —ar . w 7 B ) .k N ,




. Autonomy - ' o b
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The last quarteé of .the nireteenth century was the period when changing

A ]

consciousness became most atticulated and visible. This was not surprising us

earlier efforts for wom&';education and earltep’reforms and efforts at

- bringing. wogen more into public life were bearlp‘g fruit. Still thére were

older women who must have found al} this quite unbearable and jealously clung

to ,trgition, as the woman who told Cornelia Sorabji ’ ' ¥

u 3
v 1 4
’ -

"Would you like\ to run down the street in your skin?

To run round the courtyard would seem to us, even
clothed as we are, what running down thepstreet in your
skin would seem to you,

. L]
& ' o p‘ ’ ¢
STRATEGIES OF RESISTANCE . r N
S > '
- p —— ‘
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In this environment opposition to male dominance took many forms as

¥ alternatives to open ’gbtest What were the strategies of rgslstance available

to these women? In traditional bhadrolok households the antahpur was the
female preserve.” The head of the female hierarchy was the mothér of the

eldest male, or if for reasons of age, health or choice she relinquished her

|posttio}1 it fell to the wife of her elclestC son to .take her place. In such

positions women wielded ér'eatl power over the other family memﬁers. including i

the males. U erstandably the woman's power’ rggted on her relationship to thc

eldest male in thy househdld: Her power though circumscribed facilitated the

adapfatjon of tradi jon to forms of resistance. Women in such positions ‘Were
- : 75
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able to transgress the bounds of acceptable behaviour. . Nirad Chaudhuri

recounts a story hand';d down in his family of his grandrﬁother' who had a
\ "notoriously sharp tongue" and spared nobody, not even her husband. l?ut.she(

maintained the forms, rebuking him from behind the screen.l5 A British

observer noted: ' e
‘ﬁﬁ ' L)
¢

“If we comé down to the present times and look at what is

passing around us, we shall find that the condition of the Hindoo |

wife is more independent than might be supposed. She has often

much influence .over her husband. In casés not a few she

disputes his authority and domineers over hm. So far from the _ VS =
wife not daring to lift up her eyes to her husband, she often ,

rebukes him sharply, and when a gispute‘arises between them

she has generally the last word.1

Pro?onents of female educatior, often cited how women, dde to their
-w

z-rance, indulged in gossip and éetty conversati{g\ns dealing with mundane
t

ers of domestic@nd housekeeping concern. Female conversations were .

awdiness and sexuality. Women used the afternoons after

-

! often peppered with
,& ) thc/ztr midday meal and before the work for the second half of thé day resumed,

.

. "7 to congregate and socialize.’ There were occasions when conversations were

[

ritually-licensed, as at marriage cegemonies when the women of the bride's ‘
) fam’*ly teased the groom mercilessly with explicit sexual jokés.  Within the
bounds of. this socially accepteq ribaldry, one can percelw;e the elements of an

autonomous female culture. One schdlar ha‘s identified such behaviour as a

@

psychological- safety valve.17 Another has commented: '‘women gain power and

L4 t
a sense of value when they are able to transcend domestic limits, either by

v N

entering the men's world b§ creating a society unto themselves."17 In the

« s
Vidya-Sundara, -an epic tale of mediaeval Bengal still popular in thenineteenth
. century, the heroine, Vidy‘a'. disp}ay!s independence and refuses to have a
- C tz;adithml mmn:iage’.‘t She chooses her own husband.1® Middle Bengali mangal
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poetry often includes passage; desccibed as pati ninda (huspand abuse). Their
ength ranges from a few couplets\ to over forty. Pati ninda is directed b);
&amen at their husbands in a sty}lzed form, and conc;r_itrates on the husband's
physical defects. It is; suggested that it originated ln"the abusive verse
recit/ed at weddings. The development of Calcutta as an urban centre and the
birth of other llterz;ry styles saw the dét’ni'se of pati ninda. However it is
illustrative €¥ a strong, legitimate tradition of women'si autonomous’ culturei 19
> ' d

N .
In a feature one witnesses in.many cultures, women often overcame some

of the restrictions of economic dependence by accumulatingh savings built-up on

" a regular basis from housekeeping money. These amounts were usually hoarded R)
in secret:~ 5 .
” !
- . : - ' # -

