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TilE WORLD OF MUSLI M WOMEN IN COLONI AL BENGAL: 1876 - 1939 

AbstCAct 

In broad terms this thes is belongs to s tudies on the cultural context of 
modernization in Bengal from the late nineteenth to early twentieth cent
uries . So fa f , researchers s tudying the cullural, economic, political a nd 
social aspects of 'modernization' in Bengal with reference to the nineteenth 
century 'Renaissance' , the great Reform Movements . a nd the Women's Awa
kening throughout the century - have overlooked the question of Muslim 
women . In specific terms, this study focu ses on the emergence of the 
Mus lim 'gentlewoman ' o r bhadromolli/a in colonia l Bengal a nd links it with 
t he broad er r eform movements of the time emanating from the Brahmo, 
Hindu and Is lamic discourses. It also seeks to establis h .that this emergence / 
as n cultural process was loca ted within a larger socia-cultura l reorien
tation of the upper/ middling s trata of Bengal Mus lims , concurrent with the 
growth of the middle class itself, and that this process WaS sym ptomatic 
of a move towards an indigenous mode termed (Bengaliciz.a tion'. As such the 
women's question in this particular case was articulated within the proble
matic of Bengali Muslim identity. 

The bhadromohiJ8 was the female counterpar t to the bh8drolok. These 
two terms have been used in the main for Hindu and Brahmo Bengalisj this 
work, to a considerable ex tent, applies them to Muslim Bengalis 8S well. The 
bhadromohila's unfolding s tory is examin ed in three domains: the famil y, 
education and literary activity. These substan tive areas are each divided 
into two chapters. Chapters on the famil y deal with various aspects of 
women's life within the s trucrures and fun ctions of the t raditiona l, patri
archal family, describe how they changed a nd review the discourses regu
lating these changes. In education we trsce the shifl f rom home ed ucation 
to a more in s titutionalized form in schools and colleges . The various deba
tes o n female ed ucation aired in the popular p ress are then a nalyzed in 
the lig ht of reformist id eology. Writing was the firs t si te of the bhadro
mohils's self-expression. The last two s ubs ta ntive c hapters trace the 
g rowth of I,iterary activity through selected writings; and then turns to 
the construction of the new ideal(s) of womanhood in the pages of contem
porary fiction. 

The stud y concludes with the contention that a reconstruction of the 
above aspects of the world of Muslim women in Bengal from 1876 to 1939 
points to the emergence of the bhsdromohilB. through the p rocess of a 
women's awakening. Though this marked 8 step towards (emancipation't this 
in turn may be seen as a shift in forms of patriarchy - a movement from 
private to public patriarchy. 
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Notes on Trons titcration, References, Calendar, etc. 

~literatiQn 

All no n-En glsih words (o ther than names or persons and places ) have been 
itaJidzed. As this wo rk abounds with numerous non-Eng lis h terms (most ly 
Bengali. some Urdu and Persian), ror the sa ke of readability and typogra
phical convenience, we have eschewed the traditional Sans kriti zed system 
of trans lite ration and adopted a s implified and more flexible o ne without 
AnY diacritica l marks. In the case of Be ngali words, this s implification is 
tantamo un t to ignor in g the difference between long and s hort vowels and 
representin g the consonants by the ir nea res t English equivalents. The foll
owin g table of Bengali vowels and consonants provides the standard trans
literat ions and those used here (row marked - »: 

-> 

-> 

-> 

-> 

-> 

a a i u ij r e .i 0 au 

. /0 • i/ee u u ri e ai/oi 0 au/ou 

k kh g gh h c ch j jh i\ 

k kh g gh n ch chh J jh n 

t th d dh n l th d dh n 

t th d dh n l th d dh n 

p ph b bh m y r v s 

p ph b bh m j/y r v/w/b s h 

s h s h d d h 

sh s h rh rh 

F&m{;u:k.~: In lhe above table, s lashes are used to denote alternatives. 
which take into account the phonetic variations of certain Bengali 
letters. Use of the Sa nsk rit {mta hsths v (denoted he re by vor w) is 
res tricted to compos ite consonants on ly; it is replaced by b in other 
cases. The vQlcedc variation of th e ontahstha J' is denoted by j, The 
non-initial retroflex variations of d and dh are not ava ilable in the 
s tandard scheme; we have denoted them by rh (for both as pirated and 
non-aspirated sound s ). The anusv8r, visarga, and chandra bindu are not 
s hown in the table; they are denoted in the text by ng, h, and n. 

Thoug h these mod iJications do not accurately represent the true s pelling, 
they are more akin to the varian ts of the Bengali pronunciation, rather 
than to Sans krit or Hind i/Urdu. This practice, s till not univers811y accep-

IV 
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ted , is i n keepi ng wit h a trend to be fou nd in the wo r ks o f some histo

ria ns like S. N. Mukherjee, Tapan Raychaudhuri . David Kopf, etc. 

Some liber ty has been ta ken with t he s pe ll ing of certain words and names. 

for instonce, instead of bhodr81ok and b hadr8J11o hi18, we hove used b ll8dro-

10k nnd bhadromof1iJa. ' Ruqqaiyah' has been spelt 'Rokeya', the latter being 

in use now. A few terms such as bh8drolok and bh8dromoh i/8 have been 

used for bo th the s ingu lar and the p lural. 

Refe rences 

for re ferences cited in foo t notes and bib liography, we have followed, as 
far ns possib le , th e met hod developed in the MLA Handboo k by Gibn ldi a nd 

Ac htert (New York: Modern Language Associa tion , 1980). In refe rr ing to a n 

artic le in a given journal, apa rt from its date, we have spec ified its loc

I;Hion by 8 sequence of three n umbers: Volume: Issue , Pag e . for example, 

12:2 , J4 stands for volume 12, issue 2, page 34. 

A large number of books, journals and periodicals consulted for this study 

follow the Bengali Calendar. We have indicated this by a.ddin g 5S (short for 
8angJa San) after the year in question. To find the corresponding year in 
AD (Gregorian Calenda r ), one has to add either 606 or 607 (dependjng on 

t he month ll nd the date) to the year quoted. The Bengali Calendar is based 

on a solar year consisting of tweleve mo n ths: Baishakh, J8ishtha, Asllarh. 

Shr8ban, Bh8drB, Ash win , Kartik. Agrahayan, Poush. Magh. Fa lgun. Chailra. 

Usually, t he Rengali New YeRr (1st 8aishllkh) fa Us o n or around the 14th 

of Ap ril and the New Year in AD on or arou nd t he 15th of Poush (9th 

month of t he BengRli Calendar). 
~ 

A!!breviotions &; Tra~JjQ1lS 

The titles of some freque nt ly c ited allthologies have been abbreviated as 

fo llows: RR for RokeYlf Rachanabali. NO for Nurunnesso Gran t haba /i, RKRS 

for Razia Khat u lJ Chl'JUdh uTlI ni r Rschsns Sanks/an. 

Unless othe rwise s tated , a ll tra ns lations fro m Be ngali texts have been made 

by the present a u thor. 

v 
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IN1'RODUCT ION 

1. Tll eQRIlTlG<1L-J)ACKORQ.!.!J'!l2 

It is the objective of the present work to trace the emergence of the 

mode rn Mus lim bhadromohila (gentle- women ) and its linkage with the broa

der reform lIlovements of the Brahmo/llindu/Muslim communities in colonial 

Bengal and to place it in the contex t of the problematic related to the 

Benga li Muslim id ent ity . 

Recenlly research has turned to the hither to bypassed Jives o f the 

women of the English-educa t.ed , professional Dengali middle c lass gentry o r 

bIl8dr%k.' The tCfm itself, which in popular parlance referred to a 

!gentlema n ' , is now under considerable fire from certain Indian scholars.2 

SOme contend that the term bl16dl'%k as an analytica l category has been 

thrust forth as an 'elite group' 8 S a counter to the Marxian concept of 

'bourgeois' or 'middle class'. Mukherjee, in his reputed stud y on Calcutta 

and its blladr%k culture in the nine teenth cenlury, describes them as the 

new social g roup in BengAl who held "a commo n position along some conti

nuum of the economy. e njoyed a style of life jn commo n a nd was consclOUS 

of its existence as a c l as~ organized to further its ends.") 

1 John Broomfield popularized the term " bhadralok" in Elit e Conflic t in 
8 Plural Society (Berkeley: University of California Press. 1968) , pp.5- 14. 

2Su mit Snrknr, for instance, thinks that the bllsdrolok were not a. 
ge nuine industrial or commercial bourgeosie but " the educated classes .. . 
men with leisure. means of information a nd a position above men ial depen
dence ... professional me n in town and country who very often had not sev
ered connections with the land". See Sumit Sarkar, Tile. Swades lii Movement 
in Bengal: 1903-1908, (New Delhi: People's Publishing House, 197), p.JO. 

J S. N. Mukherjee, "Class, Cas te and Politics in Calcutta 1815-38", in 
Cal cutta: Myths and History, (Calcutta: Subarnarekho, 1977), p. 26. 
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Int rod uction 

Mukherjee retains the term bllRdl'olok as n social class (not just li 

s tatus sroup) which despite the controversy. serves as an useful analytical 

ca tegory. lie points out: 

The new urban class used it to describe themselves as a di s t inct 

group seperated, on the one hand, from the feudal aristocrocy and 

the peas ants of the rural areas . and on the other. from the Englis h 

adminis trators and the urban poor [of CalcuttaJ .. . The self image 

and the world view of the Bengali middle classes were largely 

shaped by the idea that the socie ty in Bengal was broadly divided 

between the blUtdr810k and abhadralok ... between the cultured ric h 

nnd middling c lasses and the uncultu red poor.4 

The bll8dl'%k were furth er divided into higher a nd lowe r like the IJbhi.jat 

(aris tocratic) a nd the grihasth8 (literally householder) also known as nll1dh

Y8biUa sllrefli or middle class. Mukherjee maintains that the bhadrolok 

class was predominantly lIindu. and Mus lims who cou ld be said to belo ng 

to this ca tegory in the nineteenth century, were a marginal group. Though 

the matter has not been fuily resea rched. later eve nts point to the fac t 

that the development of 00 urban middle class in the Muslim community in 

Bengal , saw the r ise of a :o;imilar bll8drolok category there. S 

The Debate 0 11 the Nomenclature: the Mu s lim Dh8drolok 

As fo r th e self perception of the Muslims in the region a t th e beginni ng 

of the present centu ry (w here, temporally speaking, we have located the 

con centration of socia l change ). contemporary journals and fi c tio nal 

lite rature provide a mple evidence that the wo rd blJlIdrolok was in use. 

Sometimes the term is used in a semi- u rba n context. as in memoirs which 

4Mukherjee. "Daladali in Calcutta in the Ni neteenth Century", ib id.,p.6J 

SThe mOlter is dealt with at some length here, becaus e 8 lot hin ge 
on the acknowledgement of the term's applica bility vis-a-vis the Bengal 
Mu s lims. 

2 
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Introduction 

dep ic t life among the rural eUte at the turn of the centu ry . Th is under

scores the fact that the Muslim bhadrolok were to be located often in a 

trans itional or migratory population whuch was an aspect of the broad 

process of urbanization. Ghuiam Murs hid, one o f t he first to write a 

compre hens ive and a nalyt ical treatis e on the material a nd ideological world 

of Be ngali women, has also fa voured the applicability of the term to the 

Mus lims : " In the present work 1 used the term to mean educated mid dle 

c lass including Bengali speaking Mus lims.,,6 The discourse belongs pro

perly to a work on the rise of the Mus lim middle c lass in Bengal and fall s 

o utside the purview of this s tudy. However, to my knowledge, no one has 

clarified the matter.7 

The difficulty over nomenclature is linked to the fra gility of the 

position of the emergent Muslim midd le class of that period within the 

exis ting social s tructure. In a sense, this may be viewed as another 

dimension of the problematic of Bengali Mus lim identity. The quest for 

identity engaged this community for the entire period cove red he re. How 

were the men a nd women of the new Muslim middle c lass to refer to them-

selves , and how did others refer to them? 

Classifying the s tructure of the community in 1890 in his s tud y Bangiyo 

Musulman, Nausher Ali Khan Yusufzai incidenta lly me ntioned "the daughters 

of the bhadro Muslim famil y" (b hadro Musulman pan·barer kanyaga n).8 

6Ghulam Murshid, The Reluctant Debutan te: Response of Bengali Women 
to Modernization 1849-1905, (Rajshahi: Sahitya Samsad , 1983), p. IO, n.5. 

7Rafiuddin Ahmed, Sufia Ahmed, Abdul Moudud and o thers who have 
s tudied the rise of the Bengali middle class have not discussed the t erm's 
usage vis-a-vis t he Muslim community. J leave that to future researchers 
and here touch upon some points r elevant to my s tudy o nly. 

8Naus her Ali Khan Yusufzai, Bangiyo Musulman, (Ben gali) (Bengali 
Muslim) , (first pub. Calcutta, 1890; 2nd edition Gulam Saklayen [ed. ] Dhaka: 
Is lamic found ation, 1985), p.32. 

3 
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I "trod ucrion 

Yusuf1.ai had in mind those wellborn families where women had sufficient 

knowledge of Arabic to read the Koran. Out the conno tation c hanged as the 

century wore on a nd the terms bh8dr%k/ bhsdromollil8 were being applied 

to Mu s lim men and women in senses similar to those us ed by Brahmo and 

Hindu precursors. On this point we have offi c ial evidence. In the Bengal 

Dis tric t Gazetteers compiled in 1925 . O'Malley observed : 

Bhadralok is a name given to membe rs of the three higher Hindu 

Cas tes , viz ., Bra hmans. Kayas thas a nd Baidyas, a nd Muh8mm(ldans 

of birth, breeding Rnd education. Nearly half a re landlo rds , whose 

income is derived . in part Of in whole, f rom the rent of land; one 

fou rth belong to the professio nal c lasses, s uch as lawyers, doc tor s 

a nd pries ts ; the remaind er are c lcl' ks in pubUc or private emp loy . 

All are educated, ma ny are influentia l, their circu ms tan ces range 

[rom affluence to grin ding pover ty.9 (italics mine) 

No netheless, the controversy ove r the terminology and its application to 

the Muslim comm un ity continues to p lague his torians. IO Some maintai n 

tha t members of the Eng lish ed ucated, midd le c lass. Mu s lim, p rofe ssional 

gentry. s mall though it was, compared to its Hi ndu an d Brahmo counter

part, we re referred to as ' Mia h Sahib' in Benga l. But one fee ls inclined to 

contend that, increasingly, t he occasiona l Muslim Can tab barrister, or 

Presidency ed ucated c ivil servant, or the Dhaka College teacher, or Medica l 

College doctor , came to think of himse lf as a bhadrolok father t han a 'Mia h 

Saheb' . In written form he wo uld probably opt for the Eng lis h title 'Mr' 

rathe r tha n the former 'Mau lvi', 'Miah'. ' Sa hib ' or ' Sh ree'. 

That the word bh8dr%k a nd the object it s tood for was comi ng i nto 

use in Mu sl im socie ty . as was res is tance to it , is evident from periodical 

9L. S. S. O'MalJey, Beng81 Distri c t OazeHeers: F8ridpu/, (Calcutta: 
Bengal Secretariat Boo k Depot. L925), p.55. 

IOThis s urfaced a t va r ious semina rs whe re parts of this work were 
presented. 

4 
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In t roduction 

extracts, contemporary novels, and memoirs. The followi ng excerpt from an 

article of 1907 illus trates t his point and also shows that the Muslim 

bhadrolok to a grea t extent, was drawn along the Hnes of his Hind u/ 

8rahmo cou nterpart: 

They [ed ucated Muslim youth) feel ob Uged to admire the ways of 

cultured, ed ucated Hindus and to imitate them. These Muslims crave 

to emulate Hindu 'babus' and become 'babus' themselves, little 

knowing how the latter look down on them .. . Many MUslims in the 

hope of becoming 'bhadrolok' shave off their beard and discard 

their Mus lim identity and even look down their noses at the pious 

men. ll 

In 1903 a contemporary periodical estimated the number of Muslim youth 

with higher (English) education at about one t housand. It a lso lamented 

that a large portion of them engaged in Government employ, frittered their 

wealth on "hats and boots from Dawson, and jackets, bodices and gold 

ornaments from Laidlaw House. 12 Some style themelves as doctors, some 

lawyers and others engineers.,,13 As late as 1923, 8 writer in the cons er

vative periodical Sultan lamented that western education had a negative 

effect in the cultural domain: 

Under the influence of Englis h and the model of the neighbouring 

Hindu community, these you ngsters are assuming half-Hindu or 

half-Faringi identity. We have no sense of our own identity, no 

sense of self respect. 14 

I1 1bne Ma8z, "Bha! Mus ulman Jago" (Bengali) , (Brother Muslim Rise), 
Is lam Pracharak, Magh 1314 BS, cited in Mustafa Nuru l Islam, Samoyik Patre 
Jillan 0 Janomot 1901-1930. (BengalO , (Life and Public Opinion in Periodicals 
1901-1930), (D haka: Bangia Academy, 1977), p.10. 

120awson and Laidlaw House were two ramous s hops in Calcutta. 

13Aziz Mecher, "Shiks hita Musulmaner Photo", (Bengali) (Picture of the 
Educated Mus lim), Nabanur, Asharh 1310 DS, cited in Is lam, p .68. 

14Moha mmad Shams uzzaman Eslamabad i, "Banglar Musulman" in Sults n, 

5 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Introduction 

There were many deris ive comments such as these s howing a nxie ty about 

the 'Mill Bentham' addicted 'New Muslims' ( nabya Muslim, nabya dal, nabya 

Muslim sampraday) and the perceived erosion of Is lamic identity. Thus, in 

1928 an article in a liberal periodical could lodge certain complaints against 

the Mu s lim bhadrolok: "The Sadler Commission, the Ha rtog Commission, -

many suc h educational comittees have been formed. Ed ucated bhadroJok 

(Sic] who know t heir Mill and Dentham well, are even sitting on these 

committees. But is a nyone giving 8 thought to madrasa educat ion?,,15 It 

must be remembered that by then the atmosphere was politically charged 

and reformist and conservative forces were in confrontation. 

This censure a nd disapproval suggests tha t the 'new' Muslim, the 're

formed' entity or the bh8drolok, was gaining grou nd as an ideal and a 

social presence aJJ over again. However, the Literature of the period, both 

fictional and non-fictional, contained more comfortable use of the term 

bhadroJok by men and women of aU s hades and opinion (e.g. Rokeya, Naji

bar Rahman, Nu runnessa, Fatema Khanam, Shirazi, and other publicists). 

The bhadroJok themselves were busy with their various projects of s elf-ad

vancement or socia l reform rather than in declaring their presence. The 

ideal adjusted to su it prevailin g altitudes and gained ground till it 

absorbed withi n its fold, all members of the Mus lim middle class, as is the 

case today. 

The Question of the Mus lim BhlJdromohiJlJ 

Acceptance of the term bh8droJok in the Muslim context 10gical1y legitimizes 

the term bh8dromolli18 as used by Ghulam Murshid and also by Meredith 

8:8, 14 As harh 1330 BS, cited in Is lam, p.73. 

15AhsanuUah, "Mol1ader Prabhav 0 Sikshita Samaj" , (Bengali) (The 
Influence of Mollas and the Educated Section), Saogst, 6:3, pp. 195-6, Ashwi n, 
1335 8.S. 

6 
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Introdu ction 

Bort hwic k, aut ho r of t he book The ChlJnging Role of lVomen in Beng lll (1849 

-1905). Acco rdin g to Borthwic k, the bh8drllmIJllila were "in broad te rms , the 

mothers, wives a nd da ughters of the man y school-masters, lawyers, doc to rs 

a nd governme nt serva nts who made up the English-ed ucated profess ional 

Bengali !middle c lass' or bhadra/ok.,,16 But the ' bh8drlJlllahila' were new 

social entities , in their own right as well, 8S Bo rthwick poi nts out: 

By t he e nd of the century (19th) there was an articulate g roup of 

women a ble to make their voices hea rd through public in stitutional 

c hannels hitherto confined to men. This type of modern woman be

came known as the bh8dr8 mahila ... bhadra1lJah ila was ... used to des

c r ibe femal e members of bhadrolok families, but it crystallized into 

the term for an ideal- ty pe, embodying a s pecific set of quali t ies 

and denoti ng a ce rtain lifestyle ... The model of the bhlldr8m8hila 

was created by the Brahmo refo rmers ... They were consciously wel

ded into a body with a prog r essive image, and seen as pio neers o f 

a new way of life to be adopted by o ther non- Brahmo women. I7 

Though the bhadromohila of the Uindu and Bra hmo communit ies have rece

ived considerable attention from scholars , to date. very little work has 

been done o n the process of modern iza t ion among Musli m women. IS 

16Meredit h Borthwick , Tile Changing Role of Women i n Bengal 1849 -
1905, (Princeton : Pri nce ton University Press, 1984) preface, p.xii. 

17ibid . p.54. My tran sliterations differ from those used by Borthwick. 

18The widely acclaimed s tudies on the bhadromohi/a are: Ghulam 
Murs hid' s The Reluctant Debutante: Response of Bengali Wom en to Moderni
zation 1849-1 905. (Rajsha hi : Sahitya Samsad, 1983) and Meredith Bort hwick's 
The Changing Role of Women in Bengal 1849- 1905. Dav id Kopf's The BraiJmo 
Samai and the Shaping of the Modern Indian Mi nd (P rinceton! Princeton 
Univ press, 1979), in recreating the enti r e history of the Brahmo commu
nity in Eastern a nd Wes te r n Bengal, dwe lls considerably on the Bhadro
mohila. Sambuddhe Chakravar ty 's Ph.D. t hesis Unabi ngsho Shatabdite 
Bang81ee Bh8dromoi1ila, (Calcutta Univers ity, 1988) provides ano t her 
dimens ion in that it lays emphas is on socie ta l and SUbjective perceptions, 
throu g h 1\ s tud y of literary works of t he period. Monisha Roy' s Benga li 
Women (Chicago! 1975) and Usha Cha kravarty' s Condition of Bengllli women 
in the Second Half of the 19th century, (Calcutta, 1963), a nd J .e.Bagal's 
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Borthwick herself comments o n the lacu na in her study: 

I am aware of many gaps a nd limitations in the book that for 

reasons of time and s pace, have been unavoidable. The Bengali 

Muslim Bhadramahila has not been mentioned and deserves a 

separate s tud y. 19 

Mu rs hid who s tudied the same group as Borthwick admits that s ave for 

Bibi Taherunnessa, Rokeya Sakhawat a nd one or two ohers, he has not 

referred to women of the Muslim community. Muslims comprised half the 

popu lation of Bengal in the late nineteenth Cen tury . The Bengal Renais

sance which had permeated the lives of the u rban elite, touched th is 

comm unity somewhat later towards the last decades of the centu ry. The 

process of modernization here with its attendant urbanizat ion, growth of 

8. middle class, western education, secularization and all-round projects of 

social reform, is often referred to as the Mus Hm Awakening (or renais

sance) . This has been well researched,20 but very little is known about 

the Women's Awakening which was one of its facets. 

Our knowledge about the lives and thought of Muslim bhadromohllB: 

other than notable figures like Rokeya sakhawat Hossein or S hams unnahar 

Mahmud is negligible. To date, there has been no reconstruction of the 

material and ideological world of an entire generation of women whose lives 

spanned the last decades of the nineteenth century and the early decades 

Jatiyo Andolone Bansanari, (Calcutta, 1954) were earlier works which drew 
attention to the study of Bengali women. 

19Sorthwick. preface p.XlI 

20Anis uzzaman, Muslim Manos 0 Bangia Shahitya 1757-1918, (Bengali) 
(The Muslim Mind a nd Bengali literature) , (Dhaka: Muktodhara, 1964)i WakiJ 
Ahmed, Unish SattJke Bangali Musulmaner Chinta Chetonar Dhara, (Bengali) 
(Bengali Muslim t hog ht and conscious ness in the n ineteent · century) 
(Dhaka: Bangia Academy, 1983)i Kazi Abdul Wadud, Banglac Jagaron,(Bengali) 
(The Bengal Awakening), (Calcutta: VishwabhaTati Granthalay, 1956) . 
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of the twe nt ieth, nor an analysis of the transitio n to modernity made 

aCross two or three genera tions. And yet, 1I0ne would deny the sig nificance 

of the socio-cu ltural process that transformed in large measure the wo r ld 

whic h uppe r and middle class women inhabited, a world that was quickened 

by the nar; jagoron (women's awakening) that started in th e late nin e

teenth century and continued into the twentieth. Early use of this term is 

fo und in the writings of Rokeya, Shamsun nahar, Nurjahan, Ayes ha Ahmed, 

a nd Abul fa zl. The women of the 18905 (faiz unnessa and her generation) 

and of the 19405 (Fazilatunn esa and her ge neration) belonged to different 

socio-economic s ys tems and were deffe rent cul tural entities. 

Rokeya Sa kh:wat Hossein (1880-1932), alone of the notable women, has 

been extens ively researched. Apart from short biog raphies of some o ther 

well-known women, and a couple of M.phll. researches on Shamsunnahar 

a nd Faizunn essa, that particular age of trans ition in Bengal's history, 

remains in the shadows . Sometimes these women, only some of whom we 

know, worked in silence, as what one writer has termed 'Nep8 thY8 Cl1arinP 

(lit, s he who walks behind the scenes); sometimes they came into the public 

gaze. These women worked and lived alongside the me n of their household 

(t he Mus lim bhadrolok), wrote a nd thought a nd s truggled for greater 

rig hts. It is to this lacuna in the his toriography of modern Bengal, that 

t he p resent s tudy is directed . 

The transition made by Muslim women occurred within t he political and 

economic acgis of a colonia l governmen t a nd the cultural arc of the Bengal 

Awakening/Renaissance. The change was initiated by a nd on beha lf of the 

s mall but powerful emerge nt middle class who were also in the front ranks 

of the cultural awakening of the Mu s lims .21 

21 for the background and details of the awakening a nd rise of the 
middlc class in the MU s lim community, see Anisuzzaman, Muslim Mlwosh; 
Sufia Ahmed , The Muslim Community in Bengal 1884-1 912 (Dha ka: Oxfo rd 
University Press, 1974 ); Abd ul Moudud, MadhY8bit ta Samajer Bik8Sh 
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The Women's Awakening in the Muslim community was concretely mani

fest in the women's reform movement of the early twentiet h century, which 

mainly sought to redress perceived social ills (such as polygamy and c hild 

marriage) and advocate female education, eradication of aborodh and gener

ally improve women's status in society. The issues differed in some cases 

a nd coincided in others wit h those that had been salient feat ures of the 

Brahmo reform movement. Even if the urban based movement did not louch 

the lives of large numbers of women (the bhadrolok were only about five 

per cent of the total Bengali population), the significance lay in the 

intensity and impact of the movement rather than on its numerical sway. 

The bhadromohila who participated in the process of trans formation - Hindu 

or Mus lim - constituted only a small fraction of the entjre female population 

in Bengal. Nonetheless, they set the trend, created an ideal and provided 

the model for other women in the process of reformation. 

The usage of bhadromohj/a to indicate the modern Muslim gentlewomen, 

however, like that of bhadrolok, is not universally established. Some 

interviewees who lived through the 19305 - e.g. Sufia Kamal (b. 1911) -

recaUed that when 8. Muslim woman of education and means (8 beneficiary 

of the Reform Movement in whatever degree) was seen walking dow n a 

Calcutta s treet on her way to a relative's. or shopping, or to classes at 

Bethune - the words used to describe her would have been: 'bibi sahcba', 

'meye', or the more generic 'mohila,.22 Others - e.g. Mehrunnessa Islam 

Sanskritir Rupanlar, (BengaU) ( Development or middle class society: 
cultural transformation), (Dhaka: Md. Nasir Ali, 1967) and Rafiuddin Ahmed, 
The Bengal Muslims 1871-1906: A Quest for Identity, (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1981). 

22The appellations were age-determined also. An elderly lady wou ld 
be 'begum saheba'; a young one 'bibi't a nd 'meye' was certainly reserved 
for young gi r ls only. 'Bibi' as used in Hindu/Brahmo discours e in 
nineteenth century Bengal - 8S counterpar t to t he 'babu' - had a 
different connotation, of course. 
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(b. 1921), Noorjahan Murshed (b. 1924), Rahima Khatun (b. 1925) - seemed 

to think the word bhadromohi/a was in use at t he time. T his raised the 

perplexing query o nce more: What are we to call the modern Muslim gentle

woman ? The matter needs to be resea rched in grenter depth than will be 

gone into here . 

The use of t he term b l18dromohi1a for 8 Mus lim woman can be traced 

back to Nowab Faizunnessa Cha udhurani (1834-1903). She used the term to 

refe r to herself os early as 1876 in t he autobiographical note to her book 

RupjoJoJ. Dut Faizunnessll was no t the full-fledged b/JlJdromohi1a in t he 

sense we have taken; s he s tood at the thres hold, she was a precurs or. Dut 

between 1876 and 1939 - the Year 1I College fo r Muslim g i rl s was founded 

- t he bhlldromohi1a as 8 new socia l presence had come to occupy a part of 

the Bengali Mus Ums ' wo rld. 

If we place the Zobedas and the Rabeyas a nd the Monwaras o f 1920 

alongside the Ashalatas , the Swarnalatas and t he Anupomas, we see the 

close resemb lance. At firs t glance o ne would not be ab le to tell them apart. 

They looked the same, spoke the same language, wore the same sari and 

c hemise. inhabited the same geographical space and shared many vital 

concerns such as hus band, home. c hildren. etc. 2J It is only on a closer 

sc rutiny that the differen ces would e merge - in religious belief and r itual 

life, in no tio ns o f a past heritage and mythology . and in po liti cal s tands. 

Literatu re of the period. fictional and nonfictional, abound with the us e 

of the term bh8dromohila. Too numerous to c ite here, 8 few examples have 

been chosen to s how the varying con tex ts in which it was used . 

Mil' Mosharraf Hossain, as noted above, apprehended the bhadromohiJa 

derisively as the "enlighten bidyabati, model bhagini" [s ic} meanin g the (so 

2JThe affinities of 'race, language and region' mentioned by Rafiuddin 
Ahmed, Preface, p.X. 
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called} enlightened , eduacted. model sister!24 

Rokeya reversed the caustic, narrow sense above and re-instituted t he 

'enlig htened , Mu hammadan lady or sister' with all its glory. In her writings 

she hailed the new woman as bhadrornohiJa. In her collected works the 

word "bhadro" in t he context of Muslim socie ty occurs many times (e.g. pp. 

210, 282, 303, 304, 449, 474, 476, 493,494, 546) . In her speech at t he Baby 

Show held in the Calcutta town hall in April 1920 she addressed the women 

as "Upasthit b hadromohilagon".2S In "D hangs her Pathe Bangiyo Muslim" 

she compared the Muslim bhadromohila to t he women of the more advanced 

Bnhmo Commu nity. 

Writing about life among the rural ashraf in 1910-20, Ibrahim Khan in 

his memoir, however, used the term in a semi urban setting and applied it 

to women who had arrived at a festive occassion : "The begum sahib had 

separate musicians in the andar - for purda observing bhadromohila. These 

bhadronJohiJa arrived in their respective palanquins. In those days, the 

sharif used to maintain t heir ow n palanqui n at home ... 26 Ibrahim has 

equated the ashraf with bhadro, t he begum sahib with the bhadromohila. 

Here the altribution was one of status rather than modernity. Nonet heless, 

Ibrahim also caught society in its momen t of t ransition, a moment when 

distinctions were b lurred. 

Najibar Rahman a popular novelist, also used bhlldromohil8 in his novels 

to indicate women of the semi rural upper class as well as wives of gov-

24Mir Mosharraf Hossain, Gazi Miar Bostani, (Bengali) (Regrets of Gazi 
Mia), (first pub. Calcutta, 1899; 2nd Edit ion Dhaka: Mir Mohammadiya 
KhalUn, 1367 BS), p.227. 

25 R• S. Hossein, "Shish u Palon", (Bengali) (Child Care), Saogat, 2:6, 
404, Baisakh 1327 BS. 

26Ibrahim Khan, BatayotJ, (Bengali) (Window), (Dhaka: Dangia Academy, 
1967), p .89. 
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ern ment employees - dis t rict magis trates , high school teachers , s ub-regi

strars etc. Kazi Imdadul Huq a lso s howed the world of social trans ition in 

his novel AbduIJah, where all the above ca tegories existed side by side and 

the ' bhadro sampraday' was la king s hape. 

The word bhadrohomila was a descriptive category , as was s harif bibi

yan, and not a n honorifi c title like Begum, Bibi , Srimali or Mrs. The s itua

tion from ou r angle of vision is further complicated by widespread use of 

Sans kritized appela tions s uch as Sri, Srimati or Srijukta, by t he Muslims 

in nin e teenth cent ury Bengal before they were replaced in the period of 

later cultural recons truc t ion. 

Nomenclature and Identity27 

The cultu ral heterogen eity of the Muslim world is illustrated by the fact 

t hat though t he Wakf documents of Nawab Faizunnessa' s family were writ

ten in Pers ian, Faizunnessa referred to herself in more t ha n one passage 

in her autobiograp hical no te to Rupja/a} as tSrimati Faizun' and 'Srimati 

Faizunnessa,28 and to her mentor as "S rijukto Tajuddin Miah".29 Para

doxically, in an article in 1901, bemoaning the erosion of Is lamic valu es 

regarding keeping names among Bengal Mus lims, the authors hip is se t down 

as "compiled by Srijukto Ma u/vi Mir Man s ur Ali saheb".JO The juxtaposi

tion of so many apellations pointed to the hyb rid character of t he Mus lim's 

27 1 am indebted to Prof. Mumtazur Rahman Tarafdar, of the Dept. of 
Islamic His tor y of Dhaka Univers ity, for a clarification of various points 
discussed in this section. 

28paizunnessa Chaudhurani, Rupja/81, (Bengali),(The s tory of Rupjalal), 
(firs t pub. 1876; rept. Dhaka: BangIa Academy, 1984), p. IO. 

29 o

b od 3 I 1 ., p. 

30"Amader Nam" (Bengali) (Our Name), NUTul [man, As harh 1308 BS. 
cited in Is lam, p.96. 
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cultural universe. When Mr. Douglas, the district magistrate, intimated to 

faizun that the Queen's government pleased with he r philanthropic work 

had d ecided to bestow the title 'Begum' on her, faizun refused saying that 

"in her estate s he was already hailed as Begum",31 thereby showin g her 

preference for the non-gendered title 'Nawab' . 

A s imilar picture emerges from Mir Mosharraf Hossain 's Gazi MiaI 

Bostani (1899), se t amid the fortunes of a Zamindar family of northeastern 

Bengal in the 1890's. The work is s aid to be partly autobiographical, drawn 

upon Mir's ex periences as the manager of the Oelduar estate in Mymensing h 

where he worked for the late zamindar' s widow, Karimunnessa Khanam 

(Rokeya Sakhawat's elder s ister). Some of the characters which crowd the 

pages of Bostani were based on real life people. The most powerful female 

c haracter in the book is referred to as 'Begum Saheba' , a nd sarcasticall y, 

as 'Begum Thake run' (to s how her lapse from a Mus lim identity to a Hindu

ized one). The picture was nega tively drawn s howing an immodest a nd 

wanton widow given to a ll the negative ways of 'western', non-Is lamic 

culture. Mir' s harsh cens ure of "the enlighten Mus lim lady" [sic] as he 

derisively ca lled the new entity, was very evident in his portrayals of the 

aris tocratic women in Bos tani, as was the ambivalence of the pic tures 

drawn . for, the women were at once decadent and 'modern', purdah obser

ving 'begu m sahcbas' a t home and purdah discarding 'Misses' in Calcutta's 

fashionab le prome nade ground fGarh er Math '. 

In the various legal deeds of the family , the r eal life women : Mir's 

somewhat distorted portrayals represented, were referred to as Srijukta. 

The guardians hip deed (written in Bengali) of Abdul Aziz Kha n stated: "In 

my absence my wife Srijukta Rahatunnessa Khanam Chaudhurani Saheba, 

will administer the estates as trustee over my minor son Sriman Abu Muh-

31 Md . Abdul Quddus, Biog raphic s ketc h, in Faizunnessa Chaudhu rani, 
Rupjala/, p.v. 

14 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Introduction 

am mad Abd ur Ra hman."J2 Karimun nessa Khanam's hu s band also left be h

ind a similar deed in 1878 where 'Srijukta Karimunnessa Kha.nam Chaudhu

rani Saheba' was delegated s imiliar rights. 

Such ambivalences pointed to the complexity of the woman's situation 

from the time of Faizunnessa onward. She could be Begum Saheba to her 

s ubordinates; the enlighten MuhammtJdtw lady to a bewildered and sarcastic 

writer, and Srijukta-salleba, in legal deeds. To us now it may s eem like 8 

st range ju)(taposition of nomenclature and identity. Mir made it look gro

tesque. Actually Mus lim women caught in the proces of modernity itse lf, 

managed well and survived in their "various universes". 

As the bhadromohila's contour grew more distinct, and modernization 

along modified western lines gained ground, women often opted for the 

honorific ' Mrs' instead of SrijukttJ or SahebtL This becomes apparent if we 

survey the titles 'emancipated' o r 'reformed' women themselves used. The 

list of women who contributed every month to Rokeys's Anjunlani Khawa

teeni Islam in Calcutta (founded in 1916) contained names of )5 Muslim 

women. Of these thirty had ' Mrs' before their names, one had 'Lady' (as 

her husband was knighted) and three were put down as 'Begum Saheba' 

and one as 'Nowob'. 

The word 'Begum' existed s ince the days of the Mughal court, but its 

use by members of the non-elite is a fairly recent phenomenon.)) In the 

transition from the medieval to the modern era, the English 'Mrs ' gained 

great favour. Many of the Muslim women who wrote in the early part of the 

J20fficial record of s ubregistrar Mr. E.S. Andrew, Entry no. 595 for 
1874, cited in Ahmed Sharif (ed), Gaz; Miar Bos l8ni, (Bengali), (The Regrets 
of Oazi Mia) first p ub. 1899, (Dhaka: Mir Mohammadiya Khatun, 1961), p.xvii. 
(italics mine) . 

)Juse of 'Begum' as a formal title or prefix (as an alternative to Mrs) 
in present day Bangaiades h is in fact 8 post World War 11 phenomenon . 
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twentieth century , usually opted for a 'Mrs' in front of their names. 

Rokeya, Ayesha, Fatema Khanam, M. Rahman, Kasema, and a host of others 

signed off as ' Mrs' and were addressed as such. 

Modern~8tion and Bengalic~ation 

The issue of nomenclature actually brings us to the ca rdinal point once 

again. How justified is the application of the term bhadromohila to the 

women of the Muslim Community in the his torical context of the time? In 8 

sense, in the answer to the query lies the kernel of the present research. 

The bhadromolJiJa was an end-product of a concomitant process of mod

ernization and what we have called Bengaliclzation in a renewed context. 

For the Muslim community making its transit ion from the nineteenth to the 

twentieth centuries, modernization was necessarily accompanied by a pro

cess of indigenization much more powerful than other processes of accul

turation at the time (Le. Anglicization) whic h gave birth to the bhadro 

samproday. It was within this process of transformation from 'sharif bibiya' 

or 'begum' (in the sense of a social category , not 8 title) to bhadromohUa, 

that the Muslim gent lewoman made her journey to modernity. 

In the pre-colonial a nd early colon ial pe riod (i.e. from the 13th to the 

18th centu ry) there were broadly spea king two social classes among Bengal 

Muslims - the Ashrsf whose culture was Perso-Arabic, and the masses o r 

Atrar, whose culture was largely rural syncretic.34 The "Faraidi" and 

"Wahabi" (T4rik8-j Mohammadjya) movements or early fundamentalist/ 

religious movements had effected a widespread purging of non-Is lamic, 

sy ncretic elements in the social body, thereby laying the foundations for 

34see Asim Roy, The l sJamjc Syncretjstic Tradition in Bengal, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), c:h . 1. . 
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future se paratism, cu ltural and poUtical. J5 

Bu t sy ncretic (in the special, historical sense in which Asim Roy us es 

the word ) elements in socie t y continued to exi.s t. The main sy ncretic agents 

as delinea ted by Roy were what he terms the Bengal Mu s lim Cultural Medi

a to rs. In pre-mode rn / rural Bengal they were represented by personages 

like Sayyid Sulta n, o6 ul8t Wazir, Hayat Mahmud , Syed Ham za, Shaikh Chand, 

Muhammad Muqim and other late medieval punlhi writers . pirs, and mys tic 

s ufi bauls like Lalon Shah. On the role of cultural media tors in his to ry 

Asim Roy borrowed from Toynbee's concept of the 'Cu itu ra l broker' in the 

inte lli gentsia that emerges to resolve t he problem of adapting to th e 

rh ythm of a n exotic culture to which it has been fo rcibly or freely 

exposed.J6 The mediators belong to the intellig ints ia (who are drawn f ro m 

the ra nks of the middle class in modern times), a nd are often in 8 morg inai 

pos ition vis -a-vis the res t of society. The ambivalent position of intelli

gentsia as mediators 8S being "in". but not "of" t wo societies also enab les 

them to perform thei r critical role .37 

In medieval Bengal the mediators had effected 8 rurnl mediation which 

Roy terms 'I s lamic syncretis m'. At the close of the nineteentth centu ry . 

under the encroac hin g ons laught of the 'Wa habis' and 'Faraizis ' , the med i

oto r 's ground sh ra nk perceptibly , but did not di sappear a ltoget her . They 

re-grouped La give sy ncretism a new formulntion in the new age - in the 

cities and town s . These were the modern day Dengal Muslim Cult ural Media

tors. Following As im ROy . we pos it in our thesis that, in the transition from 

lote nineteen th to twentieth centuri es , a new bond of mediators effected a n 

35 As illus tra ted in Rafiuddin Ahmed, Tile Bengal. 

36Asim Roy, The Islamic, p.xii (preface) and p.7!. 

J7 see Edward Shils , TlJe Intellec tua.l between Tradition and Modernity : 
The Indian Situ8tion. (The Hague, 1961) a nd A. F. Saluhuddin Ahmed, 
Bangladesh T radition and Tr8nsforml!ltion, (Dha1<a: Unive rs ity Press Ltd. 
19871. pp.24-67. 
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urban syncretism which may be ca. lled Bengalicization. This was a rare 

moment in the history of Bengal, for it saw the shapi ng of half the inhabi

tants of the region into a powerful cultural and economic group. Moderni

zation. a complex socia-economic process in itself, was con-comitnnt wit h a 

new c ultura l orientation of the Bengal 8shrat; the dominant characteristic 

of which was a new form of indigenization. The t raditional eli te or pre

modern ashraf, now descended economically to meet an upwardly mobile 

aj/af or atraf class and converged into the Muslim middle class, the bhadro 

sampraday, which now had of necessit y, to express itself in a new cultural 

idiom. The most distinct ou tward emblem of the new idiom was of course 

the language. The tensions posed by these ideological challenges lay at the 

root of a n identity crisi.s manifes t most explicitly in the issue of language. 

Hitherto the literate chose as their medium Urdu, Persian or Arabic. if 

they were high born, and the rural, punthi's mishro-bhash8, or dialects, 

if they were not. However there was also a rural/urban dimension to this 

dichotomy. Punthi as an art form was popular amon g some section of the 

rural elite also. Urdu-Perso-Arabic flourished at the numerou s m8katbs and 

m8dr8SBS - schools and seminaries whic h mainly flourished around urban 

centres. But the elite in town and country now saw the changed logic of 

a new socia-economic order and adopted Bengali as the language of 'genteel 

discourse.' The punthi tradition continued into the early decades of the 

presenl cent ury and enjoyed popularity among many sections of the lite

rate. This included the indigenized members of t he landed aristocracy, for 

the punthi tradition was largely the work of an earlier band of cultural 

mediators .38 

As the population experienced a g reater deg ree of urban BengaLici

za tion, classes, cultures and lilerary heritages merged to form new ones. 

38see Asim Roy, The J,s18mic"h. '1. 
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Prosewriting in modern. c haste Bengali became mo re widespread. As one 

scholar puts it : " .. . some Mus lims at the e nd of the century had begun to 

write in modern Sanskritized Bengali . Such writers were the p roducts of 

the new ed ucatio nal system".J9 This notable c hange in the medium away 

from the mishro-bhasa rili, towards a !purer' form of 5engali was one of 

the indicators of the g reat change that was tak ing place among the Mus lim 

intelligents ia. This was the moment when the (problematic) iden tity of the 

Mu s lim as Bengali, middle class , was forged . 

But seve ral fine distinctions mu s t be drawn here; urban BengaLicizat ion 

was initially effected by a s moU group of sy ncretis ts, b u t soon it drew 

within its arc - the bulk of the middle c lass including those who had initi

a lly opposed the process.40 Soon Hoes were drawn again 6 S mentalities 

reformed, this time a long dimensions of modern separatis m a nd syncretis m. 

The Bengal Mu slim Cultura l Mediators now re-emerged as a band of liberal 

thinkers who lived mostly in urban or semi-urba n centres. Thei r ideals 

were best exemplified by the works of Mir Mosharraf Hossain, Is mail Hoss

ain Shi razi (in their early p hases), Abdul Hamid and Naus her Ali Khan 

Yusu fzai , Kazi Imdadul Huq , Rokeya Sa khawat, Lutfur Rahman , Kazi Abdul 

Wadud, Kaz i Nazrul Islam, Abul Fuzi, Abdu l Kader , S. Wajed Ali, Ab ul 

Hussain, M. Akram Khan, Mahmuda Khatun, M. Nasiruddin, Kazi Motahar 

Hossain , f8zilatunnessa and ot hers. 

Cultural mediation (an implicit task of the liberals) was affecting a 

blend of modern Hindu a nd Is lamic id eals and cu ltural components . The 

quintessence of this mediato ry move was embodied in Wajed Ali's very topi

cal essay' 8angaJi Mus ulman'. He tried to resolve the dilemma of identity 

J9sufia Ahmed, p.3J8 

40i.e. those who had condemned or resisted the production of Bengali 
works of the 17th century Punthi writers and pirs . See Asim Roy, The 
I slamic, Chapters 2-4. 
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that perplexed the Muslims by form ulatin g the problematic and its solutio n: 

There is a problem of course that mus t be resolved as we declare 

proud ly that we are Muslim. We have inh erited the Islamic legacy, 

Hindu s have developed another rich cu ltural s tream. To a grea t 

extent, these two s treams are mutually exclus ive/cont radictory. 

Selfis h creatures have intensified t he difference. How do we solve 

this? .. The Mus lim mu st contemp late Hindu culture and the Hindu 

must contemplate Musl im culture a nd che rish that which is precious 

a nd eternal in bo th ... Th roug h this fu sion and e rosion of distance 

a lone can a true 'Bengali' identity - which is neither Hindu, Muslim, 

Indian or Pu njabi - emerge.41 

The two generat ions represented here had called the bhBdro sBmpraday 

into existence. But the apparent leaders hip was not goin g to rest in t heir 

ha nds. As the si tuation blurred, the sy ncret ic and separatist groups inter

penetrated with extremists at tail ends, and learned to coexist. The most 

die-hard proponent of separatist or alernately, fundamentalist beliefs, 

absorbed elements of the indigenizing process as evinced by the fundamen 

talist reformers' advocacy of Bengali - those who decried the use of 

Bengali as the language of the Muslims. now accepted its use.42 The 

following lament by a contemporary in 1901 soon los t ground : 

... they (Mus lims ) are not much interested in the Bengali or 

sanskrit languages. On the contrary they s how hatred, malice. 

indifference and ignorance regarding these.43 

41 5. Wa.jed Ali, "Bengali Mu s ulman"J (Bengali) (Bengal Muslim), SaogatJ , 
7:1 2, p.740, Sh ravan 1337 BS. 

42 For extracts from pe riod icals on the problematic of the Bengali lang
uage, see Mus tafa Nurul Is lam, pp. 311- 41 5j Wakil Ahmed, Unjsh Shotoke, 
vol.lI, pp. lJJ-147 ; and Rashid al Faruki. Muslim Manosh Sang hat 0 
PrlJtikriya, (Bengali), (T he Muslim Mind Conflic t and Reaction), (Dhaka: 
Baangia Academy, 1989). 

43A. H. K. Yusufzai, Udasi,(Tangail: Khondker aashiruddin Mia, 1901) . 
cited in Sufia Ahmed, p.340. 
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On the other hand, syncret izers themselves assumed separatist stands on 

many issues, e.g., the adoption of Pakistan as a homeland by many members 

of the liberal Muslim intelligentsia. 

Thus was the problematic of the Bengali Muslim identity born and 

resolved simultaneously, as it was to be reborn and resolved time and 

again. This has led a recent scholar in her study on t he Bengal Muslim 

intelligentsia to describe the situation 8S one of "a tension between the 

religious and the secular. ,,44 

The tensions which were thus generated within the Muslim community 

were resolved or mediated by a group of men and women who assumed new 

strategies and mod'es- in different period s in history. At the start of the 

century mosl members of the Bengal Muslim intelligentsia were making 

conscious or s ubconscious choices with regard to their identity and affi

liation 85 to whether, broadly speaking, they belonged to a syncretic or 

separatist reality. Two dimensions assumed importance here, the political 

and cu ltunl. The separatist mode gained political hegemony (not divorced 

from the cu ltural) as ev inced by the formation of the Muslim League and 

the birth of Pakistan . But the sy ncretic mode s ubs ided to operate at a 

more s ubterranean but equally pOlent, cultural level (not divorced from the 

political). 

The material and ideological world of women were bound by all these 

historical processes. It can be contended that ma ny women were the 

modern day media tors as well as receptacles of the changes wrought . Th.is 

is a fact that has s urprisi.ngly never been acknowledged so far in the 

region's his toriography though many have waxed eloquent over the writ

ings of individual women. for women were both the site and agents of 

44Tazeen Murshed1"The Bengal Muslim / Il te/J.jgenl"sia /939-/977: Tile 
Tension between the Religious and the Secular," O.PhU. thesis , Oxford 
University, Oxford, 1985, (unpublished). 
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change. The task of fashioning a new identity had a c lose bearing upon 

the recasting of woman's place within the home and the commu nity. But 

simulta neously, many of the women reviewed in this work were architects 

of the ideological a nd intellectual construction that was taking place, as 

wel l. Each political issue was Linked to the Women's Question and assumed 

new significance there. The entire problematic, of whether the first moder

nized women of the Muslim Commu nity were bhadromohila or not. is a case 

in point. If we thin k they were on the basis of historical evidence, there 

the matter rests. If not , then very convincing alternative terminology has 

to be established a nd the existence of the term till today has to be 

explained away. 

It may be pertinent in this context to recall two episodes that will 

enrich the discussion at this poi.nt. The first was the case of the medium 

of instruction at Rokeya's school in Calcutta (1911) which was initiallly 

Urdu, {the language of the traditional elite}. Rokeya herself lamented that 

s he had not been able to open a Bengali section even after fourteen yeas 

of the sc hool's existence. A few years later s he was however, able to do 

so. Rokeya herself, of the landed aristrocracy, now declassed, had been 

brought up in an Urdu ambience as Falzunnessa too had been . But both 

women chose to conduct the important businesses of their life, as well as 

thei r creative endeavours , in DengaLi. It is in this language, once almost 

forbidden them, that they left behind their signatures. 

The s econd case was that of A1.izunnessa who published in 1906 a 

Bengali translation of Archdeacon Parnell's The lIermie She was married to 

a zamindaf in Khulna and Me rlljuddin Ahmed, a member of the conservative 

Sudhakar group, was her mento r . tn the dedication of her book addressed 

to her mentor Azizu nessa wrote: 

... it is because of you r kindness that I have been able to learn a 

little Persian. You have asked me to translate The Hermit ... Thoug h 
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have very little command over Bengali, r could not disobey yOll, 

am not well acquainted with the Englis h language, but thanks to 

your guidance I have been able to write the book.45 

What is of equal interest is the comment made by Sufia Ahmed at this 

point, in her pioneering s tudy of the Bengal Mu s lims: 

The whole episode ... serves to bring into relief the great difficuties 

under which Muslims laboured. tlere was a lady, presumably Urdu 

speaking, for whom Persian, Bengali and Englis h were all in various 

degrees foreign langu ages ... Her attainme nts were certai nly unusual 

for a Mu s lim woman, a nd yet, if s he was not merely very modest, 

in the end s he was not re8 l1y lit home with the class ical language 

of the Mus lims , Persian, with the vigorous vernacular of her 

province, or with Englis h. Her case his tory was one which could 

have been matched again and 8gain ,46 (italics mine) 

The ques tion is . where then Wfl,5 Home for Bengali Muslims? 

2. M!lTtlQOOLOOX 

The methods have been drawn from those used in pure hi.storica l research 

as welJ as o ther disciplines. As the purpose here was to rec reate a period 

of socia-cultural his tory, a multi-disciplinary approach was deemed more 

appropriate. Primary documents comprised of con tempora ry periodicals and 

journals, non-fic tional litrature a nd fictional lite ra ture, as well as religious 

texts and manuals in use at the time. Of these, the firs t, periodicals and 

journals have been used most extensively in this s tud y. Archival matter 

(ins itutional records and government documents ) were another primary 

source, though dependence on them has not been preponderant. A source 

45A. Nis6, SanY8si, (Bengali), (The Hermit), 1906. p.l., cited in Sufia 
Ahmed, p.JJ8 ' 

46Sufia Ahmed, p.JJ8. 
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that was considered sig nificant for this s tudy was interviews or the 

recording of oral history as well as memoirs and private papers s uch as 

letters and diaries. 

Sources 

From the corpus of Muslim edited journals (or periodicals) that cropped up 

in the late nineteenth and early twentie lh centuries, only a representative 

selection was made, largely due to difficulties involved in procuring copies 

of old er journals and the time factor. for example, we could consul t a few 

copies of Mihir 0' Shudhakor and I s lam Pr8chaT(Jk only . The periodicals, 

usually styled "literary or social monthlies" (Sahjtya 0 Samaj Bishayak 

Patrika), were rich in discursive material and have been used for the deli

berations on issues that re lated to two of the institutions s tudied here: 

family and education. These in stitut ions have been stud ied at two levels, 

namely, the main historical events or structural changes and the ideologies 

underlying these. As regards the latter, Clare Burton has pointed out: 

The ideoiogkal realm is the locus of some of the most important of 

mechanisms by which the socia l relations, including gender relations 

of non-capitalis t and capitalist social formations are reproduced and 

changed.47 

Periodicals s tili remain an untapped source for the women's his tory of the 

period.48 However, as the present work is a s tudy in cultural history, 

reliance on daily o r weekly 'newspapers', which were more concerned with 

bare events than the cultural impetus behind them, has been eschewed. 

Except for a few special cases, all daily and weekly newspapers (two 

47Clare Durton, Subordinstion, Feminism snd Social Change, (Hong 
Kong, 1985), p.32. 

48Anisu zzaman and Mustafa Nurul [slam have written the two best 
known works on Muslim edited journals so faT. 
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renowned Mus lim-ed ited newspapers of the period were The Mussu!man and 

The Moslem Chronicle) were not included in the sources. Man y of the perio

dicals consulted he re conta ined numerous creative writings of the period ; 

some of these were a lso publis hed la ter in book form. They were consulted 

for t he c hapters on the third s ubstant ive focus of this work: growth of 

creativi t y (besides family and education ). The periodicals (aU in Bengali ) 

consul ted extensively for th is purpose were: Al Eslam (1915), Islam 

Darshan (1916), Nabanur (1 903). Mohammadi (1903), Masik Mohammadi (1927) , 

S8dhon8 (1919), 5808"' (1918), DhumkeLU (1922) and Shikha (1925).49 A 

few relevent issues of Bulbul were also cons ulted. The various opinions, 

ideas and debates aired in the popular press were helpful in recons truc

ting the period ideologically. 

A very notable literar y journal of the period was the Bangiyo Muslim 

Sallitya Patrika (19 18- 1923), published from and preser ved in Calcutta. 

However, apart from a few writings by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossai n and two 

other Muslim bhadroma hila, this journal was not found to be particularly 

resourceful for the present work. Moreover, women's iss ues, thou gh a 

conce rn, was not a major one in this Pa trika. 

The semi- religious semi-behavioural manuals which were very popular 

in the period under review have not been a nalyzed before in any historical 

s tud y on women. In the present thesis, such manuals have been extensively 

cons ulted and found to be a veritable source of information. They include: 

Abd ul Kader Jilani, Guniyat ut Talebeen (Bengali trans . n .d.) j Ashraf AU 

Thanawi, Beheshti Ze lVsr (published in 1905, trans lated into Bengali in 

196 1)j Nasiruddin Ahmed, Pati-bhakti (1926); Mohammad Ghiyas uddin, 

Tauji/J ul Adab (1 924)i Ghulam Rahman, Moqsudul Momenin (1932) and Prof. 

49The year of first pUblication is s hown within the parentescs. full 
detatils of these jou rnals are given in the Bibliography cited at the end 
of this dissertation. 

25 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Introduction 

Sanaulla, Adorsha 8aJika (1937). A lot of the non-fictional literature of the 

period were published in contemporary journals. A few were published . 

afterward or before, independent ly as trac ts (e.g. Shirazi's Stree Shiksha) . 

For the last two s ubstantive chap ters of this thesis , which trace the 

developmen t of creativity allIong women and the portrayal of the new 

woman in literature, we have used some of the major fictional works publi

s hed at the time. It is hoped that a long with the more conventional his to

rical sou rces outlined above, they will uncover aspects of the period whic h 

ot herwise remained hidden. 

As mentioned above. this being an exercise in cultural history, reliance 

on ' solid' and 'ultra conventional' his torical sources such 85 governmen t 

censuses, reports and reviews on education, gazetteers, secretarial records 

a nd official proceedings. has been of subsidiary importance. Our position 

here is quite similar to Borthwick's deliberation on this issue: "Conven

tional historical sources, concerned with public Life, are of on ly marginal 

use in research in this uncharted area.,,50 

The bhadromohi/a's own voice is very important for this kind of work. 

The significance of personal norrative in his tory is receiv ing greater 

attention every day. Of late, a sizable crop of texts on women and their 

writings have been published. All efforts are being made to compiJe 

women's narratives, memoirs and au tobiographica l works.51 Access to 

these voices occured through two channels: memoirs and interviews. The 

Mu slim bhadromohila was not as pronlic here 8S her Brahmo/Hindu 

counterpart. In this work, we have used as many memoirs or 

50Meredith Bor thwick, preface, p.xi. 

51 see, for example, Malavika KarJekar, Voices from Within Early Per
sons / Narratives of Bengali Warnell (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991) 
and Suzie Tharu and K. Lalita (eds) , Women Writing in India 6000 B.C. to 
the Present, YoU, (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
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au toboigraphical works as cou ld be located. Through interviews it was 

ofte n possible to travel to times long passed and reconstruct lives of prior 

genera tions. 

Period of the Study 

A word is needed about the dales chosen to mark the begining and end of 

the present study. One could easily start with 1873, the year in which 

Nawab Faizunnessa Chaudhurani established her sc hool for girls . Instead, 

we have chosen to start with a date which marked the publication of a 

book by the same lady to emphasize the varying dimensions of this stud y, 

which is an attempt to reconstruct both events and mentalities. In 1876 

Nawab Failun nessa Chaudhurani's Rupj{l/{li, the first full length book by 

a Muslim woman in Bengal, was published from Dhaka. It was incidentaily 

also t he year in which Swarnakumari Devi, the first female Bengali novelist, 

published her work Dipnirban from Calcutta. 52 

Faizunnessa was not o nly the first to publish a full-length work, but 

also a pioneer of women's education. In 1939, t he date chosen to close the 

present s tudy, 'The Lady Brabourne College' of Calcutta was founded 

mainly - but not exclusively - for Muslim girls, and at a more subtle 

level manifest t he Muslim community's clamour for separate government 

sponsored opportunities. This gave institutional form to the struggle for 

women's educational rights. So we have started with a book and ended with 

the establishment of a college to trace in the temporal ace of the litle, the 

sweeping and diverse nature of the curve. The two dates symbolize the 

s tart of creativity and self-expression among the bhadromohiJo, and n 

realization of their educational aspiratio ns. 

52Some regard Hannah Cat herine Mullens as the first female novelist 
for her book "Phulmani 0 Karunar Bibann" published in 1852, though it 
was more a didactic a nd proselylizing work than a novel. 
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Spatial Extent of the Study 

Two urban centres have been selected as the main spatial contexts in 

which the bhadromohila's lives may be studied - Calcutta a nd Dhaka. 

Calcutta was the great metropolis, the political and professional, the 

cultural and educational centre of the region. It was in the vanguard of 

social, cultural and political movements. S.N. Mukherjee in describing the 

demography of nineteenth century Calcutta points out that "the bulk of the 

population were Bengali flindu s (and] Bengali Muslims formed the second 

larges t commu nity in Calcutta ... 53 The total Bengali Muslim population 

comprised about a little less than half the total Bengali Hindu. Mukherjee 

also points out that the majority of the leading Mus lims were non-Bengali, 

I.e ., the Persianized Bshraf category discussed above. In 1911, according 

to the census of India, two-thirds of the population of Calc utta 

comprised of Hindu and one-fOUrth comprised of Mus lim. Other commu nities 

(the Buddhist, Ismailis, Parsee, Christian, Anglo-Indian, etc.), though a 

fraction of its population, also found 8 comfortable niche in its cosmopolitan 

lifestyle. The new intelligentsia of nineteenth cen tury Bengal has been 

caIled Calcutta- centred, and ju s tifiably so. 

But the middle class also lived in s ubstantial numbers in the mofussil 

towns, the various divisional and sub-divitional headquarters . According 

to the census of India (1921), besides Calcutta and its suburbs, the only 

other urban centre which deserved the appellation "city" was Dacca (now 

Dhaka), located in the eastern part of Bengal. In 1917 it had two firs t 

grade co lleges, II teacher's training school, a medical school, an e ngineering 

sc hool and seven High English schools. The best s eminary for traditional 

Mus lim education of Bengal province was the Dhaka Madrassa. 

According to the 1901 census report, 48.8'Jfi Hindu males and 8.2% Hindu 

53Mukherjec, "Caste, etc.", p.7. 
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females were literate in Dhaka city. The overall Mu s lim literacy was 18. 3" . 

In the same year, in the district of Dhaka, 2778 persons were engaged in 

teaching, 285 in clerical se rvices, 280 in the legal p rofession, and 168 in 

the medical profession. A large proportion of these people lIIu st have lived 

in Dhaka city and this points to the g row th of the educa ted middle c lass 

here. As a c lass , the landed gentry was not as influential as in the case 

of Calcutta. Thu s the edu ca ted , professional midd le class could take the 

lead in th e various r eform movements in Dhaka. 

Dhaka was the cultural met ro polis of East 8enga l. Tho ugh traffic 

between Calc utta, Dha ka, and othe r mofu ssi l towns was frequ ent, East 

Bengal had its own pa rticu lar regional fla vour. Much ha ppened ou tside 

t hese two cities - in smaller low ns like Rajs hahi , 8aris a1, lesso re. 

Chittagong, Sylhet, Bankura, Hoog hly and Serampore - but cons traints of 

s pace and time did no t a llow me to inco rporate them. Calcutta and Dhaka 

were se lec ted as the two mos t urbanized centres relevant to the main 

theme of this s tudy. 

Other Boundaries 

The areas of emp loy ment and poi.it ics have not been touc hed u pon in this 

s tud y. Till afte r the 1940s economic partic ipation was not a rea lity for the 

bhadromohila, though a very few of th em took up a profession . (Lowe r a nd 

working class women, then as throughout history, have wo rked outside the 

home, but this was not true of women of the middle c lass , who comprise 

the focus of this s tudy). Ed ucation was itself an end a nd not a mea ns to 

gainful employment in the period under r eview. However. by 1939. o ne 

cou ld safe ly s peculate, women were certainly poised on the brink of some 

measure of econom.ic independence. 

Political participation was not as great as among wome n of other 

com munities. There was s po rad ic participation in the Swadeshi, Non-Coope-
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ration and Civil Disobedience or Mu s lim separatist movements, b ut parti

cipation never reac hed a significant scale. However, there was a grea t 

amount of intellectual deliberation on issues that were social and political 

e.g. the problem of Bengali Mu s lim identity, the language iss ue, Pan-India

nh;m, secularis m and separatism. This points to future research . 

Religion was an aU pervasive part of daily life, and I have not dealt 

with it separately. Dut religion, religiosi t y, ritual, etc. , could if des ired be 

extricated from ot her issues and studied in isolation as a factor on women's 

lives. The economic aspects of women's lives (its influ nce on them and vice 

versa) have also not been st udied separately . I have touched on them so 

long as they pertained to the familial, educational a nd literary roles of 

women. Constraints of time also set definite boundaries to the research . But 

religion, employment a nd politics could well comprise subject matter for 

another study. 

J. CHlIPTERIZATION 

The first chapter provides the context of change - the historica l, social, 

economic and ideological impetus behind the women's reform movement in 

colonial Oengal. In late r c hap ters, the world of Mus lim women has been 

studied in three domains of activity - the family, education and literature. 

The ins titution of the family was the arena where the major part of 8 

woman's life - traditional or refqrmed - was spent. As 8 social unit the 

institution assumed special significance in a colonized societ y anxious for 

self assertion. It was at once a repos itory of the t imeless and traditional 

and a ripe area for change. Chapter II focusses on t he traditional famil y 

structures. In Chapter III we look into the changes and adju s tments char

acterizing the family in transition. 
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Education was the great mediator between the private and public spheres, 

between the home and the world. Along with reform in the structu re of the 

family, women's access to education, were the major concerns of the refor

mers. Education was perceived to be a panacea for all social ills. It was 

through education that women first came into the public gaze and around 

this issue that they became vocal about their condition and rights. Chapte r 

IV traces the growt h of formal learning from the firs t tentative schools to 

a full fledged college. The discou rses on ed ucation aired in the popular 

press were immensly rich and varied . It was the issue most deliberated 

upon. In Chapter V we attempt to analyze the major features in the discur

s ive m8teri81 related to the ideas on female education of the period. 

Literature was the medium through which the women discussed here first 

expressed themselves. Their literary activity left behind a record for 

posterity and was also an assertion of their agency in those times. More

over, literature was an important as pect of the Bengal renaissance and it 

is of no s mall significance that women participated in the production of 

creative cultural forms in this period . Chapter VI summarizes the develop

ment and expressions of literary activity among Muslim women during the 

pe riod of the present s tudy (from the late 19th century to the 1930s) . 

Chapter VII focusses on the portrayal of the New Woman in various Literary 

works. Finally, in Chapte r VIII we conclude our discussions. 

A few words are in order about the formulation of the c hapters , s pecially 

determining their cut-off points. This was undoubtedly a difficult tas k for 

a project like the present one. For instance, in discussing the traditinoal 

family, the terms ghar and b8hir were elaborated. The moment one stepped 

into the and8rmahaJ, one took along the outside. One could comprehend the 

ghar only with reference to the bahir. Then the theme of prostitution -

where did it belong ? In the public domain of 'work'? Was that all? Or was 
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it an ulimate bahir, a mirror image of the andar, cons tituted by res id ual 

but powerful e leme nts of it? No doubt, categories seemed to s lip out and 

absorb each other. 

Purdah was anot her elusive category in the present sudy. It was simulta

neouslya concept that had accumulated an ideology around it, 8 practice, 

and a physical curtain. It pervaded ell institutions in society - family, 

education, politics, work, religion, cu lture. Described by some as an institu

tion by itself, purdah could certainly merit 8 separate chapter. However, 

given the level of analysis of the present work. it could not be separated 

from other institutions and s tudied in isolation. So it had to be woven in. 
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CHAPTElt I 
REFOllM MOVEMENT IN A COLONIZED SOCJETY 

Tradition and Modernity 

The emer gence o f 8 new female personality in co lonial Bengal was an impor

tant episode in the social and cu l tunl history of t his region a nd a signi

ficant development in South Asian gender r elations. The present work 

focuses on the tra ns it ion made by women o f the emergent Muslim middle 

class in Bengal from the nineteenth Lo the twentieth cenluries and the 

forging of the new personality of the modern gentlewoman or the Mu slim 

blladromolliJa. The transition was effected through a process of socia l 

c hange often referred to as modern ization as contrasted with tradition. 

Much ink has been spilled over the terminology and modernizat ion theory 

itself comprises 8 many-faceted discourse. 

For 'modernity' and 'tradition' are concepts which, despite the uncer

taintyof the constructed duality, have pressed themselves insistent ly upon 

his torians of colonial Bengal. SUnlit Sarkar. for instance, writes: 

Another important but neglected theme is the ideological conflict 

between modernism and traditionalism - between an attitude which 

broadly speAking demands social reform, tries to calculate things 

and ideas by the criteria of reason and p resent day utility, ... a nd 

l\ logica lly opposite t rend which defends and justifies existing 

socia l mores in the name of immemorial tradition a n d t he glo r ious 
1 past ... 

Most histor ians - in cludi ng Sarkar - are , however , aware of the dan gers 

ISumit Sa rkar, The Swadeshi Movement in Bengal 1903-1908, (New 
Delhi: Peoples' Publishing House, 197J) , p . .34. 
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of a mechanical separation of distinct trends and advocate its use as an 

a bs trac t model for a naly tic con venience. The problem arises ou t of the 

interpen etra t ion of tmodernity' a nd 'tradi tion' in the process of real 

his to ri cal c han ge, and its complexity when the foc us is o n a phenomenon 

such as the changi ng world of Bengali , Muslim women in the la te nineteenth 

and early twentieth centu Ties . One model of change for instance, promoted 

by the o rthodox/neo-conser vative school, took as its premise the ideal a nd 

pure con dition of women und e r what was perceived as a pristi ne and un i

dimensional Islam and Scriptural autho rity. Yet the model enjoined a certain 

're-fo rmin g' in its in s istence on order and method in the new kind of 

Mu s lim ho usehold. On the other hand, even the most radical proponents of 

8 rational and humanistic recons tru c tion of gender relations within the 

Mus Lim community took ca re to cite scri ptu ral authority as they interpreted 

it, in thei r model of r econstruction. In that changing world, the incipient 

rational, humanist concepts and the impulse for neo-conservative reform 

existed cheek by jowl. 

Ohulam Murs hid , in his seminal work The Reluctant Debutan te. accepts 

and uses the term, with due rega rd to the debate on it. Following social 

scientists s tud ying culture, he has taken the term to mean growt h of new 

knowledge and its application in ser vice of human society, self reUance a nd 

achievement orientlltion, development of science, technology and creativity, 

of public opinion and secular interests, and an inclination to measure the 

world and believe it can be measured, etc. To Murshid, the women he 

s tudied displayed lIlany of these characteristics.2 

Meredi th Borthwick, whose work followed Murshid 's and dea lt with the 

same subject within the same time frame, has not dwelt at lengt h on the 

subject of mod erniZation . She has used the term "process of socia l c han ge 

20hulam Murs hid, The Reluctant Debutante: Response of Bengali Women 
to Moderniza tion 1849-1905, (Ra.js hahi: Sahi tya Samsad. 1983), pp. l J-14 
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under colonial rule" instead. J wehave used the term (along with some 

others) as 'given' or bou ndary concepts which frame my study and are 

en d-products of other researches which therefore fall beyond the scope of 

this work. 

When speaki ng of reformis m in Bengal, t he liberal movements of the 

nineteenth and t wentieth ce nturies which wanted to c hange society a long 

modified wes tern lines, are usually indica t ed . But what is generally ignored 

is the fact that a neo-conse rvative movement gained momentum which was 

also ' r eformist' in natu re, though perhaps in a retrogressive sense. In 

Bengal, t he la tter was c losely allied to the wave of fundamentalist activity 

which s wept over the region at the time. The 'unreco ns tructed' sharif 

culture against which reform, orthodox or liberal, was directed, was in 

!tIany ways a more tolerant, heterogenous 8nd open-minded culture finding 

expression in the poetry of persons like Lalon Shah and Mirza Ghalib. 

The nco- conservative discourse tried to accom modate the cha nging 

environment of the nineteenth cen t ury by re-instituting a strengthened 

and purified patriarchal order. Bu t it differed from the liberal project in 

that the latter was more eclectic. Where the traditional orthodox or fun da

mentalist grou ps would eschew Ghalib's sensual poetry and Lalon's s yn

cretic lyrics ( the conservative reformers at Deoband proscribed Ohalib's 

poetrYi those in Bengal condemned Lalon's songs and socia l message), the 

liberal camp accommoda ted these forms after some modifications. This was 

best exe'llplified in bhadrolok appropriation of Lalon Shah 's works. The 

coded philosophy of the Lalon cull was s horn off its true power a nd dome

s ticated to suit the parlour culture of the new elite thereby trans muting 

an unu s ual philosophy for !lving into middle c lass s pirituality. This most 

s uccinc tl y illus trated the capacity 8S well as the limits of the modernity 

JMeredit h Borthwick, The Changing Role of Women in Bengal 1849 -
1905, (Prin ceton: Princeton University P ress, 1984), p.xi. 
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preached by Bengal's liberal bhadro culture. It created mo re s pace for men 

a nd women and forfeited some. 

These a re the complexities tha t mu s t be borne in mi nd when s pea kin g 

of the ' modern' a nd the 'traditio nal'. From this angle it would be more 

fitt ing to talk of social change rather than mode r nizat ion . But perhaps the 

most cogent reason for the latter' s usage may be found in the records left 

behind by the men a nd women who inhabited those times. Many of them 

though t of themselves as 'modern', or on the brink of modernity. They 

thoug ht they were leavi ng behind 8 traditional a nd narrow world for a 

more free and g lorious onc. 

Contex t of the Reform Movement 

The women's question in the latter ha lf of the nin eteenth century had to 

be formu lated in a society where the process of modernization was s ub ver

ted by colonizat ion which had disrupted the political, economic and cultural 

reali ty of India. The change had occurred ea rliest in Dengal which was the 

firs t foothold of the Britis h. Chan ges introd uced in t he economic infrast

ructure through the in troduction of la nd ow nership, commercial agriculture 

Bnd new forms of business ente rp rises. were accompanied by tran s formation 

of the legal and educational sys tems, a nd a dislocation of cul tural patterns . 

The traditional sou rces of wealth, power, and prestige for the Muslim 

gentry had been land, and the admi nist rative, judicial a nd ed ucational 

services. Britis h economic and adminis trative policies started by Warren 

lIastings and consolida ted by Cornwallis disp laced the gentry from their 

traditional sou rces of wealth a nd status as their very presence had dive

sted them of po litical power. 

By 1790 the legal sys tem had been reformed, though s electively. English 

law rep laced indigenous religious and c us tomary law in criminal cases, but 
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family law (hence gender relations) were left untouched . The reforms in t ro

duced by Cornwal Us in the judiciary furt her eroded t he bases of Mus lim 

power by grca tly reducing the number of VlIkils or law office rs from a 

major ity to a mere 2S" . Milita rily , the Muslims had already been adversely 

affected by employment of Hindu soldiers in the Company 's army.4 

The Permanent Settlement of 1793 and the Res umption Laws of 1828 

struck at the economic and educational bases of the community.S The 

wea lt h, prestige and culture of the Bengal ashraf waned till a new gentry 

from the emergent middle class effec ted a social a nd cultura l regeneration 

which once more empowered them. 

Toward the late r part of the nineteenth century the re latively 

bac kward Muslim community WaS gradually brought into the mains tream of 

moderniZation through a programme of socia l, ed ucational and cu ltu ral 

re form. The reform movements were undertaken initially by members of the 

as hrai (intelligentsia), men such as Nawab Abdul Laleef. Syed Ameer Ali, 

Mina Delwar Hussain, Maulvi Abdul tiamid and members of illustrious 

families such as the nawabs of Shais labad (Bakerganj), the Chaudhuris of 

Dhanbari, the Ghaznavis of Oeld uar (Tangail), the Chaud huris of 

Paschimgaon, the Pannis of Karatia, the Dhaka nawabs etc., who were 

influenced by Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan and his reformist project at Aligarh. 

The former were men of the more or less Persianized elite who resided 

in urban centres such as Calcutta, Dhaka, Murshidabad and Hu g hly. The 

4See S. N. Mukherjee, "Caste , Class etc." , in calcutta, pp.8-10. 

5However, recent schola rs a re of the o pinion that the Perma nent Sett
lement did not result in as radical and widespread a change of land owner
s hip as believed . With regard to the Muslims in Bengal, at the top level, 
the ratio of Hindu to Muslim landowners , was not radically altered. See 
Ratnalekha Ray, Change in Bengal Agrarian Society 1760 - 1850, (N. Delhi: 
Manohar, 1977) and Siraju l Is lam, The Permanent Se ttlement in Bengal: A 
S tudy of its Operat ion 1790-1819, (Dhaka: Bangia Academy, 1978). 

37 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter I 

latter represented the Urdu-Bengali speaking mofussil gentry whose life

s tyles were modelled on the firs t categocy.6 Be neath these two layers 

s tood the lesser 8shrafwhich included "the Syeds, Khondkers, and all such 

persons as could lay c laim to foreign a ncestry and had some property and 

wealth to back up their c1aims . ,,7 

But reformist mentality was in no way confined to this elite alone whose 

traditional sources of power were drying up. (Abdul Lateef had lamented 

thot many Mus lims in government employ or the professions were "the 

wreck of noble and affluent families"), Ex pansion of the jute indus try a nd 

the modes t wealth accum ulated through other trades ha d created a s mall 

middle-class which was upwardly mobile in lifes tyle and aspLration. These 

families were anxious that their sons received a n English or at Jeas t 

secular educalion and enlisted in the professions opened up after the 

advent of the British.S Man y of the new generation thus produced were 

neithe r high Mughal officials or zamindars - the va rious ChaudhUrle s , 

Mirzas, Sheikhs, Talukdars, Bhuiyans of the old er aristocracy, nor t he low 

s tatus groups s uc h as the julaha, nikari, nilgs r, kalu , dhuniya, hajj am, 

etc., mentioned by James Wise in his c lassification of Mus lim society.9 

Thus, in social origin the new middle c lass whic h was going to play such 

a n important part in the reformation of Muslim socie ty from the las t two 

6See Rafiuddin Ahmed fo r these distinctions, pp.lJ-16. 

7Rafiuddin Ahmed, p.IS 

SA middle income group cons is ting of intermediate land holders partly 
created after the Permanent Settlement, and II few government servants 
and other professionals did crist but their number was very s mall. For the 
Mus lim middle class, see M. Mujeeb, The Indian Muslims, (London: George 
Allen Rnd Unwin, 1967). Also sec the works of Sufia Ahmed, Abdul Moudud, 
and Rafiuddin Ahmed. 

9 James Wise, Notes on the Races, Castes and TrlJdes of Eastern Bengal, 
(London: Harrison a nd Sons, 188J), p.J4. 
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decades of t he n ineteent h century onward s . came from the intermediate 

ranks of landowners, and administrative, educationa l and judicial 

service-holders, a nd b usinessmen augmented no dou bt, by the hitherto 

lower strata of the ajJaf and some members of the pre-modern elite. Various 

local reform initiatives underta ken by this group (such as the Musulnlan 

Suhrid Sam miloni in Dhaka) gave a wide r base to the reform movement. 

Many of them joined government service, sometimes at the lower rungs. 

This new salariot was the first to set the winds of change in motion . They 

were the first to question existing values and institutions, to embark upon 

social refoon and turn to the condition of women. It was from these 

families that the first daughters, wives and sisters, went to school and 

s tepped outside the and8rm8h8i. 10 The economic Linkages between 

women's reform and the rise of the Muslim middle class were s imilar to 

those ill the Brahmo/Hi.ndu commu nity. I I The professional gentry were 

drawn into new arrangements which called for changed social relations 

within the family and outside. 

The other forces which com pelled the gaze of reformers inward to the 

domain of women were not directly visible. Though linked with the economic 

processes outlined above. they were not economic in nature, bu t cultural 

and ideologica\. One of the salient fac tors here was the matter of 'colonial 

shame' inflicted by the colonizer on subject races . The bulk of colonial 

writing on India focussed on demonstrating the barbaric nature of her 

civilizlltion. Chief antong these writers were Mill, Duff, Macaulay and Grant 

IOBorne out by my interviews. Most women interviewed had fathers, 
sometimes grandfathers, and husbands, who were in government employ . 
However, tenuous connections with land s till existed as many had small land 
holdings in the ancestral village, apart frolll a government job . This closely 
resembled Mu kherjee's description of the Hindu middle-class or bhadroJok 
category in his s tudy on nineteenth century calcutta. (See Introduction) 

llSee Bort hwick, p.26-S9. 
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- who laid down the p hysica l and mora l in fe riori ty of the Indian race as 

t hey perceived it, motivated flO doubt by t heir colonia l in terests. A domai n 

in which t his inferiority was eviden t they poin ted, was the degraded posi

tion of Ind ian women. Central to t he criteria by which James Mill judged 

the level of a civilization was the position it accorded its women. A deni

grating onslaught on the cu lture and history of the colonized was a stra

tegy of the colon izi ng powers in other regions of the world as well. While 

pointing to the colonia l occu pation of Muslim countries in West Asia where 

the colonizers used all available means to persuade the subject races of 

their inferiorit y and the barbarism of their culture 8S manifest in their 

women's oppressed condition. Mcrnissi observes: "Muslims were dismissed 

as promiscuous and many crocodile tears were shed over the terrible fate 

of Muslim women.,,12 

faced with this more subtle cultural attack, a section of the local 

population reacted by defending positions a nachronistic even by their own 

standards (Like polygamy) . When the colonial power took over a self-rig h

teous and paternalistic defence of women's lot, any proposed change in the 

latter's condition was therefore seen by nationalist groups as concessions 

to the foreign power. Nineteenth a nd twentieth century reformers in India 

were plagued by this dilemma. caught between reform and restoration of 

national dignity. Many became unwilling to negotiate with the colonia l power 

on the women question. t 3 

Indians interested in modernization reacted to the scrutiny of their 

civilization in the colonial period of their history, in two ways. One group 

12Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: Male Female Dynamics in Modern 
Muslim Society, (Bloomington : Indiana Univ . Press, 198?), p.? 

13Vividly set dow n by Partha Chaterjee in "The Nationalist Resolution 
of the Woman Question", in Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Veid (cds) Recas
ting Women: Essays in Colonial His tory (Delhi: Kali for Women, 1990) , 
pp.2JJ-25J. 
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rejected mu ch of tradition and the past, and believed that an all out eman

cipation of women a long wes tern lines was the only answer. Another group 

circumvented the colonial s hame no t by a r ejec tion, but a glorification of 

the pas t reinterpreted. This r econstruction of the past synthetically 

absorbed mu ch of t he present and grafted it on to a 'golden age'. Both 

Hindus and Mu s lims had one. In both, women enjoyed high s tatus in the 

same proportion as they s uffered a degraded one in the contemporary age. 

Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century the Brahmo/Hindu 

r eformists in Bengal. being engaged with their romantic reconstruction of 

the Aryan past, devoted much time to the creation of a n ideal Indian 

womanhood which continued well into the twentieth century. In the period 

of cultural nationalis m, R. C. Dult, Bankim and Dayananda, among o thers, 

were the architects of the new ideal womanhood in India/Bengal. Sit8, 

Savilri a nd Sati were invoked from the Epic Age. Along with Dursa and -
Kali they were given reincarnations in nationalist t erms. They were 

empowered with two critical fun ctions in mind - to give the militant call of 

the Desl,matrik8 agains t an oppressive colonial regime, and to preserve the 

sanc ti ty of home. 14 

A similar reconstructioll took place in the Mus lim Reform Movement, but 

here the Aryan goddess and heroine were replaced by an ideal woman, 8 

modern day Ayesha or Fatima. (Female warrio['S of a ntiquity like Kh80Ja 

were sometimes celebrated. but they never became household words.) The 

fir s t wave of anti-traditional reformism of the early period in Bengal thu s 

made way for a reassertion of national dignity on part of the colo nized. 

The dominant ideology in the late nineteenth century which framed lesse r 

ideologies was that of anti-colonia l na tionalism fo r Hindu s, a nd 81l ident ity 

14See Jas hodhara Bagchl, "Representing Nationalis m: Id eology of 
Motherhood in Colonial Bengal", in Economic 8nd Political Weekly, Oct . 20-27. 
1990 

41 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapler J 

seekin g modernis m for Mus lims . The Women's Question was formulat ed within 

these wider ideological frameworks . 

Whateve r their various recons tructions and pos itions , th e reformis t s 

acknowledged the present degraded status of women and fe lt it was 

imperat ive lo improve it throug h a social reform movement aided wherever 

possible by the government which had also committed itself to the cause. 

The s truggle of the emergent Bengali elite was on many fro nts . Outside, 

in the political (and economic) domain it was against the British. Yet a t the 

same time the transformation of the colonial socie t y into a modern na tion 

s tate had resu lted from an encounter with the culture and polity of the 

colonis ts. This had provided the backgrou nd impetus to what came to be 

regarded as the Women's Refo rm Movement(s) which compelled the refo rmis t 

gaze to turn to the inner space of the middle class home. I5 

The aspiring elite had to validate their claim to modernity ( rational

utilita rian-liberalism), and at the same lime establish the d ig nity of their 

ow n past t radition. Women had to be both the proof of the community 's 

modernity a nd its fortress against the denigrating onslaught of that very 

modernity, which if not countered would obliterate the Indian's cultu ral 

ex istence. Apart from this, s truggles had to be waged on other fronts . For 

while the na tional is ts a nd modernizers counte red colonial dominance, they 

soug ht to establish thei r own dominance over the home and its keepers, i.e. 

women. This has led man y recen t scholars re- evaluating the history of 

nineteenth century india, to posit that the women 's refo rm movement 

"legitimized" the s ubjection of women under aUnew patriarchy.,,16 In the 

case of Muslims too, the modernizin g ideology of their Awakening soug ht 

to fi rs t c rea te the new woman and then legitimize her subjection. 

15See Part ha Chaterjee, "The Nationalist ... ", in Sangari a nd Vaid. 

16partha Cha tterjee, ibid. P. '2.48 . 
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These con t ra r y pulls gave un iq ue twists a nd turns to the progression 

of the women's r eform movement, dislodging it from a linear route. On the 

one hand, t here was an ove r-ridi ng desire to reform; on the other, to 

u p hold tradition. Resolutions were soug ht at eve ry turn . Treditio n had to 

give way o r be rec reated a nd invented. Reform had to adju s t to existing 

models. 

The s ituation of the Bengal Mus lims was even more complex. To the 

reformers of Mus lim Bengal, not only were the denizens of t he and8rmahai 

a source of shame, they had to prove themselves doubly - o nce to the 

colonia l overlord , and again to the mo re advanced Hindu commu nity. This 

is evin ced from contemporar y writings and socia l novels . For instance, in 

1932, Masik Mohammad; publis hed a piece where t he write r attacked a sec

tion of the 'misguided' Muslim youth , the Bangiya Parishi lan Samiti, for 

organizing and adve rtis ing a dance s how in Calcutta (w here "Mu s lim girls 

were going to engage in the purdah-violating act of dancing") . Accord in g 

to him, s uch senseless acts of imitation s prang from an inferio rity complex: 

A deep-rooted infe riority complex [sic} lies behind this misd eed. 

Due to their economic backwardness, and century old negative 

propaganda of colonial publicists, Muslims in this region have 

s t8rted to look down on lhemselves. They look at the advanced 

Hindu comnlunity and desire to rise to t heir leve l of achievement 

and progress. And they look a t Europe and try to aspire to its 

ways a nd appear civilized [s ic].1 7 

The debased condition of WOOlen was not just a source of shame, it was 

seen to be a burden as well, for the modernizers. But apart from being the 

outer eOlblem of civilization, and an aid to the everyday living of the men 

of t he new professional class, the ameliora tion of women was also a crucial 

17"Nacher Maj li s t" Masik Mohammadi, 5:12, 875, Ashwin 1339 BS . 
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s trategic and psychic need. For, one of the pr ime ob jectives of the refor

me rs now became to 'sanctify the home' . . as expressed by the first item 

in the List of specific aims in the first issue of Rashid al Khalri's Urdu 

journal for women Ismat (which mean s chas tity, honour a nd modesty in 

Urd u ) published from Delhi in 1905 - "Haram ki harmat qai m rakhna" - or 

as the English sayin g goes, "To make the home a cas tle". 

Displaced from the public sp here by the colonial r eg ime, the Indian 

polity had to look to the other realm for its empowerment - the private 

sphere. Bu t whatever angle o ne viewed it from, the liberal o r ort hodox, the 

unreformed Hindu or Muslim home appeared either a disgraceful, medieval 

anachronism, or not pristine Hindu / Is lamic e nough. As one s c holar studying 

nineteenth cen tury Muslim women's reform observes: 

... the 'private' had come to be seen by the shurafa as a sort of 

fort ress Islam in a sea of hostility ... its old pagan image of denizens 

(now) came to present a formidable p roblem . IS 

The threat could be neutralized by reforming women in to the "new sharif 

poLity" t h rough 8 liberal or orthodox programme of ed ucation a nd Islami

Zation. Minault reiterates this when she says: 

The home was to become a 'sanctuary' (the double meaning of the 

word haram is significant) - progress and enligh tenmen t were to be 

brought to women. 19 

Both or thodox reformers of the Deoband type and liberal brands of the 

ALigarh b rand, ad hered to this belief (see Cha p.7 for a full discussion of 

18Faisal F. Devji, "The Moveme nt for Women's Reform in Muslim India 
IS57-1900", seminar paper (unpublished), Chicago University, 1990. 

190ail Minauit, "Ismat: Rashid ul Khair-i's novels and Urd u Litera ry 
journalism for women", in Chris top her Shackle (ed), Ur d u and Muslim South 
Asia, (Delhi: Oxford Univers ity Press, 1991), p. llJ. 
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various discourses). 

A similar phenomenon had earlier occurred in the Brahma/Hindu 

community. In an analytical study, Chaterjee has shown how the bhadro 

elite, displaced from the public realm had turned to the inner s phere, the 

horne, and refused to make its denizens (women) 8 matter of negotiation 

and exchange with the colonial power20. It was an uneasy resolution, 

where women hung in the balance of colonial negotiation. But it also 

illus trates t he centrality of the home in t he reformation sc heme and its 

s ignificance in the making of the new polity. What is morc, something 

s imilar had also happened in Victorian England in the middle of the 

nineteenth century. 

Historians of Victorian socie ty have accou nted for the period's 

idealization of woman (in the form of the Perfect L8dy) by examining the 

country's religious and economic upheavals . Religious doubt and the 

competitive atmosphere of capitalist business combined to threaten the 

stabiJJty of many traditional values (this was the era of Charles Darwin and 

the Utilitarians). One writer observes: 

Experiencing at once the breakdown of faith and the dehumanizing 

pressu re o r the marketplace, many Victorian writers relocated those 

values in the home and in the woman who was its centre. It was 

s he who could create a sanctuary both from the anxieties of modern 

life and for those valUes no longer confirmed by religious faith or 

relevant to modern business.2l (italics mine) 

tn the Indian context this would read - the breakdown of old values in the 

20partha Chatterjee, in Sangari and Vaidj and Nationalis t Thought and 
the Colonial World, (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1986) 

21Carol Christ, "Victorian Masculinity and the Angel in the Hou s e", i n 
Martha Vici nus (ed) A Widening Sphere Changing Roles of Victorian Women, 
(Bloomington: Indiana University P r ess, 1977). p.146. 
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face of modernization and the dehumanizing effects of colonization - a nd 

the pressures of negotiation that were tak ing place be tween the colonizer 

and the colonized. 

So broad ly s peaking, wherever one located reform - in Vic to rian 

Eng la nd or colonial India - the home was to be refashioned into 8 sanct

ua ry and its demarcation from the wo rld s harpened . But the process whic h 

was set in motion contained a n eq ually s tron g pull in the other direction. 

Jus t as the difference was made more dis tinct it was a lso redu ced 8S 

women s te pped out to assume new roles in the public domain. 

As public s pace s h rank for the Ind ians till there was no sovereig nty 

left (the vestige of de jure sovereign ty had been os te ns ibly ta ken away 

from the last Mu g hol emperor in 1857) the home became the centre of 

attention. By this time the colonial power too had finished its territoria l 

conques ts and entered a p hase of cultural and administrat ive expansion. 

From the Raj's poin t of view t he Women's Ques tion was an important par t 

of 8 policy of acculturation for its own purpose of ultimately creating a 

class "Indian in blood and colour, but Englis h in taste, opinion a nd morals" 

though many Britis h policy make rs must have earnestly believed the issue 

WAS a matter of pure altruism only. From the Indian's point of view the 

home and its custodians was to comprise a sanctuary in troubled times. It 

was to be an a id in modern middle class Lifes tyle, a nd a source both of 

nat ionalis t regeneration and modernist c hange. The 8nd8rm8 h81 had to with

stand the full g la re of outside scrutiny. 

Behind ever y girl's school set up, be hind every debate on c hild ma rri

age or polygamy, there were a complex set of factors - economic, imperial, 

poHtical or ideological - at work. The economic, j udicia l and adminis trative 

r eorganiza tion of t he colonia l world - a nd the ideological exigencies of the 

day - provided the contex t for reform. 
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CHAPTER II 
THE TRADITIONAL FAMJLY 

The family - the central arena of the private sp hcl-e peopled by denizens 

who were not supposed to be seen, let alone participate in the world 

outside - was a natural consequen ce of the gender inequality inherent in 

a patriarchal sc heme of things. This was a lso the only domain where women 

- rich or poor - derived a ny sig nificance and meaning from their lives and 

its structure was a key element in maintaining prescribed gender re lations. 

In the present chapter we will discuss some of the important details of this 

complex that shaped the 'world' of Muslim women within the boundaries of 

traditional sharif families in Bengal. 

S tru cture o f the Trad itionsl family 

Dwell in g on the lives of Hindu women in the early decades of this century, 

Margoret Urquhart pain ted a. picture of ind ian patriarchy in her book 

Womcn of Det/8M.l Though i t depicted the lives of women ins id e the 

domain of Hindu families, ma ny of he r obse rvat ions would apply to women 

in general. She obse rved that the family, whic h se rved as the social unit 

in India rather than the individual. comprised of not just one couple a nd 

their offspring but "8 patriarchal group in its main s tream a nd branches". 

According to Urquart, the Englis h family did not closely resemble the 

Ro ma n ' familia' but the Indian household of the lilTle was an almost exac t 

parallel to the ancient institution. In such large patriarchal set-ups the 

control and regulation of an entire system required a hierarchical s truc

tu re with authority vested in the person at the apex. As s uch these 'joint' 

'Margaret Urquhart, Women of Dengal: A Study of tile PaI"danasin of 
Calcutta. (London : 1925i rep. New Delhi: Cultural Publis hing House, 1983) 
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or ' extended' fa milies traditionaUy fou nd in both Hindu and Mu s lim commu

nities had a well defined set of roles and relationships based on authority 

and obedience. Though the ultimate head was unders ta nd ab ly the male pat

riarch, in matters of daily administration of the household, the mother or 

wife of the patriarch (mos t powerful bread-winner) would be in charge. 

Urqu hart provided a n economic explanation for the existence of the 

joi nt famil y a nd its gradual disappearance. In a socie ty whe re la nd was the 

major source of wealth, it was deemed easier to maint.ain s ta ndard, s ta tus 

and prosperity if aU the sons "lived by means of a common purse". Both 

Hind us a nd Mus lims had laws of inheritance whereby a ll the sons got a n 

equal share of the inheritance, and it was t his, Urq uha rt suggested, that 

cemented the s tructure of the paribar (family) . BUl as the traditional 

sources of wea lth a nd s us tenance started to d ry up with the c hanges 

atte nda nt on colonial rule, the tradi tional fami ly in both Hin du and Mus lim 

communities underwent great s t ructural changes. 

Patriarchy and the Muslim Family 

Theoretically, Is lam affirm ed the potential equality of the sexes,2 so the 

roots of gender inequa lity in Mus lim society had to be sough t e lsewhere: 

The c"-isting inequality does not rest on a n ideological or biological 

theory of women's inferiority, but is the outcome of s pecific social 

in sti tutions designed to restrain her power: namely segregation and 

legal s ubo rdination in the family.3 

The new social o rder created by the emergence of Is lam in t he seventh 

cen tury - a patriarchal, monotheis tic state out of warring, poly theis tic. a nd 

often matrilineal tribes - could exist only if the tribe gave way to the 

2See fatima Mernissi, 
Socie ty . 

Beyond the Veil: Male Female Dynamics in Muslim . . . 

J Mernissi, ibid. p. 19 
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Umm(J (Mus lim paUty and brotherhood). Prophet Muhammad realized that the 

ti g htly controlled pa triarcha l family was necessary for the preservaUon of 

the Vlllm8. With palriliny came the importance of private property a nd the 

possession of family membe r s (wives and c hildren) a nd biological paternity 

of the c hild and, therefore, control of female sexua lity.4 One of the many 

devices the Prophet us ed to implement the Umma (or social order) was the 

c reation of the ins titution of the Mu s lim family , which was quite unlike a ny 

exis tin g s exual union . Its dist inguishing feature " was its stric tl y d efin ed 

monolithic s truc ture".5 T his ins liluLion with i ts emp hasis o n seg regation 

and s ubordination of women had 8 c rucial role in the maintenance of the 

Is lamic patriarc hal o rde r. 

The g reat s tre ngth of the Is lamic code was that it was capable of pre

ser ving its essence, long after the social revolution of the 7th century, in 

the face of cou ntless epochs a nd va riou s cu lt ura l reincarnatio ns. The insti

tution of the family in northe rn and eas tern India whe re Is lam had r ec rea

ted the Muslim polity - far from its temporal and geog raphic origin -

fitted in quite well with the exist in g patriarchal s truc ture. 

THE ANDARMAHAL 

In nineteenth cen tury Bengal, the separation of the private and public 

spheres among respectable Mus lim families waS spatia lly manifes t in the 

division of the place of residence into an inner part (andar) a nd an outer 

one. This separa tion WaS phys ically more well-defined in the houses of the 

4 A patrimonial s ystem is one in which the man has power and autho
rity over the woman and the children before puberty, a nd t he household. 
One of Mernissi's argumen ts is that in pre-Is la mic society there were 
several matrilineal tribes with a wide variety of marriages an d women's 
rights . In this light t he thesis that women' s pos ition in Jahilya was 
uniformly dep lorable needs to be reexamined. 

5Me rnissi, p.I S. 
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well-lo-do sharif (well-born, upper class gentry) families where the female 

mem be rs ha rdly ever ventured out of the andarmahal (inner mansion). In 

the houses of the less well-ta-do, the inner and outer quarters would often 

be sy mbolically separated by a thin wall, fence, c u rtain, or somet imes even 

by a piece of furniture. The mos t important poin t be hind all thi s was that 

the seclus ion of women and privacy of famil y life was maintained in some 

manner or other. Since this ' sepa ration', apart from its fun c t iona l use, was 

also the insignia of respectability, o nly the families lower down in the 

social scale could probably ignore its importance . The term andar was 

in vogue righ t upto the early decades of the twentieth century - and it 

was sometime in the 1940s that its usage began to drop out of popular 

Bengali pa rlan ce and the un ispatieJ bass (place of abode) o r barhi (house) 

replaced it. 

Women writers of the period 1876 - 1939, from Faiz.u nn essa to Sufia 

Kamal, aU described the andaTtnahlJ1 (or 8ntahpur) and lives spent ins ide 

these quarters. However, we obtain a rather detailed picture of the 

8ndarmahaJ in 'From Purdah to Parliamen t', the autobiographical book 

written by Shaista Ikramullah, a member of t he Calcutta based Mus lim 

aristocracy. In the openin g chapter titled ' An Old Fashioned 1"louse" s he 

described the residence of her maternal grandfather Nawab Syed 

Mohammad, the house in which s he was born in 1915: 

I was born in Calcutta in my maternal grandfather's house. It was 

a very old-fashioned house, buil t in the style of Mu slim houses of 

t he nineteenth century .•. There was a s mall ... gate which opened 

into a long gallery .. . This opened into ye t ano ther uncovered 

galle ry which turned into a courtya rd . All arou nd the courtyard 

were the va rious living roo ms ... with a deep verandah running 

through the entire length of them a nd each formed a se parate 

unit. .. The s maller verandahs were arranged more or less in the 

same ma nner. There was one used exclus ively by youn g g irls as 
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their si tting room, for they were not s u pposed to mak e themselves 

too conspicuous ... There was fln upper s to rey ... But, as the windows 

of some of t he roo mS opened upon th e la ne , o nly youn g married 

cou ples were allowed to live in thi s part of the house. 6 

The verandahs, court ya rds, kitchens. e tc. a ll referred to the layou t of t he 

trad itional andarma /)al. 

In a late r c hapter of her autobiograph y, Shais ta described t wo o ther 

residences where s he lived - fi rst in Liloa h where her father worked as 

a Government phys ician a nd then in Nagpur where her husband was pos ted 

as a h igh-placed Government ofricer in Britis h In dia. The "modern" home 

a t Liloah had no separate inner an d o ute r quarters , (and no self-resp

ec ting maid of the old school would ag ree to come to work there!) . The 

colonia l b un galow at Nagpur WllS "modified and built on till it had take n 

on the look of the traditional Mu s lim house with t he large enclosed cou rt

yard and veranda h. ,, 7 In Najibar Rahman' s bes t sellin g novel Anowa ro 

( 19 14 ), one of the c ha ract ers, whose husband was the local lawyer, indeed 

had 8 hou se wi th an antahpur, but the a uthor a lso described a haJJ-g IJa/' 

(coined from English ' ha U' a nd Bengali 'ghar , a room) attached to the 

sleeping c hamber where all the women congregated for (l feast. Suc h pass

ages pointed to the conflicts 8S well as adj ustments tAking place in the 

pattern of r esidence amidst a c ha nging life-style j n colonial India. 

Da ily Life in the Andarmaluu 

As in the liindu household, the mis tress of the house wo uld s upervise 

servants and oth er femal e members who had not ac hieved sove reign s ta tus , 

in cooking of mea ls, cleaning, serving, ha ndi ng out rations, washing, etc. 

6Sec Beg u nl S heis ta S. I k ramu lIah. From Pu l'dah to Parliamen l (London: 
Cressel Publishers, 1963) pp .1-5. 

7lkramullah , ibid., p.66. 
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In rich households t here would be plenty of hours of relaxation which 

might be s pent in story- te lling, gossiping, sewing, reading religious texts 

or punthi, an occasional magician , snake charmer or performance. 

Each stage of a woman's life was marked by a ritua l to relieve the 

boredom of anda.rmahal life - earpiercing, completion of the Koran, a doll's 

marriage, biIthdays, weddings and religious festivals. Syeda Monowara 

recorded her memories of andarmallallife at the turn of the century: 

Mother used to love listening to songs. Sometimes after the Zohr 

prayer s he would summon all the maids to the verandah nnd bid 

them to sing ... Mother would sometimes reques t particular songs ... 

about weddings - the bridal toilet, the coming of the groom, songs 

of farewell. Sometimes Mother wanted to hear spiritual or n1arfati 

songs, o r ancient ballads etc. Many of us would cry with emotion, 

8t the beau ty of the legends - the pathos ... such as that of 

Princess Komolmoni.8 

Shaista painted a vivid picture of daily Bfe in her grandfather's residence 

in calcutta arou nd early 1920's: 

One sat and did one's sewing and reading, ate pan and received 

visitors on the verandah .. . Nawab Syed Mohammad (her grandfather) 

perforce had to accept certain things fo r himself, but he WAS 

determined not to accept them for his womenfolk.9 

Both in Hindu/Brahmo and Muslim households vendors . barbers. masseuses. 

etc., from the outside formed the only link between the private and public 

spheres as well as between one family and another. IO Shais t8 pointed to 

the link between the private and public sp heres: 

8Syeda Monowara Kha tu n. p.28. 