Ny ’

Tradition as Resistance
¢

In an ironic twist it is possible to-discern the clinging to tradition
by some women as a form of resistance. Stubborn resistance to change can also

be interpreted as resistance. There may be scholars who would label this

con'servatism. However wl;hiri' the subaltern framework, ‘conservatism' also v
denotes rebellion and a challenge to authority and dominance. Accordingly,

Qomen ’who persisted with Ildol worship, des;;ite the strong protests of their

reformed deist spouses, coyld be seen as utilizing a strategy of resisiance to

male domination. One of the criticisms of \Debendranath'Tagore from among t‘he

Brahmo Samaj was that he permitted the women in his family to continue with

idol worship. Perhaps Md unsuccessfully attempt‘ed to put a stop to this.

+ r R "
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~ There was the instance of a young Hindu woman who did hot join her

hushand who had converted to Christianity and left his ‘famlly home. So whﬂ‘e*\J
she retained her own religion, ;he 'disobeyed’' her husband by not following
ht{:\nd further, she interpreted Vidyasagar's writings on widow remarri'age

‘to be applicable in her caseZ0 fOF the shastras do permit remarriage by a |
woman if her husband is still alive, if he is insane, impotent, or suffering -

from an incurable or contagious disease.?! N
°

~ [3

In India there is a recognized and agcepteé tradition of women escaping
traditional roles by resort%ng to religion. \)It has been common practice for
wom;n who are widows, even those who remained heads of hou§eholds, ,to go on
pilgrimage"to, Benares or Puri or other holy cities and shrines. Some widows
retired at Benares because of a belief that if one died in that city‘ the soul got
re‘ased from the cy‘cle of karma. By departing on pilgrimage, or retiring in
Benares, women were relinquishing ﬁower over the household, but
’simultaneously;freeing themselves of traditional norms of behaviour. Seclusion
could not be as strictly maintained and one was freed from domestic chores.

Women vaishnavis were quite commonly mentioned in nineteenth century

literature and writings. There was an aura of autonomous sexuality that has

always been associated with Vaishnavism.

N

) - Deviance /’J | . :
\

This term is being us}ed\to describe mechanisms by which women left

societal confines and’ entered a realm of inexpicable or fantastic behaviour. At
~78
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times it seemed to coincide with religious chanting as in the case of a relative

of Sitanath Tattvabhushan.

’
1

A female cousin of mine...a‘very devout woman....sat in a

veranda listening to a very touching sanKirtan which narrated

the incarnation of Krshna as Chaitanya. The words sung were
. as follows:

.~

'‘There came to Nadia
To fulfil the wishes of the poor,
The son of Sri-Nanda.
. Pouring liquid gold on his body,
He hid his dark colour;
But’ he could not hide his attractive eyes.'

¢ -

The lady was consciously shaking her head in time with the )

sankirtan music, but the moment she heard the last line of . S Ny
. the song, she fell down unconscious....she rolled on and on,
unconscious....As soon as the lady became conscious, she
covered her body and hastened back to the female quarters.
This was a gase of real dasa, affecting more or less all who
were present and making them forget the distinctions of sex
and caste and ‘disregard the rules of etiquette,22

There are many theories. tﬁt\cm attempt to explain behaviour such as this .. N
which manifests in other traditions of spiritism and vaudanism. However for - "~
purposes of this thesis, what is important are t'he implications of controlled -
sexuality seeking release which appear apparent in such instances. In a -
soclety fvith seclusion andiirigid sexual controls the inv'ocatlorg of Krishna and
the evocation of images related to his sexual licentiousness seemed enough to
éenerate the trance-like behaviour in Tattvabhushan's cousin. The exact
psychological ramifications have not been analyzed but there is sufficient -
evidence to suggest this af a form of resisting traditional strictyres.
&
Nirad Chaudhuri describes how hi¥ childhood and youth were clouded by a ’

) "malaciy" which his mother suffered from’a'll her life --'"~hyster(a". He says

¢

that “at one time" hysteria ) g o
L L 79
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used to be quite common, almo';t fashionable, among Bengali- .
women}, But while.others were able after a period of flirtation
to get rid of it either through the coming of children, or