9lkramul lah, p.8. 

10 See Sumanta Bannerji. "Marginalization of Women's Popular Culture 
in Nineteenth Cen tury Bengal," in Sangari and Vaid, pp. 127- 179. 
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There were the women vendors , the choori-wali (bangle selle r s ), the 

Bisatin (women who sold ribbons, buttons. etc.) ... But the selling of 

their wares was the leas t part of these women's jobs. Their most 

important role was that of purveyor of news. They were, in reatity, 

the newscar riers of the women's world. I I 

Experiences of the andarmaJmJ we re also recorded by Nawab Faizunnessa 

Chauduraoi (18.34-1903), Rokeya Sa khawat 1I0ssein (1 880- 1932) , Nurunnessa 

Khatun (1894- 1975), a nd Syeda Monowara Khatun (l909-1981) . Their experi-

eoces of the andarmaJJaJ, of course, predated Shais ta ' s, Nawab Faizu nnessa 

made brief references to her childhood in the andarmahal in the preface 

to he r book Rupia/a} (1 876), She mentioned tha t d urin g her c hildhood her 

future husband Ma hmud Ghnzi Once caught a glimpse of her. One must 

ass ume t hat Mahmud was a llowed entry beyond the s trict boundary of 

p urda h into the IIndarmalJa} only because he was one of her relatives. 

Ro keya pointed to the andsrmahal as being the woman's sale domain in 

Abol'odhbasini where she recounted episodes of women's lives behind 

seclusion. In Aborodhbasini (literally, women dwelling behind t he Wall) 

based on rca l life instances one feels the full force of t he separation of 

the anda,r from the outside world. In writing of her own childhood life in 

her father's stately mansion in Payraband, Rangpur, Rokeya said: 

From the age of five we gi rls had to observe purdah even from 

those of our ow n sex. Men were not a llowed in the Antahpur so I 

did not have to suffer their oppression ... 12 

Nurunn essa Khatun (1894-1 975 ), the most prominent female writer of the 

period c hosen here, was a lso born in an aristocratic family of Murs hidabad . 

11 IkramuUah, p.23. 

12See Aborodhbashini in Rokeya Rachanabah', (Bengali) (ColJected 
Works of Rokeya), Abd ul Kader (ed' , (Dhaka: BangIa Academy, 1973) , 
pp.488-489i [hereafter cited as RR]. 
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In the presidential speech delivered at the Bengal Mus lim Women's Confer

ence in 1926 (1333 as), Nurunnessa reminisced that inside the high walled 

apartments of the andar of her childhood home the only glory of nature 

t hat her eyes could feas t on were the s tars at night. 

Sycda Monowa ra Khutun also referred to the andarmal1a! in her brief 

memoir Smrilir Pata:. "Purdah was very severe in the a ndar-mahol in our 

household. Even 8 male servant of 13 or l4 would not be allowed in".13 

Abul Fazl (1905-1983). up and coming writer in the 19205 in Dhaka, 

lamented the fact that litera ry c reativ ity would always be hampered in 8. 

society which provided no scope for its men to know the true feeling s of 

its women : 

When I set out to write I realized how little we know our own 

society specially the domain of the family ... So we would accost ou r 

mothers, aunts. sisters or cousins for glimpses of the uf/known 

Muslim Antahpur. 14 

BIRTH AND CH ILDIIOOD 

The birth of 8 felllale child was not considered as auspicious as that of a 

male child. Many families did not bother to herald the birth of a femal e 

c hild with the SZ88n, which is a compulsor y religious custom when a male 

child is born. In hi s memoir Ibrah.im Khan recorded - among o ther things 

- many rituals, c ustoms , and attitudes of D society in transition. He wrote 

about hi s childhood locality in Tangail Sub-division and its surround ing 

areas. A slory about the birth of a daughter: 

There was no harm in the birth of sons one after another, but the 

lJsycda Monowara Khntull, "Smrilir Pllta" , (Bengali) I (Leaves of 
Memory), Ekkllon, 5-6, 1396 as, p.l2. 

J4Abui Fazl, In t roduction to M. Fatema Khanum's Swaplarshi, 
(Seven Stars), (Dhaka: Bulbul Publishing House, 1964). p.vii. 
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birth of consecut ive daughters res ulted in disp leasure manifesting 

itself in negative names s uch as "Chhutiwala", "Pochi", etc. In a 

nearby village a woma n after giving birth to four daughters was 

pregnant again. Her husband had th reat ened her that if she gave 

birth to a fernale ch ild again he wou ld divorce her a nd c ut off her 

nose. When a daug hter was born again, the mother prepared to 

leave rather than be divorced. I5 

But giving birth to daughters would not a lways be frowned upon (the 

Prop het's grea t love for his daughter Fa tema would often be invoked here). 

[n Bengal, a c hild would us ually be born in a separate room, termed 

various ly as s hutika gn'ha or atur g har. This tradition was a lso prac ticed 

by many Muslim families. 16 In most cases, this would not have to be a 

spatia lly separate room or hut built specifically for the purpose as in case 

of Hindu women. Though urban families did not emphasize a separate 

olurghar, the practice was p revalent in rural society. 17 The official 

records as depicted in Censuses and Statistical ACCOUnts refer to similar 

practices in both communities. L8 One contemporary r ecorded his 

obser vations On c hild birth practices in 1873: 

When a woman ei t her Hin du or Muhammadan, approaches the term 

of her pregnancy , a n outho use or detac hed room is prepared for 

her to which, when labour begins s he retires with a dai a nd a 

15 Ibrahim Khan, Batayan, (Bengali), (Window), (Dhaka: Bangia 
Academy, 1967), p.209-10 

16 See NoJibo.r Rahman , Anowara, pp. 215- 218. 

l7 Therese Blanche t in her study Meaning and Rituals of Birth in 
Rural Bangladesh, (Dhaka: University Press Limited, 1984) has uncovered 
many non-Islamic or s yncretic beliefs and rituals s urroun ding childbirt h 
in present day Bang ladesh. 

18 In this connection some interv iewees stated t hat for Mus li m women, 
the conditions and rituals of confin ement were not as severe as for Hindu 
women. But the picture is far from being clear as others insisted that 
things were not so different for the two commun ities . 
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servant , This den to which the highest as well as the lowest is 

condemned , is know n as the Asauc ha-ghar . .. 19 

Women writing in the pe riod have tes tiried to happy childhoods, in spite 

of seve re purdah a nd lack of ed ucation. The more fortunate of them who 

spent their ear ly lives in sprawling houses set amid expansive ground s 

(before these families became urba n dwellers in the trues t sense of the 

word) have some happie r memories, as we find in Rokeya: 

Where may one find a comparison to our hou se and its g round s, 

s haded by fores ts o n all sides? . . We rise to the c r y of t he mornin g 

birdsj the call of the faxes signals tha t maghreb (evening) p rayer 

is near .. . Our child hood passed in bliss in the midst of s hady 

forests in r ural Bengal.20 

Nawab faizunnessa also referred to 8 happy child hood in the preface to 

Rupj8/a/. These women belonged to upper or middle class landed gentry 

which formed 8 part of the traditiona l s hurafa - which soon made way for 

the new professional Mus lim elite draw n a long the lines of the Brahmo/

Hind u bhadr% k class. They did not, by dint of their class situation, 

experience the hardships t he vast majori ty of children faced every day, 

later, many of t hem had to s t r uggle hard. The comfort and luxury of their 

earlier lives had become things of the past. Rokeya, Monwara, Mamlukul 

Paterna, and Sufia Kamal had to take up a job to make ends meet, o ften 

after their widowhood or separationj but as c hild ren, they seldom knew 

what hardship meant. Their early childhoods were mostly spent inside the 

a nda r-mahal, playing with dolls or romping round the garden, lis tening to 

s tories a nd fai r y tales told by grandmothers or other elderly ho use

inmates , lear ning a nd reading r eligious texts and a n occasional c hild ren's 

19 James Wise, Notes on the Races, Castes and Tl'8des of Eas t ern 
Bengal, (London: Harrison a nd Sons, 1883) , pp. 50-51 . 

20 RokeY8 Snkhawat Ho ssein, in RR, pp.195-196. 
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story book. As girls, they were also tllught to help in household c hores, 

in cooking, sewing, knitting and embroidering. From an early agc, they 

were brought up with the "ultimate" goal of a woman in mind . that is, the 

rolc of a wife a nd mother. 

Child hood in the period und er review did not last long for a girl by 

present day s tandards. It would end almost at the age of six or seven 

when s he wou ld be put in purdah and shortly afterwards she would be 

considered ready for maJ'riage. Manowara recollected the end of childhood; 

When I was six or seven I had already finished three UJ'du texts 

which inc luded Behesti Zewar and Maftuhul Jinnat (these were read 

out to me). My mother wanted that I should complete the instruc

tional and sc riptural texts by the age of seven so that by the age 

of eight 1 cou ld be married of[.21 

ROLE MODELS 

Nor-ms and concepts of what woman's role s hou ld be and what womanhood 

comprised of - and women's res pOnse to these - all generated nn engros

sing and continual discours e. It waS formulated in the mosques, a t home, 

in the fictional and non-fictional Literature of the time. in politics and in 

the world of culture - there was no aspect of life free from it. The mentol 

world of the Muslims in Bengal was made immensely more complex by the 

extraterritorial culture of Pan Is lam. At the apex of the ideological world 

s tood the Holy Koran, cons id ered eternal, immutable, and final by devout 

MusliJos , governing every aspect of their spiri tual and material Hfe. The 

all-embracing Islamic law or s haria is difficult to define in a few words. 

However, the foundational princip les of sh8ria, 85 expounded by 8th 

century jurists such as AI-Sha.fi, were based on 

a) the Koran b) the lIadith (recorded sayings, views, explanations 

21 Syeda Mo nowara Khatun, p.29, 
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of the Prophet) and Sunna (model behaviour based on the conduct 

of the Prophet) c) Ijma (consensus among the Community of 

believers) d) Qiyas (analogical reasoning) and e) !jtehad (original 

thought o r research based on or exercised through Qiyas).22 

Though not given the status of s haria. a vast number of religiou s tracts 

and manuals developed subsequently in vadous regio ns of the Islamic 

world which conveyed, explained, interpreted, and in many cases added to 

the provisions of the Koran and Badith. Unlike classics such 8S Dukhari's 

Hadith these forms of didactic literature appealed to the masses. Alo ng with 

the spoken word of the mull{lS (in the form of the Khutba1 Fatw8, and Waz) 

they broughl Islam to the homes of the po pulace, filte red through the 

pris m of the mullah's inte rpretative facu lties. The Koran lays dow n a fairly 

clear and strict code of conduct for all believers. But, for centuries, 

cr itical passages were taken up by countless jurists, commenta tors, and 

preachers to provide the inviolable model of female behaviour.2J 

The Punthi Tradition 

In the pre-modern age the lite rate Muslims either read texts in Pers ian

Arabie-Urdu, or mishro-bhasa punthi. Originally punthi referred to 

hand-written books - composed mostly in simple verse. Till the late nine

teenth centu ry Nasihal - namas, 8. special b ra nd of punthi literature meant 

to be recited. were the most popular medium of didactic instruction. Many 

of these had Arabic titles but were written in Bengal i. The socia-economic 

conditions of colonial rule in Bengal from 1757-1857 ( th e pedod of company 

22 See Fazlu r Rahman. Is/am, (London: Wiedenfeld and Nicholson, 1966), 

23 Of lale, feminis t sc holars who happen to Jive under MUs lim Law, are 
ma kin g a thorough study of Koranic passages claim to have found 
nume rous di s tortions a nd manipu lations of the provisions of original 
passages. These claims are based on the scope for an interpretation 
(tllfsir) of Koranic pro'visions and the etymology of the Arabic language. 
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rule), created an ethos of c ultural decay a nd eros ion. This according to 

Anis uzzaman generat ed an ambience for the development of punthi compo

s ition in 'rnisl"a-bhasha ria' (Bengali mixed with Arabic, Pers ian and 

Sans krit). These epics pointed to a decline in the s late of women judg in g 

by a dist ru st of them and a belief in their fic kle and low ly nature 

displayed in th e writers' portrayal of femal e c haracters. 'Love' too was 

d ebased in these eig hteenth and nineteenth Century punthis. These po pular 

didactic texts must have created and refl ected the existing d iscourses on 

women. T8mbia tunnessa, the work of the poet Maleh Mohammad, "a repos i

tory of advice to women" was one s uch work. 

Garib ulla h whose father hailed from Dhaka, composed several pieces 

cen treing around women . [mandar Nek Bibir Kcccha (story of the Piou s a nd 

Fai thfu l Lady) celeb ra ted " the medieval devotion of a wife to her hu s band 

thoug h her status and nature are ot herwise debased .,,24 The poet al so 

eulogized the devotion piety and chastity of women s uch as 8ibi fatema 

(the work was based on the Urd u 'Ta mbiatunnessa'). In a n appendage titled 

Kolikaler AUratcl' Bayan or "The Ways of a Woman of Kalijug (moder n age)", 

the punthi-writer derided the Kalijug woman: 

Ga ribuUah says what can 1 expou nd 

The vices of women in Kalijug bound. 

In neighbour's house they talk ill of spouse 

Neglecting chores in the house 

The women gather and heap abuse 

On hu s band , home and whatever they choose. 

Some say, ' He buys no jewels for me 

Accursed may his ea rn ings be.' 

They while the hours , work un done 

24 Anis uzzaman, Muslim Manas 0 BangIa Sa/Jicya 
{Bengali}, (The Muslim Mind a nd Bengali Literature), (Dha ka: 
1964) , p. DS . 
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Th e women of Klllijug s hameless o nes!25 

In "Uarh J~Y818ni" (1864), a s hort play let written in the fo r m of a conv er

sation , the writer Ghu!am Husain bemoaned the advent of Kaiijug. in which 

the traditional family structure was breaking down - that is. the daughter 

in-Jaw wa nted to reign and the mo ther in-law's power was o n the wane. 

The a lert 'modern' bride did not want to accommodate her mother in-Jaw 

and the son acquiesced and the mother turned out of the house was forced 

to s talk the s treets begging. The theme of the manipulative wife (often 8 

s econd one), poisoning the ears of the besotted hus band agains t the 

mother in- law or s tep-daughter (the latter pious and chaste) became a 

recu rrin g one among male write rs of the s ubseque nt pe riod . 

These books were popular among the Mus lim 'literati' in town and 

village. It is to be remembered that Mus lim society in 19th century Bengal 

was a pre-dominantly 'rural' o ne. As the middle class was taking shape a nd 

urban mig rat ion intensified , a lol of rural cultu re seeped into the towns . 

By faizunnessa's time there were a few prosc wor ks by Mu s lim wrilcrs 

(e.g. Bish8d ShindhuJ, 

popu larity as a medium. 

Biographies. 

but poetry had by no means lost its 

Role mod cis upheld in front of Muslim gir ls were: Bibi fatema (the 

Prophel's daug hter) , Bibi Ruhima (wife of the Biblical prophet Ayublt Bibi 

Khadija, Ayesha and other wives of Prophet Muhammad, Khao la, Umme Aban, 

Umme Amara (female warriors of the early Arab e mpire ), Rabeya the mys tic 

sain t, Razia Sultan a nd Cha nd Sulta ll a (heroic warrio r s closer to home), Gul 

Badan, Nurje han a nd Jahana ra (learned ladies of the Mughal Court), etc. 

They were all-time favou ri tes, and thcir popularity e ndures to th is day. 

2S Cited in An is uzzaman , p.DS. (Trans lation mine). 
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These his to rica l fi g ures each represented one a tl important vi rtue a young 

girl should inculcate. Thu s Fatema's life was a n example of fiJjal loya lty as 

wss Jahanara's (who also exemplified schola r s hip); Bibi Rahima was the 

ultimate example of devotion to hu sband and God; Khadija and Ayesha a lso 

s tood for wifely love and devotion, Khaola, Umme Aban. Umme Hakim and 

other ~biral1ganas ' were extolled for t heir valour in defending Islam and 

their own honour.26 Rabeya alone was different in that s he trod a 

homeless, hea r tless, hu sbandless path - that of a s ufi saint - an Is lamic 

equivalent to Meera. Interes ting ly of t he few Hindu women ex tolled by 

Mus lims were Sits and Sati, both re nowned for their wifely devotion. 

As late as 1912/1926 Maulvi Dewan Nas iruddin Ahmed's Pati Bhakti, 

hand ed out masaheJ (advice) for gi rls , and held u p once more the examples 

of Hawa (Eve), Khadijs, Ayes hs , Sauds, Fatema, Asma binte Yezid, Ulllme 

Abban, Zobcda Khatun, Mumtaz Mahat, Romesa. etc. 

Didactic Manuals . 

As the urban middle class grew in number , accompa nied by the develop

ment of modern Bengali prose in the latter half of t he last century, the 

Namas were re placed by a spale of instructio nal literature meant to be read 

rather than hea rd . As Urd u was the med ium of instructio n in m8ktsb a nd 

m8dr8$~ wides pread, indigenous educational institutions for Mus lims in 

Bengal before the colonial system of ed ucation took over-initially a Jot of 

Urdu prose works were imported into Bengal from North India and some 

were even composed indigenously. From the early decades of the 20th 

century r eligious scholars , imbued with a reformistic zea l, s tar ted wrilin g 

26 Late r, throug hout 1915-17, AJ-EsJam ran a series celebrating these 
heroines titled " Moslem Biranglws", written by Es lamabadi. The model 
women included Khansa, Khaola, Umme Hakim, Umme Aban, Um me Isa, 
Johaoyza, Umme Ammara, Umme Harem. ASlIl a, Umme Khaye r Nu rjehan, Aga 
Begum, Rajia Begum, Golebe hest, etc. 
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didac tic manuals meant for the changing Life-style of the ris ing 

middle-class Muslims. The most famous manual of this genre was Ashraf Ali 

Thanawi's monumental trea tise Behesti ZC IV8T (Orname nt of Hcaven) , first 

pub lished in 1905. It was trans lated into Bengali from Ca lcutta in 1925 (and 

late r in Dhaka in 1961) . 

Thanawi's work was part of t he Mu slim Reformist Project, aimed at 

creat in g the new model woman, the Heavenly Ornament. As a western critic 

and tran s lator of the book has observed : 

The teachi ngs of t he ulama were meant to crea te a certain kind of 

pe r son ... individually res ponsible for t he fulfilment of obUgations 

and unfai l i ngly self-controlled ... . Many of the concerns of the u/8ma 

were well illustrated in one of their mos t influential books , the 

BelJ esti ZelVlfr Maulana As hraf Ali Than8vi (1864-1943) wri tten at the 

turn of thi s century . The boo k was meant to be a complete educa

lion of a respectable Muslim girl or woman.27 

The Zeva r was a book about what kind of person every woman, in fact. 

every human being s hould be. "The kind of person Than6vi en visages is 

associated with s us tained fo rmation a nd discipline". 28 That woman is 

quie t , guarded, reflective, orderly, clean. sys tematic, honourable, pure and 

pious. As North Indian tex ts were always impo rted sooner or later in 

Bengal, the book no l on ly became popular - it s pawned Bengali vers io ns 

based on its style and content . The Zew8r was on t he s yllabi at Rokeys's 

Sakhawal Memoria l Girls School. Monowara Khatun remembered elders 

reading it when s he was a child. 

The new manuals written in c haste prose differed from its predecessor s 

27 Barbara Metcalf, "Thanavi and Urd u Literature". in Christopher 
Shackle (ed) ,Urdu alld Mus lim South Asia, (New Delhi: Oxford Univers ity 
Press, 199 1), p. 93 · 

28 Metcalf, ibid . p. 99. 
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in one important respect. They were meant to be read by girls themselves, 

comprehended inte llectually, emotionally, and acted upon. Various elements 

went into the making of the new woman - to whom the manuals were add

ressed - and whom t hey also aimed to construct - and she was by no 

means 8 monoUthic entity. The important point was that the manuals were 

self-contained and self- sufficient, sole guides in the turbulent sea of 

colonial India, for the pious but practical Mus lim girl. Thoug h older texts 

and models persisted, there was a shift toward comprehensive compendiums 

which any individual girl whose faculties had been (opened' (8 condition 

the Zewar insisted on) through education, could comprehend, interpret and 

act upon. All the existing virtues were kept intactj to those were added 

more practical instructions a nd advice on cooking, cleaning, child rearing, 

home medicine, religious duties, marital duties and rights, travellin g . 

shopping, posting letters etc. In short, the Behl1sti ZeIVaT was to be the 

model and guide for the Muslim girl now re-formed, so that she could steel' 

herself and preserve her tradition, religion and purity in changing times. 

contributing at the same time to the growth of the Mus lim polity by 

producing ideal citiZens. Representing what may be termed the conservative 

strand of Reformism, the novelty of the book lay in the lfgency given to 

the female reader, albeit an agency circumscribed by total patriarchal 

control. The emphasis in manuals s uch as Dehesti Zewar had shifted from 

concrete examples (though they still held theiT ground) to 'abstract' values 

of female domesticity and virtue. New socia l conditions had called for new 

female personali ties , and new role mode ls . 

Thus. it was that when Maulvi M. Sanaullah in 1937 decided to write 

another manual for girls , he named it Adarsha Balika - the Ideal GirL It 

was meant for young girls and the author took them by hand s howing them 

t he way to ideal womanhood, step by s tep. 
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PUUERTY AND PREPARATIONS FOR MARRIAGE 

With the onset of puberty which occurred early in tropical climates, a 

girl' s training was complete and s he was considered physically and 

mentally read y for marriage. The onset of menstruation was a n important 

event in a girl's life, for thereafte r s he would be cons idered a t ruly 

tsexual' bein g , bu t the matter was hardly ever discussed. "Menstru a tion 

was a closed chapter, a secret o pe ration", comme nted a highly educated 

a nd indepe ndent-minded interviewee. S he desc ribed th e prevalent attitudes 

towards this subject and general practices as she knew them during t he 

late 1920s as follow s: 

Girls who had been married very early were now deemed read y for 

conjugal life and sent to their s washur barhi (abode of the fat her 

in-Law). The elders rarely, perha ps never, told them the tsecrets' 

of menstruation. They would only be (cautioned' a nd asked to main

tain purdah more strictly . AS sanitary pads were not known in 

those days, improvised substitutes such as c lean gA uze, cotton or 

cloth from old saris, or sometimes even mosquito-nets, would be 

used. Soiled clot h would be burned, buried o r thrown, far from the 

house. As families moved to urban centres, the handy pail came into 

vogue. A feeling of great shame accompanied the process a nd none 

rea lly knew why. 29 

Mens truat ion a nd its conn ection with pregnancy were s u rrounded by myths 

and the puritan ethic filtering in from Vic torian England made the s u bject 

taboo as Bengali women unde rwent mode rnization. One interviewee recalled 

tha t some giris even denied hav in g periods.30 

Ideological pre para tions fo r mar ria.ge were ample. All didactic manuals 

emphas ized the point that the ultimate roles a woman wo uld have to play 

29 Interv iew: Mrs Me herunnessa Is lam, Dec 1990 - Jan 1991 

30 Interview: Zubaida Mirza, Nov. 1991 
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were those of wife and mother. The g randmother's advice to the 16-year 

old t\nowara, the heroine of the novel "Anowara" (1914), prior to the 

latter's departure for her husband's home is reminiscent of the advice 

given to Site. and Shakuntala in Hi ndu mythology: 

It is not o rdained tha t n gir l s pend her entire life in a fa ther's 

hous e. According to shariat, her husband's home is her true abode. 

Mo reover, if she foils in her wife ly duties - all her piety goes in 

vain. Therefore, cons ider the prosperity of you r in-law's abode 

your sacred du ty. T hus I send you to your husband's home.J1 

Shaista corroborated this in her me moir: 

Girls in my days were brought up with the one and on ly view of 

doing credit to their mother in Susral. Here again r want to say 

that the hold this sort of conditioned reflex takes on o ne's mind is 

very st rong ... So it was that trained to accept ma rriage as the 

eventual goal of one's exis tence a nd the arrangin g of it as the 

absolute r ig ht of onc 's parents, .. . I had no feel in g of resentment 

agai nst it. 32 

Although there were ample preparat ions fo r the material aspect of woman

hood (s uc h as cooking, sewing, cleaning, account - keeping) as we ll 85 its 

non-materia l aspect (such as care of husband, tendin g h im, pleasing him), 

preparat ions for the sexual aspect of conjugal life were next to nothing. 

There were some non- s tandard sex manuals avaiJab le during this period, 

bu t one suspects that the r eadership was to ta lly male . One such manual for 

Mus lims was Lajjatunnessa by A. Ali Ahmad, publis hed f rom Calcutta in 

1897. Several interviewees ack now ledge having heard of the book a nd a fe w 

had seen it. JJ Another popular book "Adhunika Stree" (The Modern Wife) 

31 Mohammad Ne..iibur Rahma n, AnowaTa,Cfirs t published 1914; ,Dhaka: 
Ana nda Prakashan, 19S8} , p.64. 

32 lk ramullah , p.5l. 

JJ Sexuality is s till 8 taboo s ubject in Ba nglades h socie ty and as s uc h 
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by Mrs Aqiqu nn essa Ahmad was written for the more genteel audience of 

the 19405. But, as noted before, preparations for the sexual aspect of 

marriage were meagre. Educated gir ls would sometimes read up 'adu lt' 

no vels in sec ret and often such knowledge would have to s uffice . Sha ista 

described a scene in the andarmllha l just prior to her marriage in 1933 -

how her cousins descended on her, tcasing and talking about her future 

husband, and how t hat "buUt up 8 pseudo-romantic atmosphere for the 

whole thing".J4 

However, all brides were not so fortunate. Tales of horror abou t the 

bridal night were not unCOmmon, as one interviewee disclosed. S he had 

seen cousins ge tting married in the 19305. They would be shoved (good 

neturedly) into the bridal chamber by older relatives - and would 

gradually learn to accept the role of meeting 8 man's physical need . She 

had rarely come across 8 girl who said she enjoyed sex at that time.35 

Selecting A Or-ide. 

Marriages would be arranged by guardians. Seldom if ever in s harif (or in 

later parlance, bJJadro) socie ty did girls and boys gel a c hance to meet 

each ot her prio r to marriage. Individual preferences played a minor part 

and guardians generally went by a set of 'standard' condi tions. The ideal 

criteria for selecting spouses were la.id down in manuals and contemporary 

periodicals. One of the 118dilh that inspired the discourse on marriage se t 

down in later manuals , dea lt with the mOlivalion behind selecling a woman 

as partner: "The Prophet said that the woman ca n be married for her 

it is difficult to broach the s ubject in interviews with e lderly women. 
However, several interviewees were very reassuring, if not informative. 

34 lkramullah, p. 53 

35 Interview: Me hrunnessa Is lam. 
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religion, for her fortune or for her beauty. Be motivated in your c hoice by 

her religion . ,,36 

The 8chesti ZeIV8r was concerned with the construction of the dutiful 

and pious Muslim woman who would be equipped on the one hand to 

preserve religion and tradition and, on the other, to deal with the novel 

situation of a changed (colonial) social order. It left no topic untouched 

from marriage to mailing letters. Marriage, the text maintained, WaS an 

obligation in Islam and the family a building block of the social order. 

Accordi ng to Thanawi, courtship was an abominable Christ ian cus tom whic h 

was being resorted to by contemporary Indian Muslims who fancied this 

made them (modern' . 

Ismail Hussain Shirazi (1880-1931), social critic and reformist, lamented 

the fact that the new generation of educated young men emphasized the 

fa lse criteria of beauty and wealth in selec ting a spouse. On the other 

hand , the wife's side us ually considered property, wealth or a well-paying 

job as the criteria for a good bride-groom. Shirazi criticized these 

practices and lauded the norms prevalent in Europe and America and 

recognized the research done in the West on sexual pairing, sui tability, 

compatibility, etc. Unfortuna tely, these aspects were neglec ted by Bengali 

youths. The criteria for selection which Shirazi favoured were lineage, 

learn ing, refinement, character, health and finally beauty and aCCom

plis hment. In setting down the ideal ages at marriage he apprehended the 

Marriage Restraint Act of 1929 a nd the Age of Consent Act of 1930.37 

36 A. Tarmidi, Sunan-ai-Tarmidi, n.d.- Medina, p.275, Chapter 4, Hedith 
1095, cited by Mernissi, Beyond ... , p.54 

37 I smail Hossain Shirazi, "Bibaho Niti''t (Procedure for Marriage) , A/
Es/am, 5: 7, Kartik 1326 85 , . : ited in Mus tafa Nurul Islam, p. 79 . 
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Agc at M8('riage 

AS early as Adam's ed ucat io n r eports of 1835 a nd 1838, the wide prevalence 

of child marriage had been men tioned in official discou rse as a deterrent 

to female educat ion. Hunter in hi s Sta t is tica l Accounts of Bengal, prese nted 

a report on marriage norms in 1873: 

Both among Muhammadans a nd Hindus, boys are generally married 

be twee n the ages of 15 and 20 ... Girls are us uall y married at 10 

and have no c hoice. The parents ar ran ge the match if possib le in 

their ow n viJ lage. 38 

Child marriage, fea tured as an important Iss ue on the age nda of the 

nine teenth century Reform Movement in Bengal. In bo th communities it 

would not be unusual to find marriages between girls o f seve n and boys 

of ten . (t he brides who c rossed the thres ho ld of the illustrious Tagore 

family in Jorasanko, were in many instances ' child brid es' or b81ikll 

b811dh u) . In the 1890s, 8 proposed government legislation in famH y law 

-Age of Consent BiII- generated a great debate among a ll sect ions of the 

population. In effect, t he 1891 Bill was an extension of the 1872 Brahmo 

Ntltive Marriage Act. to the Hindu community , and proposed to rajse the age 

of cohabi tation from 10 to 12 yenrs.39 BAsically the bi11 proposed that 

inlercou rse/cohabilation with a g ir l below 12, married or unmarried. was 

tantamount to rape and n punishable offence. 

In the ogilation that followed, Hindus were the main opponents bUl 

J8W. W. Hunter. Stl1listiclII Account of Benglli, Vol. vi (Noakhaii), 
(London: 1877; rept. N. Delhi: Govt. of I ndia: 1973) . p.279. 

39 For full discussions see C.H. Heimsath . Indian Nationalism and llindu 
Socia l Reform, (New Jersey: Prin ceton University press, 1964); Dagmar 
Engels, "The Age of Consent Act of 189 1: Colonial Ideology in Bengal ", in 
South Asia Research, Vol. J: 2, November 198Jj a nd Rosalind 0 Hanlon, 
"I ssues of Widowhood in Colonia l Western [ndia ", in Douglas Haynes and 
Gyan Prakas h (eds), Contesting Power Resistance and Everyday Sociol Rela
tions in Sou th Asill. (Delh i: Oxford University Press, 1990) 
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some sectjons of the Mus lims also joined in. The Sudhaka r group opposed 

the bi ll and Mus lim participation was noticeable in the protest meeting 

organ ized in Dha ka. Syed Golam Mustafa , Maul vi M8kbul Ali, Muns hi Bazlur 

Rahman, Ma ul vi Shams ul Huq, and Kai kobad all joined in the p rotest. 

However, the two leadin g Mus lim associations - The Muhammadan Literuf)' 

Society a nd The Central Muhammadan Association, s upported the bill as did 

Maulvi Abdul Jabbar deputy magis trate of Alipore , Nawttb Ahsanullah of 

Dhaka a nd Sir Syed Ahmed Khan. 

As the ideas or the Bengol Renaissance s tarted to permeate. and old 

socio-economic st ructures s ta rted to undergo various tran s format ions. th e 

qu es tion of c hild marriage became a topic for concern. In the Mu s lim 

Community . one of t he ea rliest and most vocal social c ritics Na us her Ali 

Khan Yusu fazai (1864- 1964) referred with conce rn to t he prac t ice of 

child- marriage in his classical work 'Bsngiyo Mussulmsn' (1 890). Sometime 

later, Mohammad Meherulla h Hu ssein from Sirajganj (in Pabna) wro te a 

rerormis t tract on c hild marriage (in 1909). He. like his predecessor. s ta ted 

that Mus lim society was rampant with ill practices rather than beneficial 

ones, of which Child Marriage to pped the lis t. 40 Meheru llah concluded 

that ignoran ce, ill health, loss of wealth a nd vita lity were t he ill effec ts of 

child loarriage and appealed to rellow Muslims to weed out the 'evil 

prac tice'. lie a lso recommended twenty and fourteen as the ages when boys 

and girls s hould be married off by thei r parents, thu s apprehendi ng t he 

recommenda tions of the Child Marriage Res t raint Acl of 1929 nnd t he Age 

of Consent Act of 1930. 

And yet the notio n of child ma rriage had p rovoked no s uch diatrib e 

only a few decades ea rlie r. The custom was in prac tice in ru ral a nd 

semi-rura l areas, if not in to\vns in the ear ly d ecades of the presen l 

40M. Me herulla h Hussein , 8a/Y8 Bibaher 13ishmay Phai, (Den gali), (The 
Poisonous Effects of Child Marriage) , (Si rajganj : Author, 1909) 

69 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chap ter II 

century. It was not unusual to have daughters married at the age of 10 

or 12 as late 8S 19JO. (See Appendix for a list of women discussed in this 

study a nd their ages at marriage). 

The Ceremony 

The wedding ceremony itself could be very e laborate or simple depending 

on the wea lth and tasles of lhe families concerned. Three accounls of 

Mus lim weddings cited below which took place over a period of 60 years 

show the tenacity of some aspects of ritual life. 

The first is an account from that oft-cited feat of colonial record 

keeping, Hunter' s Statistical Account'; the second from an aricle publis hed 

in a journal in 1922j the third is a bride's description of her own wedding 

in Calcutta in 1933. Hunter was sent the report of a wedding in a 

semi-rurol society by Mr King, collector of Noakhali: 

.. . The parents arrange the marriage if possible in their own 

village ... Among Muhammadans the bridegroom's father gives the 

marriage present which consist of c lothes, ornaments and 8. written 

agreement... Among Muhammadans, the bridegroom with his relatives 

(etc. ) meet on the appointed day in the outer apartment of t he 

bride's house ... a wakil and two witnesses are appointed. The 

wedding present is handed to the wak.il who takes it to the bride 

and is thereupon empowered by her to intimate to the bridegroom 

her consent to the marriage.. . the mullah reads the religious 

service. The guests are reasted.41 

This description went down to the las t detail including the glass of sharbet 

drunk by husband and wife in the andaf. 

An article in Sadhana, published 46 years after Hunter's, resembled t he 

former description quite closely; 

41 Hunter, Statistical, vol. vi. Noakhati, p. 279 

70 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapte r II 

Mu slim marriage is based on consent between the bride and groom ... 

On the a ppoin ted day the bridegroom's party goes to the girl 's 

house whe re s he is kept in t he andlJr. A wakil i s appointed ... " , 

etc.42 

Sha.i s ta lkramullah got married in Calcu tta in 1933. Thoug h resident in 

Bengal for mo re than two generations, her famil y had persevered in the 

Indo- pe rsian lifestyle of the ' high' Mus lim c ulture of North India. The 

ceremonies s he described were representative of th e weddings in her 

particular socia l c lass a nd cu lture. Shaista devoted a n e nt ire c hapter to 

her weddi ng: the Mayur ceremon y - the anointing of oils, perfumes, he nna 
" 

and herba l pastes; the elaborate coiffure; the trousseau - the arrival of 

the bridegroom's procession with the gi ft which consisted of "seven 

beautiful saris ... a complete set of jewelery, sehrs and mounds of Juddoos", 

She went on to desc r ibe the appointment of the !Vakil who came in for the 

consent, the marriage deed which was s igned, the banquet, the gold coins 

given as salami to t he cou ple when they were seated on the dais made for 

them, the Runumai ce remony where the groom and bride saw each other 

a nd finally the sopna where the couples' guard ians gave the groom and 

bride away. The rituals continued for hours . S hais16 wrote: 

, .. between my fat her's a ttempt at moder nization and the res t of t he 

family 's determ ina tion to forestall him in his efforts, a compromise 

was renched. The ceremonies did not q uite go on till t he early 

hou rs of the morning. They finis hed, I believe, somewhere near half 

past one.43 

The above accounts of marriage ceremony, taken from three generations , 

indicate the end uring nature of trad ition whic h was carded over well into 

42 Tariku l Alam "Bibaha 0 Nari". (Bengali) , (Marriage a nd Women). 
Sadhana, 4: 1, 70-71, 8aisak h, 1329 BS 

43 lkramulla h, p.58 
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the 20th century, even when the familiol patterns started changin g. 

Mus lim Ma r riage 

In Islam marr iage is a contract between two consenting parties. It is pres

cribed by God for all Muslim adults capable of normal functioni ng . Thoug h 

the vows are sacred and to be c herished, they are part of a larger net

work of terms - duties and obligations, bound together by love. The vows 

are not !till death do the partners part" nor do t hey extend beyond death. 

Theoretically, a marriage may be terminated if any part ner fails in his or 

her duties a nd desir es to end the relationship. The ceremony itselr is 

simple. It requires the consent of the couple to be married in the presence 

of two witnesses and a representative (called wakiJ) appointed by t he girl. 

The terms s pecify the couples' identity and the amount of mollr (dower

money) to be given by the groom to the bride as secu rity. All these nnd 

other vital stipulations in keeping with the shariat may be put down on a 

paper called the kabin-nama. The groom or bride has the right to withhold 

consent without which, in theory, the marriage cannot lake place. Hunter 

referred to the kabin-nama in his Statistical Account of 1876: 

It is also customary to register a certain document, by which a 

dower of aboul Rs. 100 is settled upon the bride, and among the 

more respectable classes such a paper carries with it certain legal 

rights, duly set dow n in the Muhammadan law books. 44 

Mohr or dower-money was a widely discussed issue in the early part of 

this century. Moniruzzaman Islamabadi pointed to excessive dower as a 

social evil which spelt the ruin of ma ny illustrious families. Among middle 

class families it was c ustomary to fix upon fOUf to five hundred rupees 

while the rich often raised it to a lac (one hundred thousand). Although 

44 Hunter, Statistical Account o f Bengal, vol VI, Tipperah, 1876, (New 
Delhi: 1973), p. 383 
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dower became a mark of socia l status, it was originally des igned to provide 

security to the wife. The mohr was a n important obljgntion for t he husband 

but he cou ld be released from it if the wife so des ired and an ideal wife 

was supposed to do so. 

Marital Rights a nd Duties 

In Brahmo as in Is lamic discou rse, the ideal marriage was possib le only if 

the wife submjtted to th e hu sba nd and considered him next only to 

God.45 The popular manual Orihinir Kartavya by Annadacharan Sengupta 

(1884) spelt oul marital duties and the wife was instructed to obey rules 

very similar to those se t down in manuals for Mus lim women. One of the 

mos t important sections in all manuals would be the rights and duties of 

husband and wife. Besides, contemporary periodicals also abounded with 

essays on the topic. 

Most manuals including Bchesti Zewsr reported the Prophet to have said 

that if it were not rorbidden in Islam to bow to any other t han God, he 

would have asked wives to bow to their hus bands. The Prophet was fur

ther reported, the manuals inrormed , to have said that if a hu sband com

mands his wife to carry the s tones or one mOUntain to another, this hard 

and meaningless task s hould be performed without query or delay. 

Acco rding to Thanawi's manual, the groom's vows should be to provide 

wife with food, c lot hing, s helter, to protect her honour and to treat her 

kind ly . It laid down that 11 home was the creation of two hu man bei ngs, but 

if both went diJrerent ways that home could not pros per. So, the argument 

of the book went, one had to bow down a nd accep t the other's wishes , in 

a s ense to be absorbed by the other in order to create o ne !rull' entity 

(and that one who must bow down was , of course, the wife) . As suc h the 

45 See Barna Bodhini Patrik8, December 1894, "Hindu Narir Garhasrya 
Dharma", in Borthwick, p. 145 
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wife mus t pledge that s he would merge her existence into that of her hus

band's; his ch ildren, honour and assets were to be her assets, their pre

servation her duty.46 The joint vow was mainly sexual - wherein couples 

pledged not to engage in illjcit seXj and to maintain sancti ty of nlarriage 

(hones ty for males. chastity for femaJes). 

Thus was the stage set for the reconstruction of the refo rmed Muslim 

woman . Ghulam Rahman's MoqsuduJ Momenin 0 Slree Shikshs, which was 

just as popular, if not more so than Zewar was in great part an emulation 

of the classic .• Moqsudul Momenin' listed 35 pieces of ad vice (' nosihBt') for 

the model wife. The salient ones included strict abic1ance by God ly duties, 

truthfulness and prayer, purdah, total submission to one's husband, 

preservation of his assets, and even forbearance of hu sband's 

chastis ement, verbal or physical whether fair or unfair. Detailed 

instructions for wife ly Idomestic duties were laid down which ranged from 

s exual cooperation to placing the badna (water-mug) in front of him before 

he asked for it. A tmodel wife' was urged to exempt her husband from the 

mol1r (This last corroded whatever right the woman had been bestowed by 

s horiat) . 

Manuals laid down a corres ponding list of duties and obligations for 

men which in the main enjoined the husband to keep the wife in love, 

comfort and dignity. Women's rights were protected in that it was declared 

unfair for a guardian to wed his female ward to an undesirable ma n. 

Unequal matches were discouraged . Child marriage was censured. Dowry 

was forbidden and women's right to sexual gratification was acknowledged. 

A spate of Bengali manuals were popular fare throughout t he early 20th 

46 Ashraf AU Thanawi, Behesti ZelVar (orig. in Urdu), (lIcavJCnly 
Ornament) Bengali translation by Ma ulana Shamsul Huq, Vol I, (Dhaka: 
Emdadiya Library, 1961), p. 249 
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century (See Seclion On ' Role Models ' above). Taujihu/ Adab. a Bengali work 

written for the tcommon-folk', was published ftom Calcutta in 1924, a nd it s 

au thor claimed t hat his book was a n amalgam of classic manua ls s uc h as 

Hauat Ji lan i's Ouniyat-ut-Ta/ebeen1 Sadi's Bosta, etc. The 'Adab' contained 

sect ions titl ed fBiba ho Pronalj1 (Marriage Procedure), 'Sa llabas h ProoaJi' 

(Procedures of Co habitation, see below), etc, 

No ne theless, it was amazing that the relig io us tracls and manua ls 

sometimes took the interpretation of t he Kora n so far that one could ha rdly 

discern the link to the original source. In many places Koranic rig hts of 

wo me n were eroded (e.g. exemption of mohr, waiving of the provision of 

obtainin g a clear consent from the brid e during marriage, waiving of 

property ri g ht:;). It would be unhis torical to dismiss these texts whose 

readers hip consis ted of a large sect ion of the lay population particularly 

the middle and the lowe r middle c lass. 

The Prac tice of Polygamy. 

Islamic scriptures allowed polygal1ly47 in the exclusive sense of polygyny 

quite c learly - a lthough 8S some Koranic s cholars writing at that time 

pointed out - und er certain ci rc umstances and cer tain conditions. In India , 

polygamy was by no means a Mus lim monopoly , as pointed out by scholars 

such as Kuma.n Jayawardena.48 'Kulinism' in Hin du society cou ld often 

lead to a ma ti having several wives. Official reports s uch as t he cens uses 

revea led lhat cases of polygamy were to be found in lI indu society a lso. 

Right upto the twentieth century polygamy was accepted as a norm and 

it was cus tomary for a woman to have a co-wife or sa teen, as did Faizun-

47 I have used the term polygamy as it is more popular than the 
technically correct polygyny. 

48 Kuma ri Jayawardena, Feminism and Nation8lism in the ,·hird World, 
(London : Zed Press, 1984) 
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neSSR and Kuls um 6ibi. Hunter' s s tati s ti cal accou nt of Tipperah dis trict 

publis hed in 1876, referred to the prac tice: 

Polygamy is of cou rse permitted among the Muha mmadans . If the 

firs t wife is q ua rre lsome or u g ly . or if there is 8 great dea l of 

ho usehold work , a second wife is required ... 49 

Throug ho ut the nineteenth century , judging from literary ev id ence, t he 

pros pec t of n co-wife WA S not a lways great cause for conce rn . Many of the 

edu cated Mu s lim blladrolllo flila of the twentieth century , in their writings 

or interviews, referred to grandmot hers who had sateen. Some ambivalence. 

howeve r', always s urro unded the issue. As ea rl y as 1867 Mun s hi Namdar in 

a piece 'Dui Sllleener Jhagrila' (A Quar r e l Between Two Co-wives) cautioned 

readers about t he d iscord tha t might e nsue from practising polygamy ,SO 

Nnus her Ali Khan Yusufzai who may be considered 8 notable social 

analyst of the day by d in t of hi s nine teenth century treatise on the Mu s lim 

community 8nn8 iyO Mus u/man (1 890) , re fe rred to the practice of po lygam y: 

Our gaze has not yet turned to th e poisono us effects o f polygamy 

the c hie f o r which a re production or too man y child ren, domest ic 

dissension and fema le s u icide .... the incide nce of polygamy is no t 

s ma ll by any count in th is country. Among lhe Mus lims of Bengal 

for every 1000 Intlrr ied males there arc IOJ3 morried fema les . i.c. 4% 

of ma rr iages are polygamouS,51 

Ib rahim Khan in 8 sect ion ti tl ed 'Bohubibaf1o' (polygamy) wrole abou t the 

practice of having several wi ves in the preceding generations , among h ig h 

49Uunter, Statis tical, vol. VI (Tippcra h), p,J8J 

SOCited by Kaz i Abdul Man na n, Adhunik BangIa Snl1ityo 0 Mus lim 
Samaj, (Bengali) , (M odern Bengali Literature a nd Muslim Societ y), (Dhaka: 
Banglades h Book Corporation, 1990), pp.141 - 14J. 

SINau s her Ali Khan Yusufzai, 8ang iyo MUSU/rWHI, p.J 4, 
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born and low born alike: 

In days of yore, girls 

well-la-do you ng men 

only thought it natural that healthy, 

would have several wives, and they 

cond itioned themselves accordingly. Sometimes the relation between 

co-wives would be one of great love and respect ... However 

sometimes there would be cause for discord. 52 

He reported a lament he had heard from a co-wife, which s howed the 

tension between old valu es a nd new: 

Do you know what my ed uca ted brother said when J accusi ngly 

asked how he could have agreed to give me away in marriage to a 

man who already had 8 wife? He said tOh, be quiet . Our paternal 

grandfat her had three wives, and ou r maternal one had two. We are 

quite familiar with the custom! Perhaps the "graduate" brother did 

regret the sister's marriage to s uch a man, but what can one say, 

if this is the way in which he evaded the question!5J 

Syeda Monowara Khatun in her short memoir a lso referred to polygamous 

marriages in the family's past, in the latter half of the 19th Century: 

Let me describe the zllmindar household into which my e ld er sister 

was married. My brother-in-law had four or five mothers . His 

father's first wife was calJed Badrunnessa. But brother-in-Iaw's 

father was a debauchee, whiling his days in wine and women . If 

ever he chanced upon a pretty girl who took his fancy he married 

her.54 

According to Monowara, all these events took place around 1850, long 

before her birth in 1909 (1316 BS). Monowara described Badrunnessa's 

wifely d uties a nd life in the andarmahaJ. She had heard these narratives 

521brahim Khan, p.82. 

5Jlbrahim Khan, p . 82-83 

54Syeda Monowara Khatun, p.8 
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from one of Dadru n's co-wives. Monowara reminded the reader that these 

were not ta les but fac ts , albeit, gathered from a n indirect sou rce. Thoug h 

there waS a trai n of se r van ts and maids , Badrun a tte nded to all her 

hus band's needs herself, her sale c reed was wifely devot ion. She dressed 

the you nger co-wives, did up their hair and sen t t hem in to t heir lord. 

Badrun was educated - s he administered the estate from behind a curtain. 

One day Badrun's hu sband who already had four wives returned with 

a nother. When news of this was sent to the an dar, Cadru n came and 

pleaded to he r hus band: 

Yo u a lread y have four wives a nd shari8t allows only that many. 

Divorce me then before you receive the new bride - she is young 

and fresh. 55 

The hus band trapped, (Monowara reminded the reader nt this point t hat 

the estate belonged to Badrun 's fat her) sent the new bride away. When 

Badrun's husband was 50 years old he married a girl of seven and Badrun 

a lmos t 'raised' the child - by teaching her how to do household work, to 

read t he Koran, to offer prayer, to please one's hu sband, etc. Such was 

Badrun, an epitome of the matriarch. The pattern of Badrun's domestic life 

was repeated t hro ug h her s tep-son Mahmud, Monowara' s brothe r-in- law. 

Unfortunately, Syeda Monowara Khatun never go t to the point of her 

ow n marriage in her memoir - though s he did describe her st ruggle a ft e r 

her widow hood. Her husband , who served under colonial adminis tra lion , 

took only one wife. The old en days of ease a nd comfort were fas t vanis hing 

for the shari(household s a nd Mo nowara widowed rathe r early found herself 

in dire st ra its . To ma ke ends meet s he took up a job a.nd lhus raised her 

family . Monowara 's life reflected the womanhood in tra ns ition, part old and 

par t new. 

55syeda Monowara Khat un, pp.8-9 
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By the firs t decades of this centu ry when a section of the Mu slim society 

had made the tra nsi tio n to modernity, the Englis h ed ucated Muslim 

bhadr%k, started to look upon the practice of polygamy with SOme 

disfavour. Gradually its occur rence became rarer among the educated class . 

This can be glea ned from the debates on the issue in con temporary perio

dicals. Monogamy was fas t becoming the marital norm. The Census of India 

reviewed the situat ion thu s: 

... in practice except among wealthy Muhammadans, a second wife is 

very rarely taken unless the first one is barren or su ffers from 

some incurable disease .. . The excess of wives is greatest among 

Muhammadans {21 per mille} in case of Hindus and Buddhist.s it is 

o nly 8 and 7 per mille respectively.56 

That altitudes to polygamy had undergone changes were apparent from 

gleanings from the popular press. The popular press itself represented 

diverse views ranging from the orthodox to the liberal, and various s hades 

in between. Often a certain individual or periodical harboured views that 

were conservat.ive on some issues and liberal on others. Conversely, 

individuals and journals that had very different ideological stan d s , agreed 

s urprising ly on a s ingle iss ue. One point was clear: the practice of 

polygamy as 6 form of marriage was increasingly being questioned . 

The liberal reformists referred to by the ort hodox as the nabya Muslim 

were deeply stirred by the Bengal Awaken ing and advocated modernization 

a long frationaJ-utilitarian' Jines, not, however, violating religion as they 

interpreted it. The most vocal mouth-piece of the ort hodox camp was the 

Sud hakar group which published Sudhakar (later Mihir ot Sudh8k8T) . The 

[S18111 PT8ch8rak, also conservative, published in its 1903 issue an article 

by Sheikh J8111iruddin criticizing polygamy. The writer no longer saw any 

56 Census of India 1901, vol I A Report (Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat 
Press. 1902), p. 447 
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religiou s or political just ification for the continuance of polygamy . 

Jamiruddin pointed out that in the vast province of Bengal inhabited by 

a lmos t 30 mi llion Mus lims , only 10% to 15~ practised polygamy. He dep lored 

t he situation whic h led to t he ty ra nny of co-wives and resulted in suicide: 

In whic hever lig ht we view the nIatter, man and woma n have eq ual 

rights. Then why do men perpetuate suc h an oppression and 

injustice on women that violates t he Jaw of Natu re a nd God1 Tr ue, 

Is lam sanctions polygamy, but have we forgotten the cond itions a nd 

circumstances under which it is permissible157 

The ' libera l' literary monthly N8banur also joined in the discussion. In 

'Doh u- bibahd, the writer Emdadu l Huq started off with the natural sexual 

attraction between man and woman, and celebrated this! lila' {manifestation 

of God's creativity}, which was sociaUy harnessed and channelized into the 

prod uction of offspring through the holy bond of matrimon y. The distinc

tive fea tu re of this article was that it provid ed a his torical argument 

against polygamy, viz, apart from its ill effects on the creative, social and 

altruist ic s ide of a human being, polygamy feU into disuse as societies 

advanced along the scale of human civilization . He commented: 

In Eu rope , Christian society sanct ions monogamy; Mus lim society 

sanc tions polygamy (four wives) a nd in Hindu socie ty Polygamy is 

not unknown. The rigid regulation of matrimonial law by the 

promulgation of monogamy tes tifies to the advanced state of 

European CiviJization a nd the e levated taste of its denizens. But 

docs that mean the norms and laws of marriage in our cou nt ry 

become meaningless and futile ?58 

57Sheik h Jamiruddin, " St ree Jat ir Proti Bhishon Atyachar", {Oengali}, 
(Oppression towar d the Fema le Race) , I slam Pr8charok, 5: 7-8, Srabon
Bhadeo, 1310 BS 

58Emdadu l Huq, "Bohubibaho" . (Bengali), (Polygamy), Naban ur, J: 8, 
343 , Agrahayan 1J I2 as 
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In answer to this very topica l question the writer outli ned the origi nal 

causes for allowing polygamy in Is lam and the conditions under which it 

was allowed. The conclusion drawn was that the circums tances under which 

the Koran allowed polygamy existed no more and the conditions were well 

near impossible to meet. Therefore, the author argued that in actuaHty 

Islam favour ed monogamy. He howeve r proceeded to give 8 dainty twist to 

his argument whereby provisions for polygamy were seen as a beneficial 

safety-va lve for a society in curbing adultery and Jicentiousness. 

Demographic factors (male female ratio), female s terility, excessive lust in 

some individuals, etc., were cited as rationale for sanctioning (conditional) 

polygamy. The writer did not hesi tate to say that this s pecial provision in 

fact protected Indian society from the licentiousness and loneliness that 

visited many men and women in the Wes t. Polygamy accord ing to him was 

better than adultery, fornication and illegitimate offspring. Thus were the 

tables turned and indigenous structures defended against a 'denigrating' 

a nd condescending 'Western' cultural outlook which condemned indigenous 

customs and values. 

In the main, however, orthodox a nd liberal s tands concurred at this 

point, on the issue of polygamy (as we have alread y seen and we shall see 

later on ma ny other issues of reform in Mus lim society; child marriage, 

women's education, erosion of purdah, women's rig hts, etc. ). The conser

vative and liberal s trands were both part of a broader reformist project. 

The omnipresent social critic Is mail Hussain Shirazi could not let t he matter 

pass without wri t ing on it. He dec lared that the most s c ientific marriage 

was one where bride a nd groom s elec ted each othe r.59 This type of 

s election was also sanctioned in Is lam according to him . However, he al so 

added that cer tain circumstances Le. wife's s terility, or chronic illness, 

591smail lIossain Shirazi, " BibBha Nitl', 
Marriage}, AI-Esltlm, 5:7,p. 382, Karlik 1326 BS . 
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sometimes justiJied polygamy. 

It is interesting to note that, during the early twentieth century, most 

instances in popular fictional literature (Anowara, Swapnodrishta, AbduJJaIJ, 

AtmlJdan) were those of monogamous couples, though co-wives were also 

portrayed. Some of the fictional pieces went so far as to paint the 

polygamous man as a hypocrite and lec her (details to follow: Chap. VII). 

An issue that was closely linked to polygamy was concubinage, or the so

ca lled Bondi Protlfa. tn Bengali, '8andi' literally means 'bonded females', 

They were found in abundance in rich households. Rokeya's father Abu Ali 

Sober had four wives and several bandi according to Munshi Aftabuddin's 

punthi, "PayroblJud Kahini", and Moshiuzzaman Saber's family history of 

Rokeya's ancestors ,60 According to the chroniclers. extravagance, luxury, 

and concubinage led to the fragmentation and final bank ruptcy of the 

Saber zamindari. Rok.eys writing much later never referred to these events. 

Emdlldul lIuq in the article referred to above condemned the custom of 

concubinage and said that those who claimed that it was an Islamic custom, 

were guilty of falsehood. 

SEXUAl-ITY 

As early as the eighteenth century in Bengal there were various texts 

dealing exclusively with conjugal as pects of life, apart from chapters on 

the matter in the more comprehensive ones . In the relatively more 'frank ' 

and less uninhibited atmosphere of the eig hteenth century (as compared 

to the later bhadroJok puritanism of the later centuries), literary texts in 

60An account of both these previously unpublished ma.nu scripts can 
be found in M. Shamsu l Alam, Rokeya Sakhllwst Hossein: Jiban 0 SahitY8, 

(Bengali), (Life and work of Rokeya Sakhawat Hussein), (Dhaka: 
Bangia Academy, 1989), where the writer c laims that they are rich a nd 
accurate sources of a hitherto unknown arena of Rokeya's family history. 
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Bengal would come in verse {punth,l form. A recent st udy61 provides a 

Jist of s uch manuals dealing with various aspects of ethical and conjugal 

life . Syed Chazi' s Rati Shasull (Manual for Love) and Ainuddin's Nikah 

Mongo/ (Wedding Bliss) were eighteenth century treatises dealing with 

detail s of marriage and consummation. A striking feature in these was the 

tenderness and concern men were called upon to show in their r elat ions 

with women. Several poets of the eighteenth and nine teenth centu ries 

composed works with the same titles, e .g ., Rati S/lOs rra/Ka fll Sh/lstrll 

(Love/Sex Ma nual) by Abdun Nabi , Monohar, Shah Ali and Manjila Khon. 

These punthi s tyle tracts played an important role before the later prose 

works became popular. "Actually, the verse epics dealing with conjugal life 

were composed f rom t he fundamentol desire to beget healthy and merito ri

ous children . Even if these manuals had no scientific or realistic basis, the 

populace's weakness for them is testified to by their very existence. 62 

Of the late nine teenth century in s tructional manuals, "Lajjotun nessa" 

(l897) by Ali Ahmed Arjan seems to have been popular, even though it was 

written "in prose fu ll of coarse writing", as one commentator put it.63 

The book (which some interviewees remembered seeing in their early days) 

basically describes the different types of men and women mentioned in the 

"Kama Shastras" and remedies for the various diseases wjth a number of 

stories to illustrate the faithlessness of women . It seemed that t he author 

was over- anxious to enlighten his (male) readers of the pleasu res of sex 

as well as the latent dangers therein. 

61 Khond kor Mozammel Huq, MadJJya Jugiyo 8angl /le Muslim Niti Shastra 
Katha, (Bengali, Discou rse on Ethics in Medieval Bengat), (Dhaka: Bang ia 
Academy, 1987) 

62Khondker Mozammel Huq , ibid., p.2JO. 

63AIi Ahmad, Muslim Grontho Ponjl~ (Bengali), (Bib liography of Muslim 
Books), (Bangia Academy Dhaka, \985), p.228 
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The world of temptation was OftCIl a stone 's throwaway frolll the home. 

In the case of the nobi lity ma ny ma nsions had adjuncts where lawoif gave 

their song a nd dance performances to rcclining lords. Often the performers 

wou ld be kept on as mistresses i ll adjoining win gs. Mos t e lite ram ilies in 

the go ld en (and s ilv er) days of the landed aristocracy, kept miniature 

harems. The Nuwabs of Dhaka were reputed to marry seve ral times; some

times marriages were frequent, followed by divorces.They patronized the 

ar ts and the hall s of s tately mansions would resound with the sound of 

music on evenings of entertai nment. T he c hildren heard s tories of the 

'escapades' o f the male members but girls specinlly were very s trictly 

brough t up a nd s ensuous living, if it were practiced at aU , was something 

they wou ld not know of.64 

For some, there could be t he ultimate bahir, the "kotha". It was a salon 

of the performers and prostitutes in s eparate neighbourhoods which could 

be found in big cities only, in imitation of imperial Lucknow, replete with 

its courtesans, re fined cu lture a nd elegant living. (W hen Wajed Ali S ha h 

left Lucknow , he was report cd to have brought not on ly his harem , but a 

train of performcrs and musicians, to Calcu tta. ) The kotha often resembled 

a home, but was , more approprinte ly a s u bversion of it . This world of tsi n' 

wns av idly denounced by the refo r mist sta ndard as decadent fo rms of the 

unreconstructed ' sharif cu lture' which shou ld not figure in the ho r izon of 

the new Muslim generation. Such decadence was condemned both by the 

anti-west reformists who longed for the pristine g lo ry of Islam, and the 

pro-wes t liberals who desired a n ew order of things. 

The influential poet Bali e ngaged in his reformist project of weeding 

out such d ecadent prac tises referred in his Ma.ja/is un -llissa to the 

(negative) role of courtesans in the lives of sharif nineteenth century men . 

64 ,nterv iew with Mrs Sarwar Khan, 
Ahsanullah. 
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Ha li implied that men visited the courtesans out of their need for refined 

compan ionship. He resorted to typical Victorian s t yle euphemism: 

You s hould consider the man a thirsty t rave ller a nd the woman 8 

s pring. If the spring happens to be at the boltom of a tree and 

there is greene ry all a round, then the traveller after quenching his 

thirs t will want to spend several hours enjoying the en viron ment. 

There may be plenty of ot her springs where he would simply 

Quench his thirst a nd go his way.65 

Gail Min llu lt , au thori tati ve translator of Hali, interprets t his passage thus : 

If midd le class wives a re literate a nd cu ltivated- traditiona lly the 

rolc reserved for courtesans-men will be saved from dissolut e lives . 

... Hali argues that there wiU be no furthe r need for courtesans but 

a t remendous increase in morality if wives replace courtesans in 

their husbands' affections. 66 

As we s haJl see in the chapter on education (Chap . IV), this argument was 

also used on occasion by Bengali women. 

Courtesans67 were traditionally an affair of the r ic h. For those of 

lesser means there were o rdinary p rost itutes.68 t n this regard, blradro 

attitu,de was very condemnatory - a nd yet it is now accep ted t hat in th e 

flouris hing Calcu tta of the nineteen t h century - prostitution made encro

achments everywhere - into the "haat and bazaar" (everyday marketp lace) 

65Altaf Hu ssain HalV'Majalis un-nissa," in Gail Minault (ed) Voices of 
Silence, (Delh i: Chanakya Publications. 1986), p.63. 

66Ga i! Minault, ibid . p.20. 

67 Fo r an insightful account of cou rtesan lifesty le and s uch sub
version, see Veena Talwar Olden berg , "Lifestyle as Resistance: The Courte
sans of Luck now" in Douglas Haynes and Gyan Prakash (eds) , Contest ing 
Power Resist ll nce and Everyday Social Relations in South Asia, (New Delhi: 
Oxford Universi ty Press, 1991). 

68 For a distinct ion between courtesans a nd prostitu tes, see Vee na 
Talwaf Qldenberg, ibid . 
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8S the sRyin g wenl.69 

Ibrahim Khan in his memoir wrote abou t p rost itutes in t he little town 

he lived in u nder a sect ion titled ~n8rbonit8 ': 

In those days t here were b rothels next to almost all market places, 

river ports a nd bazars. Zaminda rs and talukd8rs encouraged t his 

8 S a source of revenu e ... sometimes for personal reasons . Yo un g 

men from t he middle class , we ll to do families of the count rys ide 

would frequ ent those a reas and sometimes bring the women home 
, 70 as wiv es. 

Sexuality in Is lamic Ideology 

The Is lamic discourse o n sexuality had been formulated over centu ries in 

several c lassica l texts which inclu ded Bukhari's AI-Jam; al-Sahih (taug ht 

in the Bengal Mu slim semjnaries, llnd reve red in ma ny homes, popu la rl y 

rererred to as the Sahih HlIdith)j Tarmidi's SUT18n al-Tarmidi, Muslim's Itl 

Jam; a/-Sahih, Malik's A/- MuIVRlta and Imnm Ghazzali's Ihya Ulum aI-Din. 

The text which Fatima Mernissi draws upo n and uses extensively in he r 

widely acclaimed exposit ion o f sexuality i n Is lam, is Ghazzali's Ihya U} tlm 

a/-Din (The Revivification of the Re ligious Sciences, tra ns lation published 

from Cairo in 1306- 1312 llijri). Ghazza li ( 1050-111 1), known as Aigazel in the 

West, was a prolific theore tician, histo rian a nd jurist. His K;miy ae Sadat, 

written in Pe rsian to give in brief the main s ubstance of t he fhy~ was 

trans lated into Benga.1i in the 1890s as Sl lU bhagYll Sparsl!amani (To uchstone 

of Good Portune) which became popular fare both a mong lay and cleric. The 

Ihya contain ed 8. discourse and exposition of sexuality in such exhaustive 

69For 0 con temporary's account of pros titution and the lifes t yle of the 
new ' babus' and 'bibis' in the 19t h century, see Bhavanicharan Banerjee, 
KaJikaca Kamalalay ( 182J), Nabababu-biJas (1 825) , a nd Nababibi-biJas (1831), 
in Rasarachanll Sa magra, (Calcutta: Naba patra Prakas han , 1987) 

70Ib rnhim Khan, pp. 94-95. 
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detail that it cou ld very well have made Sig mund Freud a trifle envious: 

The implicit theory, driven far into the Mu s lim unconscious, is 

epitomized in Imam Ohazzali's classical work. li e sees civilization as 

s trugg l.ing to contoin women's destructive, all ebsorbing power. 

Women must be controlled to prevent men from being distracted 

from their social and religious duties ... The whole Muslim orga ni

zation of saciol interac t jon and spacial configuration can be 

understood in terms of women's qaid power. The socia l order then 

appears as an attempt to subjugate her power and neutralize its 

disruptive errects. 71 

In contrast to the passive, frigid Freudian female, Imam Ghazza)j's portra

yalof the femnl e would have appeared truly 'progressive' had it not been 

for the manner in which this energy was viewed and interpreted. The 

Ohazzalian theory at first sight appeared favourable to women in that it 

acknowledged women's sexuality, but it olso contained 8 turning of the 

argument which invested the sexua lity with 8 negative force capoble of 

destroying the social order by unleashing chaos (fitna). Man, the passive 

A8ent presumably htJd little role to play. The OhazzaJjan theory could t hen 

go on to directly link the security of the social order to the woman's 

virtue/chastity. This c hastity would ha ve to be e nsured by the satis faction 

of a woman's sexual needs through the regulated and legitimate channel of 

mnrriage Social order cou ld be secu red only where the woman limited 

herself to her husband, and was contained. Thus regulation of women's 

sexuality 8ssuTned a centrality in Ghazzali . A glrl s hou ld be married at the 

first sign of sexual awakening, and hencefort h her satisfaction and cont

entment became a sacred duty for the husband. 

Ghazzali's work and other classics were the texts on which Islamic dis

courses in Bengal were partly based . Tn rl uences filtering in for count less 

7l Mernjssi, Beyond tile Veil, pp. 32-33. 
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ages from far away Mecca, Medina. Oaghdad, Cairo or Tehran, mingled with 

indigenous thought and practice to create the premises on which the 

Bengal Mu s lim's spiritual a nd ideologictll edifices were erected. 

Notwithstanding the deta iled sexological treatises which were availab le 

to Mu s lim men, women's exposure and reaction seems to be a mystery. 1'he 

8ndacf11ahal was the domain of legitimate sexuality, unlike the pub lic space, 

the ballic, where anything cou ld happen . Wit h "its preoccupation with 

virginity, marriage and childbirth the atmosphere of the Zena na was a 

si ngularly chas te place.,,72 Contact between husband and wife was limited 

to the night-time. There would be very little scope for contact with other 

males in a conservative household a nd only the very daring managed to 

s trike up a liaison wit h anyone. Any casual con teet wit h the opposite sex 

cou ld be titillating. Brijbhushan s uggests that such a sequestered world 

seemed ripe ground for lesbianism but the open living (comm unal bedroom) 

for those not with their husbands in the Zenana combined with rigid sexual 

codes did not provide scope for alternate relationships. 

INHERITANCE 

Some of the concerns of the Hindu reform movement , led by men s uch as 

Rllmmohun Roy and Vidyasagar, did not affect the Muslim commun ity. For 

in theory, if not always in practice, Muslim women enjoyed several of the 

rights Hindu and Brahmo reformers were agitating for. tn the first place, 

Mu s lim women could remarry, whether widowed or divorced . They could 

even ask for a divorce f rom their husbands (though under certain 

c ircums tances ). They could ow n property and in fact were s u pposed to 

inherit a portion of their father 's . husba nd's or son 's wealth. And lastly , 

sati was not a Muslim practice. 

72Jllmila Brijbh usan, Muslim Women in Purdah and Out of it (New Delhi: 
vikas Pub lishing House, 1980) p.J4. 
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When women's reform started to gain ground, advocates of Islam were 

quick to point out that it was the religion which had granted women the 

right to inherit a nd own property. The Islamic Law of Inheritance is quite 

detailed and complex.7J Broadly speaking, a daughter would inherit from 

her father o ne-half of what a son wouJd get, a wife could claim one-eighth 

of her deceased hu s band's property and one-sixth of a deceased child ' s 

property. 

Elite women of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries did come into 

their own inheritance in many cases. Munno Jan Begum (sister of Haji 

Mohammad Mohsin) was the actual ow ner of the vas t ancestral estates. She 

administered them efficiently and bequeathed them to her brother in the 

understanding that the revenue would be used to set up a beneficial fund. 

Nawab Faizunnessa inherited that part of the properly whic h went to her 

as a daughter under Is lamic law. Her brothers got the rest. But Faizun 

nessa's estates were large. (In a society where women of the upper class 

could not s eek employment outside the home, in heritance could be 8 major 

source of power in both the public and private s pheres). 

Not many women were as fortunate as Munno Jan or F'aizu nnessa. There 

were many ins tances where women were cheated out of their inheritance. 

Rokeys herself was turned out of the house, so to s peak, sometime after 

her husband's death. She took refuge in Calcutta shortly after. in 1911. 

Nurunnessa in her novel Atmadlw based on the story of her mother's tife 

(1925) has left behind an account of how her mother had been swindled out 

of all her property after she became a widow. 

Publicists, in t heir efforts to prove that Is lam had given women high 

s tatus, used women's property rights as a mainstay in their argument. 

7JSee Asaf Fyzee, Out.lines of Muhammadan Law, (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1974) 
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They cited Koranic passages, particu larly "Sura Nesa" to s ubs tantiate the 

point. In an a r tic le on the rights of women publis hed in Al-Eslaffl, in 1915, 

t he writer cited from the above: 

rt has been said in Sura Nesa regarding women's rights to wealth 

and property - 'Women have ownership over that which t hey have 

earned. ' The Sura f urther es tablishes women's c lailns in t he 

property of parents and other re latives.74 

In its previous issue, AI-Eslam had printed a similar article under the title 

"Es lame NoTir Samman" (Dignity of Women in rslam) which was actua lly a 

Bengali translation of an article 'T he Cause of Women Vi ndicated by Islam' 

published in a periodical ca lled IsJ8mic Review and Muslim Indi8. The piece 

compared the status of women in the major world religions - and concluded 

t hat Is lam fared the best in the mat ter. Sur8 NeslI was invoked again and 

the wri ter pointed ou t that women have a s hare in parental or familial 

property along with men, be that large or small. 

Out there was no consensus as to how fac were these rights trans lated 

into reality. Rokeya who believed these rights were eroded wrote in her 

essay 'Gri ha' : 

According to'Mohammadan law' we inherit our fathers' wealth - we 

even ma nage to gel a 'home'. Bul the Bctualowners are a lways the 

husband, son, son-in-law, brother-in-law, etc ... Who does not know 

the base means that are used to deprive women of their pa ternal 

inheritance?.. Men will keep silent. We have to speak out 

ou rselves. 75 

Rokeya t hen enumerated all the meas ures cunningly adopted to deprive 

74 AJ-Eslam, • Is lame Nllri Jat-ir $wat taadhikar't (Bengali), (Rig hts of 
women in Is lam) , 1: 8, 504, Agra hayan , 1322 BS . 

7SROkeya S. Hossein , "Griha", (Bengali ), (Home), Nabanur, 2:5, 243, 
Ashwin 13 1 t BS. 
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women of their righ tful shares. She reiterated the sentime nt in her other 

essays. Judging by the re former's re petition of Koran ic rights g ranted to 

women and the need to restore them, o ne may assume tha t these righ ts had 

indeed become eroded (popular tracts even u rged women to renounce t he 

moilr, the one last asset remaining to t hem). Whatever those who were 

conten t with the existing order of things might have felt, relentless socia l 

critics li ke Ro keys felt no twinge in proclaimin g that Is lamic rig hts gran ted 

to women were no longer in force. Mrs M. Ra hma n also drew attention to 

the erosion of women's rig hts and their economic helplessness in a ve in 

simi lar to Rokeya's . 

TIle GIIAR AND TilE DAHIR 

The separation of the p ub lic and private sp heres of t he was expressed 

ap tl y in the Bengali dichotomy of g har a nd bahir. Where the and8r baThl 

I ba/JiI" barhi or and8rllwhal/sadarmahai denoted physical places of abode. 

the ghar/ba hir was a set of concepts denoting the sp he re of women the 

home, and the s phere of men, the world. The concept of g har (andar) a nd 

bahir continued well into the 20th century. Writers male and female, testify 

to this. The hig hly popular social novels of the time e.g. , Abdullah, Anwars, 

Zobedll, Gori ber Meye (not to mention the Urdu novels that were also popu

lar fare in may homes at the time), were written agains t this background. 

Ibrahim Kha n in his autobiography, painted a picture of social a nd familia l 

life of Mus lim socie ty in transition rrom the turn to t he middle of the 

twentieth century. His accounts of early childhood set amidst a s emirural 

environment clearly depict the rotation of life around an and8~bahir axis. 

However, a ll the importan t female personalities we are here concerned 

with had to c ross thi s andll r-bahjr bou nda r y several times in their life. 

The life of Nawab Faizunnessa Chnudhurani, the author of Rup}aia/, was an 

extraordi nary tra nscenscion of the boundary se t down by this separation. 
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The unusual and gifted lady sepa rated from he r husband. returned to her 

ancestral home in Pashchimgaon (near ComillaL and it was during this 

phase that she lived a life. very unusual for a Mu s lim lady of her time. 

"After breakfast s he would go to the estate office, where she would first 

liispense with the musafir-khana (guest house) accounts and then take up 

t he es tate records.':76 All this wou ld of course be cond ucted behind a 

screen or purdah in keeping with the custom of female seclusion: 

After disposing off with the various officials faizunnessa wouJd 

retuTn to the Bndar. Here she would bathe in the private pond 

s urrounded by walls. After Lunch, a brief rest, and some more 

office work, she would retire to the privacy of her very own 

'Faizun library'. The remainder of the day would be devoted to 

prayer. 77 

One is here presented with the picture of a woman who had the right to 

make the daily transition from andar to the bal1ir. traversing everyday the 

priv8le and the public domains . The woman who apparently transcended the 

and8T, did not really have to operate within the conventional framework of 

the patriarchal family. 1t is essential here to remember that, fi rstly, 

Fai'l.unnessB belonged to the elite and . secondly, she had no family, so to 

s peak, when she took over the management of her inherited estates. 

Ideally man had suzerainty over the public world and women over the 

private. But as happens in all patriarchal societies, man was the ultimate 

master in his castle as welL. Shaista. however, felt that women enjoyed 

considerable power: 

Actually women in Muslim households invariably had great influence 

and a much greater say in household affairs than their menfolk. 

76Mo hammad Abdul Quddus, Intro., Rupi8.i8./ by faizunnessa Chaudhu
rani, (first pub !, 1876, reprn t . Dhaka: Bangia Academy, 1984), p .x. 

77Quddus, ibid .• p. XU-XlII 
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The fact that they observed purdah did not mean they were non

e ntities, though 1 know this is the general impression in the west , 

and Like many othe r impressions, it is an erroneous one. 78 

This was Shaista 's conc lusion of power in the Muslim household as she had 

observed it. Other commentators would disagree. for instance, Urquhart 

stated: "It is often said that behind the parda the power of woman is 

sup reme. But this in so far as it is true, appljes chiefly to women who 

happen to be heads of households. ,,19 The author added that in a large 

famUy there would be a few who experienced power and several who might 

never experience any at all. The power of a wife would be restricted to 

control over child r en and perhaps a certain influence ove r the husband. 

In this regard, responses of women interviewees (born approximately 

around 1915-25) varied somew hat, but most seemed to concur that their 

mothers a nd grandmothe rs led happy lives though actual power resided 

with the men of the household. Although t he overlord sometimes abided by 

the mistress's decisions cheerfully or grudgingly, he could in the end 

override all of them. In fact the happiness stemmed partly from an accep

tance of the ideology of male supremacy in all spheres. An interviewee 

said : "Mothe r had no decision making power. father was the all in all. But 

one thing my mother insisted on and that was my education".80 

Rokeya Sakhawat Hasse-in had her own formulation on power in the 

household. In her various e~s8Ys where s he propounded her theory of 

feminism. Rokeya ruthlessly illustrated that women have been disempowered 

throughout history in the home and outs ide it, till they have been reduced 

to the status of domestic slaves. She substantiated her point with cases 

78Ikramullah, p. 66. 

79U rquhart, p.42. 

80In terview: M. Islam. 
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from the Bengal Mu s lim Community in which s he lived out her life. In 

' Griho' (Home), Rokeya drew the breathtaking conclusion that as women do 

not have nny genui ne power, or ownership of the house and its assets, 

women are in fact 'homeless ' . It mu s t be remembered, however, that while 

o lher writers were writing autobiographies o r memoirs, Rokeya was formu 

la tin g a r elent less theory of women's s ubordination . 

On many occasions women of the prior generation whose lives had been 

lived in the late nineteent h and early twentieth centuries, and Whose 

daughters were to emerge 8S the future Mus1im bhadrollloliiJa, sensed the 

change in the a.lr and passionately stood their ground regarding their 

daughters' education. In several cases it might have been 8 mother's dying 

wish extracted from male family members a t the deathbed . Often guardians 

married off their young but tale nted daughters after being assured that 

the groom would see to the bride's education. This happened in the cases 

of Shamsunahar Mahmud (1908-1964) who went on to do her M. A., and 

Paterna Sadeq(b. 19(8) who went on to do her PhD. 

tn the pre-modern period the 8ndarm8hal was the centre arou nd which a 

woman's e ntire life revolved. She spent her childhood within its walls ; her 

training and education for the future role of wife and mother were 

received therei after marriage, somet ime around the onset of puberty, s he 

left for a similar es tab lishmentj there s he gave birth and raised children 

Ilnd ran II house if she were a senior daughter in- law. And there s he brea

thed her illSt. Her life may s eem confi ned and constricted by later day 

reformist standards, b ut to many life within the andar must have been full 

and with it s own mean ing a nd sign ificance. 

As the social a nd economic structure changed and greater number o f 

Muslims s tarted to enler the government service, the familial and residen

tial pauern also ass umed new forms a mong the midd le class. A simple cor-
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relation was discernible between the women who first came out of purdah 

and participated in some measure in public life and the transferrable jobs 

taken on by the new liberal and educated Mus lim men. A s imilar breakdown 

in the familia l and residential pattern occurred in th e case of the first 

Brahmo public Hindu women whose roles were c han ged by dint of access 

to public life. 

In the new nuclear family, where the wife wou ld accompany the 

husband at his new posting taking up residence in English-s tyle houses 

in burgeoning town s or remote spots, th e old pattern of life gave way to 

new spatial and conceptual arrangements. different from those of the 

andarmahal. Perhaps it was more important now to have a drawing room or 

dining room for receiving visitors. The new term f hal/-ghar (a composite 

word coined from the English 'hall' and the Bengali 'ghar), which was in 

vogue during the early part of the twentieth century, captured the 

essence of this change. 

The discmpowered and decadent Mu slim polity, now awakened with new 

st irrings of life, was cOlllpelled to tu rn its gaze to the sp here of the hOllle 

- the andarlllahal as one of the terrains of its renewal and empowerment . 

But the sight that met its gaze - the dim and remote andarmahal - which 

they now perceived as a repository of ignorance Bnd weakness. was not 

going to s erve them in their reformist projects. Traditional ways of Life, 

as manifest in the joint-family system and the family relationships that 

went with it, and the exis ting structures - such as polygamy, concubinage 

and child lIIarriage - were all in need of reformation. T he custodian of the 

home would have to now step into a new role in changed circumstances. 

The andai with its denizens would have to be refas hioned to create the 

new home. 
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THE FAMJLY IN TRANSITJON 

Narratives that have come down to us from the early part of this century 

illustrate t he changes that were taking p lace in the institution of the 

t raditional family. Deep rooted economic factors had brought the Muslim 

middle class into being.! Administrative and educational changes led to the 

rise of the professional gentry, 8 p henomenon which affected family 

str uctures greatly. 

In the sphere of the family the changes were articu lated through the 

rise of 8 new domestic ideology and structural fe-arrangements in forms 

of marriage, divorce, age at marriage, etc. Margaret Urquhart's Women of 

Bengal recorded many of these changes as she perceived them when she 

observed that present day influences were combining to disrupt the joint 

responsibility and shsring of the fsmily horne: 

The industrial expansion due to the British expansion and to the 

establishment of larger relations with the rest of the worldi the 

need for offices to carryon the administration, the opening up of 

professional careers in low, medicine, teaching, etc. , have changed 

the poverty- stricken landowner into a bourgeois city population, 

which has not yet adapted comfortably to the new order of 

t . 2 
t ungs. 

Urquhart used the term bh8droJok (Bengali gen tleman) for the contender 

in this new order who due to increased competition for employmen t , began 

I for 8 history of the middle class, see B. 8. MisTa, The Indian Middle 
Classes: Their Growth in Modern Times, (London: Oxford Universi ty Press, 
1961 ) 

2Urquhart , p.J6 
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to engage in trade and took up a chakri (sa la r ied job) with the gove rn

ment or "other employers less august" . 

Autobiographical works like Mir Mosharraf's Arnar Jiban i a nd Oazi Aliar 

Bostan ; and socia l novels of t he period s uc h as Abdullall and AnolVara refl

ected the process of professional tra nsformation in Muslim society . These 

texts depicted the transition rrom land-ow ning to salaried jobs and the 

resis tance to this change. The transrormation quickened as sons began to 

leave the ancestral home to seek education and employment in ci ties s uch 

as Dhaka a nd Calcutta. As the new gene ration settled in towns the wife left 

behind in the village or moffu sil, s tarted to join the husband in the ci ty 

o r far-off pos t ing in a distant place when s he reached a suitable age. In 

this regard Borthwick observes: " .. . c1oseness in the new family patterns 

was encouraged by the British adminis trative practice of sendi ng govern

ment orficials oul to the morrus il" .3 

The youn g wife found herself a lone, mistress of a house, companion to 

her husband and free from the aut hority of the mot her-tn-law. It was a 

new role, requiring new skills and altitudes which now came to be defined 

and dicta ted by a new domes tic phiJosophy. 

TilE RISE OF DOMESTIC IDEOLOGY 

England's dominion overseas orten imported ideologies from abroad as a 

consequence of its forced cultural encounter with the West. Ever since 

Macaulay 's falllous Minute proclaiming t he necessity for creati ng a class of 

people "In d ians in blood and colour, but Eng lish in taste, opi nion and 

moraJs ", the process of hegemonic llCC UltU ration had accelerated . The 

b!JBdroJok --Indians who had rece ived western education a nd imbibed t he 

post-enHg htenment s pirit of Europe to some measure-- s ta rted to refashio n 

3northwick, pp. 121-122 
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their own traditional values and social st ru ctures. 

Liberal ideologies imported from the West und e rwe nt 8 sea change and 

ass umed hyb r id forms in their journey eastward. One of the strong influ

ences in the cultura l sp here of the bhadro community in Bengal WaS tha t 

exerted by the ris e of a new form of domestic ideology in Victorian 

England (IS37 - 1901) which produced the Perfect Lady.4 She was the 

new, mid dle c lass woman, wife, mothe r, helpmeet and companion, mis t ress 

of the private s phere, submissive appendage to the modern male 

breadwinner. 

The ne w model of femininit y held considerable s way in England from 

about the time of Queen Victoria' s ascension in 1837 until t.he 1870s. It was 

based upon a new concept of woman's innate nature, as fragile, pure and 

tende r. Along with t.heories of separation a nd complementari ty of sphe res , 

it wos 8 component element of a new domestic ideology that dominated 

Victorian England. After the French Revolution of 1789, the English middle 

class deeply anxious about t he stability of their own society felt that one 

of t he c hief ways of e ns uring social s tability would be to strengthen the 

idea a nd role of the bourgeois family - "male bread-wi nner. dependent 

home- based , wife a nd children.,,5 

The pre-industrial family where all members contributed in some 

measu re to the productive process and hence the family income, had 

bro ken down a nd given way to the new version which s eparated human 

social existence into two s pheres the home a nd the o uts ide. the private and 

4Fo r a history of this phenomenon, see Martha Vicinus (ed .) Suffer 
and Be Still: Women in the Vic torian Age, (London: Methu en, 1980); Ma rtha 
Vicinu s (ed.) A Widening Sphere: Chang ing Roles of Victor;an Women, 
(Bloomin gton: Indiana University Press, 1977); and Cat herine Hall , The Early 
Forma tion of the Victorian Domestic Ideology, (London : Croom Hel m, 1979) 

50eirdre Beddoe, Discovering Women's His tory, (London: Routledge, 
Kegan a nd Paul, 1987 ), p.20 
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public. Prior to this the feminine ideal had been the Perfect Wife who had 

been an active participant in the family, fulfilling a n umber of vita l tasks. 

In the lower classes she had contributed to the family income; in the 

middle classes s he had provided economic support by caring for children, 

purchasing and preparing food . etc. Dut in a changed cultural and econ

omic milieu the mode l gave way to an ideal which had little connection with 

"any fun ctional and res pons ible role in society ... 6 

Publicists and poets contributed much to the development of domestic 

ideology by articulating discours es on the separation a nd complementarity 

of spheres (Ruskin's Sesame and Lilies, 1865, Tennyson's Tile Princess, 

184 7) and the submissive nature of woman (Sarah Ellis, Ruskin, Tennyson). 

A girl was now trained to imbibe the above ideas - she believed 8. woman's 

world was in the home: 

In her mos t perfect form the lady combined total sexual innocence, 

conspicuous consumption and the wo rs hip of the famil y hearth.7 

Her education and training were designed to bring out her ' natural s ubm

ission ' to authority, and innate mate rnal instincts. Mrs. So rah Stickney 

Ellis, best selling writer and 'mid century pundit' wrote: 

As women, then, the fiIst th ing of imporlance is to be content to 

be inferior to men - inferior in mental power, in the same 

proportion tha t you are in bodily strength.S 

Ruskin's versions of girls as flowers to be picked was the norm, and Mill 's 

marriage between equal partners was the exception.9 

6Vicin us, Suffer, p.ix. 

7v· . S rr I d ' . lcmus , Uller, ntro uctton, p.1X 

8Sarah Stickney Ellis . The Daughters of Eng/and. London 1845. p. ll. 
cited by Beddoe, p .21 

9See Ru s kin 's Sesames and Lilies, for the norm in gender relations of 
19th Century Englandj and John Stuart Mill's, The Subjection of Women for 
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One important point of dissimilarity betwee n the ideal prescribed in 

Victorian (later also in Edwardian, 1901-1910) England and colon ial India 

was the attitude to marital s ex. As noted before, the Mu s lJm manuals had 

elaborate chapters on sexual duties of males and females. Sex was a matter 

of joy and matrimony, ideally. was s upposed to provide sexual fulfillment 

for both partners. Therefore girls/wives were enjoined to tempt. to please, 

to participate (if possible). a nd above all to sa tis fy their husbands . The 

Vic toria n ideal of the ' pass ive' female partner was not upheld. or approved 

of. Bu t 8S the bh8dromohi18 ideal sp read, bhadro/Victorian 'purita nism' also 

ga ined g round . 

The message of the perfect lady in England a nd her pivotal role in the 

domes tic s phe re, were widely publicized from the pulpit, in religious tracts 

a nd po pular manuals, in popular literature and art form s. in the s treets 

and business places, in schools and socia l centres. 

However. like a ll s tereotypes /ideals , it would be difficult to locate the 

perfect lady in conc rete terms . A prescribed ideal of womanhood was o ne 

thin g, the humdrum reality of daily life, a not her. It was difficult to find 

8 woman who was idle, innocent, childlike, a nd li ved off the money 

prov ided by the male breadwinner to c reate the sanctuary of home. Rut 

even alllong the upper classes scholars l O who have examined the economic 

r ealities of midd le class existence arg ued tha t Lhere was little scope for 

thes e families to employ a legion of servants and for the wife to remain 

id le a nd indis posed. 

a brilliant counter to the no rm. Rokeys Sakhawat's wntlOgs were close to 
Rus ki n 's when s he was trying to popularize her agenda fo r reform e.g. her 
school; they soun ded like Mill's when she was formulating her theor y of 
fema le bondage and emancipation. 

lOSee, for example, Patricia Branca, Image and Reality : The My th of 
the I dea l Victorian Woman, in Hartmann and Banner (eds.), Clio's Conscious
ness Raised. (New York: Harper, 1974). 
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The importance of the ideal then was in the normative or prescript ive 

power it had among the middle class women who represented it, the 

working class women who em ulated it llnd t he u p per c lass who exempliried 

it . In real life what one could expect to find was a diluted version of the 

Perfect Lady cum Good Wife, who though s he could not afford idleness , 

could be respectable, c haste and virtuous. 

It is incidentally in this diluted version or this imperfect copy of 

the Perfect Lady that one sees the prototype of the later house

wife, and in this legacy the Perfect Lady was to continue to exert 

influence. II 

The Perfect Lady as an ideal or s tereotype soon had to make room for a 

new modeJ, the 'perfect woman' or " ... The new woman who continued to hold 

chastity as a n ideal b ut made it equally applicab le to men as to 

women.,,12 More importantly, through a variety of economic and social 

changes her s phere of action became greatly enlarged . 

The transition in the mode of the family in nineteenth century Bengal, 

first among the Hindu/Brahmo community nnd then the Mus lim, may be 

viewed as a movement from the andBrmahBi/antahpur to the tgrihB'. 

As observed by Himnni Banerjee: 

The two central themes in this context are the familial social space 

designated as 'andarma hal!antahpur'(inner quarters) and tgriha' 

(home/household) and the main creator-organizer of th is space, who 

is named in the latter half of the century as tgrihini' (t he mistress 

of the home/home-maker) especial.ly in her incarnation of bhadra

mahila as mother ... t he newness of the concept of griha (now) and 

its difference from a nd af (then) sta re us in the face .. . This 

andar/antahpur which indicates a social domain in women's care, 

11 Beddoe, ibid ., p.27 

12Beddoe, ibid. 
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which is the cons tant inhabitnt of women, c hild ren. domestic 

Servants and the nocturnal habitat of adult males, can only be 

understood in its specific ity when contras ted with gri ha. lJ 

From the 1850s onwards. Bengal's mos t eminent social reformers the 

Brahmos . deemed improving the condition of women a central feature of 

thei r reformis t prog ramme. In this they were considerab ly affec ted by the 

culture and values of the Victo rian/Edwardian eras based on the political, 

philosophical and economic tenets of Libe rali s m, Unitarianis m a nd Utili

tarianis m. Their mos t renow ned refo rmer Kes hub Chandra Sen " had been 

profoundly influen ced by Victorian ideas of social reform. which had 

reached him through correspondence with EngUsh Unitarian s, con tac t with 

Engl is h adminis trato r s in India and a visit to Enghlnd.'.14 

In 1863 Keshub's followers establis hed the Bl1mB Bodhini Sabha for 

Brahmo women which brought ou t the 88ma Bodhini P8trika till the 1920s. 

After a majo r spl it in the Brahmo Samaj in 1878 Kesh ub con tinued to rede

fine the traditional Hindu ideals o f womanhood in accor dance with middle 

class Victodan values. The rise of the new domes tic ideology with its 

emphasis on companions hip, love. efficient household management, a nd sepa

ration of priv ate and public s pheres, was firs t ar ticu lated in the Brahmo 

community. The new ideology in its Bengali con text, helped s hape t he 

con tour of the new family a nd the personality of the b lladJ'omohi/a into 

whose hond the ca re of the family was entrusted. The Brahmo/Hindu 

bhadromohi/(J in her t u rn ser ved as a model for t he later Muslim bhadro

mohi/a. When the new generation of Bengal Mus lims came upon the scene 

they fou nd a model of women 's reform already in existence. 

13Hima ni Bane rjee, "Fas hionin g a Self-Educational P roposals for a nd 
by Women in Popular Magazines in Colonial Bengal", Economic 8nd Poli t ical 
Weekly, Oct. 26 1991 . p.5J 

14Borthwic k, p.SO 
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In the early twentieth century the conservatives referred to this new 

generation disapprovingly as the Mill-Bentham addicted "Nabya Mus lim Sam

praday,, 15 (community of New Mu s lims) who played a pivotal role in the 

making of the new Mus lim gentlewoman. 

The !new woman cum perfect ladY' viz the women of colonial India who felt 

the firs t fu ll brunt of ' modernization, t 6 sought education, c reative exp

ression (through wr iting ), 8 meani ngful role outside the home- bo und one. 

and fought for legal and poljtical rights . Economic independ ence per se was 

not part of th eir agenda initia lly. Where women of England in th e Edward

ian age cou ld if s he desired, seek some form of employment out side the 

ho me, fo r Bengali women it waS not an option in the early pa r t of the 

twentieth centu ry (though working class women were employed in jute mills 

a t the time). Th is , despite the fact that Ind ia n women were participating 

in the anti-colonial struggle. Women were seen in large numbers in public 

rallies, demonst rations, protests and marches; but there was neither oppor

tunity nor ideoJogicll1 sa nc tion for women of the middle c loss to see k emp

loyment in the early decades of the twentieth century. 

Por many middle class women of Victoria n and Ed ward ian En8 la nd. mar

riage was the most attractive option. for Indian women it was the only one. 

As our discussions in the following sect ions will s how, the new domestic 

ideology of thi s period ce lebrated woman as homemaker. mothe r and compa

nion, not 8S a n un seeml y wage-earner. 

15See Mus tafa Nurul Islam, SamByik patre, (section o n "Nabya Samaj"), 
pp.67-74 . 

16If o ne takes a loose, wide view of it., t he process of modernization 
and emancipation can be s aid to hove continued approximately from 1850 
to 1940. Bet hune school for girls was es tablis hed in 1849; Lady Brabourne 
College (for Muslim girls mos tly) was found ed in 1939. 
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The Aus picious Homemaker: Kalyani or Grillslakshmi 

Rabindl'anath Tagore (1861-1 941) composed K8JYllni in 1900, his tribute to 

woman the auspicious homemaker: 

In your secluded home amid verda nt groves 

You go abou t your daily tasks 

Outside the c uckoo calls ... 

Wit hin, the infa nt babb les in mirt h. 

My final song is set aside for thee. 

Bcautiful maids lay offerings at your feet 

Wise ones string garlands for you. 

For you there is neither winter, n OT sp ring, nor age, nor youth . .. 

Your lamp never dics, your flower blooms eternaLly.17 

Several decades earlier in England, Coventry Patmore had composed "The 

Angel in the Ho use" which had g iven the stereotype of the ideal Victorian 

woman her name. In spiri t, the closest approximation to 'The Angel in the 

House' would have been the image of the GrihllJakshmi - the goddess of 

fortune domes tica ted . IS 

Tagore in the poem 'Sonar Bandhon' - Bonds of Gold (1892) had in fact 

eulogized the ideal "chained in sweet affection, GrihaJakshmi, in the humble 

meagre, abodes of men .. . ... bringing light and love, etc. Patmore's poem 

reflected similar sentiments. 

The concept of Kalyani or GrihllJakshmi epitomized the woman 85 pro

vider of bounty. the homemaker, mother, guardian of the sacred hearth, 

companion in the viciss it udes of life, protector of the family fortunes - a 

(divine' woman given human and domestic form. But unlike Victorian Eng-

t 7Rab indranath Tagore, Sanchayita (Bengali) (Anthology), (Calcutta: 
Viswabharat i, 1975), p.428. (tra ns lation mine) . 

lSA recent scholar a lso selected Grihalakshmi as the eq uivalent to the 
Angel. See Humay un Azad, Nari, (Dhaka: Nadi, 1992), p.98-99. 
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land, there were ot her powerfu l images of women in Bengal (no, not the 

temptress) - the goddesses KaLi a nd Durga, for examp le. By the late nine

teenth century both had been conjured up to provide images of empowered 

womanhood. But it was the abstract concepts of Kalyani and GriiJlJ/akshmi, 

which the Muslim accepted for the mother goddesses, could not be part a nd 

parcel of a cul ture that emphasized strict monotheism and non-idolatry. 

Divested of a nthropomorphic elements, Kaiyanior Grihalakshmi waS a figure 

the Muslim intelligentsia could idealize. Victorian England had its' Angel in 

the House' and Bengal had its 'Grihalakshmi'. 

One of the earliest expositions of the Kalyani ideal in Muslim socie ty 

was by Mir Mos harraf Hossain in Bib; KuJsum (1910). Born in a conservative 

family, Mir had yet imbibed some of the spirit of the Bengal Awakening: 

He had seen woman treated as a commodity and abandoned at end 

of use ... But Mosharraf Hossain celebrated t he glory of woman as 

mother as well as beloved partner in his life, and also in his 

a utobiograp hies . .. He shared Tagore's notion of the ka/yani. 19 

Tenderness, care, learning, love, bou nty - he sawall t hese in his ideal 

woman personiried in Ku lsu m - drawn along the lines of the image Tagore 

immortalized in Kalyani . 

An article in AJ-Es/am, in 1919, celebrated the GrihaJakshmi and 

denigrated the 'modern' woman: 

Of late, those self sty led 'educated' women who awake late in the 

day with biscuit and tea in hand, who while their time all day on 

an easy chai r, novel in hand, or in front of their mirror or thejr 

ward robe, who have no patience with household c hores, in-laws or 

guests, who like to gad about in public ins tead of being satisfied 

in the home - whatever they may be caUed they are certainly not 

19See Kazi Abdul Mannon's Introductjon to Mir Moshan'af Hossain 
Rachanabali, (Bengali) (Collected works of Mir Mosharraf Hossain), (Dhaka: 
Bangia Academy, 1985), p.85. 
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the Grihalakshmi.. . of the Mu slim home. On the other hand those 

who res ide as veritable images of Lakshmi in the ho use bringin g 

upon it good fortune like their fore bea rs Bibi Fatema a nd Hajera, 

cookin g with ow n hands and feedi ng hu sband, in laws, children, -

these pious women deserve the title OrihaJakshmi.20 

Novels (like Najib u r Ra hman's Ooriber Meye, AnolVara) a lso favoured the 

term to describe their domesticated he roines . 

Coming down to brass tasks , Kalyani had to create the sanctuary of 

home where the drama of ever y day life in all its mu ndane detail s cou ld 

be played out. The fairy had to s tart frying the fish - or as Azad puts it 

- 'manos sundarir machh kota,21 . Contemporary journals and manuals ins-

tructed her on how to go about this . As 6 s in gle source book Maulana 

Ash raf Ali ThanawPs Behesti ZeIVaT mu st have been the most comprehensive. 

It inc lu ded chapters on cooking, nutrition, essential medicine, nursing, 

etiquette, child-care, making pickles, etc. Popular periodicals had women' s 

corner' type sections rep lete with instructions on the fine art of home

making. There were ' tips corner' columns to ref resh the housewife's 

memory every now and then. 

Lutfur Ra hman, renowned for his social r eform programme, was the 

author of one such 'tips to the housewife' article. tn the Jaistha (1336 as) 

issue of Mo/uwJtlladi, he compiled a list of habits for women to avoid which 

inc lu ded: Sleeping latej fighting with maids firs t t hing in the morn ing ; 

mis placing the bodna (water mug); pretending to have hysteria a nytime; 

op pos in g hu sband's wilt; sig hing withou t reason; s hunn ing books, e tc.22 

20S heikh Abdur Rahim, 'S hiks har Bhitti', (Bengali) (The Basis of Ed u
cation ), AI Es /am, 5:7, 390, Kartik, 1326 BS. 

21See Azad, Nari, p.99. 

220 r. Lu tfu r Rahman, "Nar; 0 Prlltidiner Sangsarik Jivan" ,(Women and 
eve ryday domestic life), M. Mohammadi, 3:8,623-24, Jaishtha 1336 BS 
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Sepa ration of Spheres 

In Charles Dickens' Greae Expecta tions, Mr Wemmick physically ritualized 

t he separation of spheres every evening on retu rning home f rom his work

place, by li ft in g u p t he drawbridge tha t separated his abode from t he out

side world. Dickens mig ht have been ind ulging in a little satire, bu t Ruski n 

a nd Tennyson were in earnest when t hey were projecting the idea of sepa

ra tion of sp heres and an in nate, fe minine nature of women, e tc. in t heir 

works . Both writers . one as 8n essayist, the other as a poet, bu tt ressed 

the concepts of separation of spheres and the 'nature of women'. 

Corresponding to t his was the dichotomous Bengali notion of ghar and 

baflir which gained much currency in t he late nineteenth century. To an 

ed ucated Bengali of t he time, the Grihalakshmi was guardian of the glllu', 

and she along wit h the Manos Su n dari/ Priya embodied the ideal of femini

nity innate in natu re , These concepts were also crafted on to the literary 

works in Bengali writers . One of Tagore's famou s novels was titled Ohare 

Baire (1916) translated into Englis h 8S 'The Home and the World'. Earlier 

in his essay "P rac hya 0 Pratichys" (l891), he had set clear bou ndaries 

between the world of women and men : 

WOlllsn is the ce ntripetal [sic) force in society. This force is not 

being able to combat centrifugal ones in that it is not exerting 

enough of a pull inward.... Conseq uently , woman's empire is 
s hrin king. 23 

Commenting on the s harp ness of the new division. Borthwick writes: 

... Employment under Britis h rule accent uated a sharp division 

be tween work and home .. . a division less marked in Hindu society, 

The leis urely and cultured atmos phere of Mughal admi nistration was 

23Rabindranath Tagore, "P rachya 0 Pratic hys" in Rabindra RachanabaJi 
Vol Xll, (Calcu tta: viswab harat i, 1349 8S), p.237. 
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more harmonious than was the separat ion of home a nd work in Vic

torian England, where the two were so distinct that it was to 

provide a counter balance between the te nsions associated with 

work .24 

True, upper-class women had always lived in the Antahpur in Bengal. But 

with the rise of the middle class the spatial demarcation came to be defined 

in a new way. As the andar-bahir demarcation became more distinct and 

assumed more s ignificance - there wns a simultaneous transcendence of 

barriers as 'women' stepped over from the home into the world. This is 

exactly what Tagore's heroine Bimala in Ohare Baire did do, with the help 

of her hu sband , of course. Tagore art iculated the 'Separation of Sphe res' 

in his essays a lso; he used the analogies borrowed from Newtonian Science, 

perhaps in keepi ng with the fash ion of the day: Woman was the centripetal 

force in society; centrifuga l forces from outside were drai ning the strength 

of the interior. 

Tagore views on women, woma nhood, women's role, gender relations 

were always complex, many-faceted and evolvi ng. The Tagore who could hail 

woman as the 'Or ihllia ks hmi/Kalyani' could also make his he roine Mrinal in 

Slrir PlHro renou nce home a nd hearth . In many poems written toward the 

end of his life, he se t clear limits to the hegemony of domest ic ideology. 