« assumption of household responsibilities, or some other change
in the way of life, in my mother's case it became a psychologlcdly
well-organized, insane state running parallel to her normal life. 22

While Nir;d Chaudhuri in cavalier fashion dismissesr. hysteria as a disease that
disappeared once women got busy with their traditional roles, an almost
Victorian concept, a researcher probing for forms of fer‘nale resistance to
gender subordination sees the glimr;lerings of a desire to confront a rigidly
‘prescribed life with periodical escape. There does not appear to exist any
overt sexual factor, but there does seem to be a craving for attention and
cﬁre‘. Chaudhur{ notes that only his father's constant ministrations to his

h Y

mother could calm her. - ' )

%

8
.++ he had always to sft by her side either stroking her

hair or her hand, neglecting everything else, including his
clients and his cases.

—_ »

e [}

~ - Instrumentality ’

N ’

S
In a remarkable case the Bamabodhini Patrika (1870) reported how a
'n

L]

Kulin, woman took her husband to court for maintenance and won her case. The .

" husband had to pay her Rs.15_per month.

A

When the Cooch Behar marriage controversy took place Keshub Chandra Sen

. received a letter of protest from some Brahmicas protesting the marriage. Of

3 -

course in many ways by their very existence the Brahmos were already. rebels,

so their action could be seen as maintaining a ‘tradition of change. Yet, as we
— p : 80
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and gender subordination.

. wished them to marry much older Kulin men who alread'y*had many wives
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have seen, the Brahmo heritage did not automatically preclude conservatism

!
S

-
.

Yc;ung women, especially widows or in some cases women whose families )

sometimes ran away from home and took shelter with local branches of the

Brahmo Samaj. Sometimeg as a result violence ensued and attempts were made
by the families of the women to abduct them. However many of these women
beéause of their independent actions were ableg.t/o receive an education, marry

men of their choice at a later age and pursue .careers.
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CHAPTER V

4

CONCLUSION

Over the course of the nineteenth century one can distinguish certain °

changes in the status of women. The early nineteenth century was the

‘bleakest., The middling years of the century saw some improvements in terms
v A

of legislative changes —- abolition of sati, legalizaticn of widow marriage, and

3

progress made in the area of female education. The last quartcr saw some

. remarkable advances. Women were becoming prominent in society and entering»

careers in medicine, journalism, writing-and teaching. However by the late
nineteeth cen't‘ury the rise of nationalism, ‘and its depeniience on revived
traditionalism adversely affected the progre‘ss that hadlbeen- made.
Improvements in the status of women wer'e interpreted as Western and reviled.

Individuals who had been pioneers, including women seemed to succumb to these

pressures. s

This thesis has attempted to demonstrate that the generally-held notion
that the nineteenth century was a period of great improvements in the status of
women is greatly inflatéd. It has attempted to show that relationships between

the sexes is related to preservation of vested interests and structures of

& . . — - .
power. There were changes that affected the status of women, so that by the

second half of the nineteenth century and more so in the last %urter of ‘the
century many improvements had become evident and many remarkable women
‘ B
articulately raised questions related to their position in society. However, as
* o - ' 82
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‘ repgdtedly reiterated, the question of gender subordjnation, as basic to female
—

inequality was never raised. Due to the lack of a multi-dtmenstonal'approach.

y
re

whatever changes were attempted were restricted to particular areas of
concern.
, ¥ .
There are many possible explanations for this, It has been suggested
' " ) that modernization as impimted in Bengal lacked the ingredients necessary to
catalyze societal changes similar to those experienced in Eu;ope. The
colonized economy lacked the.infrastructure necessary to mc;de_rntze, m)d this
re;sulted in slﬁwed deve‘lopment. Thus while seekgf to adopt the forms of

J !
Westernization/modernization, including those related to the status of women,

the changés were mostly symbolic. Philosophical feminism never made strong

inroads into the reform movement. Most changes addressed w;re in the realm -
. of domestic feminism. Any modernization process, however unbalanced, creates

tensions, and the reforms to women's status in nineteenth century Bengal were .