The theory of separation of s pheres exerted a strong influence on the 

Muslim mind a lso. In 1926, Kasema Khatun in her second ins tallment of 

'Narir Kot ha ' dwe lt on the topic at some length. She started with a quota

tion from the Pers ian sage Sadi who had stated that man and woman were 

two limbs from the same body . The parity , health and ha rmony of both 

were essential for happy family life. following this Kasema in the th ird 

ins talment o f her essay on women, wrote: 

24Borthwick, pp.115-116 
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The huma n wor ld of aclion is divided into two s phe res - the ext

e rnul a nd the inte rna l. tn the main, ma n rules in the outside wo rld, 

and warne ll in the internal one.25 

Kasema a lso lamented the ig norance of unedu cated wi ves whic h hindered 

the husband 's career. in fac t, s he was bui lding a case fo r female ed ucation 

on the basis of a woman's respons ib ility as a wife a nd partner. One is 

remin ded of Sarah Stickney Elli s . 

Motherhood 

In Colonial Bengal motherhood was one of the most important in g red ients 

of domes tic id eology . The notion of motherhood was a lso the aspec t Which 

displayed more indigenous c harac ter is tics than the notion of companionship 

which was influ enced by Victorian ideals. Mot herhood was a topic over 

which there was much consensus among old fas hioned a nd modern, men a nd 

women, Hindu, Muslim or Brahmo. 

The principle of female e nergy embodied in t he mother-goddesses, 

Durg8 a nd Kali, had always been revered in Bengal. The tide of nationa lis m 

toward the e nd of the la te nineteenth century had co-opted the women's 

movement in to the ant i-colonial st ru ggle and recast ideal womanhood in 

te rms of the powerful mother goddess as well as the acquiescent Sica

S8vilri-Sl1ti. 

Hindu 'revivaJj s m' of the brand preached by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee 

had become a common facet of the na tionalist struggle, and one of the pow

erful ideological symbols or images invoked by him was t hat of the mother

land sanctified to represent the mother-goddess.26 

25Kasema Khatun , "Narir Kotha ", (BengaU), (Words of Women) , Saogat, 
4:5, 347, Kartik IJJ3 as 

26 for an analytical treatment of this topic see Jashod hara Dagchj, 
"Represen ting na tional ism: ideology of motherhood in colonia l Be ngal", 
Economic and Politic81 Weekly , October 20- 27 , 1990 j and Madhu Kis hwaf, 
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The symbolic power latent in a Desll-matrika humiliated by pover ty, col

oniza tion a nd socia l decadence, stalking the cremation ground , was exploi

ted by 13ankim Chand ra Chat terjee in his aest hetic a nd political project. He 

gave Bengal the s logan tha t was to be c hanted by millions for many deca

des to come,'Band e Mata ram'. The concept of mother hood became deified and 

the ' New Women' were s hown the way throu gh which they cou ld be meta

mo rphosed. Tru e enough, they were thrust into the vanguard of the an ti

colonia l s tru ggle, but a t a sy mbolic level. 

Gandhi , on t he o ther hand, harnessed t he energy let loose by Bankim's 

r hetoric and gave it a powerful b ut piou s twist. To Gandhi who eschewed 

violence, the mother-land pe rsonified in 8. blood-thirsty figure roaming the 

wilderness of the crematjon grou nd at night was not pala table. lie favoured 

t he image of Sita whom he considered the ideal woman . For h im the ideal 

wo ma n was she whose power stemmed from moral courage and vi rtue. Such 

were the dominant images of woman in the period under review. 

The Musl im commu nity , however, did not s u bscribe qui te fully to this 

imagery . In fact, with it s new ly awa kened (and politicized) sense of sepa

rate iden tity , a section of lhe community viewed the wors hip of mother

earth and motherland wit h some misgivings, 8S a concept not in keeping 

with the monot heistic tenets of Is lam though Sita was quite acceptab le. Nor 

had Isla l1l veered towards the Chr istian form of mother worship as exempli

fied in Mario)Dlory . But there were always the examples of Mother Amine 

and Bibi Fatima as model mothers . Mu ch homage was also paid to Mariam, 

in fac t. The saints Abd ul Kader Jilani and Bayzid Bostani were specially 

revered fo r their devotion to their mo t hers. 

In 8 sense, the notion and role of mother in Musl im society , devoid of 

s uggestive poljticai and religious symbolism, more closely approximated the 

"Gandhi on Women", Economic and Political Weekly , 20:40, Ocl.5, 1985. 

110 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapte r II I 

Victorian ideal of mother. Out 'seasonal' or ' portial' mot hering practised by 

some Victorian mot hers, as suggested by Pat narr27, would not be found 

in mos t middle-class BengaU families. The picture of the idyllic family was 

made complete by the birt h of a son. (In t he novel AnolVar8, the heroine's 

f irs t born was a son a nd t he author devotes some rapturous passages to 

how t he infa nt graced the beaut if ul mothe r 's lap). 

In the t raditional set-up, it was u nders tood t ha t a woman 's greates t 

fulfilment lay in mother hood which 'came' to her most naturally a nd grace

f ully. But with t he o nset of the new age and its didactic manuals, elaborate 

ins tructions on the fine art of mothering were set dow n for the youn g gi rl. 

The manuals were full of detai ls on c hild rearing - cleaning of infants, 

nutrition, psychological nurturing e tc. 

Motherhood, hitherto a silently accepted role which girls slipped into. 

soon became s ubject matter of a written discourse - articulated in man uals. 

journals and novels. Conser vative and liberal , traditionalist or modernist. 

pounced on any opportunity to eulogize woman-os-mother to prove how well 

they thought of the female sex. Motherhood was the terrain where everyone 

felt comfortable. 

Its rediscovery became part of t he reformist project which called the 

new woman into being. It was a major channel through which woman was 

salvaged from the plight of being a temptress, and placed on the lofty 

reformist pedestal of purity. No less a person than Ameer Ali, writi ng in 

1899 for t he jou rnal Nineteen th Cen t ury, reiterated the Koranic maxim 

"Paradise lies at the feet or one's mother", as a point of departure for his 

review of Muslim women's role throughout history: 

Cynicism has gone so far as to dec lare that i t is woman who s tands 

27 See Pat Barr, The Memsahibs - I n Praise of the iVomen of Victorian 
India, (London : Cent ury, 1989). 
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at th e gate of life and poisons with her cup t he ex is te nce of man. 

For tr uer is the other sayin g , that 'a t the fee t of t he mother is 

Paradise,.28 

tn th e se ries of articles ' Na ti r Katlla' mentioned a bove, ( 1926), Kasema 

Khatun bui lt up a case for female e ducatio n by e mphas izin g the social s ig

n ifica nce of t he mother's role. She decla red at the ou tset tha t s he would 

s how the lin kage between edu cation and idea l mother hood : 

What is woma n to man? She is th e mot her . A s hort while after he r 

ins ta lla tion as wife a woman c ra ves to become a mot her even if s he 

does not wis h to res ign [sic] fro m he r pos t as wife. In mot he rhood , 

s he find s the mea ning of being born a worna n. 29 

Bu t t he wri te r wen t on to say tha t the role now dema nded new s kill s, viz 

ed uca tion. It was not s ufficient thal 6 woman clean a baby's d iaper and lull 

it to s leep on her b reas t j that would no t ma ke her a mother necessarily. 

Her duty we nt fa f beyond this. For in he r hand s lay the sacred tas k of 

prod ucing wor t hy sons . This, s he a rg ued, could not be ach ieved by the 

mother who only had a r ud imentary education. Not tha l a B.A. a nd M.A. 

were prereq uisites for the task, t he write r has t ily ad ded. Kasema critic ized 

the 'modern ' ed ucation system in gene ral both fOf me n a nd women and ple

ad ed for 8 sys tem beneficial to bo th . The point bein g made was t ha t , in 

order to be good mot hers, women 1V0 uld have to be given the same kin d 

and degree of education as men. Only enlightened mothe r s could p rod uce 

sons like t he Ali brothe rs a nd Napoleon. 

The signi ficant s la nt in these arg uments seemed to be t hat while avow

ing that mo therhood was th e mos t g lo rious of woman's ro le; education was 

correlaled to a prop er fun ctioning of that role. The discourse on mot her-

----------------------
28Amcer Ali, "The influence of women in Is la m", The Nin eteenth 

Centu ry, May 1899. London, p. 7S6 

29Kasema Kha tun ' Na rir Katha', SoogtHi 4:2, 99, Sravsn 1333 BS 
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hood provided a plat form for advocacy of women's education. 

Srimatl Subodhbala Biswas, writing for the tMohiJa Mahfif section of 

Mol! lImmadj in 1927. s howed to a more perfect degree, how far th e ideology 

of motherhood had been in ter naUzed by women t hemselves . The writer rai

sed the most b u rn ing q ues tion of t he day, with regard to gende r ideology: 

What is t he ideal of womanhood , where does she belong? Civi lization 

could never ma ke up its mind - was woma n's place in the home, or 

outs ide it? The home, family, society - women seemed integral to all 

ins t itutions - a nd yet t ill o ne uncovered t he u ltimate place of 

women, t here could not be any real progress.30 

Subodh Bala provided an a nswer: 

Woman is the representative of the universal Mot her ... The hand 

that roc ks the cradle, rules the world [sic1. Therefore, the fulfil

ment of a woman's life is in motherhood. 31 

By lhe 1930's mot herhood was fully deve loped as a discou rse. "Matrittwa 

8idya" publis hed in Masik Mohammadi s pelt out the matte r in detail. Accor

ding to the essay the topic was discussed a lot but people often forgot 

that in this too great skill. ability and training, were required . The quali

ties of the ideal mother were enumerated --love, inteUigence, selflessness, 

knowledge (about child care and nutrit ion, child psyc hology) , and courage. 

Tips fo r the pregnant woman were also provided which included intake of 

fres h air, exposure to plenty of sunshine, regular exercise, nutritious diet. 

etc. Mos t of the women who es tab lished themselves as major or minor wri

ters, devoted some time to the topic of motherhood and child care. Rokeys 

Sakhawat, Akh ta.r Mahal, Razia Khatun and Shamsun Nahsr, for instance, 

had pieces dealing solely with the topic. What t he Muslim molliJ8 wrote, on 

30S rimati Shubodh Bala Biswas, "Naritter Adarsha" (Bengali) , (Ideal of 
Womanhood) M8Sik Moh8mmadi, 2:8, 93, Jalsht ha 1336 as 

31"b"d I I " 
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motherhood and childcare, resembled in many respects, the con t ent and 

style of Brahlno and Jl indu Bhadamohila' s writings on the subject. J2 

Rokeya read ou t "Shis hu Pa lon" (meaning 'Ch ild Rearing ' ), a very popu

lar t it le used by Brahmo Bhlldomohj/a also. at a Baby Show he ld in the 

" Calcutta town ha ll in April 1920. She add ressed t he issue of child care f rom 

a pragma tic angle. In D few brief words s he la id down t he pr inciples of 

bas ic c hildcare and the necessity of educat ing gi r ls to equ ip t hem fo r t he 

role of mot herhood. As mentioned above, the t heme of educat ion as a prere

quisite for good mother hood ran t hroug h t he works of most pub licists at 

t he time. But there was a different note in Rokeya ' s article. She based her 

paper o n infant mortality statis licsj and rationalized beneficial indige nous 

practices pertaining to childbirth . Rokeya cited statistics for t he province 

of Bengal and t he city of Calcutta. In t he year 1891, the total mortality 

figure for Bengal was over 1.6 millions. Of this about one- t hird were below 

the age of 20. In Calcutta during that year alone, 6000 infants died in the 

Bt ur ghar due to lack of care. Rokeys next analyzed some traditional Hindu 

and Muslim practices and s howed their congruence with (modern' scientific 

conclusions. Rokeya concluded her address by givi ng several sou nd and 

dow n to eart h tips on baby care. JJ 

Akhtar Mahal Syedu Khatu n's short piece bearing the same title was 

published in S80gat in 1927. There she reite rated Rokeya's lips on appro

priate child care. She also quoted (as had Rokeya) a rustic proverb "One 

does not become a mot he r by g iving birth alone". Ak htar Mahal used the 

proverb to give substance to the new concept of mot herhood and c hild 

Care that was to re place age old notions. She deplored that t he Hi ndu a nd 

32see Bort hwick, Chap ter Four. pp.109- 150 

JJ R. S. Hossein, "S his hu Pa lon " (Bengali) , (C hild Care) . S8oga t. 2:6, 
404-405, Baishak h 1327 BS. 
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Musalman mothers of Bengal had forgolten how to rear a child. The other 

interesting turn in the argu ment (provided by mos t other writers on the 

topic too) was the s ugges tion that lack of educution as well as pover ty , 

was a prime cause behind the declining standa rd s of motherhood. 

The c hanged concepts of mot he rhood and child ca re as important cle

ments in the new domes tic ideology, were a lso articulated by Razia Kllatun 

Chaudhura ni ill her essay ' Mayer Shik s ha'. In the main s he reiterated the 

a rguments laid down by the others regarding the ill effects of a mot her's 

ig norance. Razia made a rare s ugges tion towards the end: 

And so a little know led ge of homemaking and emb roid ery ought not 

to be the main or o nly c harac teris tic of gi rls' education. Sex 

ed ucat ion geared to a healthy and harmo nious conjugal life is 
necessar y . J4 

Unfortu nately , Razia did not e laborate on this in her writin gs. 

Rokeya was in effect childless 8S the two infants s he had g iven bi rth 

to had died a few months afte r being born. She had adop ted her sister' s 

daughter Nuri but she too died in 1931. Rokeys d ied the next yea f. Razia's 

li fe was shor t, as was Akhtar Mahal's. Both women died before attai ning 

th ir ty , of ill health . Razia was 8 loving a nd dutiful mother who would at 

the same Lime oft en s top in the midst of a domestic c hore and rush to her 

note book to jot dow n 8 short story or poem. However, short biographical 

notes to the onc-vol ume collected works, of t he two authors hint at ill 

health verging on depression. Family sou rces35 were ab le to provide 

some greater details. Akhta r was l1la rried into a conservative family in the 

J4Razia Khatun Chaudhura ni. "Maye r Shiksha" , (Benga li) (The educ
a tion or mothe rs), Saoga t. See a lso Ra zia Kha run Chtl udhuranir RacJwn{l 
Slwk%n, cd. M. Abdu l Quddu s , (Comilla: Rabeya Khatun Choudhury , 1982) 
p.42 {hereafter cited as RKRSJ. 

J5personai interviews with Razia's daughte r Rabeya Khatun a nd siS le r 
Sofura Hussain and Akhta r Mahals ' niece RokeY8 Kabir. 
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mofussil town of Comilla where her literary proclivity was frowned upon. 

RaZla on the the other hand was fo rtunate to be mauied into a family 

where he r ta lents were ap preciated. But being the wife of an idealis t 

poli t ician who spent mu ch t ime in jail, was not quite conducive to middle 

class domes tic bliss, having to se t up home now here, no lV there. Sometimes 

Razia's mental health gave way. As her s is ter recollec ts with poignan ce: 

She had cont rac ted t yphoid after her marriage and had been t rea

ted by the famou s Dr. 6idhan Ray a nd Dr. Nilratan Sarkar. But she 

wou ld fall ill after every child birth. Her mind would be troub led 

and she would say 'what is t he use of going on like this - like a 

mill s tone round my father's neck in Calcutta, or round my brot her 

in-law's in Camilla?.' She lost her mental equilibrium 15 days afte r 

the birth of her you ngest daug hter. An ayurvedic doctor Shyamdas 

Buchaspati was ca lled in who admin istered ma ny kinds of pastes . 

But Razia wou ld throw the medic in es away. And sometimes she 

would th reaten (jokingly ?) to th row the new born infant from th e 

uppe r storey, holding the baby by its legs over the bannis ters.36 

Raz io died in Calcutta, sometime after this las t illness . 

Whether s uch incidents pointed to post-partum depression, is open to 

conjecture. One is only tempted to say that an overall perusal of women's 

life histories a nd narratives gives one a feelin g on occasion, that a ll was 

not as well in Ood's universe as popular pic tures of domestic bliss would 

have us believe. Dark s hadows did exist somewhere behind the su nny fa~ 

ode of the bhadromohjJa's exis te nce be tween the tightly ci rcumsc ribed role 

of wife and mother. 

Shams unnahor Mahmud (1908-1 964) belonged to the same generation as 

Ra zia and Akhter, but s he lived a mu ch longer life and an apparently 

happier and more ac tive one. Unlike Akhter Mahal and Razi8, she had 

J61nterview with Mrs Safu r8 lIu ssain , March 1991 , in Dhaka. 
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access to formal educational institutions. She was married to a libe ra l 

lawye r who encou raged her in her ca reer as ll. journalist , ed ucat ionis t and 

socia l worker. 

Shams unnahar' s Shjshu Sh iks /1a (Child Education) was not an article on 

child care, but a full-fled ged book published from Calcu tta in 1939. Rab ind 

ranath Tagore, who was ex perimenting with th e ideal environment for the 

developtnent of children at Sha ntinike tan, felicitated Sha.msu nna har o n the 

publication of the book: "I a ppreciate your work f rom the depth of my 

hear t. You r wri tin gs achieve their characte rist ic by d int of your sty le, 

in tellect a nd maturity.',37 

The book contai ned eight chapters with headin gs like: At the beginning, 

Harmony an d discipline, Play, Fear. Truthfulness, Tenderness, Sex education 

and Nursery sc hool [sic). The c hap ter headings r eveal the conscious cons

tru c tion of moth erhood and c hildhood by a bhadromollila ~vho earned much 

renown as an educat ion is t a nd wr ite r . They also revea l how 8 segernnt of 

socie ty wanted its young to deve lop. 

Romant ic Love: Priya 

A new dimens ion was added to the wife's multifarious roles, ot her than lhat 

of mother. This was fostered by the idea of roman tic love which first man i

fes t itsel f in literature. 

Th e theme of romantic love was first introduced to Benga li readers by 

two highly o rigi nal tran s lat ions from Englis h into Bengali, viz: Bhudeb 

Mukhopadhay's Anguriyo Binimoy (Exc hange of Rings) published in 1858 

and Kris hna kamal Bhattac ha rya 's Dura kankslJar BrUha Dhratnon (Futile 

Journey of OesLre) written in the 1840s. The theme of love found a cen tral 

J7 Anwa ra Bahar Chowdhu ry , SlJams unnailar Mahmucf I (Dha ka: Bangia 
Academy), 1987, p.54. 
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place in both works; the love of S hivaji and Zebunnessa in the first, and 

the love between an untouchable and a person of high caste in the second. 

But Romantic Love received its first, full formulation at the hands of 

novelist Dankim Chand ra Chatterjee (1838-1898), who was responsible for 

the wides pread popularity of that art form in Bengal. 

Mi r Mosharraf Hossain, considered the first Mus lim writer of modern 

Bengali literature, married Kuls um, his childhood playmate a nd daughter of 

a tenant farmer in his rather's estate in 1874. At the time he was a lready 

married to Azizunnessa whom he had never grown to love. Mir's dramatic 

meeting with Kulsum, now a full-grown maid, after many years at the scene 

of a catastrophic firc, the kindling of passion and love in his heart, and 

subseq uerll marriage, were described in semi autobiograp hical work , Arnsr 

Jibonir Jiboni Bibi Kulsum (19 10) . Mir, a romantic and adventurous soul, 

had been born into a family (probably located in the stratum between Rafi

uddin Ahmed's rural ashr8f and lesser gentry) which had seen better days. 

Brought up in the cou ntryside of Lahi nipara (in Kushtia) - unlike many of 

his contemporaries - Mir could not be quite counted as a member of the 

English educated Muslim elite in the big cities. As his family fortunes had 

declined he had to work 8S s herest8 looking after other people's estates. 

Like Fai1.unneSS8, Mil' s tood at the crossroads of a medieval and modern 

sensibility. He was a hybrid product of country and town, liberalism and 

orthodoxy, faith and rationalism. His portrayal of the character of Kulsum, 

object of his unfailing devotion, coincided with the rise of a new concept 

in gender relations , romantic lov e. 

Woman 8S 'PriY8' (the beloved), now stood legitimately, if shyly, along

s ide Kalyani. In fact seldom if, ever was Priya allowed to threaten the 

guardian of the sacred hearth. If anything they were ideally one and the 

same. Bibi Kulsum is significant because it was an autobiographical account 

of a 'Renaissance' writer's congugal life. The ideal o f romantic love within 
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marriage, manifest itself in Mir's relationship wit h his wife and t he recor

din g of that re lationship. The eulogy in the opening page of the book will 

remain a c lass ic express ion of the new id eal: 

Kulsum , who is s he to me? Wh y do I cha nt her name? Wha t a sweet 

name it is - e tched on Ill y hea r t. Why this surge o f love, t his 

romantic a ttrac tion - this pouring of my sou l? - you as k. Reader, 

you will learn in due time. Bibi Kulsum was the light of my soul, 

angel of my home, abode of lilY dreams. She was my partner in joy 

and sorrow, a chaste wife a nd holy mother; intelligen t compan ion 

a nd learned guide, compass ionate f riend and adoring s lave; home

ma ker, cook , nurse, healer, she was all these, she was my love r as 

1 was hers - she was seated on the thro ne of my heart . And yet, 

the receptacle of all these virtues, was not what one wo uld cnll 

beau tifu\. J8 

KulsUlll, though a country-maid, was nontheless invested with many desir

able traits. Though not ed ucated formally, s he was literate and 8 consta nt 

encouragement in Mir's li te rary career. Ku ls um was not the evolved bha

dromohiJa in the special sense we have used here, bu t was very nearly 

onc, s tanding midway between Fai2.unn essa and Fatema Kh a nam. The sexual 

aspect of Mir's rela tions hip wit h Kuls um (referred to in t he book) s urpas

sed. perhaps contravened, notions of Vic to rian/ Bra hmo conjugal no rms. Mir 

had frankly conceded the sexual. 

But it was a sexuality legitimized by marriage and could thus he accom

modated within the nascent midd le class values. The concept of romantic 

love and sexua li ty in a leg i.timate set up was possibly more unique to Bengal 

than to Britain. The ideal portrayed in books may not have been ac hieved 

in reality most of t he t ime. But there was a ground now for a g lorious re-

J8Mir Mos harraf Hussain, Amar Jiv8nir Jivani Bibi Ku!sum, (Bengali) 
(The Life behind my Life: Bibi Kuls um ) (fi rs t publ. Calcu tta: 19 10) in Mil' 
Mosh8rraf Hussain Racllanav81i, Abdul Mannan cd. (Dhaka: Dang/a Academy , 
1976) Vol I, pp.J72-J73 (hereafter cited as MIIR]. 
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pudiation of the 'debau chery' and 'promiscuity' of the feudal class j for a 

sometimes self-righteous celebration of monogamou s sexuality. 

In the historical context, however, fiction was the first s ite for roman

tic love and was to remain so for a long time. Bengali writers - from 

Bankim. Rabindranath, Saratchandra, to Swarnakumari, Najibar Rahman, Kazi 

Imdadul Huq, Anurupa, Nirupoma, Shailabaia Ohoshjaya, Nurun nessa and 

others - produced a crop of fictional works where plots centred around 

love, romance and betrayal. Around this time, Muslim women came forward 

with their own formulations of love relationships, the ideal hero, and the 

ideal heroine. in their fictional works. The male protagonist would be drawn 

along the lines of the 'new man' (product of the Bengal Renaissance): he 

would be liberal, western educated, idealistic, romantic, restrained, hand

some in appearance and deed, reformist and modern when it came to gross 

social nbuses. traditional in case of timetested values - a remarkable blend 

in fact. This was the general contour of the new male protagonist in litera

turei individual authors filled in the fine points according to individua l 

taste and preference. 

In Bhadro Muslim Society, members of the opposite sex seldom, if ever, 

got to interact socially , circumscribed as their lives were by the stringent 

code of purdall. More often than not, situations conducive to romantic att

raction, were imaginary ones unlike Victorian society where courtship was 

8 socially approved (and encouraged) avenue to matrimony and family life . 

In the Brahmo, Hindu and native Chri.stian communities some measure of 

sexual desegregation had been achieved. Nurunnessa made use of this in 

her s hort novels Bhagyac/takra a nd Bidhilipi publlshed in the early 1930s. 

But as late as 1928, Rokeya was writing her diatribe against seclusion in 

Aborodhbasini. 

Segregation was thus also a real problem in fiction (for it \Vas suppo

sed to 1 mirror' reality) . Writers of the period were very fond of writing 
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'garhastya' (domestic) or 'pariborik' (familial) novels. Nurunnessa circum

vented the taxing problem created by seg regation, in quite an unusual 

manner, in her first novel Swapnadrishta. It was the story of an intense 

romantic attraction on parl of t he male protagonist Anwar Ali, towards a 

vision of a woman he had seen only in a dream. Anwar goes t hrough many 

of the motions of a man in love without having actually beheld the object 

of hi s adoration. This wes the device through which NUrunnessa circum

vented existing convent ions of purdah and ventured into the world of rOIll

tl nce and love. (In real life she was happily married to lawyer Kazi Ghulam 

Murshed of Serampore) . But Nurunnessa changed her srlategy in her three 

novellas BhagY8cl18kra, Bidhilipi and Niyoti - where she tack led a sensitive 

issue - purborag or the stage of romantic attraction prior to fuB passion 

described in the ancient Indian theory of Erotics. The commentator, writing 

the introduction to Nurunnessa's collected works (1970), observed : 

The themes of illicit, socially disapproved passion and love were not 

the subject matter of her novels. In the main, s he has depicted 

love in a domestic setti ng. As s uch her novels were truly a 

reflection of contemporary society.39 

Pre-marital interactions be tween the sexes, however slight and 'pure' (j.e. 

non-physical) such 8S a glance or long walks, were new phenomena in the 

Bengali social scene. Their acceptance in literature, if not in real life, 

pointed to c hanged attitudes in gender relations. Nurunnessa celebrated 

love as a noble facet in human nacure. The following passage from 'Niyoti' 

(Destiny) was one of the most eloquent cributes to love to emerge from the 

literature of that period. The writer herself addresses these words to the 

hero' s mother when the hero (Reza) arrives on the scene to discover his 

39Mohammad Abdul Qaiyyum, lntrod., Nurunnessa Granthab81i, (Bengali) 
(Collected Works of Nurunnessa), (Dh8ka: Bangia Academy, 1970) , p.xvi. 
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beloved Rokeya in the throes of death. Reza realizes that the machinations 

of hi s proud, high born mother, have borne bilter fruil: he was never to 

be united with Rokeya: 

Alas. proud lady! Come see for yourself this pitiful sig ht! Compre

hend that litigation and the like may stand in the path of transient 

unionj but they can never be impedimen ts in the path of that true 

and divine union of hearts which we call love. The eternal love that 

united these two, the exchanges that transpi red were pure, heav

enly, eternal, endless.40 

Nurunnessas' depiction of love in her trilogy led a literary critic to 

comment: "The writer's favourable attitude to romance [sicJ is amply 

manifes t in these three works".41 

Muhammad Ibrahim's Zobeds (published in 1922) bore the epithet 'dome

stic novel' on the title page. It was a love story with intensely romantic 

scenes , between two couples - Asad and Zobeda, Ramzan and feroza. All the 

elements of prc\'ailing notions of love were depicted here - purity. roman

ticism, yearning, s us picion of the heroine's chastity, her attempted s uicide, 

upholding of the ssti ideal and re-union of the lovers who were, of course, 

man and wife.42 

Nnjibar Rahman's AnowBI'a, was much more popular as a novel, a nd 

much more conservative. The heroine Anowara falls in love with Nur Eslam 

on hearing him recite the holy Koran from afaT. Nur falls in love (lhe 

reader was left to assume since the matter of falling in love is not openly 

mentioned), after a brief g limpse, caught accidentally from a window, 'Acci

dentally' because the writer would have you appreciate that no 'sharif' girl 

40Nurunnessa Khatun, 'Niyoti', in NurunneSS8 Grantllaboli. p. 685 

41t.f. Abdul Qauyyum, ibid, p. fifteen. 

42Mu hammad Ibrahim, Zobeda. (liowrah : Bipin B. Das, 1922). 
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would kno ..... ingly a llow herself to be 'seen'. But even Najibar a llowed his 

hero to proclaim after he wed i\nowara the greatness of their love.43 

The popular literary mo nthlies Mohammadi a nd Saogat. often con tai ned 

s hor t s tories (e.g . Madl1urena, Romantic Biy e) which depicted romantic love. 

'Mod hure na' (1932) was a play le t depicting love as a basis for marriage. 

Social condi tions ..... ere mirrored in references to the bac k ..... ard ness of 

Mu s lim girls compared to thei r Hindu a nd Brahmo counte r pa rts whom Sajjad 

the fmode rn' young hero cons id ered more accomplis hed a nd hence more 

desi rable. All the trappings of Victorian courts hip are present - a tea 

porty [s ic] in the garden of Mr. Chaterjee the addi tio nal magis trate. a 

meeting between Sajjad and Rosy deliba rately arranged by th e e lde r sister 

in-Jaw, a dra mat ic a nd impassioned decla ration of love on Sajjad 's part 

(termed a young bh8dr%k, interes tingly), and finally th e couples' union 

in marriage. 

'Romantic Biye', publis hed in the previous iss ue of Mohammadi, was a 

good hu moured satire about marriage a nd romantic not ions among the idea

list ic youth of the u rbanized midd le calss . Amena, a youn g widow, a nd 

Samad, a young widower, pledge neve r to remar r y. But Amena's well mea n

ing guardians a rrange a marriage for he r . On the wedding nig ht s he is 

'rescued' by Samad. a t rue sympat hiz.er. The comrades flee to Assam, live 

in the same house (platonical1y) - b Ul soon realize they are meant for each 

o lher a nd might as well get married. They proclaim love as the true basis 

or ma rriage. Ru nnin g lhrough t he good-natu red expose is a belief popular 

among 8 section of wes terniz.ed Li berals at the time that human act ions a re 

ulti ma te ly g uided by the sex-drive. Of cou rse, In dia had her own age-old 

not ions of t he g lo r y and s ignificance of sex, but we are now s peaking of 

the 'wes tern influenced' liberals . 

4JNajibar Ra hma n, Anow81'a, (Calcutta 1914i reprint, Dhaka: Ananda 
Prakasi1an, 1988), p.87. 
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Romantic titles such as Moner biye (Marriage of Mind s) , Prem 0 PushplI 

(Love and a BlosSOIII), Piyasi (The Thirsty) , S/Jesh Anurodh (The Last Requ

es t ), etc., prolifera ted the popular journals. Though fictional works dealt 

with the theme of love and condoned it if it led to matrimony. the view was 

by no means a widely held one. 

A certai n section of the conse rvatives were not a ll that eager to con

cede ' p rem maha tmyo' (great ness o f love). Indignation and a nger at the 

portrayal of Muslim women's love for Hindu males in the novels of Shudev 

a nd Ban kim date back to the 1860's and 70s . The obj ect ion was not ju s t 

towa rd the perceived ind ignity of wome n falling in love with those outside 

the pale of Is lam, it was also the manner in which the love was po£'trayed 

(i.e . besolled Muslim women, s toic and invulnerable Hindu male, etc). The 

whole debate which ensued, produ ced 11 hostility toward roma ntic love in 

general. Several Mu s lim write r s took up the pen in retaliation. 

Ismail Hossain S hirazi 's Raynandin; (19 16) was proclaimed by its author 

as a fitting rejoinder to Bankirn's Durgeshnandi1Ji (1865). It depicted the 

love o f Swarnamoyee, daughter of Kedar Ray, a six teenth century c hieftain. 

for the Muslim wardor Isa Khan. 'Love', us ually relegated to all obscu re 

and s hadowy background in the chronicles of kings a nd states, now ass u

med the same impo rtance as a dead ly war. It got tangled up in politics and 

communa l tens ion, the qu estion of Muslim identity in the face of Hind u 

r evivalism; sexual fr eedom, chastity and regulatory codes, etc. And woman 

was made to s tand once again at the vortex of this whirlpool. A critic 

commen ting on those times writes: "Muslim writers now resorted to cons

tru c tion of s uch historical s ituations of Hindu-Mu slim conflicts where 

Mus lims display nobility and valour, Hindu women fall irresistibly in love 

with them and embrace Is lam",44 

44 Anisuzzaman, Muslim Manosh. p, J48 
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Social condemna tion of all-encompassing 'romantic love ' was expressed 

in an essay written as a rejoinder to Bankim's novels, particularly 

Durges hnandin i and his porLrayal of Ayes ha therein : 

No Muslim, for that matter, no true Hindu , will condo ne Ayes ha's 

inundation in a flood of tears at the dead hour of night , by the 

side of a s trange man of another creed , not bound to her by any 

legitimate ties . Th e love of Ay es ha towards Jaga t Sing h, proclaimed 

and unproc laimed , is illicit, unna tural and irreligious. - We are not 

in favour of the apparently innocuous but inherently dangerou s 

maxim: 'Love knmvs no bounds'. Only social a narchy can result from 

the violation of God's laws by giv ing in to the tem ptation of s uc h 

forbidden [ruit ... 45 

Many iss ues converged here: the regulation of female sexuality a nd pat ri

archy's inherent fear of it (Wha t was Ayesha. doing at dead of nig ht beside 

a man not legitemately bourld to her?)i communal prejud ice (Jaga t Singh 

was a Hindu ); the religious question (u nnatural a nd irrelig ious of Ayesha 

to go beyond the pale of her own relig ion) . And the ultima te fear of [itna 

or social chaos. Love that knew no bounds wou ld always have to be cont

ained a nd regulated if a na rchy was to be avoided. For love/romantic attr

actlon WaS the o ther side of physical a ttraction , however pla tonic the a ura 

given to it. 

Thus, rOl1lantic love wo uld only be tolerated if it was unaudacious a nd 

abided by communal norms pertaining to chastity a nd honour. A woman was 

not free to fall in love with whom she c hose, even if i t were in novels, 

par ticulady more so if it were in nov els it would seem; because c harac ters 

in books had a mu ch wider cu rrency a nd longer life than ordinary mortals. 

Society could no t afford to lose this terrain because of sentime ntality and 

45Abdul Male k Chowdhury, "Banga Sahitye Mus lim Ra ma nir St ha n" , 
(Bengali) (Position of Muslim Women in Ben gali Literatu re), Al Esiom, 1: 1. 50. 
Bais hakh 1322 BS. 
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passion. The ideological debate notwithstanding, Bankirn was a household 

word also in Muslim homes. So great was the power of his prose that read

ers were wUling to temporarily suspend disbelief and prejudice to step into 

the exciting a nd imaginary world of romance he created. 

A booklet titled Bashore was published in 1923. It was written by a not 

so we U-known writer who dedicated it to t he poet Kozi Nazrul Is lam. During 

those days , write r s - great and small - looked up to the poe t. The boo klet 

was probably meant to serve as a ' guide' for newly weds, not in the sense 

of a manual but as what one could term a philosophic guideline for t hose 

about to set upon the most important of gender relations - that of man 

and wife . Unfortunately, there seem to be no all usions to the booklet, posi

tive or negative, by contemporary writers . It was written in t he form of 
.(J8.s)..(J..,.e . 

two imaginary dialogues (see . for the first dialogue). In t he 

closing lines of the second dia logue, t he groom f inally rejoiced in his unio n 

to a lofty and rational woman, the r eby proclaiming t he hegemony of t he 

new domestic ideology; where the priya and griha/akshmi were one: 

Today I realize you are my wife, not a doll but a partner fo r life. 

You will correct me when 1 err and direct me on the right path; 

you are my fellow traveller, solace in my despair. my shelter, hope. 

desire. Come in this our firs t union let us pledge to fill life's 

journey with jOy.46 

Turning from literature to real life, the private letters of two couples who 

were corresponding with each other in the decade of 1940, corroborate the 

conten tion t hat romantic love had become an integral part of conjugal r ela

t ions. Letters wri tten by Muhammad Hasib a government officer in Calcutta 

to his wife Folema in Ma nikganjj and of the famous singer Abbas uddin to 

46Mohammaad Abdur Ro uf, Bashore, (Bengali) (The Wed ding Night), 
(Calcutta: Abdul Ohed , 1923) p.16. 
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his wife Lutfunnessa, from Ca lc utta to Dhaka pro vide a ra re ins ig ht into 

an as pect of hu s band wife relations . They a lso depic t the family i n tra ns i

tion - a s ituation where the wife was s taying bac k at the in- laws' before 

setting up her own home. Both sets o f co rres pond ence p roj ect the hus band 

as mentor a nd teacher, s pecially the lette rs of Abbas uddin which llrc r epl

ete with tips on how to turn the quilt, air the mattress , etc. What s trikes 

on e howe ver, is the express io n of solicitude, lo nging, and even passion 

(veiled) on pa rt of the separated couple. The form s of address themselves , 

"Priyatames hu - a thousand kisses ", "Priyo laks hmi amar", " Priya tama" -

point to the new forms of end ea r ment between hu s band a nd wife.47 

We had s tarted this s ec tion with a memoir, Mir Mosha r raf's Bibi Kuls um, 

which depic ted the cojugal re la tionship between Mir a nd his wife f rom 1874 

to 1910. At the close of the period c hosen for this s tudy, a nother coup le. 

Ab ul Fazi and Umratul Fazl, go t nla rried in 1938. Their marriage was a long 

a nd ha ppy one. They left behind a r ecord of their times a nd their lives in 

s eparate memoirs. }\bul Fazl had alrea dy been ma rri ed befo re, and like Mir. 

his previous marriage was not i.l happy one. Umrat, who was t we nty yeRrs 

younge r than Fazl, describ ed ill her memoir how Faz l had a roused feelin gs 

of love in her: 

Our ma rried life s ta rted on the firs t day of tha t auspicious year 

flnd for fourty-fo ur years it s ho ne like the s un. His love was so 

deep t hat' felt 1 could c rea te something as beautiful 8S ocean

s pray .. . lie WRS an in compa rab le love r whose love kn ew no bound s. 

A compass iona te human bei ng a nd a n ideal mentor. 48 

47pri vate co rres pondence of! Abu Maz har Muhammad Abdul Has ib 
(lette r s to his wife Fatema written from Faridpur, Calcutta, Shibpur. 
Asa nsoJ), 1933- 35; Faterna Khanam (letters written from Les raganj in 
Manikganj to he r hus band Hasib), 1933-36; and Abbasuddin (letters written 
by lo his wife Lu tfunnessa), 1939- 1947. 

48 Umra t-ul Fazl, Smrit:i KSUI{l Priyodincr Smriri,( Bengali) , (Memo ries of 
cheris hed Days), (Dhaka: Muktodhara , 1987 ) pp 9-10 
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One is reminded of Mir a nd Ku!sum in their quie t abode in the nloffus il 

town of Oelduar. But times had changed. Abu! Fozl was an urbanized 

schola r , c ritic and teacher, a nd Umrat was his fitting cou nte rpa rt. 

Limits to Domes tic Ideology 

Bengali Society agreed on the whole that woman's place was in the home, 

and man 's place in the world outside from which ~~ could reti r e into the 

sa nctuary of family life whenever he desired. However, in the West by the 

19JOs women had by and large acquired the rig ht to join in the work force 

(or were in corporated into it as the economic need for grea ter labour 

arose}.49 1n some regards though - e.g. t he fig ht to vote, acess to 

hig her educational degress and the cons traints of domesticity - women, 

East Of Wes t, ran a long parallel courses. 

In the mat ter of seclu s ion and participa tion in the economic sp he re, 

women in the West did enjoy greate r freedom . To the b hadroJok, fre edom 

was a ma l ter of g reat censure. An e nde mic fea r of t he socia l revolution in 

wesler n coun tries that had effected the breakdown of barriers between the 

private and public s phe res and released women on to the 'open' s paces, led 

man y Bengali publ icis ts to dec ry the socia l rela tjons and gender ideology 

of the West while selectively adopti ng some. 

In 1930 Masik Mohammadi p ublis hed a n article analysing in negat ive 

terms, such unbridled f r eedom. The author ma naged to unearth certain 

texts by weste rn public is ts whcih urged women to retun to the sa nctuary 

of home: 

49 For a discussion of women's participation in waged work in the 
Wes t, see: Louise Tilly a nd Joan Scott, ~Women's work a nd the family in 
nin eteenth century Europe', Comparative Studies in Society and His to ry, 
January, 1975 ; Sandra Burman , Fit Work for women, (London: Croom Helm, 
1979)i and Wanda Neff, Vic tori8n Working Women: A Historical and Liternry 
SCUdy of Indus t ries Bnd Professions, (New York: columbia Univeris ty Press , 
1929). 
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Savants in the west have taken up the pen to urge women to 

return to thei r tru e role of KaJyani [sic] - All of Europe is crying 

out to women to return to the home as Kalyani. Their throne is in 

the home, thei r kingdom there, there the work-p lace ordained for 

them by Nature.50 

Some educated women too joi ned tn lh is denouncement. The extent to which 

domestic ideology a nd the traditional role ascribed to women had been int

ernalized by women t hemselves was evident in a rejoinder by (l reader La 

Rokeys's radical piece' Alonkar no badge of Slavery'. Rokeys's formulation 

of the woman ques tion and her challenge to the existing gender ideology 

created a sharp reaction among readers who felt obliged to protest. The 

particular lady above proud ly declared her allegiance to domesticity: 

The manner in which s he (Rokeya) has criticized the male s pecies 

seems wanton a nd un becoming to a woman of high birt h. ( r eiterate 

that a woman's place is in the home. Husband a nd family her prim

ary concern rather than learning how to plead [sic] in the court

room - au r goal is raising a u r children, providing comfort to au r 

husbands and being the griJJ8/lJkshmi [sic].51 

Wha t did Rokeya S. Hossain herself - pioneer of the women's movement in 

Bengal, Writer. educationist anel social worker - have to say abou t it a ll ? 

She got married in or arou nd 1896 to Sakhawat Hossain, a widower who was 

24 years he r senior. Rokeya's first biograp her Shamsunnahar described her 

as a good housewife and painted a rosy picture of their marriage, which 

was "joyful on account of Rokeya's man y qualities".52 As expected , lhese 

'many qualjties' included cooking , enter ta in ing, knitting, orde rliness etc. 

50"Pas hchatya nari s wadhinatar swarup",(Bengali} )("Rea lity of Women's 
Ema ncipation in the Wes t") Mllsik Mohammadi, 3:8,640, Jais hta ] 3J7os . 

51Mohi18, Bhad ro 1310 OS, cited in Mustafa Nurul Islam, p.178. 

52Sha ms unnahar Mahmud, Rokeya JiJ"ani, p.47. 
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However , r ecently one sc holar, who refused to accept t he picutre at face 

value, commented: 

The sage of Bengali women ' s Emancipation was married orr to a 

widower old enough to be her fath e r. - Rokeya was us ually s ilent 

on persona l matters , .. but in a le tter written on )Oth April 19) 1, 

she wrote , 'I was deprived of a father's lo ve in c hildhood ; in con

jugal life nurs ing was my main ac tivi ty - monitoring urin e, coo king 

barley, informing doctors. A mother twice - even that did not last 
for long,.53 

Rokeya took up t he theory of 'complementary limbs of the same organ' as 

Il bllsis for the exposition of gender relations she developed in her famo us 

essay 'Ardhangi' (1904). Man and Woman we re projected as two wheels of 

the same co rt, the same social body. But Ro keya gave th is Cormulation of 

separate s pheres 6 remarkable s ub vers ive twist . In Ardhangi s he took the 

argumen t by its hor n a nd proved that men a nd women were indeed equaUy 

importan t pa rts of the same organ, whee ls of the same vehicle. But s he too 

accepted compJelllentnrity and discarded the separa te pa rt , positing that 

women could participate in full measure in the public domain . The 'wo rld' 

outs ide was ju s t 8S much a part of 8 woman's life 8S the 'home' . Whe re 

Kasema had advocated education to facilitate t he role of mother, companion 

a nd wife, Rokeya ad vacated it so that woman may claim her fu ll legal, socia l 

and economic rights. The ideal woman of the one was in keeping with dom

est ic ideology reminiscent of Ruskin , 1Iali or Rabindran8th; the ideal of the 

other was a woman, who was mu ch c loser to the one en visaged by Jo hn 

Stuar t Mill. 

It is true that at certain points in her ca reer s pecia lly while campaig

ning for her school, Ro keya upheld domestic ideology a nd emphas ised the 

53See Azad, Nari, p.245. This,one of Rokeya's rare testimonies of her 
domes tic life, Azad maintai ns , belies th e myth of the happy housewife. 
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household s kills and training imparted at Sa kahaw8t Memorial. In her effort 

to popularize fema le education in a society that opposed it, a ll d la id g reat 

s tress on c has ti ty a nd domesticity, one wonders if there was any ot her alt

ernative. Her 'advocacy' of domes tic ideology, if one might call it s uch, was 

evident in her ldomestic' pieces: S hishu Palan, S ug rillini, Educational Jdca.Js 

(or til e Modern Indian Girl, e tc. The list of s kill s laid down in "Sugrihini" 

read somewhat like the Lis ts of most Victorian. Brahmo and Muslim refo r

mers. But the analogy ended there. From the same pen also e ns ued essays 

s uch as "Griha" (1904), "Koopmonduker Himalay Darsha n" (1905); a no vel 

such as Padmarag (publis hed in 1924, but written much earlier), a nd a fan 

tasy s uc h 85 Sultana's Dream (1905). In fac t it was from Rokeya's pen that 

the boldest c hallenge to domestic ideology came. 

In he r fantasy S ultana's Dream (1908) written in Engli s h s he gave free 

rein to her imagination. In the fictitious 'Lady land' the perfec t Lady is 

trans formed into a perfect human being, in a society where women do a ll 

the work ou tsid e and men stay within the andarmahal. Reminiscent of the 

mythica l la nd of the Amazons, wonl en in Ladyla nd admini.stered t he s late , 

cu ltivated martial arts. the sciences, and guarded their noble country from 

interlopers. This book was perhaps the si te whe re Rokeya worked o ut her 

vision to its logical conclusion , where her pen accepted no compromise. 

In Plidmarllg Rokeya questioned the ultimate validi ty of romantic love 

and domestic bliss. In Kup Mondook s he c hallenged the notion that women 

are not fit to do t he same kind of work as men i.e. the nOlion of their 

biological inferiority hen ce, inc8pacity to earn their own Hvelihood. And 

finally in "Griha", Rokeya as ked society to cas t 8 g la nce 8t what generally 

passes off as women's homes. Do wome n have homes in the truest sense of 

the word? - s he asked . Rokeya concluded t hat neither th e lady in he r 

mans ion, nor the poo r woman in her hu t, no r the housewife in th e house, 
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realiy had 4 home - it was the lord's o r the master's or the hu sband 's.54 

Thoug h the hegemony of domestic ideology was quite apparent, occasionally 

others joined Rokeyo in challenging it. Mrs M. Rahman was a regu lar con t

ributor to the women's column in Nazru l' s progressive and popular perio

dica l - DlI umketu. like Rokeya Mrs Rahman had a wi tty. s harp style which 

s he used often to denoun ce patriarchal institutions: 

And th is malter of marriage ... I had thought the tendency towards 

this "'as pronounced among Hindu and Muslim ladies o nly. Out o h 

my! It now appears educated Chris tia n Dnd Brahmo women are add

icted to it as well ... But there a re 8 myriad othe r ways to r eal ize 

one's womanhood othcr lhan marriage. 55 

Thc debate continued well in to the 19205. Sohi fa Khatu n's poem 'Raffiani' 

(Wolllsn) contain ed a value-system that required a woman to serve and 

adore an ullworthy husband even if he practised polygamy. This caused 

another woman to write 'Raman i IT' in protest, and this was followed by 

anot her male protest - a ll published in SBdh8na in 1919.56 

Changing Notions of Sexualit y 

The home was the legal site of sexual transactions i.e. - the area where 

society allowed. in fact encouraged men and women to enter into sexual 

relations. In the early part of the present century, existing notions of 

sexuality and sexual relations, underwent some sub tle changes. As already 

54 R.S. lIossein, "Griha'\ (Home), Nabanuf, 2:5, 241-2, Aswin DIlBS, 

55Mrs M. Rhaman , "Amader Swarup", (Ou r true nature), Dh umket u -
" Sand hya Pradeep", 13, 9- 10, Aswin 1329 BS. 

56por the cont roversial pieces, see Mussamat Sohifa Khatun, "Raman i", 
(Bengali), (Woman), S8dhona, Jais hta 1326 BS, 1:2j Mussamat Chaman Khatun. 
"Romani", S8dh8n8, ; Asharh lJ26 as, 1:3j and Jane Alam Choud h ury, 
"Rama ni: Pra tibader pratibad", (Woman: A pro test to a protest), S8dhana, 
Sraban 1326, 1:4. 
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pointed out in Chapte r II, male sexual apetite was recognized a nd amply 

occommodated by polygnmy and concubi nage in Islamic sexual discourse. 

There female sexuality was also acknowledged by the right of women to 

satisfaction and the right to seek divorce on grou nds of husband's impo

te ncy o r insanity. Later, after Ohanali had magnified fcmole sexuali ty, the 

maxim that it mu st be regulated and contained gained ground. 

The !lotions of woman's voracious sexual apetite and the power of her 

sexuali ty were also embedded in the Indian subconscious as exemplified by 

countless mythological stories in which irresistible 8pS8r8S descended from 

the abode of the gods to destroy the meditation of sages. Parvati herself 

had tempted Lord Shiva out of his meditation as Menaka had destroyed 

Viswamitra's. But where Shiva, repository oC strength, was not any worse 

off for the cosmic union, Viswamitra, a humnn, was undone. The popular 

sanskrit proverb - fl8ri fl8r8kasya dwar8m (woman is the gateway to hell) 

- was oft cited. 

But as the nineteenth century wore on, woman was recast by reformist 

ideology which reconstructed her to a great extent along puritan-romantic 

lines. and s he emerged as 0 lofty, pure, bountifu l being, receptab le of 

many virtues. She was divested of her threatening sexuality and even her 

sensuality which found favour earlier, to suit the needs of reconstructed 

middle class culture. Sometimes fragile and placed on 8 pedestal (depending 

on her family status a nd wealth), sometimes hard working a nd thrifty, but 

feminine (a class function again), s he was always virtuous and chaste. 

Elements of puritanism now entered into the articulotion of bhadrolok 

gender ideology a nd sexual codes (like Victorian London, however, prostitu

t ion thrived in Calc utta during the period). As Car as the women in the 

bh8dro household was concerned, she had to owe allegiance to 8 chaste, if 

romanticized ideal of womanhood. sometimes reminiscent of Ruskin's Lily, 

sometimes of Thanawi 's Zewnr, sometimes Tagore's Manos-sund8ri cum Grih8-
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la ksllmi/K8JY8 n j. 

Thu s was Ghll lzali s ub ver ted. Popular tracts and novels were the best 

in slr ume nts of thi s s ub version. In no rth India, scat of Mus Lim cult u re, 

whjje Thanawi, Altar Hussain Ha li and Sayyid Mumtaz Ali were conj ur ing up 

the fi g ure of the ideal MU slim WOl1\8n equipped for the exigencies of the 

'modern age', each in his own way , Urd u novelis ts s uch as (Dep uty) Naz i r 

Ahmed a nd his nep hew Rash id - uJ Khairi were producing more delectab le 

matter. The heroines of their h igh ly popular novels (which were a lso widely 

rcad in ' Sharif lJengal) were s toic in s uffering , and chas te in the face of 

all adversi ty, never losing thei r feminine c harm. Heroi nes who were wido

wed or abandoned cou ld not afford to be id le a nd fri volous (traits never 

thought well-off). They were depicted as hard working, thrifty, etc. The 

puritan work ethic was operative here. 

Th e /J1I8dromhila fed on puritan valu es would not have liked to talk 

about prosti tution as it wou ld involve the topic of sexuality. One female 

write r howeve r , broac hed the subject once. Razia Khatun, in 6 passage on 

loveless marriages, said: 

People have trans formed this cooperation [sic] which is marriage 

into a sale of the self. Where enticement and entertainment arc 

forced activities. that is the site of prosti tution. We despise 

pros tit utes but are not aware that it is rampant within the wa lls of 

our homes. The husband does not cheris h his wife , yet s he has to 

entice him. You may call this 'loyalty to one ' s hu sband ' but I do 

not. How ma ny c hildren are born of ' Jo ve' and how ma ny out of the 

' lus t' we have learned to condemn,5? 

The writi ngs of the well-known social re forme r Lutfur Rahman (1889- 1936) 

contra vened the average bJllldrolok a ttitude to pros titution in that they 

5?Razia Khatun, "Samaje 0 Grihe Nad r Sthan", (Bengali) . (Woman's Place 
in the Society a nd HOnle) , in R.K.R.S. , p.D. 
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displayed a. genuine compass ion for prostitutes and their fate . Unlike 

othe rs, Rahman laid the b lame s qu arely on men rather tha n the women 

themselves , as was the wont in bl1adro society. 'Nari Ti rtha ' was Ra hman' s 

home for destitute women in Calcutta. Rahman wrote about his project in 

a n ar t icle t itl ed "Pather Meye" (literally: Gi rl of the Street) in Sadhallll 

(Bais hakh, 1329 8S) . He drew a picture of t he girl who was forced into 

exile (and hence prostitut ion) from res pec tab le, b ut c ruel, middle c lass 

society, for a sin gle s lip . The boy who committed the ne t of lus t was acc

epted bac k into the fold - the girl forever turn ed out by irate parents 

(compare th is with the portrayal of Victorian altitudes to girls who had 

g iven in to temp tAtion 58). The compassio n of Rahman's stand became evi

dent when he arg ued tha t the fles h i s weak, to err is human - but to con

demn the (s inner' rathe r than comprehend human failings was cruel. The 

repetit ive use of 'sin' /'sin ne r' in thi s and a lmost aU other writings on the 

matter pointed to the obsession o f the middle class with the concept. 

But sin, sex and temptation were not supposed to be the genteel lady's 

conce r n. Acco rding to th e new sc hool of thought, the Prophet had neve r 

viewed woman as an organ of the devil, but as muhsuflsh (the chas te) a nd 

a " fort ress against satan".59 Schola r s of Hadith (Tradition) s uc h as 

Tarmidi a nd Mu s lim were now quoted to establis h the capacity of women for 

purity, along with Koranic verses. The old a ttitud es did not disappear from 

the mental world of Mus lims - b ut o n it were juxtaposed, new ones , by a 

reformist cul ture that now requlred that women be considered fully capable 

of main taining he r purity in the wicked, wide world (though a mod ified and 

nar rowed one for her) . 

58 See Mar tha Vicinus (cd) , Suffer and Be Still. Women in the Victorian 
Age, (Bloomington : 1972; London: Methuen & Co. Ltd , 1980.) 

59see M. lmran, S18tus of Women i n I slam, (New Delh i: Moiknzi Maktnba 
Is lami. 1981), pp. I-4 . 
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In Bengal. atti tu des to s exuality were varied and refl ect ed the changes 

taking place amo ng the Muslims a ll ove r India. T here was the conserva ti ve 

attitude whic h stood for the s tatus quo in gend er re lations i.e . women 

s hould con ta in themselves within the andarmahal and a liberal one which 

ar..lvocated a grea ter role outs ide the home. In 1923 Is /am Darshan publis hed 

an article which a ttacked the activities of the 'liberal' section: 

There is a section which represents the so called 'new creed '. They 

see tha t in the ci ties girls and boys from certain communi t ies enjoy 

the JOY of unrestrained mixing together . - It must be for this that 

these new Muslims have se t up associa tions bearing names s uc h as 

' Nari Swad hina ta Mission', INari Tirtha' etc., so tha t members of the 

o pposite sex may enjoy each other's company a t gatherings where 

they interact freely, brush hands , a nd pou r forth ardent passages 

from the latest boo ks to hea rts see ped in thoughts o f romance and 

love; in s hort. enjoy the pleasures of th ese veritab le ca rnivals. -

All these are not available in traditional Muslim society. The modes t, 

bashful, downward glances of fair maids in the secluded Mus lim 

antahpur do not appeal to the new iiberals!60 

Such conserva.tism was a rres t by n pa rallel g rowt h of reformis t liberalism 

among a section of the Muslim intelligentsia. Whateve r t he s ta nd, none 

cou ld deny the importa nce of sexual relations and the necess ity to control 

the discourses on it. The "Taujihul Adab" , a Benga li manual written by M. 

Ghiyasuddin was publis hed from Calcutta in 1924 with the purpose of sett

ing down rules of sexua. l behavior for the new generation. In 8 sec tion 

titled'Sahabas Pra nall (Rules of Cohabitation). d e tailed ins tructions were 

set down regnrding sexual re la tio ns incl uding the act of copUla tio n (The 

Behesti Zevar also contained a s imiJar s ection), The instruct ions of the 

60Moha mmad Gh ulanl Hu sain, B.A. "Islamer Purda Tallwa", (Bengaii), (The 
theo ry of Purdah in Is lam), [slalll Oarsh8tJ, Kartik 1J29 BS , cited in Is la m, 
SamoyikplItre, p.90. 
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Adab were comprehens ive: It • •• ca ll your wife by her name as this is a s ign 

of love", e tc.61 It was recommended that sexual inte r course s hould ideally 

take place two to th ree times a week, more if desired. Rules regarding the 

days a nd ma nn e r for intercourse were given. Withdrawal of male organ 

before wife's sa tis fac tio n was d iscou raged. 

Mernissi provid es a theoretical expla nation for the emphasis on sexual 

sati s fac tion of both partners in Is lamic didactic Literature: "Sexual satis

faction for bot h partners is seen as necessary to p revent adultery . .. As a 

protective device agains t zina, marriage is highly recommended to believcl"s 

of both sexes. ,, 62 Zill8 paved the way for the ultima te ho rror termed 

filnn. Is lam also discouraged celibacy as it considered a sex ually frustrated 

person to be dangerous to society. 

(ns pite of the injunctions of religiou s and didactic manuals it was 

do ubtful how man y women of the period cove red here wou ld tes tify to the 

concern and cons ideration that their husbands were enjoined to s how 

towards them. Conjugal life was a region which the most tho rough of t he 

empire 's census s tatisticians could not en leI'. Various evidence s ubtly 

s ugges t tha t sex ua l joy be t ween lIIarried partne r s may have been more a 

norma tive ideal than a realit y in most households . This could have been 

due to two major rac tors in conjugal relations - callousness on part o f the 

husba nd a nd pu ri tan ism on part of both. 6.3 

Lik e his Hin du a nd 8rahmo cou nterpart, the Mu s lim bhadroloklok set 

6 1Mohammad Ghi)'asuddin, Taujihal Adab,(8cngali) , (Rules of Be haviou rl, 
(HughLi: Aut hor, 1924), p.77. 

62Mern iss i, Beyond, pp .58-59. Zinll means iJiic it intercours e, "a ny 
sexua l intcrcouse between two person s who are not in a s tate of legal 
matrimony or concubinage"- Encyclopaedia of Is la m, (Leyden, 1934), cited 
by Mern iss i, l • ., p.58 . 

6J Sce Borthwwick for references to bhadrolok purita nis m in pp.19, 142 . 
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down clear boundaries to his sexual vision. Two of the clearest indicators 

of this 'limitation' o r 'puritanism' were his predilection to pla tonic love and 

eulogy of motherhood. Abu) Fazi - a founding member of the Muslim Sahitya 

Samaj of Dhaka, notable writer, critic, advocate of women's emancipation -

wrote for the book r eview section in Saogat a c ritique of Akhtar Mahnl' s 

Njyontrjca. It was a novel of unrequited love, in which Ayesha nursed her 

love for her married cousin ArI"'arj Abdul Kader nursed his burni ng love 

for the married Ayesha. This was the way Abu! Fazl viewed the si tuation: 

"Abdul Kader fell in love with Ayeshll. That love was noble , devoid of lu st. 

Its glory filled the emptiness of his lifelong bachelorhood. He had loved 

Ayesha . he had not lu sted for her. ,,64 

Abul Fa'll cou ld condone and sympathize with love outside of marriage. 

But s uch love had to be free of lust. His frank essay Joun Onyan (Science 

of Sex), published in 1924, perhaps epitomized the liberal attitude to sex. 

In place of terms s uch as (Una . zins, women's qaid power and the need to 

regu late it through s imultaneous gratification and containment. the machi

nations of Satan, etc.- one comes across phrases such as the mutua l a ttr

action of the sexes as Nature's way o r perpetuAting the species , natural 

expression of sexuality its s ublimation and repression, perversion, etc. 65 

Names such as Havelock Ellis and Freud were invoked. The writer emphasi

zed sexual compatibility as 8 basis of happy conjugal life. To s ubs tantiate 

his point he referred to a survey of prostitutes where one fourth of the 

sample had indicated sexual dissatisfaction as a cause for their taking to 

tha t trade. These s tatements were made in 8 matter of fact tone without 

64Abul Fazl. "Niyonttita". (Bengali), (The Regulated), in Akhlar Mahs! 
Syeda Khatun, Njyontrits)(Bengali))(The Regulated), (Dhaka: Raihons Begum, 
1979) , p.xix. 

65Abu l Fa'll 'Jou n Gyan', in Abul FazlJI R8ChslJlJbali, (Bengali), (Collected 
Works of Abut Fazl) , (Chittagong: Boighar, 1975), pp.60S-610. 
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any onu s on women. He felt that it was lime to break the taboo on sex and 

spea k of it without secrecy. 

This was the same Abul Fozl who had lamented the fate of Muslim 

women sentenced to the 8t1da1"tIIs l18Jj \vho had befriended the much olde r 

Mamlukul Fatelll8. Separa ted from her husband by her own c hoice, Falema 

was then st ru gg ling to make bot h e nds meet a nd to raise her c hildren. She 

had worked in Rokeya's school a t Calcutta; built up Posta Gi r ls' School in 

Dhaka and in the midst of a ll this, affectionately enter tained the risi ng 

young write rs of a Dhaka throbbing with new life. Fatema who was always 

alone, always in widow's white, finally succumbed to that fill ness wi thout 

a name' ( to use Betty Freidan's phrase) which we can now identity as a 

severe men wi depression to which was added the travail of 8 gallstone. 

The illness had kept her from what she mos t loved - her wri tin g a nd her 

work. Abul Fazl, in 8 tribute to Fatema Khanarn in the year of her death 

(1957) , wrote: "Surp risingly she li ved for 23 10ll g years after her health 

broke down. But s he never recovered nor wrote after that.,,66 

As already mentioned in this Chapter, Abul Fazl's second wife Um rat-ul 

Fazl has left behind a record of their conjugal life in her memoir. If o ne 

removes the veneer of euphemism that bhadromohiJa invariably used in 

personal narra ti ves , one can decip her a few f rank references to a joyous 

physical rela tionship. Love - emotional and physical - had drawn Fazl a nd 

Umrat toget her to a n extent where none could bear the thought of parting 

from each other. Fazl was forev er fres h and new in Umrat's eyes as s he 

was in his. Moments of touch and adoration are described with pride. 

In a n earlier period, Faizunnessa had made a few brief references in 

the preface to RupJaJa/ to her short-Li ved conjugal b liss. But conju gal 

66Abul Fazl, " Fa tema Khanam: Alochona" , in Samokal, Agrahayan 1364 
BS. cited by Mahmuda Siddika, M. Fatema Kh8nam , (Dhaka: Bangia Academy. 
1989) p.32 . 
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happiness was not her lot in life, she reg retted a nd soon due to the 

machinations of her co-wife, her hu s band's attraction toward s her vani

s hed, a s tate to which the proud and pass ionate lady could never recon

cile. RupjoloJ itself, predatin g the 'modern' writings of the s ubsequent 

generation of women, abounded with sex ual imagery, and scenes of mutual 

attraction between the hero and heroine. 67 

Bu t , by a nd large. later narratives seldom dwelt on sex uality . The later 

writers were s ilen t on this aspect of their li ves. Rokeya Sak hawat Hu ssei n, 

the mos t renow lled Mu s lim woman of modern Ben gal, had no place for sexu

ality ill he r fic tion o r non-fiction. A content analysis of other fiction 

writers (e.g. Nurunnessa, Mamlukul Fa tema, Ra zla Cha udhurani, Akhtar 

Muha l) reveal tha t others displayed less uneasiness with the 'phys ical' than 

Rokeys. But b y and large, even with the growth of liberalis m perhaps on 

account of it, the puritan a tti tude had imbued the mind s of the bhadro 

comm un ity in its transition to modernity. 

Changes in the Domain of Mar riage 

AS before, marriage remained th e hi g h point in a girl's life. On becoming 

a wi fe a woman acquired her own social identity and became mis tress of 

her own little kingdom. Often, marriage could be Liberating in sev eral ways, 

specially for the new breed of women married to the new breed of men. It 

cou ld mean greater freedom throug h re laxation of purdah, and greater 

access to ed ucation a nd social mobility. 

The insti tution of marriage itsel r underwent many changes during this 

period (1900-1939) compared to the period (1876-1900) reviewed in the 

p rev ious chapter. Inc reas in g ly, t he practices of polygamy, child- marriage 

and conCUbinage fell into disrepute. Polygamy continued to exis t legally for 

67 See Falzunnessa, RupjalaJ, pp. 286- 289 a nd Chap.VI of this thes is 
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the Mus lim community . According to a reformist article publis hed in Is/am 

Pracll':lrll k (1903), out of a total po pulation of three c ro res (i.e. 30 million s) 

of Mus lims in Bengal, only about 3% to 5% were prac tising polygamy. 

Despi te this , j udging by the dis putes in the popu lar press . polygamy came 

under g reater social censure till by 1940 few middle class bllDdI'Olok would 

be seen to prac tice it. 68 

Age a t Marriage 

The reformer and publicist I. Ii. Shirazi rais ed his voice against social 

abuses in the form of child marriage in two separate ar t ic les publis hed by 

t he conse rva tive periodical AI Eslam in 1917 a nd 19 19. He reiterated the 

arg uments agains t c hild marriage made by thos e before him, seeing in it 

a hindra nce to fema le education and progress, and the gene ral blossomin g 

of a child's life. Considering child marriage s pecially harmful for g irls. 

Shirazi S(l.W in t he custom a lamentable fate for them in the untimely loss 

of their youth. Marital in compatibility was another of its bad effects and 

he predicted that the practice wou ld lead to th e dow nfall of the 

Mu s lims.69 In his second piece Shi raz i referred to th e matte r again and 

r ecommend ed tha t the age of marriage s hould be 2.3 -24 fo r boys and 14-1 5 

for girls .70 

AI Es/am published an article by Is lambadi in 1919, con tainin g a s um

mary of resolutions adopted fit the cou ntry confere nce of the Anjumone 

Ulema (Meeting of religious leaders) held in 1918 in Pa t iYfl and SaLkan iya 

in Chittagong Division . Accordi ng to the AT/ jumBn, the socia l ill s that 

68 Sce Chap.1I of t his thesis. 

69Shirozi, "Nari Jstir Durgot i", (Bengali} ) (The woes o f women) , Al 
Es/alll, 3:5, 280, Bhad ro, 1324 BS . 

70 Shirazi. 'Bibaho Niti', 
ES/llt1J, 5:7,381, Kartik, 1326 BS . 

(Bengali), (Principles o f Marriage). Al 
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plagued Mu s lim society were: child marriage, excess ive dower ( mohr) and 

tro usseau (ze VlI f) lln d pagea n try at wedding ceremonies . Is lamabadi a lso 

condemn ed child marriage on medicol a nd economic g rou nd s.71 

Among women writers, a libe ral sta nd was taken by Ayes ha Ahmed in 

an impo rta nt essay published in the 'MohBa Sank yo ' (Women's iss ue) of the 

prog ressive pe riod ica l Saoga t (1929). In discussing th e bac kwardness of the 

Mus lim Commu nity s he focussed on ig no ran ce and secl us io n of women as 

prime fa c to rs. Ayesha maintained tha t cus toms a nd moreS l s uc h as c hi ld 

marriage and untimely motherhood , whic h ac ted as barriers to the develop

men t o f women as fulJ fl ed ged socia l and human e ntities would have to be 

weeded o ut as ea rly as possible. 72 

The essay was written some time a fter Katherine Mayo had pu blis hed he r 

con troversial book Mother India from USA in 1927. In the book, Mayo 

dep icted Indians as 8 race debased on account of harmfu l cus toms s uch as 

child marriage. The biologica l a nd mo ral r etardation she saw in India 

offered a legit imation of colonial r ule. Ms Mayo's book created grea t indig

nation among man y India ns and was seen to have had a bearing on t he 

Britis h government' s s ubs equent passing of the Child Marriage Restraint 

a nd t he Age of Conse nt Acts. 

Whereas in the Age of Consent debates of t he 1890s, t he Raj and t he 

Hindu s were the main parties invo lved , in the debates which raged in the 

19205, the Muslim Commun ity participated in great measure also. The iss ue 

of child ma rriage became the main focus of reformis t , govern me nta l a nd 

conservative concern with the an nouncement of the c hild mar riage res t rai nt 

bill in 1928. The pro posed bill c rea ted a great furor in a ll quarters. Pr io r 

71 Moniru ZZllman Is lamaba.di, 
reform) , AI E!; /am, 5: 3,156, As harh 

rSamaj Samskara\ 
1326 BS. 

(Bengali), ( Social 

72Ayesha Ahmed, "Mu s lim Samaje Unnatir Antorai" , (Uengali) (Impedi
ments to Progress in Mu s lim Society), Saoga t, 7: 1, 42, Bhadro 1336 a s 
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to thi s the government had intervened in Muslim famil y law once before in 

1872 through the Regis lration of Mu s lim Marriages Act. 

The community immediately grouped into various positions . Their views 

were aired in the popular press , Umericks were composed, petitions add

ressed to the Raj, a nd evcn a delegation or two were sent up. It became 

apparen t that there was a quarter in Mu s lim society whic h resented gov

ernment interference in indigenous c us tom. The periodical SudhaksT, pub

lis hed in the late 19th century by the orthodox Sudhakar group Jed by 

men s uc h as Me heruUah, Reazuddin Ahmed and Abdul Karim, was now suc

ceeded by a host of periodicals like the Muezzin, I s/am Pr8chlJTak lind AI 

Eslml/. In it s editorial, Muezzin categorically c ritici zed The Age of Consent 

Bill . In doing so it was actua lly opposing leg isla tion that was not based o n 

the Sha ria o r Mus lim r eligious law. The editorial stand was that the ma l

practice vis-a-vis marriage in the Mu s lim socie ty was due to violation o r 

and improper a pplication of Islamic SJla ria.7J As such the government 

would do better to implement the SiJsTia rather than pass the bill. The 

SCline editorial also added : "The Zamindar of Baliadi nea r Dhaka, Khan 

Bahadur Kazemuddi n Siddiky, has launched 8 s trong protes t agains t the 

proposed bill and we are a t one with him.,,74 The followin g year. Muezzin 

reiterated its sta tement: 

The g rounds [or opposition were fear of sexual promiscu ity and 

social disharmony. It was predicted that Hindus a nd Mus lims would 

never accept t he bill because once enacted it would usher in unde

s irable, obscene a nd licentious acts.75 

7J See Editorial , 'Bibaho Ain Shams kar', (Bengali), (Reform of Marriage 
law), Muezzin, I: 2, Sravsn 1335, cited in Mus tafa Nuru l Is lam, p.80 

74"b"d I I " 

7S"b"d I I " 
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Muezzin was joi ned by another o rthodox periodical SIUl rat-e [s lam in its 

denu ncialion of the Bill as indig nat ion a t colo nia l interference in the 

personal law and lives of s ubjects for whom t he British gover nment othe r

wise s howed little concern.76 The bi.!! of 1928 was popu lar ly ca lled the 

'Sarda Bill '. 

But the re were many advocates of wome n's emancipation at the time who 

welcomed the Bill, interference or not. They s upport ed both the Act of 1929 

(dealing with age of marriage) and 1930 (dealing with age of sexual inter

course) as posi tive steps towards eradicatin g harmful practices of which 

women were the greatest victims. 

The mo re Ilberal periodical Masik Mohammadi offered its whole-hearted 

support to the Child Marriage Dill. The editorial of the Baishakh issue of 

Mohll mmadi (1335 as) announced that t here was no cause to oppose the Bill 

from the viewpoint of Islam. As consent between two adu lts was an integral 

pa rt of a Muslim marriage, the journal felt that the Bill was in keeping 

with the dictates of Islam. Ot her liberal papers echoed the sentiment. The 

most important th in g, however, was tha t the All India Women 's Confer ence 

(AIWC) which had s everal Muslim representatives in it had been fig ht ing 

in favour of the Bill. When the Child Marrigae Restraint Act was passed in 

1929 the AIWC regarded it as a political triumph. Under the act the solem

nization of marriage between a bride under fourteen a nd groom under 

eighteen was made a punishable offence. 

While these d ebates were going on in town and cou ntry, among Hindus 

and Muslims, there were s igns of change in marital norms . Statis tics and 

fig ures nrc hurd to procure. Nonethe less, the Cens us or In d ia 192 1, does 

provide us with a brief view of the 'real' s ituatio n llS r ecord ed by the 

76 See Joanna Lidd le ond Rama Joshi, "Gende r and Im perial is m in 
British Ind ia", economic and Political Weekly , Vol XX: 43, Oct . 26. 1985. 

144 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter III 

archivis ts a nd administrators of the Raj. Imper ial statistician s made some 

rough computat ions to ar rive at an approximate average age at whic h mar

riages took place in both communities: "These calculatio ns have given the 

average age at marriage for femal es in Bengal as 12.03 years and for males 

20.1J years .,,77 The cens us repo rt continued tha t marriages in which the 

brid e was less than to a nd the bridegroom between 15 and 25 were becom

ing rare. It noted a certain rise in the age of marriage and made the 

foll owing observntion which is worth quoti ng a t length: 

A comparative analys is based o n cens us data in Bengal, Bihar and 

Orissa in 1881 s hows a comparative ri s e in age at marriage ... There 

has been a stead y rise in age at which marriage takes place ... This 

may have been due in par t to the fact that the last few years were 

hard limes but t he tende ncy of public opinion to favour later mar

riage has been {I. s ignifican t one.18 

The cens us further noted that t hough gir ls would be marr ied orf ear ly: 

... the propo rtion of girls unmarried between 15 and 20 is still only 

55 per mille . .. the practice of marrying girls very muc h before 

pube rty is becoming less common . .. among the Hindu s the bhac1ralok 

represented by the Brahman s and t he Baidyas take the lead in 

postponing marriage both fo r ma les and fema les.79 

The cens us a lso observed t ha t the Mu slim b hadra/ok were lagging behind 

in thi s from the ir more 'ed ucated' and professionalized lIin du-Orah mo 

counterparts. 

The Age of Consent issue was one around which lot of other issues 

accumu la ted seXUality , va lidity of o lder social sys tem, scriptural 

77 Census of In dia, 1921. Vol v, Bengal, Part I, (Calcutta: Sensal 
Secretariat Book Depot, 1923), p .266 

7S'b'd I I ., p,272 

79'b'd I 1 . , p,272 
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injunctions, the a uthor-ity of orthodox interpreters of religion etc. The 

various stands taken reflected the ideological contrad ictions and contes

tations that existed side by side, adjusting, accommodating, accepting or 

clashing as the case may be.SO 

Marriage and the 8/JadromohilB 

Mu s lim women of the period, whose narratives form purt of the prese nt 

research, have lIo t dwelt at g reat length on their marriages. Still, it is 

possible to construc t a picture from all the sources we do have. Marriage 

to the new professional gentry offered a different life sty le for the women 

of the 1920's and 1930's. It involved homemaking, budgeting and entertai

ning in a limited measure. Being 8 good companion was becomi ng a popular 

concept among the MUslim middle class e li te. 

AS mentioned above marriage could often mean a relaxation of pu rda h, 

greater socia l mobility (traveIHng) or greater access to education. The 

dramatic s tep of ' coming out of purdah' was described by Shaisla Jkram

ulJah. This happened , some time after her nIarriage to an office r ill the 

Indian Civil Service, at a garden party hosted by an Execu t ive Councillor. 

Till then s he had been officially in purdah though after her marriage it s 

rigidily had been much re laxed. She did not enjoy her first experience of 

'being out' at a ll. 

Nurunness8. Bidyabinodini, born in 8 well established family in Murs hid

abad , recalled that on account of being born into a fam ily with a proud 

his tory. which laid grea t emphasis on the s trictes t p u rdah , her social and 

worldl y experience was of a very Limited nature. AS soon as she completed 

he r eighth year, her movements became confined within the andarmahlJl. 

She got married at the age of 1S to 8. law-practitioner from Serarnpore in 

80 A list of wo men who have been discussed here with their age at 
which they married is given in Appendix 
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Uu g hl y, who was given to trave ll ing a nd took his wife along with him 

whenever he could. In her own words: 

As my hus band's habit of trave llin g became second nature, a yea r 

a n e r my marriage, in 1919, I s tarted followin g him hither a nd 

thither like the proverbial pot around the ris herman's wais t. 

Consequently , the hold or purd ah grad ually became less severe.SI 

Nurunnessa traced the begi nning of her Ilterary career to th e exposure 

received on these jou rneys . 

Ma rriage to the new professiona l gentry thus offered a differen t life 

s ty le for the women of the early twe ntieth century . The high point of 

married life was s till the birth of a male c hild. Some rorm of conrinement 

for the pregnant women and delivery rituals may have been practised. but 

probab ly not to the same degree of extremities as implied by the traditional 

concept o f a n atUT ghar (see Chap. II). Moreover, the practice of separa

t ion as implied by the alUr g har became more difficu lt to obse rve as fa mi

lies took to living in c rowded cities s uch as Calcutta or Dhaka where Do 

large house wi th a compound wou ld onen be beyond the reach of the mid

dle class city-dweller. 

It was very unlikely for midd le o r upper c lass women to chose their 

own husbands, though a few like F8zilatunnessa did. Excepting Faizun

nessa, Fatema Khanu m, Akhtar MahnJ and Mahmuda Khatun Siddiqu8, mos t 

of the wome n mentioned above seemed to have led reasonably happy mar

ried lives.82 Rokeya , f rom whose writings any reference to her personal 

life is ha rd to e lici t, a llowed herself perhaps only one b rief a llusion to the 

8 1Nurunn esS8 Khatun, Preface to 'S wapnadr"ishtu,' Nuru nnessa 
Gran tllaiJali, p.iv 

82nowcver, a t leas t two b lJadromohila~ (now in their seventies) in 
their interviews denied s uch happiness a nd reg retted t he absence of 
a lte rnative options in t hei r Jives. 
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emotional emptiness in her life - in a le tter. For the g reater part of her 

life s he was neither wife (her husband died within a couple of yea rs a ft er 

her mar riage) nor mother (her baby died s hort ly after birth), no r dau g hte r 

(s he seldom referred to her father) . 

Widowhood was a caJamity but not a curse. Accordin g to Islamic Shariat, 

II woman could ma rry again. But as reformis t projects of the nineteenth 

ce ntu ry attest, widow remarriage among the upper or sharif class had lost 

favour. Thus Muns hi Meherullah had to start a campaign for widow remar

riage in the early twentieth century. Begum Sufia Kamal did remarry a ft er 

the death of her fi rst husband . Both Rokeya and Monwara Khatun were 

widowed. b ut did not remarry . Mamlukul Faterna Khanam was separa ted from 

he r husband by her ow n choice for the greater par t of her married life 

after his convers ion to intense religiosity , pir'-islll. 

Dissolution of Marriage 

Theoretically, a Muslim marriage may be terminated if either par tn er fail s 

in his or her con jugal duties (thoug h the Koran ma kes it clear that is not 

favoured unless absolutely necessary) . Technically, dissolution of marriage 

(where a marriage is dissolved or decla red void) is to be differentiated 

from divorce or talaq where a party moves for the termination. 

Though polygamy is men tioned only once in the Ko ran , repUdiation of 

marriage is the subject of many verses e.g. Sura 2, Verse nos . 227, 229. 

"But legally speaking the most significant reference to the ins titution of 

repudiation is probably verse 20 of the fourth s ura" .83 This verse 

allowed capricious interpre tations leading to lig ht hearted, easy a nd 

whims ical decisions on part of the male to severe the marital bond. Verse 

23 1 of Sura 2 warns aga ins t abuse of the provisions . Over time a discourse 

8JMe rnissi, Beyond, p.49 
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on divorce d eveloped allowing various stands. i s /tunic Sho.ria, as it 

developed over the centuries, was rather u nique among the world relig ions 

in that it granted women the right to divorce, a lbeit a 'confened' or 

'delegated' one.84 

In reality vel'"Y few women had the delegated 'divorce right' (lnlok; 

lo.ufid) as it would have to be entered inlo the tIIsniage contract. 

Culturally , raising the issue of d ivorce at weddings was (and st ill is) 

considered inlluspicious in b/ladro society. However, legally the right 

existed lind tha t was 8 theoretical gain at lesst. As Mernissi pointed out , 

the technique of delegation was s ignificant because of the mechanism and 

concepts in volved in it positing that self-determin ism could be transferred 

frolll men to women . 

Hunter compiling his statis ti cal accou nts of NOllkhuli district around 

1875 commented: " .. . The collector says that divorces are rare, specially 

when there are children."S5 This official review of divorce was not , 
shared by reformers, judging by thell'" pl'"eoccupation with the issue 8S 

evinced in early twentieth century writings. Of course, divorce here meant 

the male rig ht a nd its abuse. 

Oy 1900, reformism gained g rou nd and contemporary periodicals were 

much taken up with the matter of divorce. Islam Prach8r{Jk raised the issue 

of ill - t reatment of wives in 1909, dep loring the fact that Muslims were 

treating, their wives as any other mal 01'" property and divorced them on 

the most trivial grounds. Such behaviour the article commen ted "was not 

84 For a discussion of various methods and theories of divorce in 
Islamic law, see Asar Fyzee, Outlines of Muhammadan L8IV, (Delhi: Oxford 
Universit y Press, 1974). 

85w.w. Hunter, Statistical Accoun ts of Benga/ Vol VI Noakha1i, ,. 
p.280. 

149 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter I I I 

countena nced by the Quran, lIad ith or Fiqh."S6 In a si mila r vein, 111 

Es/am lamented in 1919 tha t it was common prac tice for hu s band s to beat 

or divorce their wives si mply because there was either too much o r two 

little sal t in the c urry. 

An inte res tin g ins ight into the contempo rary d iscourse on divorce may 

be g leaned from a series of a rti c les and counter articles publis hed in AI 

Es lam through 1917- 1918. Th e ri rs t, a series of three art icles were titl ed 

'Ta lak' (Divorce). The author cons idered the cus tom of easy divorce, lead

ing to it s hi g h in cid ence, a g ross mis interpretation of Koranic injunctio ns . 

The writer s killfully developed 8 d iscourse on the subject. commending the 

' humaneness' of s lJsria provisions b ut condemning their ab use.87 

It was Mohammad Akram Khan who in 1927 firs t b roached an issue quite 

daring for the time - the right of women to divorce. 88 Women from the 

lime of fuizunncssa had foun d mean s to clrcurn ve nt unhap py marriages by 

socia lly accep ted states of se paration. This may not (as in Fai zunnessa's 

case) or may have (as in Fatema Khanom's case) e ntailed economic hardship 

depending on lhe c lass of the person involved . In 1939 however the s tate 

took it upon itself to intervene in Muslim family law by 8 divo rce 

legis lation. The colon ial gove rnment had not s ince the passin g of the Child 

Marriage Restraint Act, inte rfered in the domain of th e fa mily. But in 1939 

it passed 'The Dissolution of Mu slim Marriages Act '. Formerly , the courts 

followin g Hanafi s chool of law had denied Mu s lim women the rights of 

86Mo hammad K. Cha nd , "Talak ba Mos lem Scree Darja n", (Bengali ) 
(Talak or Rejection of Mus lim Wife), [slam Pr8charak, cited in Is lam, 
Samoyikpatrc, p.85 

87 Mo khlar Ahmed Siddiky, 'Talak' 
4:9j4: 10, Shraban, Poush and Magh 1325 , 

(Bengali) , (Divorce) 
pp.425-488 

Al Eslilfll,4:3 ; 

8SMohammad Akram Kh a n ,"Es lame Narir Maryada", (Bengali) (Status 
of Women in Is lam), Masik Mohamm8di, Pous h 1334 os, cited in Is lam. , p.86. 
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dissolution availab le to them und e r ce rtain circums ta nces under other 

sc hools of the Sharil1. After a good deal of public agitation Ka zi Muhammad 

Ahmad Ka zim introd uced the bill in the central legislature in April 1936. 

The bill became law three years later and has been hailed as one of the 

mos t progressive enactmen ts passed by the Indian legislature. The Act 

res tored to a Mu s lim wife her los t right of judaical separat ion from II 

hus band unde r certain c ircums tances a nd abolished all barriers between 

d iffere nt sects and schools of Mus lims , by Codification of the law 

pertaining to dissolution.89 The s peech made i t clear that Hanafi juris ts 

had now agreed to allow women the rights accorded them by the Maliki, 

Shafayee and Hambali sc hools . Like many other coloniallegisJa tive measu res 

arrecting women (e.g., Sa ti, widow remarriage, child marriage) , the re were 

man y condi tio ns a nd clau ses. The act like the acts on the above issues , 

was in confo rmity with aut ho ritative tex ts (i.e. the Shariff as cod ified by 

ju r istic schools. Thoug h the law upheld sc riptural a uthority, in one sen se 

it laid a basis fo r a fulu re c hange, even viola t ion , of that authority 8 S 

evinced by a mu ch later enactment which b uilt upon i t , the Mus lim fa mily 

Laws Ordinance of 196 1 in Pakistan. Clause ll(a) of section 2 of thi s 

ordi nance enabled wives to move for a dissolution in cases of hu s band's 

acts of polygamy if they so d esired. 

Dress and Ornaments 

1\5 woman's role changed a nd s he got access to the world outs ide the home, 

her d ress a nd ap pea rance too became object s of refo rm. Women's dress in 

the trad itiona l lIindu andarmahal of t he well to do was a light sari WOf n 

without und erga rme nts which gave a s emi-trans pare nt loo k.90 The Brahmo 

89 fo r de tails of the Act a nd its condi tions , see A. A. Fyzee, Out/ine 
of Muhl1l11madan Law .. 

90 See Borthwick, pp.243-256. 
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dress reform which la id grea t emphasis on 'co vering' the body with more 

c lothing was large ly influ enced by the pu rita n r eactio n of the Englis h 

missiona ries a nd colonis ts to suc h scanty attire. 

Dis tinc tions were drawn aiong tines of class a nd cult u re I n the mode 

of dress ado pted by Mus lims. Ib rahim Khan had observed : "Amo ng the 

poore r classes lengths of cloth called 'gamcha' were mu ch in us e. Village 

women wore coarse woven saris . Me n and women of bhadm (sic) famil ies 

wore dholis and saris then as they do now.,,91 The writer r eferred to 

well-to-do ru raJ households. Only muns his (secretaries) and mauJiris 

(re ligious lead ers ) wore the 'Iungi' favoured by peasants in East Bengal 

(which later became the mos t popular dress in the region ). The mau/vis a nd 

those who considered themselv es Ashraf as agai ns t Mrsf, had their own 

dress code - a throwback rrom Mu g hal times - loose trousers (pajama), 

tunic ( choga), vest coa t ( chapkan) etc. , topped by a top; or c loth hat . The 

dllotj was considered n typicully IHndu dress - but many New Mu s lims took. 

to wen ring it. 

A similar politica l a nd class dimens ion insidious ly crept into wome n' s 

attire. Though the picture is far f ro m clear, women of high s ilarif cu lt ure 

seemed to favour the dress imported from northern India (s uch as kurt ll, 

slla/war, chur-idal', gharaTa, dopa tta, e tc.) ra ther than the indigenous sari. 

Several interviewees remember remnants of these 'north Indian' dresses in 

old trunks , a nd tales or marriages where brides wore s uch garb.92 This 

mode of dress was however, limited to a very confined eLite.9J 

911brahim Khan, p.l 0S. 

921nterviews with Mrs . Sufia Kumal and Mrs . Rahima Khntun, April a nd 
Sep tember, 1992. 

9Jwomen of t he 'Nawab' families favoured both North India n dress and 
saris, e.g. , SI18 ist8 l kramu llnh ' s famil y a nd women of the Dhaka Nnwa.b 
ramily such as Zu ll.khn 8ano. 
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None other than James wise, the Britis h commentator whose work is 

mu c h esteemed, recorded the Islamization in dress reform which was la king 

place in the latter half of the nine teenth centu ry with a cer tain nos la lgia: 

Of laLe years they [Bengali women] have laid as ide the graceful sari 

a nd adopted a jacket with long s leeves which does not add Lo thei r 

comelin ess.94 

The prej udice toward 'non-Islamic' ga rments was articulated by some publi

cists who too k part in the 'politics of dress ' in those days. Op inions were 

expressed again s t wea ring of saris (thoug h, admittedly this opjnion was no t 

widespread) . Meherul1a (of Khulna) in his ma nual Islam Kaumudi publis hed 

in 191 4 recommended that women s hould give up wearing 'haJJ- nude' or 

'Bengali' dress and take to Arabia n or Turkis h attire.95 This s train of 

thinking continued for some time. 

The 8ehesti Zewar had declared that twestern garments ' were n8-jsyez 

(not a llowed in scriptures). When the tex t was trans la ted into Bengali in 

1961 , the particular passage was transmuted thus: "Wearin g of Sa ri s by 

women is a v iolat ion of Sunna (that whic h is desirable because of it s 

advocacy by Prophet Muhammad)".96 Moreover, he poi nted o ut , Bibi 

Fatema. a nd Hazrat Ayesha never wore the sari. 

An ar ticle in Islam DBrs han (1925) pointed out that not only nlenfolk , 

but Muslim gi rls of good family were rejecting traditional dress s uch as 

(ijer-ta hban', ' kurta-c hadar' with relief in favour of "fine, semi-tra ns parent 

saris from Faras hdanga" and modellin g themselves on Hindu heroines in 

94 Jalll es Wise, No l es on the Races. Castes Bnd Trades of Eas t ern 
Bengal, (London: Harrison and Sons , 1883) , p. 30. 

95Me hru lla h, I slam K8umudi. ci ted in Anis uzz8rnlln, Muslim Manos ., 
p.J I2. 

96Benga li trans. of Belles ti Zewar by Mau lana Shams ul Iluque, (Dhaka: 
Emdadiya library, 1961) Vol 3, p.23 1. 
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novels . But, the writer added in 8; no te of praise for the Brahmo and 

Hind u models : "nut a lasl Where is the high idea l of As ha la ta or Anupama 

in her life? She has managed to emu late o nly t heir attire. More than this 

she fa iled to absorb . ,,97 

Such opin ions revealed that there was a section in society, however 

small, lhat perceived woman's dress as a symbol of tradition and id enti ty 

and was unwilling to re linquish t he a uthori ty that wou ld determine its 

mode Dnd style to the 'Bengalicized' camp. Dress, to 8 degree lesser than 

in language, was D contested site for cthnicit y and identity. The issue, like 

many ot her apparently in nocuous matters , was politically potent. 

The process of modernization among Bengal Muslims, concomitant with 

the growth of a mid dle class, a lso effect ed a cultural t ransrormation 

(termed fBenga liclz8t ion'). A new dress code came into being with the 

emergence of the new Muslim middle class - which was modelled , to 8 large 

extent , on the reformed dress of Brahmo men and women . Men took to a 

long shirt or tunic and pyjama, chada r or s hawl, the more wes ternized 

ones ravoured western dress - tro users, s hirt, coa t, bow-tie, etc. Women 

went for the Drahmika sari, the c hemise, the jacket, etc. 

In the s ketch of Nawab Fai~unncssa drawn by a con temporary, she was 

show n wearing a sari, and a long s leeved c hemise. Petticoats and shoes 

soon came in to vogue. By the 1920's the sari was adopted both by the 

middle and upper class and families hitherto conscious about their 'sharif' 

s tatus accepted the indigenous forms of dress. 

Rokeys and Mrs M. Rahman had a lso dep lored t he semitran sparent Fara

s hdanga saris a nd uppergarments worn by the dweller of the t raditional 

91 Es ha k Mia B.A., "Mussalman Chhatrer Hindu Bhab", (Bengali) 
(Mus lim Students' Hindu Airs), Islanl Dacsban, Ashwin JJ32 es, cited in 
Islam, Samoyikpatre, pp.74-75, 
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andat'1nahal. But unlike the male writers above, they advoca ted the refor

med dress of Bra hmo women - the jacket, the Brahrnika sari. the c hemise. 

pett icoat and s hoes. By the early twentieth centu ry. mos t of the Mus lim 

educated women of the emergent middle c lass looked very similar to the 

arahmo and Hind u bliadrOll1ol1ila. 

Tha t s uch a ttire was a lso popular among the Muslim bliadromohi18 was 

(indirectly ) a ttested by Khairunnessa' s appeal (1905) to Bengali women to 

forsa ke forei gn goods in s upport of the SW8desh i Movement: 

Sisters , come let us pledge to discard forei g n made saris. Th e 

English bodice. chemise and soc ks s hould not gain favour a ny more. 

Let us use rose scent instead of lavender perfume a nd free 

ourselves from s tumbling in a lady s hoe (sic} ... Let us take to 

hand loom and silk saris from Bombay, Dhaka, Pabna, Murshidabad 

and Nadia. 98 

The one item of c lothing quite uniqu e to Mus lim women was the burq8 -

which s urprisi ngly was eJso 8 part of dress reform . An a malgam of c loak. 

hood and veil, it was essentially 8 travelling ga r b meant to be worn ove r 

regu lar c lot hes. No res pectable woman of the nineteenthth century would 

step out of t he and{lr without it. Though i t had evolved from certain items 

of coveri ng in Western Asia like the veil a nd the cha.dllr. it was a peculiar 

innovation of Mu slims in India.99 

The burq8 RS a {reformis t ' innovation came into use in India when 

women of the upper class star ted to appear in public. Forme rly women who 

performed public fun c tions did so behind a c urtain (purdah) and in thei r 

pu blic appearances wore a veil. For instance, Mu nno Ja n the 18th century 

98Khairunnessa, "Swades h Anurag", Nabanur, 3:6,278, As hwin 1312 as. 

99see Ameer Ali' s description of its evolution from the 13th century 
A.D. in "The I nflu ence", p.762. 
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zamindar of Jlughly. There are no references to thc burqa in con nection 

with these horseback riding women. One must infer that it was designed 

for the 'modern' reformed woman who may now be needed to step out into 

the outside world. Thanawi recommended its use on thes e occasions. It was 

paradox ically both a device of liberation and bondage. It was desig ned for 

the woman who had to traverse the world of men (no need of a burq8 in 

the women's quarters) . Simultaneo us ly, it was also mcant to rcnder the 

woman ' inv isible' to the malc eye, in keeping with perceived Koranic 

injunctions. The bUl'Q8 was a hallmark of women of the upper and emergent 

midd le classes. Lower class women then as always could dispense with th e 

nicet ies of genteel modesty. But no sharif woman would be caught dead 

without it. We can find an extreme example of this in o ne of the e pisodes 

o f AborodJJbasini (1928), Rokeya's diatribe against purdah. In the said 

episode, a lady fell on the rail-tracks and her burqa got so e ntangled that 

she could not frce it. nor would she discard it and show her face in the 

light of day. She preferred death. Thou g h part of Rokeya's polemics, the 

episodes of Aborodhb8.sini to a large exte nt reflected the reality. In ano

ther of her essays titled "Burqa", Rokeya defend ed the attire perhaps 

partly out of a strategic desi r e to s urvive in conservative society. 

However, it must be pointed out that Rokeya was fighting distorted notions 

and practice of purdah; she always believed in female modesty. 

When Najibar Rahman wrote Gori bel' Meye, the burqa was a ha llmark of 

respectablity coupled with modernity in the Mu slim community. That is why 

there was quite a sti r among the g irls in the village school when the 

heroin e Nuri, newly wed, clad in a bu rqa and dec ked with ornaments , came 

to class for the first time a fter her marriage: "The next day there was 

quite tl stir around noon at the gi rl's school, when a gir l arrived with a 

maid. wearing a coloured bUJ'qa. The garment is not so prevalent in rural 

a reas , and so none had seen one. There was a wild rus h to catch a glimpse 
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of the girl clad in a strange apparel.,,100 Nud felt considerable discom

fo rt at donning the new apparel. But her husband comforted her: "Don't 

let that bother you, ... The ignorant and seflish a lways criticize innovations. 

You may go to school without embarrasment. MUslim bhadromohila (sic] have 

been using the burqa f rom llncient limes. It is a beautiful device for the 

preservation of Purdah."IOl 

Women, from Faizun nessa to Rokeys, do nned the burqa when stepping 

ou l of the lIndar. Mrs Mehrunnessa in a n article described the attire of he r 

mother Malekunessa (1885-1975) - a sari, c hemise, brooch and burqa. 102 

Razia Khatun's burq8 was rather 'fashionably' made: ''It was s tyled after 

Queen Victoria's officia l dress. It had a black petticoa t trimmed with lace. 

a coat with sleeves a lso b lack, a nd {1 white lace veil. 103 

The burqa was thought indispensab le till certainly the 1930's. When 

Shamsunnahar went to her classes at Calcutta's Diocesan Coliegee s he wore 

the b urqa. l04 It was only in the 1940s that Muslim bh8dromohiJ8 gradu

ally started discarding it. By that time, the burqa had served its purpose 

in a time of transition . 

The changing logos in the women's section in popular periodicals some

times furnish one of the finest ind icator s of chan ges in dress style. For 

instance, Saogat, the mouthpiece of the progressive section, captioned its 

women's page fZenana Mahfil' in 1928 (while at the same time the competing 

100Najibar Rahman, Goriber Meye, (Bengali) (Poor Man's Daughter), 
(first pub. 1923; Dhaka: Ananda Prakshan, 1988), p.28. 

IOI ' b 'd J I I I 'J p. . 

102M. Islam, "Story of Three Generations", The BangJadesh Observer. 
Dhaka 1982, 

1031 nterview, Safura Hussain, 

104shahida Par veen , p. 2J, 
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journal Mosik Mohammadi settled on the iutermediate between Bengali and 

Urdu, 'Mohila Mahfil') and s howed in it s logo a couple of women s itting in 

the andnrmohai in Pers ianized o r north Indian attire, with the head cove-

red. In 1940, however, t he section title of the same journa l c hanged to 

'MohiJa Jagot' (the Wor ld of Women ) - and the new logo s howed a woman 

in sari, head uncovered , si tting in a car! 

Kazi Nazrul Islam held many beliefs s imiliar to Rokeya ' s on the question of 

women's ema ncipation. Culturally t he Ben gali poe t was a syncretist - he 

had married a Hindu bhadromohila - though he a lso believed like o ther lib

erals of the per iod that Mus lims needed to believe in the g lory of their 

pas t. Politically and economically, he dreamed of an oppression free society 

based on egali tarianis m. what Rokeya formu lated in pedagogic prose, he 

exp ressed in fie r y verse. 

In one of he r earlier essays "Alonkar na badge of slavery (sic l ?" 

(Ornaments or Badges of Slavery?) , Rokeya co ndemned the use of jewellery 

with her usual rhetoric . She observed that ornaments were trinkets distri-

buted by men to women for the latter's favours - a paltry payment that 

belitt led their slnt us. Rokeyn enjoined women to eschew s uch bribes. from 

the aes thetic point of view, too, ornamen ts according to Rokeya were sig ns 

of the uncivilized. A poem by Nal.ful echoed the sen timent ( thoug h he also 

wrote many songs and poems celebrating th e bejewelled woman's beauty) : 

Which tyra nt holds you captive, woman , in silver a nd gold ? 

That you cannot raise you r head, look st raig ht in the eye,? 

Bracelets and ank lets weigh you down . 

0' rJing as id e your veil, break those glittering bonds. IDS 

The sophis t icated bhadromohiJa, it is true, would not weigh he rself down 

IOSKazi Nazru l Islam. NazruJ Rach8n8vali. (BengaJiL (Collected works of 
Nazrul), vol II, Abdul Qader (ed), (Dhaka: Bangia Academy, 1969 ). p.17 . 
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with jewellery, though it continued to be in great fa vour among women. 

Mos t pictures of Ilrnhmo women s how them wearing tas teful ear-rings, a 

chain or pearl s t ring over their blouse, a brooch pinned onto the sari at 

the shoulder, and bangles of gold and conch s hell (if married). Photo

grnphs of Rokeya. Fatem8 and Razia Khatun s how them without jewellery. 

Rokeyn of course was a widow and Fatems separated. Married bh8dromohila 

when young did wear some jewellery specially on festive occasions. 

That women coveted jewellery was not surprising in that they were her 

only economic asset, as weB as beauty aid. Najibar Rahman's heroine Nuri 

was "resplendent in her finery and her jewels" even at school. Various 

ornaments are even described by name in the book. 

In an essay tAlonksr', published in 1920 in AJ EsJam, Musammat Tambia 

Khatun expressed a view similar to Rokeys's. Tambia reminisced about their 

teacher 'Guru-ma' at the village school who while teac hing them the use of 

ornamental language in their grammer c lass, pointed ou t the difference bet

ween tornaments of gold' and 'ornamen ts of language'. The ' g uru ma' poin

ted out to an enthralled audience that the advanced nations of the West 

were not so covetous of ornaments as Indians were. Tambia never forgot 

her teacher's injunction: 

Dear students, when you grow up to be mothers, remember to 

udorn your children with those ornaments which are e nduring 

manners, graces, learning ... 106 

Thanawi, too, had made similar recommendations in his book. In fa.ct the 

t itle itself, Behest ; Zewar, means heavenly ornament and the rhetoric of the 

title was s uc h that it could mean both pieces of good advice and the price

less product of the advice. i.e. the reconstructed woman. The author starts 

106T8nlbia Khatun, "Alonka r" (Bengali) (Ornaments), in AJ EsJom, 6:7 . 
364, Kartik , 1327 OS. 
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his book with the advice of a mother to her daughter: 

Darling child, the glitter of gold a nd silver is useless. 

Therefore, adorn yourself with real or heavenly ornaments. 

The jhumar (head-ornamen t ) s hou ld be of wisdom, 

The earrin gs - religion, the necklace of pious deeds, 

The armlet - diligen ce and labour of s trong hands. 

No precious metal s hould adorn your fee t, 

Dut see that they never s lip from the path of truth. 107 

Tran sition to Nuclea r Type Families 

A glance at the period of four decades (1900-19J9) reveals that sig niIiciant 

changes occurred in the institution of the family, its structures a nd ideo

logy. The entire framework of the Muslim family was transformed under the 

impact of new socia-economic changes and the rise of a new domestic ideo

logy that accompanied them. 

As traditional structures broke down, the extended family gave way to 

nuclear type families the bride was in vested with a new role which differed 

from the o ne played by her mothe r or mother-in- law. Marriage to a gov 

ernment servant or professional was a very different proposition from 

marriage to a member of the former landed or administrative gentry. With 

the new role came new skills and gender relations e ncouraged often by the 

men themselves. The very concept of domestic life c hanged. Homemaking 

now became an important matter and manuals appeared on the s tall s to 

teach the new housewife (or the young wife to be) the fine art of caring 

for a home. husband and children. For mnny women such changes may have 

brought a new sense of liberty, specially the changes in conj u gal norms. 

Companionship 6nd love betwee n marriage partners now became a n establi-

l07Thanawi. Del/est ; ZelVar (Urdu). (Karachi: Rahman Brothers. n.d.) , 
p.22. 
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s hed norm a nd society created a space for it. The new relationships and 

rates resembled Victoria n and Brahmo models but there was also much that 

was indigenous a nd different. 

Govern menta l legislation a ided the process of s truc tural change in the 

family - s pecially wi th regard to c hild marriage, age of co ns ummation. and 

divorce. Polygamy remalned outside state jurisdic tion, b ut soc ieLO I a ttitudes 

had taken a turn agai ns t polygamy and concub inage. Consequently . the 

practi ce begnn to die out in urban cent res. The Dissolution of Mus lim 

Marr iages Act of 1939 was the coping s tone to th e new edifi ce. 