Jo exception. Women were caught between old and new. While some were able

to successfully accept the challenge others found the pressures overwhelming.

s _ ’ ‘. - !
The 'renaissance' reformers of Bengal were highly selective in their
acceptance of Europgan liberal ideas and chose to maintain the basic structutes
.qf’ patriarchal hierarchy and caste differentiation. Traditional features

remained almost intact and flourished in the.new°contexts. It becomes apparent

* ‘ that the bhadrolok advocated equalttyonot exclusively to improve the situation

of their wives. mothers and sisters, but-for their own benefit as well.

f . Educated women with a veneer of Westernization were better suited tor the- role

of"help-meét‘ and d§mpanion for the emc;'gent Westernizéd Bengali gentlemen. A >

. mother who could inculcate thi new value system in ier children was an asset.
- ) «~ 83
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bhadrolok.

Native men were not uncivilized and lascivious and wished to impress this on

their colonizers by distancing themselves from sati and polygamy. But the

‘logical extension of these reforms, fufl équality for women, would have

o 4
threatened male dominance. Most importantly, however, economic dependence-of

the bhadramahila was preserved. It is this factor, perhaps more than any other

that ensured her subordinate posiltibn in her gender relationship to the

-~
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CHAPTER.1I
1 This conversation in R.C, Dutt's novel epitomizes a trend of thought

among the Bengali elite and reflects a smug satisfaction with the degree |

of 'modernization' and reform that had occirred.” It will not be incorrect

to state that Dutt has used his characters in this instance to reveal his

own predilections. , !

N

«class of zamipdars or whether the class of smaller land-holders,
(!otedars) .who\ emerged with the Permanent Settlement were {nherent in
the Mughal agricultural SY"Z m that predated the Permanent Settiement,

. see, Rajat and Ratna Ray, “Zamindars and Jotedars: a Study of Rural
‘Politics in Bengal,y Modern Asian Studies 9:1 (1975), pp. 81-102.

For ‘details }\whether the Permanent Settlement created a land-holamg

w

Eric Stokes, The English Utilitarians and India. ggxford: Clarendon
Press), 1959, p.d8. ¢ .

4 ‘While the term literally means gentleman, it is also used to denote a
whole class. On the other hand, the female complement to bhadrolok,
bhadramahila or gentlewoman signifies only the feminine ge er.

5 This policy was defined in Macaulay's famous Minute on Education, dated '
7.March- 1835, but only after very heated and impassioned debate among 4
the Orientalists and the Anglicists. A?\e former wished to. maintain the
classical languages, Persian and Sanskrit as the language of government,
while the latter felt a switch to English would facilitate the advancement
of Indian civilization. Stokes' English Utilitarians covers this issue
very well. S -

:‘g

\ Ritualized rob ry and murder of uns‘uspecting travellers by individuals '
who had committed themselves to such a lifestyle. However, in popular
literature thugs have beem romanticized as a cult who murdered for

gituallstic reasons.

[«

\7 —The first split was when the young Keshub Chandra Sen broke away from
«Maharshi Debendranath Tagore over isgues related to forms of worship.
This also reflected generational diffefences and a tussle over a more .

internalized religion as observed by the .Maharshi, coupled with ' -

his tolerance of idol worship among his relatives and a bent to . :
activism and proselytizing as well as stringent aversion to {dol worship SR

by Keshub Chandra Sen and his followers. The second break occurred - Pim
when Keshub Chandra Sen overrode hisrown principles and had his R

daughter Sunity Déevi married at age 13 to the Maharajah of Cegch )
Great controversy surrounded the case with claims that the marriage \was

* really an engagement and not consummated as the Maharaja left .
immediately for England and that enemies of K.C. Sen just used it as an
excuse to break away. From the other side there were allegations of
compromise’and suTumbing to worldly concerns. &

8 Sylvia Strauss, “Traftors to the Masculine Cause", The Men s Camyaig__ -
for Women's Rightg.{Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 198%),
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10 For a good discussion of this se4 Asok Sen, Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar and
* His Elusive Milestones.. (Calcutta: Riddhi-1ndia), 1977, pp. 3% 7.

Y

11 Robert Crane, ed. ‘“Introduction,™: Transltvlon\ in South Asla — Pro&ems
of Modernization. (Durham, NC: Duke University), 1970, p.4. .