All these changes concerned a new personality, the bhadromoldlo, in Muslim 

society. The new woman required a new look, as evi nced in dres s r eform 

of Muslim ladies from the andarlllahal attire to the Brahmika sari, chemise. 

blouse and footwear, as well as a new upbringing, viz edu cation. In the 

meantime, the education sys tem had und ergone tremendous changes un der 

colonial rule. Changes in the home which had formerly been the s ite of 

ed ucat ion now became .so proround that it pushed its denizen s outward 

toward a novel form of ins ti tutional ed uca tion. Changes outside, too, ac ted 

like a mag net and d rew l1ndllrmalM/ dwe llers out of their confines toward 

some great centre outs ide in the world. The firs t s topping place on this 

outwa rd jou rney ror women was to be the centres of learnin g. 
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RISE OF FORMAL EDUCATION 

Changes in the institution of the family at the beginning of the twentieth 

century were not isolated from the changes occu r ri ng in oUter domains 

such as educat ion. T he need for t he institu tionally ed ucated womBn was 

generated by needs which first ma n ifest themselves within the domestic 

sphere. The Lifesty le of the middle class salariot provided t he context for 

women who were trained in the new strategies of domes t icity - t he th rift 

and efficiency required to run a nuclear house hold unaided by e lderly 

mot hers-in-law, the enligh te nment to offer companionship to a husband 

isolated from the fo rmer ci rcle of famil y and fr iends . the graces to s urvive 

in the world of tnative' officialdom and the capability to train sons dnd 

dau ghters for the new world . wh ile the 8ndBrmahllJ itsel f was undergoing 

significant tran s formation, traditional education imparted there was no 

longer deemed adequate. 

Educat ion in the form that it has taken today was introduced by the 

Brit is h and assumed importance because of its colonial policies. British 

policies in the econol1lic, political, judicial or educational s pheres were 

undertaken from the perspective of colonial ru le, i.e . whether or not a 

particular policy "advanced or impeded the spread or stability or that 

r ule." The British project of promoting education in India thus s temmed not 

so much from altruistic motives to improve the mind, morality or mate ri a l 

lot of India ns , than from the colonists ' need to crea te a class of wester

nized Ind ia ns to serve them. l 

tSee Gauri Viswanathan, Mas ks of Conquest, (London : Faber and 
Faber, 1990); Rajat Ka nta Ray, "The Raj, the Congress and the Bengali Gen
t r y 1880-1905" , in Basudeb Chattopadhyay et al. (eds) Dissen t and Consefl
sus: Protes t in Pre-industrial Societies (Calcu tta: K.P.Bagchi a nd Co., 1989) 
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In o rde r to make an impact in the new economic o r political s ph e re. it 

no lon ger s ufficed fo r men to receive the tradi tional ed ucation that had 

been imparted for centuries. Realizing that if it we re to s hare in public 

nnd economic life. it was crucial to come o ut of the cocoon where the dis-

empowered Muslim polity hod take n s hel ter afte r 1857, Mus lim leaders , in 

Calcutta. Dhaka, Hughli and other cities, had launc hed a n all round Reform 

Movement inspired significantly by the ideas emanating from AHgarh. Edu

ca tional Reform and Women 's Reform were important items on t his agenda. 

Emerging from th e mists of the aftermath of 1857, the new middle class 

gentry set about t he tas k of moderniza tion fas t - acquiring new s kill s 

through wes tern ed ucation, improving the conditions of women including 

thei r education , a nd redressing social ills . Ed uca tion fo r t he 'new man' 

(and later t he ' new woman ') cou ld be provided only by institutions 

re-formed a long western lines. 

One of the first issues that assumed significance for women in India in 

what came to be r ecog nized as the Women's Reform Movement , was the rig ht 

to education. Ed Ucation and literature were, in fact the two arenas where 

the Women's Ques tion manifest itself in nineteenth cen tury Bengal.2 As 

changes in t he private s ph ere produced contradictions in woman's tradi

tional role, t.hese contrary pull s coalesced oround th e issue of education 

see king 0 new resolution th ere. It was thus the first great media tor for 

wornen between the home and the world . It was, unlike the famil y , a region 

where there was scope fo r governmental intervention - an inte rventio n 

which led to the formation of sup po rting a nd opposing g roups among th e 

local populace and the hea ted debates (see Chap. V). The entire iss ue was 

not just one of how man y girls a tte nded school in a parti cular loca lity. 

2Kumari Jayawardena , Feminism and Na tionalis m in the Third World. 
(London: Zed press, 1986), p.85 
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Ed ucation was the site where c han ging norms and notions regarding pur

dah. fenlllie sex uality, the ' true' nature of woman, her role within the home 

a nd without. - were all to be spelled oul. 

To the reformin g Bengali mind, education, apart from being a mean s to 

a profitable career (for men), WttS a panacea for many social evils of the 

day - a wishfu l cure for the mruadies perccived aU around. In the great 

era of Hindu Reform, men such as Akshay KumPf Dutt a nd Vidyasagar had 

consistently built the case for fcmale education on the foundation of the 

home. Aks hsy's Dharm8 Niti was one of the first tracts on the issue: 

... there emerges from the author of Dharma Niti, far more than from 

any other Bengali writer, the rational justification for making 

female education and emancipation the central issue of Hindu social 

reform. As Akshay Kumar reviewed the social evils in the Bengali 

family , he found that almost all derived from the servile and oppr

essed condi tion of the women in the household. Here then must 

socia l reform begin, and it mus t begin through education. J 

The success of the first phase of educational reform was marked by the 

founding of Bethune Female School in Calcutta in l849. The students were 

mostly Brahmo, Hindu and Chris tian. By SOme importu nate clause in its 

constitution Muslim girls were not allowed admission as late as 1897. Not 

that Muslim girls would have flocked there in large numbers. The Mus lim 

Community took a back seal as the major urban centres made notable adv

ances in female education. Moreover in this case there were some special 

deterrents . Generally men were required to acquire an 'English education' 

it was felt, as a means to earning a livelihood. This impetus was absent in 

the Cilse of upper/middle class women for it was unheard of that they 

work. The other deterren ts were moral in nature. They came in the form 

JCited in David Kopf, The Brahmo Samaj and the Shaping of tile 
Modern Indian Mind, (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1979), p.5J. 
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of a perceived threat lo the sys tem of regulation of female sexuality. 

firstly , a n education was seen as being condu ctive to female intra ns igence; 

a n ed uca ted gir l was less amennble to obed ience, and less disposed to 

hou sehold dut ies. An education re port reco rd ed the remar ks of a district 

official in Assam regarding prevalent anxie ty on the matter: 

.. . parents think t hey [gir ls J .. . desp ise ordinary house hold du ties if 

they learn how to read and write. Gi rls thus qualified are a lso said 

to become d ushca [badl. which I imagine means they are less amen

ab le to d isci pline and less likely to s ubmit to pare nls' choice of 

husbands.4 

Secondly . it was feared educat ion would involve contravention of purda h. 

As observed by another colo nial officer: "In the case o f the higher class. 

it is im possible to get a number of adu lt females together. 8S to form a 

school, les t they should be exposed to t he obse rvation of s t rangers. ,,5 

AS s tated above, the Mu s Hm community had withdraw n into its own s hell 

following the uprising of 1857 and its afterma th. T his vo luntary wit hdrawal 

from the political and pub lic scene, was accompan ied by increased conser

vatism a nd reinforceme nt of t rad itional va lues and prac tices in the priva te 

s phere which affected women adv ersely. Th ey now became t he repository 

of tradition and became a fres h symbol of pu ri t y . (Paradoxically, it was 

toward this refuge. this retreat of the private s phere. that the first re form 

move was directed. Men both turned their gaze on and turned l o, the Blld-

81"mahal for regeneration (see Cha p.I). A decade after 1857, a conservative 

Mus lim leader WaS to express categorical disapproval of female education 

4 Progress of Education in India 1887- 88 to 1891-92 (The Second Quin
quennhd Re view), (Calcutta: Office of the Supe rintendent of Gove rnment 
Pri nting . 1893 ), p. 277 

5Note by E.C. Bai ley, Secretary, Gov l. of India, dated June 22, 1867 , 
ci ted in Y. 8. Mathur, Women's Education In India, (Delhi: As ia Pu blis hing 
House, 1973), p.]] 
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at a public meeting in Calcutta [see below) the ground being the Same: 

purdah. Thus initially education was viewed by many as a means for loose

ning the control exercised by sodely over women. It is for this reason 

that it was suc h a central point in the struggle for women's rig hts . And 

for this that any advance would have to be made carefully withi n t he ex is

ting framework of religion and tradition. 

The conse rvatism of Mu slim society regarding female education was voi

ced at a mee ting of the Bengal Social Science Association in Calcutta, where 

Nawab Abdul Lateef was reading 8 paper on Mus lim education. In the dis

cussion Willch ensued, Peary Chand Mitra enquired if s imilar efforts at 

female education were under way in the Muslim community as in the Hindu. 

The reply came from Maulvi Abdul lIakim of the Calcutta Madrasa. He is 

reported to have said that the scriptures had ordained education for both 

boys a nd gir ls and to this end many Muslim women were renowned throu

ghout history for theif learning. But s uch education was imparted within 

the home. It was unthinkable that Muslim girls, following the example set 

by gir ls in other communities, should go outside the home for education 

vio lating the purdah enjoined by religion, Abdul Hakim had concluded. 

Abdul La teef, as faf as the record goes, did not say a nythi ng.6 

Sir Syed Ahmed Khan (1817-98), the great pioneer of the Aligarh Movement 

and founder of n college for Muslim boys (l875), was ambivalent about 

female education. His opinion on the matter was circumscribed by the 

backward condition of the Muslim community in general: 

The fact is, that no satisfactory education can be provided for 

Mohammedan females unti l a large number of Mohammedan males 

receive a sound education. The prese nt s ta te of education among 

6Kaz i Abdul Wadud, 8ang/tlr JagorotJ, 
Awakening), (Calcutta: Viswabharati Granthalay, 

166 

(Bengali), 
1956) p.22 . 

(The Bengal 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter IV 

Mohammeda n females is , in my opinion, eno ugh for domes tic happi

ness considering the present socia l and economic condit ions of the 

life of the Mohammedan s in Ind ia.7 

Syed Ahmed was not opposed to femal e education as s uch, b ut probabl y 

thou g ht the time was not yet ripe considering the socia-economic s tatu s of 

Muslims . The liberal movement whic h he pioneered so labo riou s ly and in the 

teeth of great opposition, had far-reaching influence. ALigarh was a haven 

for aspiring Mus lims in Bengal which s ent many of her sons to the school 

and co llege there. Sir Syed had lIlany followers who too k up the issue of 

female education with mo re vigour and cla rity than hi mself - Altof Hussain 

lIali, Sayyid Mumtaz Ali a nd his wife Mohammad i Begum, Syed Mahmud and 

Sheikh Abdullah. They advoca ted g irls schools (S heikh Abdullah set up a 

gir ls' school at Aligarh), teacher's training schools, published the first 

women's jou rnals , (Kha tun from Aligarh, Tahzi bun Nis l'lan from Laho re, 

Pardan8s in from Agra, ISn/a t from Delhi) e tc. In t heir writings , Rokeya 

Sakhawat, Shamsun na ha r and other refo rmers in Bengal acknowled ged the 

importance of Aligarh in the life of modern Mu s lims. They emulated the 

sys tem devised by Si r Syed. 

Syed Ameer Ali's views, on th e other hand, were more cog nizant of the 

c hanges occurring arou nd him. In fact of the two notab le leaders in the 

MusHm Communi ty in Bengal , Nawab Abdul Lateef and Syed Ameer AU. Lhe 

la tter's views on female emancipation may be deemed more favorab le thoug h 

bot h spo k.e on behalf of a s maU, Persianized, urban elite , whose cu lture 

was cut off f ro m the masses. Deploring the degraded status of women in 

his community Ameer Ali commented: 

The re a re women in Northern India whose attainments , I ad mit , are 

7Syed Ahmed Khan. cited in O. F. I. Graham, 7'IJe Life and works of 
Sir Sycd Ahmed Khan, (fi r s t pub . t885j 2nd edition, London: Hod der and 
Slrough lon , 1909) p.224. 
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high in Arabic and Persian, but .. . in these days their knowledge is 

sterile. So long as their mind s rll n in the old groove, ... there can 

be no prospec t of progress.S 

' rRADl T IONAL EDUCAT ION I N BENGA l, 

It is difficult to generalize about the form of traditional education in 

Bengal at t he t urn of lhe las t century because it varied according to class 

a nd cultural setting. Where one household might favour the study of Urdu 

another mig ht be more disposed to Bengali. Urdu tex ts were popular in 

lIlany Bengali homes but they were gradually replaced by translations or 

indigenous texts . Then again, some families might have opted for more 

classic works s uch as Bukhaci's S8hi Hadith over loca l versions. One wou ld 

also encounter varying degrees of secularism in the c urricula and relaxa

tion in the constraints of purdah. In spi te of this , one could, however. on 

t he basis of an abstracted pictu re complemented with c lass and c ultu re 

variations drawn from real-life accou nts , cons true 8 'typica l' education 

imparted to girls in a late nineteenth centu r y household. 

Trad itionally. Mu s lim women received the rudiments of education within 

the s t rict privRcy of the and8I'fIIoI18/. On occasion . s pecia lly among the 

upper aristocracy or 8shraf. the quality could be very high and equivalent 

to that received by boys. Girls would be 'put in purdah' from the age of 

7 or so. The aborodh-basini or dwellers in seclusion, received elementary 

education mos tly of a religiou s and Illoral nature. Usttldnis or female tutors 

were sometimes employed to teach girls how to read t he Koran, some Urdu 

/Persian and basic accounting skiUs. As the old Sf,uTaf8 began to be repla

ced by the new gentry, Bengali was added to the list. In some cases fema le 

tutors were also employed to teach Eng lish. 8 little sewing and embroidery 

8Arneer Ali, "The Influence of women in Is lam" , in The Nineteenth 
Century. (May, 1989), p.773. 
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but seldom Mus ic. (This was more po pular among the Brahmos. Hindus and 

Chris tians, whose domestk culture incorporated mus ic ). The education was 

geared to eq uip gir ls for their futur e roles of wife and moth er - to train 

them in id eal femal e conduct. 

Shaista Ikramullah's account of traditional female education in her family 

below, was corroborated, almos t reiterated, by other female narrators: 

My mother' s ed ucation followed the or thodox patte rn. S he was 

tAught to rcad the Koran by o ne of the many distant re latives who 

lived in the house. In a house ho ld like my grandfather these ladies 

occupied the position of s uperior governesses or seamstresses. 

/\fter lea rnin g to read and write in Urdu ... cooking and sewing 

were considered the important items of girls ' education.9 

As a seg ment of the community came into clos er contact with westernizing 

inFluences through ed ucation, jobs e tc., and the process of c ultu ra l 

adaptation set in among Bengal Mus lims, it beca me fas hionable at first 

amon g the upper class to keep 'mem' teachers Of governesses. These tea

che rs were mos tly Anglo-Indian or native-christian WOllien of modes t means 

who had also played a part in th e making of the Brahmo Bhadromohila. 

Elite familie s (s uch as the Dhaka Nawab family) kept governesses for their 

daughters in imitation of Victo rian Eng la nd. Consequently, their s kill s 

included accoun ting , languages, embroidery, 

Bano, Nawab Ahsanullah' s daughter, had all 

and even horse-riding. 

these skil ls. IO But this 

Peri 

was 

not the average Bengali girl' s fale and for her life behind aborodh could 

be stifling. 

91kranlullah, p.S. 

IOInterview with Mrs Sarwar Khan . 
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NINETEENTH CENTURY EDUCATIONAL REFORM 

The development of female education in Bengal followed four broad courses. 

not always in c h ronological order. II 

The Chris tian missionaries in Bengal were the pioneers in the field .12 

In their project of fredeemjng lost souls' and expanding the dominion of 

Christianity, they realized that ed ucation could play a s ignificant role. 

Before the lull in the period 1830-1 870, there were several attempts at 

female education in the metropolis (Calcutta), Dhaka and 8 few other 

region s. Surprising t hough it may seem, Muslim girls were visible in the 

earliest projects in female education in Calcutta, undertaken at the behest 

of Christian missionaries - often in conjunction with local residents. I3 

Samachar Darpan (1820) in its December 27 issue stated: "At 10 o'clock in 

the mo rning of friday ... an examination was he ld at Gouribari, Calcutta. 

About 150 Hindu and Muslim giris participated in the examination.,,14 This 

must have bee n one of the examinations of the Juvenile School, a mi8sio-

11 For discussion of female education in 19th century Bengal, see: 
Br~endranath Bandopadhyay . Sarlgbadpatre Sekaler KaCha, (Bengali) (Past 
times through periodicals and paper), Jrd edition (Calcutta , 1356); Jogesh 
Chandra Bagal, Banglar Stree Shiksha (Bengali) (female ed ucation in 
Benga!), (Calcutta: Viswabharati Grant halay, IJ57 B.S.); M. Azizul Huq. 
History and Problems of Muslim Education in Bengal, (Calcutta: Thacker, 
Spink and Co., 19(7). Also see, Meredith Borthwick, The Changing Role; 
Ghulam Murs hid, The Reluctant Debutante. 

12See M.A. Laird, Missionaries and Education in Bengal 1793-/837, 
Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1972) for a detailed discussion. 

D ror a his tory of early schools in Calcutta and other parls of Bengal 
see M.A. Laird, Missjonarjes and Education; Daniel Potts, British Baptist 
Missionaries in india 1793-1837, a nd The His tory of Serampore and its 
Mjssionaries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press , 1967). 

14Cited in Brajendronath Band yopad hyay, Sangbad patre, p.56. Also 
see Rev. J. Lon.g, Adam's Reports on Vernacular Education in Bengal and 
Bihar, (Calcutta; Home secretariat Press,1868), for details of early schools 
in Calcu tts. 
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nary enterprise cond ucted under the aegis of the Female Juvenile Society 

at Gouribari. A similar exam ination was held the following year. 

The second initiative came from company officials and British residents 

in Bengal. The third important advocate of fenlal e ed uca tion was a section 

of the urban elite in Benga l, the rising bhodrolok class itself, firs t from 

the lI indu/Brahmo, t hen from the Mus lim, community. The colonial govern

ment comprised a fourth major and powerful channel for development of 

education in Bengal , but its role in this s phere went through va rio us 

phases. 15 In the first flush of institutional education for girls, local 

residents of Calcutta were by the s ide of the missionaries. The Cent ral 

Female Sc hool Foundation was laid on 18th May , 1826, in "an aris tocrat ic 

I-lindu neighbourhood of Calcutta" near Cornwallis Square. Raja Baidyanath 

Ray had donated Rs.20,OOO for the school at the request of his wife . Lady 

Antherst laid the stone, a nd the school was formall y opened in 1828. Accor

ding to J. C. 8agal, a nother mission8ry venture of the name of 'The Ladies 

Association' founded about twelve girls ' schools in Calcutta around 1827. 

"About 160 girls studied in these schools, most of them Muslims.,,16 

An Engl ish lady, Miss Mary Ann Cook found ed eighl sc hools for girls 

in various parts of Calcu tta between 1821-22. Pricilla Chapman provides 

contempora ry references to Muslim girl's education in her book Hindu 

Fetl/8.le Education, published from London in 1839. According to her Miss 

Cook was assisted by a Muslim lady in setting up a girls school in Shyam

bazar, Calcutta. This lady whose identity has never been established, set 

up the Shyambazar school with 18 girls. The number soon reached 45. 

ISSee Sonia Nishat Amin, "Women a nd Society" in Sirlljul Is lam (ed) 
History of Bong/odes" 1704-1971, Vo l. In, (D haka: Asiatic Societ y, 1992), 
p.736. The aut hor provides an overview of women's education in Bengal 
through 1150-1910. 

166ag81, BanglaT Slree Shiksha, p.S . The author added thaL Muslim 
g irls did no t s tud y for long. 
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Ma ny will find this enthu siasm on pa rt of a Mu slim mo hila [sic ) for 

female education quite amazin g given that the men of that 

community in Calcutta were not well disposed to the ed ucation 

sys tem of the Englis h. For a Mus lim lady to be ins pired by s uc h 

zeal ..• was indeed a wonder. 17 

Unfortunately) these schools were s hort-lived nnd a reall y e ndu ring Ins ti 

tution was not set up till 1849, when J.E.O. Bethu ne fo und ed the famous 

school in Calcutta which still bears his name. After 1825 these init ial 

ventures petered out as native s us picion and ind ig nation regardin g prose

Iytization , mou nted. Upper class hous eholds whether high cas te Hindu or 

sh8rif Mu slim were very s low in opening the door of institutional ed ucation 

Lo t heir female wards. The enrollment at these schools was mos t ly from the 

lower to middling s trata as well as from the native c hristian community . 

By the s econd half of the nineteenth cen tu r y t he local popu lace's a ttitude 

to female education had hardened, due in g reat measure to the proselyti

zing as pect of missionary schools. But in the 1870s women's education, loore 

specifically . that of Hindu an d Brahmo women, received a boost. A cong lo

meration of events made this possible: government patronage through dele

ga ting a major s hare of its res ponsibility to the newly cons tituted mun ici

pali t ies, expansion of the Brahmo samaj whic h could now se rious ly take the 

matter in hand; and mobiliza tion among the local peop le. The gove rnment 

had s tarted taking an interes t in the matter approximately some time after 

wood 's Educat ion Despatc h of 1854. But the uprising of 1857 made it ve r y 

wary of moving too fast in the direction of education (or other) r eform a nd 

the women's cause received a temporary se t- back. But the parallel , local 

ven tu res did not s top and in many instances these inadequately fund ed 

and ill attended schools were all that there was. 

17Binoy Ohose, Vidyasngar, pp.213-214 
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Normal Schools: Calculla 

Altempts to establish female no rmal s chools frolll the 1850s o nwa rds met 

with vary in g s uccess. The names of two Engli s h lad ies who came to Bengal 

in the 1860s and 1870s wi th the des ire of promoting female education hav e 

become a pa rt of the histo ry of this region: Miss Mary Ca rpenter (who 

came in 1866) a nd Miss Annette Akroyd (1 872). Miss Carpente r felt the 

acute need of opening a Female No rmal School where women teac hers could 

be trained. Though the locals (such as Vidyasagar) did not think this a 

good-idea at the ti me, the government at Miss Carpenter' s req ues t o pened 

a fe male Normal School in Calcutta in 1869. Il closed after three years. 

Kes hub Cha nd ra Sen also s tarted the Na tive Ladies Normal School in 1871 

with IJ pupils . T his too c losed down after a pe riod . In 1886-87 there were 

242 female s tude nts at the fou r no rmal schools in Eas t Bengal. In 1899-1900 

the number rose to 101. Sti ll, mos t refo rmers fel t the number was not 

adeq uate. 

Is hwarcha ndra Vidyasagar, g reatest of the nineteenth Cen tury refor

mers, inspired by the s uccess of Bethu ne school , se t up 35 gir ls' schools 

in Hughl!, Durdwan, Nadia and Mid napur in the yea rs 1857-58. Thou g h the 

sc hools eve ntually c losed down due to lack of fun ds and local enthusiasm, 

the trend had been set. Miss Mary Carpenter and Miss Annette Akroyd 

were welcomed at fi.rst by 8rahmo progressives who aided them. Miss 

Akroyd's school o pened in 1873 and Miss Carpe nter tran s formed it into a 

college in 1876. Two yea rs later it was merged with Bethun e to become the 

Bethune College in Calcutta. Eden Girls sc hool was being found ed in Dhaka 

arou nd the same time (see below). 

It was al so in the 1870s tha t a pola rization was taking place among t he 

BI18dr oJok ove r the is su e of wome n 's ema ncipa tion: 

•.. the iss ue wns s harply drawn between those who viewed fe male 

educat ion 8S prepara to ry for the domes tic bliss of the enlightened 
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housewife . and those who wanted women educated on the same basis 

and the same levels as men . l8 

Bethune was affiliated to calcutta University in 1883 so that two students 

Kadambini Bose and Chandralllukhi Bose, couLd become the first female reci

pients of the B.A. degree in Bengal. 

But the advances in these decades for women of othe r communities were 

not so sLriking. Developments, along s imila r lines but somewhat modified 

along religiou s planes, occurred for Mus lim girls much later. in the opening 

decades of the twentieth century. No netheless, the last quarter of the 

previous cen tury was noL without its initiatives; a school for girls was 

founded in 1872 by a woman herself, Nawab Faizu nn essa Chnudhurani, in 

Com ilia. In 1897 a Musl im Girl's Madrasa was inaugurated at Calcutta by 

Lady Mckenzie, wife of the governor, at t he behest of Nawab Shamsi Jahal! 

Firdaus MahRI, of Murshidabad . Begum Firdaus Mahal had felt the acute 

need of a school for Mu s lim g irls and provided fund s for t he building and 

a monthly grant of Rs.150. Nawab Ahsanullah of Dhaka also donated Rs . lOOO. 

In 1898, 46 girls enrolled at the M8dl·aS8. 

The BalllBbodhinj PlHn"ka in its May 1896 issue mentioned 'La.tifu nnessa' 

who had passed the final examination of Campbell Medical School in Calcutta 

(not to be confounded with the Medical College) that year, securing second 

place among 55 s tudents thereby becoming, it would appear, the first Mus

Lim woman of Den gal to become a Licent iate of t he Med ica l Facu lty (LMF). 

Not much is known of her save that she was a resident of Sha hzadpur. 

There are no existi ng records of her having practised as a doctor. 19 

180avid Kopf, Drahmo Samai, p.34 

19See Us ha Chak rovarty, Condition of Bengali WOlllen around tile 
Second lIalf of the 19th Century (Calcu tta: The Author. 1963) and 
Sha hana ra. Hussain, "Glimpses in the condition of Bengali Muslim Women 
during the la tter half of the nineteenth Century; A s tud y based on the 
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FROM ANOAR MAIIAL TO HI OII SC IIOOL: FAIZUNNESSA'S PIONEER ING WORK 

While these sporadic eHorts at female education were t{lking place, a Muslim 

wOllian camo forward with a daring plan to set up a sc hool for purd8n8sin 

gi rls in Comilla. This pioneer of forma l education for girls in Bengal Nowab 

Fai1.unn essa Chaud huran i inhabited the pos t 1857 world in whic h Mus lims 

had turn ed their back o n western education. faizunnessa herself mu st have 

somehow come to the conclus ion that there could be no hope for the COfllln

unity without modern education. Daughter of the prosperous Zamindar of 

Homnabad (near Lllksha lll, Comilla), she had spent 8 happy childhOOd behind 

strict purdo h and had received a good education as her Tnftstery over 

Urdu, Bengali, Sanskrit and Persian, proved. Her love of knowledge perse

vered and in later life s he spent hours seclud ed in her library. 

At 1I tillle when scions of the Mus lim Awakening, Sir Syed Ahmed Khan 

in North India and Abdul Laleef in Bengal, hardly gave the malleI' much 

thought, F'aizu nnessa reali zed women mus t be by the side of men in the 

path to moderni ty . S he founded three ca tegories of educational institu tions: 

1) Religious schools: She established 6 free modrasa at her residence in 

Pasc himgaon. In 1943 it was conver ted into the Higher Secondary 

Islamia College, a nd the Gazi Alia Mad rasa. 

2) Boy's schools: Faizunnessl1 established primary sc hools for boys in four 

of her ItIOUZ8S. The nawab was aided by her daughter Dadru nn essa in 

setting up the Nawab Faizunnessa and Badrunnessa lIigh Sc hool (for 

Boys) . At first a middle English School, it was raised to the status of 

a high school under Calcutta Universi t y in 1909. 

3) Girl's schools: Two primary schools for girls were founded in Camilla 

town by Faizunnessa. One on the bank of Nanua Dighi, the other - her 

Damllbodhini Pl1trika", Jo urnal of the institute of Development Studies, 
Rajshah i, Yol. Ill. 1978 
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mos t abiding work in the field - at Kandirpar in 1873. 

The Na n ua Dighi sc hool now bears the name of some o t her illu s trious woman 

and is called the Shaiiara ni Girl's lIiS h School. The school a t Kandi r par, 

cont ra r y to most historical accounts of faiz u n's work . was 1I0t originally 

lln Engl ish Hig h Sc hool, bu t fl prima r y sc hool whic h in 1908-9 must have 

been the "o ne middle ve rnacular sc hool" of the region, referred to by.!. 

Webster when he was compiljng his East Be ngal d is t rict gaze tteers. In 1889 

when Faizun received t he ti tl e of Nawab. the school was converted to a 

Junior High School (Class VII). It got t he status of high school app roxima

tely in 193 1, long after the nllwab' s dea th . I t f unc tio ns today as Nawab 

Faizunnessa High School for girls .20 

foizull was aided in her efforts by Kali charan De, II noted 6rahmo of 

Comilla. Though renowned for her philanth ropic works, her s ingle greales t 

achievement was the founding of the girls' school at Kandir Par. several 

decades before a nother Musl im lad y set up hers in Calcutta . It is doubtfu l 

whether any Mus lim g irl studied in the s chool till the early twentieth ce n

tu ry mos t of the pupils bein g Brahrno or Hi ndu. 

As the Women 's Awakening sprclId in the Muslim Community . gir ls star

ted at te nding school in greater number. Many girls who were later to 

become illustrious in public life were s tuden ts of this school. for in s tan ce, 

Syedll Jahanara Ha ider (1917-l988) and Mehrunnessa Is la m (b. 1921) both 

passed out from faizunnessa Girls' School in 193J a nd 1938 respec t ively. 

Jahanarll., the daughter of Mr Ghani (a school ins pecto r), was the fir st 

Muslim femole graduate of Tipperah distric t , Mehrunnessa was the second. 

The latter's reminiscences of the sc hoo l (she was admitted to class 3 in 

20Rowshan Ara Begum's unpublished M. Phi l. t hes is N81V8b Fa;zunneSSli 
o Purbo Bonger Muslim Samaj, (Bengali)(Na wllb Fniz u nnessn and Mus lim 
s ociety of East Bengal) (Rajshu hi Univers ity. 1984 ), is perhaps the Illost 
accu rate and detailed work on the Nuwab to date. 
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1929) provide a piclure of the Stale of felllale C!ducatitlll ill cOlilill(\ i\l the' 

timc. 21 fo.tcherunnes sa and JahllnAra were the fir s l fcw Mu::.lilils ut the 

school. Amung shilrif house hold s of Camilla cducmion outside the hallie wa~ 

s till highly d isnpproved or. Al the time there were nround JOO girls lit th l: 

school - U10Stly lIindu lllld Brallillo. The M u ~lim gir ls could no t go 011 fOOL 

t.o the sc hool wilh the ' llyu ll', and had to go in it clused hurse cilrri(\ge lind 

wear the burq8, T he sehoul fcc for dass 111 wa.s Rs.2 Hnd for chtSS VI KS.S 

" a mont h (in those days a finc mill s ari could be had fot ont! Rupcc).--

Most of the teachers were Dralllllo. lIindu or Chri -· li i.llt. The school lilllitl ~ 

was IOlim to 41)111 . The curriculum was secular ilnel comprcht'l1sivc. 

Allcndin g school und s ub sequenl resulls of JallUllilf(\ and Mehrenll~II,':sSu 

created U sl ir in ('0IlliIl11 fit the t i mt::. III this $t!nsc tltt, ,V were plllh bIOte"~' 

Both went 0 11 to st udy ul Eden i'ollcgt! ut DhaJ.;.I.I , Lttlel . Jahanara co mph.:tcd 

her B.A. lit BeLllune College ll n d Mch rcnn ~I t:S::HI ti l Viclol'iFl In s titute in (':tl

cultn. Tlto~e were li te days of muclt g realer inleroctioll belwt;:c ll l ite IIIcl m-

polis and other mofuss il low ns: IlIflny nocked to Calc ulln for educat ion "lid 

job Oil porl unit 1t.'S. J II later life, .J ~l Ilu nn fa bee,llI1l' U rellOIY IIcd socittl wo r kef 

a nd Mchrunnt:sstl IIml il full-f1eu!!ctl cnrcer H:" un edu(;lHiorlisl. 

ROKt::yA'S MEMOKAUI.E LEGACY IN CALCUTTA 

The rirs t womlln to 8,Vslc lIlUlically fi nd ceaselcssly launch the c!l. tlLpai gll fOI 

Mus lim women ' s educatjon WaS Kokeya Sukhal\'al Hussein \\ ho ::;ct up (l ,gir Is ' 

school with IIIclIgrc resources. ill Calcutta. in 1911. Shorlly before this, 

Khujasts Ak ter Bano also known {tS Suh rnward iya UCgllll t ( 1875 - 1919). had 

establis hed u ~irls' school in 190Q - Tht: Khujusta Aktct Dano Memorial 

21lnterview MfS. Mehrunncssa I slam Murch .1. 190], i) lltlka 

22Mrs Is lom rcmembers how her fathl!r WH:; cOlllpdh!d to s l Op gt1ing 
to lite IOCll l mosq ue ror sending his daughtel' to sc hool. lie was ~CCCP(crl 
i n a mosqu c in another locality. 
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Gi rls ' School (which in 1938 was fun ctioning as a non-go ver nment secon

dary school). RokeYB, however is acclaimed as o ne of Ben gaJ's ve r y firs t 

' feminists', (a long with Pandila Ratnabai a nd Sa rala Devil. Rokeya displayed 

a courage, vision a nd v igour lhat can only fiJI us with amazement today. 

She was a writer, a theo retic ian, a n educat ionis t and social worker who ca n 

be ranked without dou b t among the great architec ts of the Bengal Awake

ning. Ral1lmo hun or Vidyasagar , in th e matter of education. Though it \vould 

be constricting to restric t he r to the dubious glor y of th e 'lIIal1iY8Sl1l' no d 

(great lady) who upheld Mu s lim wome n's education (as is the wont of his to

rians) , it was in this sphere that s he left her abiding mark. Like other 

'libe ra l' thinkers berare a nd after her, s he considered education the fi rst 

pre- req uisite ror emancipa tion, as one essayist has commen ted : "She was 

th e rorerunner of ou r modern sensibi lity , our contemporary awareness, of 

OUI' emancipated inte llect, not just the pioneer of the women's moveme nt 

alolle ... a f inest bloom of the Awakening in the Bengal. ,,23 But unlike the 

Renaissance libe rals , s he ventured into z.ones which criticiz.ed and tra ns-

cended liberal ideology. 

Like faiz unn css8. Rokeyu was born into a Zamindar ramily wh ere it was 

utll hinkab le tha t gil'ls would go to school. RokeYll herself reca lled: " I never 

entered the precinc ts or a girl's school or college What li ttl e I have Icornt 

was du e to my older brother 's love and ca re ..... 24 Ra keya's fathe r Zo hir

uddi n Abu Saber disapproved of Rokeya's learn ing Engljs h or Bengali. 13ul 

a rtcr nigh tfall she would take clandesti ne lessons by ca nd lelight rram her 

c ider brother. lIer e ld er s is ter Karimunn essa taught her the forbidden 

Den gali. llnd he r hus band Sakhawal gave lessons in Englis h. Karimunnessa. . 

23Abdul Mannan Syed, Begum Rokeya) (Bengali) , (Dhaka: Bangia 
Academy, 1983) , foreword. 

24s hatllsun na har Mahmud , RokcY8 Jibani, (Bengali ), (Life or Rokeya) , 
(Calcutta: 1937 , reprint. Dhaka: Bulbul Pub. House, 1987), p.J9 
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to whom Rokeya dedicated Molic/lu r Vol II, was herself a poet whose poetry 

never saw the lig ht of day. 

Turned out of house and home by her step daughter after her husb

nn d' s death. Rokeyn moved to Calcu tta and set up t he Sllk howat Memo rial 

Girls ' School on March II, 191 1 at IJ Waliulla tllnc in H small classroom , 

with eig ht gi ri s . The medium of instruct ion was Urdu and Rokeya lamented 

that even fourteen years a fter the founding of the school she was unable 

Lo open II Bengali section. This more t han anything reflects the Urdu ambi

ence of sharif cu lture in Bengal, particularly Calcutta. at least the last 

vestiges of it. Anwaro Bahar. who had lat er taught at Sakhawat Memorial 

he rsel f, recalled: "T he teachers in Our school were all native Ch ris tian . 

Anglo Indian, Hindu or of non-Bengali Muslim origi n. The on ly Bengali 

leacher was my aunt Oegalll fatemu Khanaltl.,,25 

The ' Benga licizMion' of the Calcutta sll8rif was to oCcur later, when 

following the new logic of things, they bowed out or acc ulturated to the 

changed socia l order. Bu t Rokeya had read the writin g on the wall. And 

she whose mother tongue was Urdu . saw to it that her other abiding 

legacy, i.c . her literary works. were executed in the language of the ris in g 

Mus Lim p rofess ional gent r y. Bengali - the language forged into its modern 

s hape by Vidyasagar, Bonkjm and Rabindra nath . 

The snutlI school in Waliulla Lane made grent advnnces despite social 

cens u re. nnd govern mental nonchalance. By 19 14 the number of s tudents 

had increnscd to 39. A letter from the school secreta r y Maulvi Sycd Ahmed 

Ali in The Mussullll8n, June 9, 1911, testifies that lhe enrollment from 

' respectable' ramilies was increasing, Ev ery year Rokeya added a c lass till 

Sak hawllt became 8 high school in 1931. When Falema Khanam came to teach 

25Anwara llahar Chowd hury, cited in Mohammad Shams u l AlulU . 1'.124 
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at Sakhawllt in 1927 she was the on ly Bengali bhlJdrolJlohila there. FatcnlB 

recorded her impressions: 

There is no comparison of the elderly widow (Rokeya) with anyone 

e lse with regard to her efforts for the useless women of the MusUm 

community. 1' he Ko ran , Engl is h, Bengali , Urd u, Persian, nursing, 

cooking, sew ing, etc. , - all the essent ials of a girl's education are 

imparted here bu t the Bengalis lag be hind. Of 114 girls only 2 are 

Bengali. 26 

Ro keya went from door to door, entreati ng guardians to send their female 

wards to her school , guaranteeing security and purdah by offer ing a 

covered t ransport for the girls . Students recall a ph8cton - g8rhi (ho rse 

drawn carriage) Bnd a motor b us, bot h covered with curtains or shutters 

draw n, which took t hem to school and brought t hem back. Rokeya often 

me llowed her bold formulation of women 's emancipation as laid down in her 

earlier works by incorporating popular religious sentiment when s he made 

pub lic addresses with regard to female edUcation and her school. Th us in 

her presi dentia l speec h at the 8engal Women's Education Con ference In 

1926, s he said: 

There are signs of awakening among our Hindu sisters who have 

made great advances but Mu sl im wornell Bre still engulfed in 

darkness ... The opponen ts of female educatiotl say that wometl will 

become wanton and unruly. Fie! They call themselves Muslims and 

ye t go against the basic ten ets of Islam which accords women a tl 

equal right to education. 27 

26See Fale rna ' s letter of March 8, 1927, to Ab ul Faz l, in M. Fatema 
Khanam, SWlIPtllrshi, preface. 

27Mrs R. S. Hossein, "Bangiyo Nari Shiksha 
Adhibhashan" , (Bengali), (Presiden tial Address 
Conference), Saogat, 5:10, Asharh, IJJJ. pp. 694-95 . 
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Though o rthodox quarters at tacked Rokeya wh e never they cou ld.28 s he 

did no t lac. k s upporters. Me n a nd women of the Bra hmo. lIindu a nd Mu s lim 

Communit y congratulated a nd e ncou raged her, Sometimes they provided 

direct ma ter ia l a nd moral S UPPO I·l. Libera l dailies a nd periodicals such ItS 

The MussuJIIUl n. Am rit LJ Baza r PIJcrika, MolJ8mmtl cli a nd Saogot, lauded her 

efforts. 

Rokeya gave leaders hip to one branch of the renaissance. Pragmatism 

and s ecularis m in place of s piritualis m, a s pirit of c ritical enq ui ry in place 

o f unqu estioning acce ptance of tradition - thes e we re the c harac teris tic or 

her thoug ht. In a recent s tudy, its au thor describes the s c hool in Calcutta 

as a link. howe ver frag ile, between the city based ' Ben gal Re na issa nce ' and 

the Mu s lim Commun ity, 29 Dut her work in the Muslim Community itself. 

was u nique. In tha t , firs t phRse of the '1Jllri jagoron', Rokeya's school was 

the inst itution from which were to soon emerge man y of the Mu s lim bh8dro

II/Ohi18. lI er school was bo th II sy mbol of women's agency a nd will, and a 

reali t y represen ting what the symbol s tood for. "T he generalion Rokeys' s 

school helped c rea te la ter left their indelible mark on the wOlllen' s 

awakening." JO 

Rokeya' s wo rk was carried on by Sha ms unna har Mahmud (1 908- 1964) -

writer, teacher, socia l worke r and 6 parliamentarian. Born in a n e nligh te ned 

family of Noakha li , her father was descended from Mun s hi Tamij ud din and 

his son faz lul Karim. The la tter was among the first generation of Bengali 

Mu s lim g ra dua tes. lI e r materna l grandfa ther Maulana Abdul Aziz was one of 

28The present researcher 's g ra ndmother, who s tudied a t Roke yn' s 
sc hool, recalled obliqu e ins inuations of loos e lIlo ra l character about those 
who s tudied there, by orthodox. members of society. 

29Mohammad Shams ul Alam, p.I IJ. 

JO Male kn Begum , Dlmg/or NaT; Andolen (Bengali) , (The wome n's 
movemen t in Bef1g~I), (Dhaka: University Press Ltd., 1989) p.79. 
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the founding members of the Musu llllan Suhrid Sammeloni. Nonetheless, her 

childhood was s pent in the strictest purdah in Chittagong. The difference 

was - t imes had c hllnged, a nd Nahar's perseve rance s ucceeded in getting 

her formal degrees. At nine s he was taken out of Dr. Khas tllgirs girls 

sc hool in ChiuI-Igong on grounds of purdah. Nahar reminisced: 

How great were the number of students in that vast ins titution -

and of these only three or four Muslims! ... Amiyamakha, revolu

tionary Kalpana Duu's elder sister, Des hpriyo Jat indro Mohon's 

s is ter - daughters of many illustrious families s tudied there ... I had 

gone upto class VI when ... r was taken ou t of school ... J1 

Nahar started her studies under a Hindu male tutor a t home. A t hick 

curtain separated them, to ensure purdah. Nahar passed the matricu lation 

examination with flying colours, and braced herself for college. Kazi Nazrul 

Islnm , rebel poet of Bengal, wrote her a st irrin g letter: 

I s us pect that whoever you r guardian may be, can not be touched 

by the 20th century enlightenment. Perhaps that is why you have 

to plead And \Veep to go to college.32 

Shamsun nll.har did get admitted to Diocesa n College in Calcutta. The figure 

of the burq~i-c1ad housewife - student (she had been married in t he 

meantime) was often 8 source of amusement for the relative ly marc 

cosmopolitan women of Calcutta in that classy inst itution . However, 

Shamsunnnhar s urprised everybody by securing the 20th place among the 

s tud en ts who had appeared fo r the t.A. examina tion under Calcutta 

Universi ty in 1928. Shamsu nnahar passed her B.A. with distinct ion in 1932 

J IShamsunnahar Mahmu d, "Ami Jokhon Chhatri Chhi la lil'. (Bengali), 
(When I was a studen t ), in Varsb8vlw;, Calc utta, 1357 BS, c ited by Shahida 
Parveen , Begum Sharns unnal1ar. 

320uoted 
(Bengali), (AS 
p.80 

in Shamsunnahar Ma hmud, Nazrulke 
1 ha ve seen Nazrul), (Calcutta: Nabajug 
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and was accorded a civic reception by Rokeya' s I1njumon-i-Khaw8teCtJ-i

Islam in the same year. In her address, Rokeya hailed Na har's passing the 

B.A. examination llS an honour for women a nd prayed that more women 

would follow Na ha r's footsteps.:):) By 1940 Lady Brabourne College had 

been founded in Calcutta an d Shamsunnahar accepted the post of teac he r 

in Bengali at the college. In 1942, while World War II was raging in Europe 

and Bengal itself was in the throes of the ~Quit India' Movement, Shamsun

nahar, whose heart had been set on obLa inin g the d eg r ee, appeared for the 

Mas ter' s examination as a private candidate once more: " I was writing while 

the ac tivists were engaged in confrOnLing the police downstairs . Tremors 

went th rough the university building as they chanted their s IOg(\Os. "J4 

The cond ition of women of the MusLim middle clas s was portrayed by 

Nnzrul in anot her leuer to Shaffis unnanahr: 

The women in our land have 8 lamentable fate so many ... whither 

away before bloom under the care that s ociety a nd home heap upon 

them. They are held prisoners by the needs of the home and 

hear th (ghar). The wall will not crumble unless women revolt.3S 

Shams unnahar was one of Rokeya's earliest discip les and allies and helped 

her with her s chool and the AnjunlstJ, in calcutta. 

TII B DHAKA SCENE 

Early Schools in Dhaka 

While thes e momentous eve nts were taking place in Calcutta and to a less 

3JCited by Anwara Cahar, 'ShamsutJnahar Mahmucf, (Bengali), Bangia 
Academy, Dhaka, 1987, p.20. 

J4StHlnlsunnahar Ma hmu d, "Ami Jokhon Chhatri", c ited in Sha hida 
Parveen, Degum SlIamsunna hal', p.26 

35Kazi Nazru l Is lam, cited in Anwara 8ahar. ShnmsuntJ8har. p.2S. 
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s pectacula r extent. in CO lllilla. Dhaka was experiencin g its own upheavals 

in the fi e ld of female ed ucation. As in Calcutta missionaries were act ive in 

the ma tter of femal e education in Dhaka a lso. Tn 1824 the r e was a girls' 

school in Dhaka 'The Christian female school' run by Mrs. Char les Leonard. 

The sc hool was c losed down in 1826 nfler her s udd en death. This a nd other 

schools in Eas t Dengal were run by the Serampore Mission. T he Na randiya 

School s larted with 30 girls. Muddarba ri School in Chittagong had 50 girls 

and went up to the 3rd and 4t h classes. T he s tudents were most ly under 

six. Anot her one al MUfadpur had stud ents who were 10 LO 17 years Old. 

The re was 8 sc hool at Dhaluadigi. Zenana c lasses were also held at lIIany 

boy's schools a nd psthshslss. 

In 1876 Dr. Annada Charan Khas tagir, es tabli s hed a middle English Girls 

School in Chittagong. Tn 1907 his son-i n- law transformed it into Dr. Khas ta

gir Gi r l's Hig h School, a noted institut ion in East Bengal, where many dau

ghters of illu st rious fam il ies co rne to study . My mens in g h had a rich history 

in female education from t he 1860s onward ; Alexander Duff Girls ' School 

(probably la ter renamed Bidyamoyee) attracted large numbers of gi rl s eage r 

for education. Local zamindars were Hl o very active in this cu ltu ra ll y 

advanced area, a nd founded gi rls ' sc hools on private initiative. 

Normal Schools 

Seeing that interest in female education was st rong in Dhoka, Mr Mart in. 

Inspecto r of sc hools for the south-east, asked the govern ment to set up 

8 female norma l sc hool in 1862. After some de liberation the Governmen t of 

Ind ia sanctioned "the establishment, exper imentally for o ne year of a 

Norma l School a t Dacca for the training of Na tive School Mistresses."J6 

36Government of India to Go vernment of Britain, 23 Marc h 1863, Bengn l 
Ed uca tiotl Consulta tions, XV, 70, Marc h 1863, 140. cited in Sha rif Uddin 
Ahmed. pp.70, 88, n.79. 
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Conseq uently, o n II May 1863, the first govern men t Fema le NormAl 

School was opened in Dhaka with 16 s tudents mos t o r them Daifagi by caste 

as high cas te Hindu girls were s tiB educated a t home. Initially the sc hool, 

loca ted at Sutrapur, was a s uccess; but in the end it "proved too ra r 

ahead of it s time,,37 and had to c lose down in 1872 after prod ucing 17 

train ed teachers. 

Encou raged by the government 's efforts local Bra hmos lcd by notab les 

such as Di nonath Sen, Abhay Dutt a nd Kaliprsanna opened their own female 

sc hool the Antal1pur Stree Shiksha Sabha in 1870. The government p rovided 

an annual gra nt of Rs . 150 fo r the Sabha. 38 This was t he school Mary 

Carpenter had ins pected on her t r ip to Dhaka. In 1876, s he observed at 8 

public address in London: 

I proceeded to Dhaka where I had reason Lo know tha t 8 g rea t 

work was goi ng on . Here an adult school has been es tablis hed 

which was a ttended by 8 number of the wives of native gentlemen 

anxious to advance the cause of remale edu cation. No othe r school 

of the kind exis ts in India ... 39 

Musulman su hrid SnmmiJani 

In 1883 1I group of young) Dhaka progressives founded an association for 

the education o r women within the andnrma hal s imilar to the government 

l1ided projects of z enana education which became quite popula r a t the time. 

The Sllmmilani which was in pla in words 8 s mall voluntary association 

37sharif Uddi n Ahmed, p. 71 

J8Ad inath Sen, Swargiyo Dinon8th Sener Jiboni 0 Tatkalin Purbobong", 
vol 1. (Bengali)) (The life of lale Dinanath Sen a nd Contempora ry Eas t 
Ben ga l), (Calc utta: 1948), pp.145 -146 

390acc8 Gazette, Monday Augus t 14 , 1876, Cited In Adinath Sen) pp. 
145-146 
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epitomized the ambiva lence of the situat ion with regard to female education 

among the middle class in the community. On the one hltnd. there were all 

the st rictu res of purdnh wh ich no sel r-respecting Muslim would care to 

violate; on the other , there was the example of the I3rahmo comm unity and 

the inviting prospect of being 'modern' with all it s e mphases on female 

emancipation and the raising or women's status. The Sammi/8ni was one of 

the myriad responses being devised by t he 'natives' in their colonial 

encounter. It was a compromise between a traditional Ilndarma/18/ ed ucation 

and a 'modern' institutionalized one - an association which, along with its 

preceptors stood halfway between the old road and the ncw. I n this lay 

the significance of this otherwise small , if unu sua l, association. 

A group of s tudents mostly from Dheka College - Abdul Majid, Abdul 

Aziz. Fazlul Knrim, Bazlur Rahim and lIemayetuddin - decided to found a 

small vo luntary association with the grandiose aim (as was the wonl of 

those inspired by reformist zeal in those days) of regenerating the mo ri

bund Muslim society . Though this was the original aim of the Sammilani, in 

its yearly repo rt for 1883 it was s tated: ", .. for the time being this 

association will devote itse lf to the spreed and development of fem ale 

educat ion in the Mu s lim community.,,40 The associa tion drew up a sy llabu s 

correspondin g to the one in the Cnlculta University llnd distributed it in 

the IIndarm8118/ along with books. Private tutions were provided; girls 

stud ied in the privacy of their homes and took the examinations. Results 

(e.g 'promotions ' ) were handed out. Abdul Aziz's wife Rabeya Khatun and 

lIemayetuddin's wife Hasins Khotun were promoted from the 4th to 5th class 

in this manner. A total of 37 students from Dhaka, Derisel, Mymensingh and 

Ca1culta, took the examinations conduc ted by the Sam miloni in Urdu a nd 

40Ciled by Muntasir Manlu n, "Unish Satake Purbo Danger Sabha 
Samiti" I (Bengali), (Associations and meetings in nineteenth cen tury Ea ·t 
Benga!), Dhaka vislVobidyalay Patrika, December 1983, p.101. 
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Bengali. Thirty-three candidates passed . The organization functioned well 

till 1887 and ceased to exist in 1905. 