2o A

3

13 Suresh Singh, Dust-Storm and Hangin Mist: Story of Birsa M.unda and
His Movement. (Calcutta: Firm?%ﬂ'.%{ﬂ 1966. \

£ . .
14 pavid Kopf, "The Brahmg Samaj Intelligentsia and the Bengal Renaissance:
» a Study §f Revitalizatibn ¥nd Modernizatiof in Nineteenth Certury
Bengal." In R. Crane, éd., Transition in South Asia, pp.12-3.

; 15  W.N. Srinivas, Socvial Change in Modern India. (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of Californla Press], 1369, pp. 48-9.

16 M.N. Sriniyas, Social Change in'Mo"dem India, pp. 11 and.12,
- - *
17 . Ghulam Murshid, Reluctant Debutsnte, p.64.
{

-~

18 Elizabeth Leigh Stuchberry, "Blood, Fire and Mediation: Human Sacrifice
and Widow burning in:Nineteenth Century India." In Michael Allen and
S.N. Mukherjee, eds., Women in India and Nepal. Monograph on South * .
Asia no. 8. (Canberra: Kustraﬂan National University, 1982), p. 41.

19 rBipan Chandra, "Colonialism and Modernization." In Nationalism and
"‘Colonialism in Modern India. (New Delhi~ Orient Longman Ltd.J, 1979.
p-/. ‘

20 See for example Susobhan Sarkar, Bengal Renalssance and Other Essays,

. (New Delhi:- People's Publishing, House's, 1970,.285pp.; Arabinda PBE%
Renaissance in Bengal--Quests and Confrontations (Simla: Indian Instltute .
of Advanced Study), 1970, 252pp.

21 Partha Chattérjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World--A
. Derivative Discourse? -(London: Zed Books Ltd.), 1986, p. 24.

22 M.N. Srinivas, Social Change in Modern India, p.50.

’

23 M.N. Srinivas, Social Change in Modern India; pp. 77-9.

24 Tapan Raychaudhuri, Europe Reconsidered. Perceptions of the West in
" Nineteenth Century Bengal. (Delhi: Oxford University Press), 1985, pp.
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_3,5 ‘One reason is perhaps that the industrial base of:,society made the
. . possibility of women actively competing with men for jobs more of a
‘reality .in Britain.than {n*India. Women in this instance were potential
rivals with men for professional employment and were seen as posing a
° threat. Florence Nightingale for example, opposed women becoming
¢ physicians. She felt they were better suited to nursing, and medicine
’ was too male~dominated a profession for women to try to-break into.
36 Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought, p.26. He refers to Ranajit Guha,
"Neel-Darpan: the Image of a Peasant. Revolt in a Liberal Mirror," The
. Journal of Peasant Studies 2:1 (October 1974), pp.1-46.
‘37 Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist- Thought..., p. 30. )
., 38 Edward Said, Orientalism, (New York: Vintage Books), 1978, 368pp.
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' ., 40 Arthur James Balfour's speech to House of Commons, G.Br. Parliamentary
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sutikaghar _
vaishnavis

GLOSSARY

r

Bengali word:-synonymous with zenam; literally meaning the
inner apartments of a house in which female family nmembers

lived. At thegintellectual level, however it symbolizes both __

the physial and miental secludion of women and the resulting
apartness of their existence.

laying-in room for labour, childbirth and afters Also called
sutikaghar. - .

gentlewoman .
gentlema‘, also middle-class ,

female members of the Brahmo Samaj ﬂ_‘A

19

An annual Bengali Hindu festiva® celebrated in early aut\imb v
“in celebration of the female deity Durga, symbolizing :

creation and motherhood. Over the years, beginning
especialy in the nineteenth century the celebration of this
festival has become a time of family reunions and
festivities. Similar social \signifgcance as Christmas in

Christian countries.

~ -

honour

popular theatre with s;tylized acting forms
rd
shame, bashfulness, shyness, modesty ‘ .

honour e .

* ;

’ district.

femininity -
wotship - .

scholar and teacher usually of the Hindu classics

* equality _ . . .

religious texts *

-

a

see aturghar. ,

female {tinerant mendicants who worship the Supreme Being in

the personification of Vishnu .
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in traditional homes the section of the house whete ’ -
the female family members lt\{e. Urdu word, almost-similar
in meaning to antahpur, except becime used in .everyday,.

conversation. Women who visited homes to teach the !ema'te
family members were called "zenans teacheru
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