Eden Girls' School a nd College 

As ment ioned aoove, Dhaka had been expe riencing its own cou rse of moder

nization and refo rm. The foundin g of the first formal school Ed en Female 

school, named after the Lt. Governor o f Bengal, Ashley Eden. was a mile

s tone in women's educat ional history in thi s period . School records do not 

exis t and the school itse lf was later merged with Ka mrunnessa in the fir s t 

half of thc twcntieth century. for the origins of the school, one has to go 

back to the times when t he loca l residen ts of Dhaka, specia lly the Brahrnos. 

were making their experi ments in female education. One of the first endea

vou rs was the Antahpur Slliksha Sabha or Zenana Educa tion Socie ty . Under 

the auspices of S/)ubha Sadhilli Sab lla (philanthropic society), a Femulc 

Adult School was founded in lS73, which WlIS attended mainly , though not 

exc lusivcly , b)· Br6hmo g irls. This was the school Mary Carpen ter had insp

ected. Encouraged by Miss Carpenter's report, the government of Bengal 

asked the Philanthropic Society if Ano thcr gi rl s ' school could be set up in 

Dhaka. In response the Dhaka Bruhmos, led by Nabakanta and BrajAsu ndar 

Mitra , proposed to convert their Fema le Adult Sc hool into a girls' sc hool 

which W8S formally opened in June 1878. Within mon ths the fo unders deci

d ed to hand over the management to the government under the new name 

of 'Eden Female Sc hool' 8S appreciation for the Lieutenant Governor , Ashley 

Eden's interest in the matter of female education in Dhaka. "The commil-

tee' s proposals we re accepted and so in September 1878, the now famous 

Government controlled Eden Girls' School came into exi s tence.,,41 Another 

410engal Education Consu ltations, 11 54, September 1878, 135-36: also 
Dhaka Prakash, 17 Ohadrs 1285/Sepl. 1 1878; cited in S harif Uddin Ahmed, 
Dacca: A Study in Urban lfistory and Development, (London: Cur ZO n Press. 
11 986), p.72 (foo tnote n.86) . 

187 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter IV 

source, a lso citcs 1878 as the year in whic h "Ashley Eden established n 

Middle Ver nacu lar sc hool for girls in Dhaka".42 

The school was founded in Lakshmibazar (in old Dhaka). T he 88f1/abodh

ini P8lrika of Ma rch 1880 (no. 182) contin ued a discussion on female cdu

ca t ion and s tated that ou t of 153 s tu dents at Eden in 1880, on ly one was 

Muslim . In 1911 the number of Mu sl im girls rose to 25 ; there were 209 

Hindus and 8 Christians, 1 Parsee. 1 Eurasian. In 1896-97, Eden Femu le 

School was a Vernacular school, onc of the six High Schools for gi rls ill 

Bengal. Of these only Bethune Sc hool in Calc utta an d Eden School in Dhaka 

were maintained by the Depa rtment of Education.43 'rhi s was the first 

government secondary school for gi rls in the region a nd was to remain so 

for a long t ime. The education report of 1896-97 s tated that Eden had DO 

gir ls an d "passed one at the matriculation" .44 At the time the Sixth Quin

quennial Review (1907-19 12) was being compiled, Bengal had 24 English 

secondary schools for girls . It was reported that the province of Eastern 

Bengal and Assam "possesses a very excellent high school at Dhaka with 

training classes and 8 boarding house,,45, meaning Eden School. 

Akhtar Imam (b. 1911), an emi nent s tudent of Eden Girl's School and 

College, g ives n vivid pic tu re of t he school in her memoir 'Eden T lJeke 

42Hashmat Ar8, " Itihasher Bandhur Path Periye Dipali Halo 
Kamrunnessa", Dainik Desh, June 2 1, 1989. T he founding of the school in 
1878 is a lso mentioned by S.M. Ali in "Education and cult ure in Dhaka 
during tbe Last Hundred Years" in Muhammad Shahidullall Felici tation 
Volume, Enamul Hu q (cd), (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Banglades h, 1966) . 

43 Progress of Educarion in India 1892-9J 1896-97, Third 
Quinq uennial Review, (London : Darling and Sons. 1898) . p.J04. 

44 ibid ., p.304. 

45 Progress of EduCBtion in India, 1907 - 1912. Sixth Qui nquennial 
Review, Vol 1, by H. Sharp C. I.E., (Calc utta: Superintendent of Gove rnme nt 
Printing, 1913), p.211. 
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Bethune ', She trnces the s tory of Eden from the 1920's to the c lose of the 

1940's when it was loca. ted at Suddu rg hll t in 'Old Dhaka', Accordi ng to 

government reports the sc hool was 'miserab ly ho used ' a nd the teachjng 

tbelow the proper ma rk'; bu t lhe townspeople ce rtainly looked up to it. ""r5 

Imam reminisces: 

The Rlimayall8 a nd MahabhartHa were read as tex ts from the very 

lower c lasses. We would enjoy the s to ries of Ram a nd Ravana, Si ta's 

exile, the battle of KUruks hetra, .. In writin g of those days in Eden , 

lost forever, the names of so many fo rmer Mus lim s tu dents come to 
. d 46 my nun .. , 

Mrs Imam provides a s izab le list (but no dates) of women who s tudied a t 

Eden in the ear ly pa rt of this century dnd became eminen t personalities 

later on a nd contributed to the wome n's ed ucational movement in Bengal. 

Alta(unnessa, Mrs Imam's aIde .. s ister. did her B.A. rrom Bethune and 

worked variously as School lnspectress, Headmist ress of Calcutta Female 

Training School, etc. Mrs Jahal1ara Haider passed Matricula tion examination 

with di s tinct ion from comiJla Faizunnes5a Girls' High School in 19)3 lind 

came to s tu dy at Eden college. Ja hanara, who li ke many other Mu slim 

women at that time observed s trict purdah and never forsook the burqo, 

s tudied Englis h at Bethune (Mrs Imam refers to herselr nnd Jahanara as 

t he first two Muslim women gndu8tes with Honours). Rabeya Khtl tun came 

from Rajs hahi to study at Eden and later went on to Bethune. She worked 

os headmis t ress at several schools and was the first principal of the 

Female Training College at Mymensi ngh. Khodeja Khatun of Bogra made her 

carcer as an educationist , retiring as principal of Eden College. Maleka 

Akhtar Bano, who studied with Mrs Imam in school , was one of the pioneers 

among women studyi ng Science. Later s he obtained 8 PhD from U.K. and 

46Akhtar Imam, 
Bethune) , (Dhaka: the 

Eden theke 
author, 1990) 

Bethune, 
p.1 7 
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worked as professor of Chem is try at Eden Girls ' CoHege for man y years. 

The list is 10 ll g and includes the na llles of Afsarunncss8., Sitara Begum, 

Jllms hedunnessa, L..u tfun nessa Zoha, Zobaida Kha tun , t.u lu Bilquis Bano, Nur 

Jaha n Begum, Laila Arjun1and Ba no - a ll who studied at Eden and late r 

bui lt up careers as writers, ed uca tionis ts, ed itors or artists . About the role 

of Eden Girls' school and college, Akh ta r Imam commented : 

It would not be wrong t o say tha t many of Ben gal ' s unfavou red 

fe mole POI)u lol ion , who ha ve s ubsequent ly crossed the barriers of 

s upeJ'stition a nd ignorance - have dared to tread the path blazed 

by the women whose na lli es I have mcn lioned.47 

Mrs Imam looks up to Fazilatun nessR Zoha ( 1905-76) , firs t Mus lim woman in 

the reg ion to ob tain a Mas ter' s in Mathematics, as a model for women of the 

time. She passed her matricu lation exami nation f ro m Eden Sc hool with flyin g 

colours in 1921. Afte r completi ng her Bac helo r' s from Bethune College ill 

Calcutta, she came to stud y Mathematics at Dhaka Universi ty (found ed in 

1921). Nazrul islam himself wrote a poem in her honour. Nas irudd in , the 

editoJ' of SlIoga( arranged 8 recep tion fo r Pazila tunnessa in Calcu tta , after 

he r M.A . result . disregarding the opposition put up by the orthodox quar

ters whic h did not want a woman to be accorded a "public" recep tion . The 

event described by Nas i r uddin illu strated the incompatibility between the 

progressive-liberal and t he conservative- orthodox groups tha t had deve

loped. Fazilatun nessa also chose education as a career. S he was the head 

of the Department of Mathematics at Bethun e College in Calcu tta. a nd later 

its Vice-Principal. "It was 8 rore honour for a Musl im woman to become 

Vice-Principal in II premier educationa l ins titution in those days.,, 48 In 

1947 her family opted for Pakis tan a nd I~az itatu nncssa came to Dhaka and 

47 Ak htar Imam, ibid . p.2) 

48t\khtar Imam. ibid, p.l? 
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look over the charge of ~den Coll ege ns its pr incipal. 

Duulatunnessa Khatun (b.1918) had a somewhat different career from all 

the women mentioned here. Married at a very early age, she went to Eden 

Gir ls' School till 1930 at which point s he had join her hu s band ' s family in 

Gnibandha. Daulatunnessa, however, purs ued her s tudies in private and 

ultimately obtained the B.A. degree. But her abiding contribution was the 

example she set by joining in t he nationalis t struggle aga in st the Britis h, 

one of the few Mus lim women who were ab le to do so. Daulalunnessa o rgan

i zed women's S8111iLis (associations ) in Gaibandha which carried on the wor k 

of Gandhi and his "civi l di sobedience" movement, in remote villages of 

Benga l. She was only fourteen at th e time, but s he had decided tha t it was 

he r tas k to work among the women or rural Bengal. People gathered fro m 

far and wide to hear her speak. At this junctu re the wornen's movement 

had been co-opted by the nationalist s tru ggle and however faint the light 

Daulatunnessa carried the torch of the political s truggle into the Mu s lim 

nndnrmahol. She also wrote [lovels and s hort s to ries. 

Li ln N{lg und Fnzi latunncssa paved the way for women entrants to 

Dhaku Universi ty . Anothe r milestone was the appointment of Koru Ka na 

Gup ta as 8 teacher in the Departme nt of History in 1935. She became the 

rirs l woma ll to receive an appoin tme nt at Dhaka University. These events 

opened a new cha pler in the his tory of women's education in the region 

find larger number of girls s tepped out of lhe 8ndar to pu rsue s tudies . By 

the c lose of the 1930's middle c lass Mus lim famiHes were s ending their 

remale wards to educational in s titutions. 

The Abidi ng Contribution of Dipoli Sang ha 

The s tory of Dhaka's educational history wilt no t be comple te without R 

s um mary of Lila Nag's act ivities through the Dipali Sangha, All said and 
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donc, Eden was a n 'e lite' insti tution with governmental patronage and 

Orilish principtt ls (Mrs Alfonso , Mrs Wills). Oy the s e cond decade of the 

twentieth Century , political events in India had given birth to a n anti

Britis h, na t ionalist movement as well as a more c landes tine 'terror i!'it ' 

movement [limed fit the overt hrow or the Raj. As expected the Hindu/l3 rahmo 

section of Bengal took the lend in these movemen ts while the lI1ajority o f 

Muslims , laggi ng behind in the race ror education Hnd government jobs . 

kept a caut ious distance. occasionally joining in. However, the point to be 

considered here is thRt the nationalist s truggle had co-opted the women's 

1ll0VClnent in Bcngal, and the s trug g le had created a new sel of atlitudes 

and goals which looked ror more na tio nalist ic modes o r education. 

In 1905 the Swadcshi movement was launc hed to protest against the 

partition or Bcnglli . secret revolutionary socie ties were also forrued. By the 

1920's activ ities or the radical lYing of the movemen t were in full s wing. III 

Dhaka, members of revolutionary societies such as AnusIJilffn and JUglltl t lJT 

Snmiri. began to con~emplate the state of fema le education. There was prac

tically no s chool for girls during the period, save Eden which they felt 

adhered to British ideals and interests. "Nationalist Hindu/Brnhmo and 

middle c lass families did not gel much chance to selld their girls to these 

sc hools and were also not i nclined to . .. 49 

Under these circumstances, Lila Nag, founder of Oipali Sangha, with the 

help o f her co-ac t ivists. established four gir l's school in Dhaka between 

the years 1920-28: 

- Dipali 1, soon to become K811lrUnneSS8 Gi.rls' School 

- Dipali 2, presen t day Bangia Bazar Girls' School 

- Nari S hiksho Mandir, p rese n t day Shcr-e-Bllngla School 

4911ashmat l\1'a , "Itihaser " . • 
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- PUrana Pultan Girl 's Sc hool 

Dipali SchooJ-1 was founded sometime around 1924. Lila Nag realized the 

urgent need fo r n Muslim Girls' school and star ted working behind the 

scenes to help t ran s form it inlo Kamrunnessa. 

The s tory goes that KhwlIjo Ahsa n ullah, Nawub of Dhaka. hud four 

wives, One of whom was named Kamru n nessa.SO (She was said to be of 

foreign origin. her fathe r a jockey at t he Ram na Race Course in Dhaka) . 

Kamrunnessa gave birth to three daughters , Meher Bano, Peri Bano, and 

AktHr Bnno. Aktar a s pirited woman divorced her debauched husband to 

lead 1\ life of independen ce looking after her estates. Her trusted helping 

hand and ad visor was a Hi ndu lawyer probably called Jogesh Chandra who 

was injured in an accident and succumbed to his injuries . Saddened by the 

death of her tru ~ted friend, Aktar Bano donated the land where her orricc 

was s ituated to the Ram Kris hna Mission for a temple. More s ignificant from 

the point of view of fema le educa tion s he also donated a piece of land for 

Oipali Sa ng ha 's schools , s tipulating that o ne of these be renamed after her 

mother Kamr unnessa. Thu s Kamrunnessu Girl's school came in lo being in 

1924, 50 odd yei.lrS after Faizunnessa found ed her school in Camilla and 13 

years after Rokeylt es tablished hers . By now girls f rom res pectable Mus lim 

families were begin ning to attend school in larger numbers. Faizunnessa 

and Sn khawal had loosened the hard attitudes to an appreciable extent. 

From L926 to 194 2 Mrs Sujnt6 Ray (wife of 01' . S.N. Ray, professor of 

English at Dhaka University) s teered the for tunes of Kllm ru nnessn through 

the non-cooperation movement a nd clos ure of Government fund s . In 1947 

it was declared a Gove rnment school with Mrs. Will s in charge as headmis

tress. In 1949. Anwara Ba har , who hod taught at Sa khuwut and Bidyamoyec 

5° J-l ashmat Afll, "I tihaser ... " and the present researcher's Interview 
wi t h Mrs . Surwar Khan, granddaughter of Peri Bano. 
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in Mymen s ingh, was appointed Headmistress of Kamrunnessa school. Anwura 

was f'lltema KhfLn ll m'S niece and J-Iab ibullah Bohar's wife. 

The cou rse of the his tory of female emancipatio n thu s sometimes con ta i

ned s urprises. Such was the ac tion of Aktar Dana 's refu s ing the convenlio

oal fate of the Begum with a debauched landed a ristoc rat for a husba nd, 

o r donatin g land for a temple and a school, or ad minis tering her ow n es t

ates. Such was the case a lso of her widowed s ister Peri Ba no who ret reated 

to Calcutta, the epicentre of culture and modern education in Bengal. far 

from the cons t ricting trad itions of the illu s trious Nawab fami ly , Peri llano 

not only s ucceeded in educating he r son . her daughter Zulckha Buno ( 1904 

-1974) was a lso adrnilted to Diocesan School in CalcuLta. Zu likhn sec ured the 

Bachelor of Ar ts deg ree in sansk rit f rom Calcutta Uni ve rs ity in 1927, with 

a firs t c lass. Zu likha lIlay be reckoned Illnong the fi r s t few Bengal i Muslim 

female graduates. though the anomaly was thal her c hild ren, true to the 

cus tom of t he Nawab family, cou ld not s peak good Bengali. Zulikhl1' s daugh

t er rem inisced : "Where we could no t s peak proper Benga li, o ur mot her 

wo uld oftell recite Sans krit ve rses. ,,5 1 Zuli kha married Gh ula m Murs hed, 

a n offi cer in the Indian Civil Serv ice. and ente red a lifc of q\liet domes

tici ty. But somehow the fam ily reverted to t rad itional prac tice (thou gh 

Chulam Murshed was not of the Nawilb family) and Zulikha's daugh ter did 

not receive the samt kind of formal, institulional education £Is her mothcl 

though s he WllS give n a vcry good educa tion in home. 

Ntlri Shiks/lII M(lndir, es tabliShed by Lila Na g in 1928 a ft e r the founding 

of Kamrunllc~sn llnd Bangl llbflznr us part of the Dipali sc heme, functions 

toduy as Sher-e-Bangla girl' s Sc hool. The school Wa S loca ted in the aris to

cratic Ranki n Street (Wari) of Dhaka and classes s tarted wi t h three young 

s tud ents und e r the s hade o f a lree. But it soon began to flou ris h and t he 

511nterv iew with Mrs . Sarwaf Khan, Dhaka. JUlie 3, 199 1. 
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sc hool had to be tran sferred to the huge building donated by Mahoraj 

KUUJud Chandra Singh of Shusong. 'Nuri S hiks ha' was soo n t ransformed into 

A hig h sc hool. F rom 1932- 1948 its administration was in the able ha nd s of 

Ushurani. Lila Na.g, who played a crucial ro le in the spread of fema le edu

calion in Eas t Oengal, usually kept herself behind the scene, b ut it was at 

Na ri Shiksha Mnndir that s he directly assumed the role o f headmis t ress. 

Perhaps , for thi s reason, it was a s chool with a difference - closes t to the 

concept o f an Ash ram. It had provis ions for young Hindu widows. 

t n those decades t here were a few other g i rls ' schools in Dhaka and 

its vicinity - some run on lucal ini tiative , some partially aided by th e 

government or municipa l bod ies. The Morga n Girls ' Sc hool was fou nd ed in 

1910 a t NaraYlInganj by Mr Morgan, the then Chairman of the Nl.l rayanga nj 

Mun icipality. lie also secured It monthly grant of Rs .300 for the sc hool a nd 

th e pa t ronage of the local commissioners. The school sti ll run clio ns today 

as 'The Morgan Gi rls ' I-lig h St: hool. 

A lesser school was the Pos ta Gi rls sc hool founded sometime in thc 

cu rl y 19205. It was about to be abandoned when with the encouragement 

of the then school inspectress Mrinalini Sen, M. fatema Khan revived t he 

moribund sc hool next to her house at 88 Urdu Road in old Dhaka. Fatema 

worked th ere till 1926 and the sc hool wnS said to have been in exis tence 

till 1947. 

Fa riduddin Siddiky, Zumindar of Boljadi (near Dha ka) , fou nded « prim

a r y school for girls a t 8echara rn Deuri in Dhaka in 1932. lI e had been 

inspired by Maula Baks h, Ass t. Director for edUcation in Bengal who had 

a p pealed to the lenders in Mu s li m society to take up the issue of female 

education. Abdul Khaleq, Abdul Latif, and Dr . Bulbul. took the initiative in 

improvi ng what was then know n as the Mu slim Oirls' School at Decharam 

Deuri (now the Anwara Begum Gir ls' Hig h School). However, t he contribution 

of a s ingle lad y called Us tad Amma in th e success of th is school was memo-
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rable . 'Us tad Amma' (mot her-Teacher) alios Sufia Khatun would travel long 

distances to co llect little girls unu se t them down in n makeshift CI6SS. Like 

Rokeya s he went f!'Olll door to door soliciting sc holars.52 The school was 

founded in the year of Rokc.ya 's dcuth a nd function s to this day. 53 

A College fo r Mus tim Girls 

Even though as late as 1909 Khan Bahadur Abdul Jabbar, member of the 

Legis lative Council , objected to the establishment of a school for Mu s lim 

gir ls,by the fourth decade of the century, attitudes had cha nged graduully 

a nd 0 seeton of the community felt the need for higher female education. 

In 1936, ror instance, of the 1095 girls altending the various colleges in 

Culcutlu, 867 were Hindu and 37 were Muslim.54 

Shais tn Ikramullah who had described her mother's t radi tional education 

wrote about her own: "In 1927 my going to an Englis h school was looked 

upon wilh much disfavour and yet by 1947 every gir l of good family was 

goi ll g to school. What my father had said had come. to pass . .. 55 What her 

fat her (0 government servant himself) had roreseen wa.s that by the 1940s 

Mu s lim women or Calcu tta would be participating in the process of moder

nization us the Brnhmo and Hindu wo men had done seve ral decades berore. 

In 1939 the Bengal Government, then under the minis try of Fazlul Huq, 

found ed The Lady Brabourne College for girls in response to the c lafl10ur 

or th e Mu slim community. Sir John Woodhead laid the rounda tion stone on 

52This Ustad Amma was probably the same person mentioned by inter
viewees de~cribing t he Dhaka scene in the 20s and 305. 

53Hashruat Ara, Dainik Desh, June 24, 1990 

54J • S. Salik, "Muslim Girls' College - The Purdah Years " , in Mnya Dull 
(ed), Lady Brabourne College Palrika/L8dy Brnbourne College Golden Jubi
lee Volume, (BengaU/Engl ish), (Calcutta: Maya Dutt, 1989), p.23. 

55 1kramulill h, p.J4. 
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August 26. 1939 - on 8. spacious plo t in Park Ci rcus where the college 

moved in 1941 fro m a rented premise. The college named arLer the wife o f 

the late gove rnor of Bengal, was initia ll y meant for Mu slim girls but soon 

opened it s doors to non- Mu s lim gir ls . The hostel. however. was reser ved 

fOf the fOfmer. The monthly fec was Rs.4. There were t wo-ycOI' scholar

s hips of Rs. IO for Muslim girls. After 1947, t he hostel opened its doors for 

all creeds. 56 

Classes for Intermediate Arts s tarted on July 25 . 1939, with J5 Mus lim 

girlsj but soon pupils of other communities were admitted due to lack of 

.s ufficient enrollmen t. Ju s t prior to Independence in 1947, there we re 152 

pupils of whom 120 were Muslims. Miss F.E. Grose was appointed principal. 

Members of its governing body included Begum lIamida Monten ML C, Mrs 

Fara Bano Khllnu m MLA, Mrs ilasina Murs hed MBA MLA, and Miss S.B Gupta. 

The founda tion s taff consis ted of nine teuchers among whom wer e: Miss 

Stella Bose (English); Rama Choudhury (PhilosophY)j Snigdhaprov8 Mitra 

(Mathematics): Shoffisunnahar Mahmud (Bengali): and Fatema Deg um (Urdu). 

MI LESTONES 

The Britis h Government 's po licy toward fe male education was proclaimed for 

the first time in wood's Education Despatch of 1854. Despite Dalhousie's 

inclinatio n toward female education and the Des patch which made various 

recommenda tions and pledged gO\'crnmenta l support, the upris ing of 1857 

ucted as a setback. However, on the basis of the Despatch, J . Ha lli day, 

Governor of 8engal, promis ed to aid Vidyasagar in his scheme for setting 

u p girls' schools . Unfortunately, due to the government's railure to s anc

tion fund s, Ha ll idoy could nOt live up to his commitment. The subsequent 

56see Maya Dutt (ed), Lady Brabourne College Pal r jklJ, ror a history 
of t he college. 

\ 97 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapte r IV 

Stanley Despatch of 1859 did no t help motters much either. S7 

However , the establishment of municipal boards wns nn impetus to 

female ed ucation as it enab led these bodies to promote schemes for girls' 

schools. etc. , in conju ll ction with local residents. The 8al/wvodllini Patrika 

in its August (187J) issue published an article on female: education based 

on the Report on Ule Progress of Education in Bengnl 1871-72. There were 

at the time 110 government aided and 14 non- aided girls' schools in Cal

cutta . A tota l of 732 s tudents, of which 58 were Muslim, attended these 

schools •. The Patrika published a nother article on female education in 

March 1880 which stated thal of the I SJ s tudents at Eden School in Dhakn, 

only onc was Mus\jm. 

In 1882 an Education Commission was constituted under the chairman-

ship of W.W. Hunter. to review the situation. The commission mode Somc 

significant recommendations regarding female education: Municipal and other 

local authorities were asked to deploy fund s for giris'schools as they saw 

rit. The government was a lso asked to consider the economic and social 

constraints of the local populace in sending their female wards to sc hool. 

and to adapt and adjus t its education grants policy accordingly. Scholar

ships of various categories were recommended so that guardiAns would not 

feel the economic burden of sending girls to school. The text and Syllabi 

needed to be revised and readjus ted to real needs. Some residential facili

ties and increased sup ply of female teachers were al so to be considered. 

Zenana education whereby purdah-n8sin girls could be imparted a secular 

type of ed uca tion within the (Inda.rmaha i/antClhpur by qualified teachers . 

57See Sharifa Khatun. "Adhunik Shiksha 0 Unish Shoto ker Banglur 
Nari samaj", (Bengali) , (Modern education a nd female education in the 
nine teenth century), in Mohammed Moniruzzaman (cd), Muhammed EnamuJ 
lIuq St//8mk Oranth8. (Bengali») (Muhammad Enamul lIuq Memorial Vo lume) , 
(Dhaka: Asiatjc Society of Banglades h, 1985) . 
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shou ld be encouraged.58 Zenana agencies set up by local res idents (or 

missionaries) were to be aided if possible. The commission also recommended 

the appointment of school inspectresses in a greater number. The govern

ment of Bengal tried to implement the recommendations of the Hunter Com

mission fi S best it COUld. "On the whole one may say , some of the provi

sions were implemented, while others were not. ,,59 

In 1881-82, there were 1015 girls' s chools in Bengal, attended by 0. tOla l 

of 81,349 femnle s tudents. Government assistance for schools camC in vari

ous forms. Some schools were maintained by the Department of Education. 

or by District or Municipal Board s ; some specially those run by miss ions 

received grouts-in-aid, and others were unofficially patronized by local 

governillent officinls. 

In 1886-87 the rate of attendance nt schools in Benglll was 25.85 per 

cent of the totlll popUlation of boys of sc hool- going age. The rate for girls 

was a mere 0.91 per cen t. tn 1899-1900, these fates in c reased to 28.9 Clnd 

1.9 respecti vely - rather a modest improvement in 12 years. In the period 

1892-97 there were three Arts Colleges for girls in Bengal - Bethune, 

Lorelo Ilouse and La Martinierc - all at Calcutta, with a tota l enrolment of 

JJ students. 60 Only two of the s ix high schools for girls in Bengal were 

directly maintained by the Depnl"tment of Educat ion - viz 'The Bethune 

Collegiate School' in Calcu t ta and 'The Eden Female School' in Dha ka. 

Reason~ for the backwardness of females in educatio ll were manifold, 

58under 'Zenana education' system, us ually elde rly women, missionary 
Of otherwise, went into the lJnrahpur to teach women arithmetic, geography , 
sewing, health scien ce, etc., and prepared them to take the school examina
tions at various levels, as 'private ca ndidates', 

59Sharifu Khatun, "Adhunik Shiksha .. . ", p.297. 

60 Progress of Ed ucation in Indi a, 1892-93 to 1896-97, Th i rd Quin
quenni111 Review, p.JOJ. 
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There was no economic incentive to educate girls of the middle class bec

au se they were never expec ted to e nter wage work and earn their liv in g. 

In fac t it was thought they would be more productive at home. Ideologica l 

barriers were liS s trong. Once educated women might not be disposed to 

fulfil their ro le within the home. It might also compromise purdah and 

jeopardize chastity. Child marriage and lack of fema le teachers were ot he r 

con s trai nts The government' s uneven a nd ca utious policies also comprised 

a mojor facto r in negligence though simul taneously it was government init i

ative that had promoted female ed ucation in many areas. Grants and scho

lars hips were provided to g ir l' s schools, co-educatio n a t the primary leve l 

as reco mmend ed by t he Report, met with some success. Ad vances were not 

mod e in the maller of fem ale teachers. however. Though earlier reports had 

indicated seclus ion and early marriage as chief deterrents to female educa

tion, J . S. Colton in the Third Quinquennial Review emphasized the o ther 

fac to rs cited above: (The report meant the upper primary level) 

The absence of 8n adequate supply of fema le teachers. and the 

socia l objec tion to the employ ment of women in remun erative work, 

seem to be more potent obstacles in lhe advanceme n t of female 

education thun the system of ear ly ma rriage or the seclu s ion or 

females from public guze ... 61 

The Repo r t 011 Public Instruction ror 1881-82 had illust rated that few 

Mu sl im girls reached t he mid dle stage, and that s till held true ror seve ra l 

decades to comc. 

'1' he cens us of India 1901 provides ample info rma tion on the s t8Le of 

education in t he province. It revealed that the rate of Mu s lim women's 

education had ri s en to 3% from the previous 1% and that 400 gi rls o f the 

commu nity had learnt English in the horne. That thi s c rea ted a s tir is evi

dent from the rcaction of the journal Mihir 0 Sudh8kar which comme nted: 

61ibid ., p.JOJ. 
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We never dreamt that the 1901 Cen s us would proclaim the: fac t that 

400 Muslim femnles wit hin the antahpur have learnt Englis h. Is it 

not Ou r duty 1I0W to e ncourage female education ?62 

Education for gir ls s tarted gaining popularity after 1905, an important 

factor behind this being increased governmental expenditure.63 In 1905 

there ~vere 125 gi rls a t Eden School (121 Hindu and Mu s lim) and 100 at 

Alexa nd er Sc hool (Vidyamoyec Girls' School) in Mymensingh (the ot he r high 

s chool for girls in Eastern Bengal being Dr. Khastagir's school in Chitln

gong). There were three middle Engli s h schools in the province which inc

reased to fiv e in 19 11 (one being Faizunnessa's school in ComUla ).64 

Mu slim girls were visib le in cons iderable number at the primary level , but 

the trend was to drop out s hortly after . "Generally Musli m women did no t 

pu r s ue second a ry or higher education due to social and economic reasons. 

Thus till 1910 no Mu s lim woman had acquired the Bachelor's degree from 

Calcutta University.,,65 The situ8tion c hanged to an extent after creation 

of the new prov in ce of Eas tern Bengal and Assam. Though in 1911 the 

number of pupils at Eden increased to 2J8 (of which 209 were lIindu and 

62"Musulman Strce Samaje tngraji Shiks ha", (Bengali) I (Englis h 
education among Mus lim girls), Mihir 0' Sudhakar, Magh 1309BS /1902 A.D. 
cited in Mustafa Nurul Islam, SanJoyik. p.22 

6J see Sh ila Bose, "Rajnaitik Po tobhumikay Banglar Muslim Nari 
Shiks har Bikns h" , (Bengali), (Development of Mu s lim Female Education in 
Dengel in the Political Con text), in Aitillasik, No. 2, April 1988, and M. K. 
U. MollR, "Women's Education in Early Twentieth Century Eastern Bengal" 
in Bengal Studies, (East Lansing: University of Michigan, 1985). 

64 The Report on the Progress of Educa t ion, Eas tern l3 e nga) and Assum 
1907 - 191 1/1912, Vol. I, p.95, c ited by M.K.U. Malia, "The New Provi nce of 
Eas tern Bengal and Assam" ill the Journal of the institute of Ballgladesh 
Studies, Rajs hahi, 198 1. 

65Shila Bose. "Rejnaitik". p.65 . A girl is mentioned on the Universi ty 
calendar but Ms. Bose does not provide the name. The datum is derived 
from the Report on Public Instruct ion in Bengal 1911-1 2. 
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2S Mus lim) change was generally s low,. The rate of Muslim g irl's allend ance 

at schools had increased from about J per cent in 1906 to J USl ove r 10 per 

cent ill 1911. 

The new provincial government with its cap ital at Dhaka wanted to do 

all it could to promote rCJnnle educa tion . Consequ ently 8 representative 

body under Mr R. Nat han, C. LE., was constituted to advise the government. 

'The Female Education Commiuee ', as it was called, included such notables 

as Nawab Salim ullnh, Rai Oula! Chandra Dev, Nawab Ali Chowd hury , Mrs . P. 

Chatterjee, Mr s. E. Moore . SiSler frances, etc. The Committee drew Up 

sy llabi, ins pec ted schools, implemented t he ' Zenana' sys tem o r teac hin g 

with in the home for wome n desirous or a more secula r education, and mad e 

seve ral other recommendations , which prompted the government to create 

more primary schools ror girls nil over Eastern Bengal a nd upgraded con

ditions in secondary schools . Bul most sig nirican tly, "the govern ment look 

over management or the Eden Female School a t Dhaka , Alexander Girl's 

school at Mymcnsingh and Dr. Khas tagir Girl' s School a t Chittagong.,,66 

Eden School at Dhaka, described in 1906 by the Lt. Governor o r the new 

province as "miserably housed ... the teaching a ppea rs to rau below the 

proper mark" , also " improved out or 811 knowledge" within a yca r. 67 

The government sanc tio ned mo ney for teacher' s tra inin g, and in 1906 

c lasses were opened fo r the training or remale teachers at Eden for the 

first time. In 1905 there were three middle En gl is h schools fo r gi rls in 

Eastern Bellgal none managed by the Government In 1911 the number incr

eased t o fiv e. a nd two came under gove rnment management (one of the m 

was faizunnessa's s chool) and the rest received some form of aid. 

Despite these advances. social critic J. H. Shirazi was hea rd lamenting 

66M.K.U. Molls, "Women's education, " p.43 

67Cited by M.K.V. Molla, ibid, p.42-4J. 
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in his essay , 'Strce Jatir Swadhinllta' p ublished in Al-Es /otn (1916), that not 

II s ingle Mu s lim g irl had matricu latcd in Dengai. lIowever. the etJ itor added 

n foo tnote stu ting th a t the daughter of Mr. M.A. Rasul, the famous barris ter 

ill CuJculta, had passed matricula t ion exalllination that year an d was plan

ning to do her I.A. 

The Ca lcutta University Calendar of 19 11 contained 8 list of women who 

had pursued hi g her ed ucation from 1883- 1910. All the women who received 

thei r Uachelor's (44 ) or Master's (7), o r deg rees in Medici ne (4) were eithe r 

Bra hmo o r Chris tian. In the fi e ld of highcr edU cation . it was not before the 

1920s lhat the firs t Bengali Mus lim women received their Bachelor and 

Mas ter degrees . It will be r emembered that as early as 1883, Kfldambi ni a nd 

Chulid ru lIl uk hi hud received thoirs .68 

tn 1938 there wero 36 (non-government) primary schools for Mu slim 

gir ls in the Pres idency und Burdwan divisions including Calcutta which 

received some ajd. Besides the Suhrawardy Memorial Ci rl s ' School, there 

was only one other (non-government) seconda ry sc hool for Muslim girls -

the M. A. O. Cir ls ' Sc hool in Calc uttu. four non-government Mus lim gir ls ' 

schools . including the Shams ia Zenana Madrasa estab lished in 1897/8, hnd 

been permitted to open middle school classes.69 

In 1921 a lone, 4S women (all non- Musllm) graduated from Calcutta Uni

versity . The following year Sultana Begum Muayyidzada received the B.A. 

degree (Honours ) from Calcutta Uni versity. thereby becoming the firs t 

female g raduate of Mus lim Bengal. Su ltana Begum Mu ayyid1.ada (born Z1903) 

was the eldest daughter of Aga Munyyidul Islam, editor of the bilingual 

(Urdu a nd Englis h) paper Hoblul Matin published from Calcu tta (Aga had 

68 see Meredi th Borthwick, The Chllng;ng Role, specially Chupter Ill. 
Expanding Horizons: Ed ucation of the Bhadromohila. 

69 S. J . Saljk, p. 23. 
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migrated to Calcutta from Persia 8nd was called the 'Father of the Persian 

Renaissa nce'). Sultana appeared for her Senior Cambridge at the age of 14 

alld her l3ac:helor's at the age of 18. She received the ' Shantimoni' and 

'Umcs hchalldra Mukherjee' Gold Meda ls for her academic proficiency.70 

Sultana got admitted in the Mas te r in Law class at Calcutta University 

in 1922 and sa t for the first Law examinat ion in the sllme year. Specinl 

arnln gcmellts had to be made for her as she was in p urdah . Sultana pro

bably did not complete the course (as her s ister Sak.ina Furuk Muayyid zada 

was to do s hortly af te r ). S he got mar ried to barrister Mir Amiruddin in 

1923 a nd moved to Madras. from the list of s tudents who secured the fi rs t 

place in the O.A. examinations from 1890- 1941 and beca.me recipients of the 

'Padmabu ti Meda l' donated by Sir Rashbihari Gos h in 1884, we lea rn thal 

Syeda Gauhar flnd Sultana Muayyidzada received t his honour for their 8.A. 

res ult in 192:1 .71 

The lady who passed frolll Diocesan in 1923 with Syeda GRuhar mu st 

ha .... e been Begum Sll~ino FRruk Suitllnn Muayyid zada,72 second daughtc r 

of Aga Muay yidul [s lol11. Sakina was born in Calcutta, and had t utors Ilt 

home for Persian, English a nd French. She pas ed her ma triculution as n 

private candidate. but her keenness or mind convinced her famil y to admit 

her to Diocesan College for girls. Saki no MuayyidZilda passed her l.A., li nd 

70ln a ll probabi lity s he appea red as a Iprivate' candidate, i.e. un 
examinee who s tud ied the officia l university s yllabus privately at home. 

71Tapati Basu gives thes e dates in "Bangali Meyeder Lekhaporha", 
(Dcngali) (Educational activities of Bengali g irls), Atwnd8 BtJznr Pncn'klJ, 
Sharadiya issue, 1991, p.248. No other information about the persons was 
provided by this source o r by the university calendars. 

72This conlusion was reached after some interpolation and deductive 
J'esearch carried out in orde r to locate the identity of the lady who passed 
in 1923. The ma in basis of our fi nding was t he dates given by Tapati Basu 
and the fact that a ll of Aga Muayyidul Is lam's five brilliant daughters had 
Begum and Sul ta n(a) a t tached to their names. 
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her D.A. with lIonours in first class. She s tudied privately for her M. A. in 

Law in the early 1920s and topped the lis t in Bengal, winning a gold medal. 

"S he is the first Muslim lad y in Bengal, Bihar, Assam a nd Orissa to pass 

the M.A. exnmination, lind th e first to obtain a deg ree in L8W.,,7J In 1935 

she was the only woman to practice law (as an advocate) at the Ca lcuttll 

Hi gh Court. Sa kina knew Pers ian, Urd u, Bengali, English and french, and 

a lso Mus ic a nd Painting. She was married to an ICS o ffi cer Mr. Majid . flut 

for va rious rcasons of incompat ibility s he left him s ud returned to Calcutta 

whe re s he sc. t up a career and play ed n courageous role in the autt-British 

movement by organizing protests and s trikes among the under-p rivileged 

Dhangar (Sweeper) comnlunity.74 

In t he nl ean tinle, the Univers ity of Dhaka was established in 1921, 

whic h was th e first of it s kind in the province of Eastern Bengal. Lila Nag. 

after doing her bachelor's at Bcthune College in Cll lcutta, was the firs t 

wOlflan to do her Master's from Dhaka University in 1923. fazi latunncssu 

created history by seeking admission to the M. A. cou rse in Mathematics as 

the firs t Mu s lim female s tudent of Dhaka Universi ty and s ec uring the fi rst 

c lass first position in the examination. In Eastern Bengal it is F8zilatun

nessa 's name, rather than the names of the brillia nt Muayyid1.8du s isters 

men tioned before, that became a ho usehold word among t he middle class. 

Thc reason for this was probably the fact that, though the Muayyid zadn 

s is ters lived in Calcutta, their culture was Persianized rather than indige

nous (it is doub tful whether Bengali was a t all cultivated in their hOl1le) . 

On the other hand, fazi lntun nessa whose fath er worked in a very o rdinary 

7JS. M. H. Za idi, Position of Women under Is la.m, (Calcutta: Book Tower, 
(935), p.1 26, Appendix A. 

74see Manju Chattopadhay , "Bangia Des he r Prothom J uge r (1920-40) 
Shromik Andolone Mohilo NctritIYa" in Ratnaboli Chatttopnd hay and GllulUl1I 
Niyogi (cds ) Bharat Ilihase Nari, (Oengali), (Women in Ind ia n history) , 
(Calcutta: K.P. Bagchi, 1989). 
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post a t Tangnil (in Mymensi ngh) was a Benga li by culture Il nd conviction . 

and rose to posi tion and fume by dint of her own industry und merit. 

Formnl Education nnd Muk ing of the Ilhadromohilll 

As employment was no t the object iv e of education, women seldom pursued 

scicnliric disc iplines. Mos t preferred n li beral arts edu ca tion . A handful of 

women got admitted in the Bachelor of Science Courses at Ca lcullil Univer

s ity in the early part of this century. but Mus lim g irls had not advanced 

us far as lhis. However, outside humanities , medicine was the first fi c ld 

where women step ped in. Apart froUl tenching, medicine wus decmcd the 

p res tigious a nd pro per profe ssion for women by Blladro socie ty. Bul, initiu-

11y cntry into t his professio n WllS difficult. In 1883 the government had 

passed 8 resolution admitting women to Calcutta Med ica l Coll ege after Durga 

Mohan Dos' daughter was refus ed e ntry in 1882 and had to go to Mad ras 

to pursue medicine. Kadambini Bose (Ganguly) was the firs t to e nl"ol1 at the 

college in 1883-84 and a lso the firs t Bengali woman to become a doctor 

ufter completing her L.M.S. eX[l minatio n in 1886. She was appointed as u 

doctor a t the Lady Dufferin Women's Hos pital in 1888. Soon the Campbell 

Medical School also allowed women students frolll 1887 .75 A lady called 

Latifunnessa passed the Camp bell Medica l School examination with distinc

tion . but s he prolHlbly never used hcr skil ls . 

By 1907 it was estimated that, of the 425 med ical s tud ents at the Cal

cutta Medical College, seventeen were women (none of them Muslim). La dy 

Durferin, wife o f the Governor Generll l Lord Dufferin , was an urdcllt promo

ter of women's medical st udy. She created II fund (the Dufferi n Fund) pl'O

viding scholars hips for women who wanted to purs uc the discipline. 

Graduall y , the horiwn of professions was widening for Brnh rno women as 

75 Po r more detnils , sec Bo rthwic k, pp.J22-J24. 
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the object ive of education was widened. Initially. it included certain 

'respectable' professions on ly, such as teaching or medicine. One of the 

first bhndromohi!a to take up teaching was Baffiasundari Debi from Pabna 

who set up a sc hool to train female teachers. Radhamani Dev i. a widow and 

student of the Female Normal Sc hool in Dhaka, was a lso one of the very 

first women from the bhadroJok class to enter the professions when she 

accepted 8. teaching post at the Sherpur Stree Shiksha Bidhayini Sabha in 

1866. Manorama Majumdar slarted teachin g in BarisaJ in the same decade 

and in 1878 was appointed "second mistress of the Dacca Government Adult 

Female School on a salary of sixty rupees per month.,,76 Muslim women 

did not take advantage of these facilities till the 19JOs. 

According to an UNESCO study of women's education in the twentiet h 

century, "the period 1922-.12 has been noted as the most inspiring period 

in the annals of Indian education." 77 The study observed that a major 

reaSon which prompted parents to educate daughters was that an educated 

girl had better prospects in the marriage market. A very few educated 

their daughters ror sake of employmen t as leachers and the like. The soc,ial 

prejudices which had hindered progress, however, began to disappear gra

dua\1y during the decades o f the 1920s and 19305 . As the report of the 

Qui nquennial Review put it: 

Child marriage which was a nother obstacle in the way of gir ls 

education has been made illegal by the Sarda Act, a nd there has 

been some relaxation of purdah ... but the majo r issue r emains and 

that is the provision of the funds that are required.78 

76Dor thwick, p.316. See also pp. JI0-3J6 fo r employment among the 
early lIindu /Brahmo bh8dromohila. 

77UNESCO WOOlen and Ed ucation, (Paris: UNESCO, 1953) p.ll? 

78 pro8 I'ess of Education in India 1932-1937: El eventh Quinquennial 
Review by John Sargent (Delh i: Bureau of Education , 1940) p.14J. 
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If the r eport was II tru e reflection o f rea lity then one mus t conclude that 

this was a long way frolll n ~imilar rev iew made long ago in 1886-87 where 

off icia ls of the raj were heard obse r vin g that parents did not wis h to send 

the ir gi rl s to school as it was feared this might make them d ushtd and 

contra vene: purclt.l ll. lIowever one t)f the grounds for illlpaning ed ucat ion 

i.e. be t ter pros pects in the marriage ma rket. s till obtained (see ubove). 

The entire si tuation with regard to education was rev iewed by a bh8-

droll/ohi/a who was an educationis t and a writ er and had herself lived 

throug h the limes we hav e discussed here. Shamsunnahar wrote "Muslim 

Oanga Stree Shiksha" for Masik Mohammadi in 1940, and basing her analy

sis on pas t repo rt s and cens uses, she discuss ed prevalent obs tacles and 

goals achieved . She reviewed the s ituation from 1881 onwards: 

In 190 1- 2 of the 57,726 girls at school in Bengal only 6.322 were 

Mus lim (10.9 per cent). In 1881-82 the total number of gir ls at the 

' middle' level had been 105 1; and of th em 10 were Mu slim, In 

1931- 32, number of girls at EngUsh High sc hools was 3,855 nnd 95 

were Mu slim (2.4 per cent). In 193 1-32,394 8lrls (Hindu and Muslim) 

passed matriculation; in 1936-37 the figure tripled to 1049.79 

However limi ted. educatio ll al progrnmmcs of the re form movement initiated 

by the gove rnment and the cOlJIlTlunity achieved two major cnds: 

a) ideologically lhcyarmed wOmcn subtly givi ng them thc ability to define 

and create meaning. 

b) they ac tually equipped t hem for professional service a nd wage work 

which required trai ning and ~pecinlization th us paving the way for 

econom ic ind ependence. 

79 prof. Shll lUsun nahar Mahmu d, 
(Bengali),(female Education in Muslim 
Kartik 1347 BS. 
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For the Musli nl blwdl'OIllOJi ihl the journey toward institulionnl education had 

been long and arduous. In the early part of the nincte~ nth century they 

had been surprisingly visible in the sc hools for little girls set up by 

missionaries in Calcutta and Dhaka with the help of local residents who 

were of len women. T here WilS n lull in the middle decades of the century. 

Towllrd:; the end of the century efforts were s tepped up again and expcJ'i

mcnts were carried out both within the home and ou tside. But Muslim girls 

did not allcnt! the school Faizunnessa had set up in 1873 till the carly 

lwenlieth century. The outstanding achievement relllllined the founding of 

the Eden Female School in 1878. 

Whether one refers to Sakhawat in Calcutta or Dhaka's KamrunllC~Sit 

and Eden, or Faizunnessa's School in Comilla, female education in the 

Mus lim community started to make real headway from IQ12 onwards as test

ified in government reports as well as contemporary memoirs. The creation 

o f lhe new province of Eastern Den gal a nd Assam had borne one positive 

result for Muslims viz ll(\vonces in the field of education. Women too were 

the beneficiaries and the Ed ucation Review of 1907-1912 rcmarked that "the 

1Il0~ t remarkable feature among the increases " had been that of Muhamme

dan girls". 

T he bll8dromolliln was coming into her own. The obs tacles still held vul 

they were not the slime as in the dnys of Rokeya . Differential purdah obs

ervances in different families mea.n t that many girls were s till in severe 

purdah, b ut imperceptibly socie ty was accepting the foct that wOlilen would 

go outside the home for education. They would break barriers of pu rdn h, 

atlend !'chool and colleges as well , they would tllke purt in processions, go 

to jail, 'work ' in refugee Camps (i .e. in humanitarian projects) a nd sit In 

legislatures. A few would make it as teachers. lawyers a nd doctors . o r edu

cationists and writers (respectable professions all). They would demand 
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greater freedom at home nnd in the world . The modern Mus lim gentleworncn, 

the bl18dromollila, wou ld be born. It would be ludicrous to a ttempt to loca te 

the moment of her birth. But sometimes between 1920- 1940 her personality 

was forged definitely. In 19 1J Rokeya founded Sak lwwa l Memorial (later 

trans formcd into a regu lar hig h !:lc hool in 1932) es tablis hed a nd legitimized 

formal education for Mus lim Girls . If one outward s ign of the blladromohUa 

were to be sough t, one would say it was some years of formal ed ucation. 

This was to r emai n the visible hallmar k of the new personali t y. The others . 

i.e new attitu des toward t he roles to be assumed in the domestic and pub

lic s pheres, were not so ta ngible even if they were equally pow"erfu l. 

With the founding of the Lady 8rabourne College in 19J9, institutional edu

ca tion became It firm reality . The infras tru cture was created. I t was now 

up to the comm unity to break age old ideological barriers regarding female 

education, and send its gir ls out to s chools and colleges . While the infra

structural framework was being laid down an eq ually impor tant ideological 

debate wes taking place in the popular press which in a sense decided the 

com munity 's response to all tile effor ts at spreadi ng female education in 

the region. These debates represe nting various points of view , conse r vn

tive. liberal and centrist, formed the substa nce of an intense and engros

sing discourse on woman 's public role. While girls broke the bonds of tra

dition in their daUy journey to the neighbourhood school, an equally signi

ficant battle ",us tukin g place in the popular press - the dailies. journals 

llild tfllctS. 
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CHAPTER V 
THE [OEA OF EDUCATION 

... To mount 8 s uccess ful challenge to the d enig ration of women, 

and to assert the value of their minds, meant meeting male 

authority on its own ground. Women had to gain entry to t he 

process of definition a nd to the making of mea nin g... So 

learnin g became the next battle ground 8S it assumed the 

c rucial ce ntrality it holds to this day. - Rosalind Miles ! 

Essayis t, publicis t, and social reformer , any person who had access to the 

written word in the early part of the twentieth century in colon ial Den gal, 

dwelt upon female education with the mos t arden t fervour. Though a few 

girls ' schools had been set up in the preceding centu ry , the ques tion of 

whether Muslim girls should ven t ure into the outside world for institu

tionalized ed ucation or not, became the matter of public discourse from the 

early part of the present century. This was a lso the period in which the 

Mus lim bhadromohila's identit y was taking s hape in clear outline. For the 

Hindu, Brahmo and Christian communities the malter had been resolved 

several decades earlier. 

That the issue of female education kept the reading public engaged for 

a long time is evident from the dominance of this theme in the popular 

press d uring the early part of t his century. The categorization of discur

sive writings on education into conservative-reformist, centrist and liberal

reformist. is a matter of a nalytic convenience. Needless to say , reality in 

this case, as in others, was fluid . For the Mus lims living through t he 

lRosalind Miles , The Women's His tory of the World, (London: Paladin, 
1989), p . 12S. 
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period of great reformism. from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth 

century, c hange was an integral part of daily life. Beliefs, values, mores, 

customs , rituals - unquestioningly accepted earlier - had now to be dis

cussed and debated upon (e.g. polygamy, female education a nd notions of 

purdah and female sexuality). They had to be justified and mediated time 

and again - and if need arose - remoulded or even rejected. Actually what 

was happening was that the intelligents ia felt compelled to take various 

positions on these, within the pers uasive reformist ambience. Barring a few 

who could not read the strength of the winds of c hange (and they too 

adapted very fast), most of those who wanted to make a dent in society, 

realized that reformist one had to be, conservative, centrist or liberal. 

The centrists based aU educational reforms on religion, on an Islamic 

golden age glorified, and its tenets interpreted in moderately rational

liberal terms. The liberal stand was also often based on scriptures ration

alized, but not necessarily nor always so. The conservatives as we have 

located them, basically decried the new order and desired and felt that 

reform s hould reinforce conservative/traditional values . Ironically. conser

vative arguments sometimes sounded as if they advocated equality or 

parity in the educational s phere. This advocacy, however. could not be 

misconstrued as a liberal plea for equality as it spelt a rejection of all 

concepts and tools 'modern' and enjoined a return to ultra-traditional 

modes (i.e. both boys and girls s hou ld eschew Western lea rning and retu r n 

to nge-old provisions). 

Underlying the controversies regarding female education, was t he mani

pulation of an epistemology . As one writer reviewing the education of 

Brahmo/llindu women in colonial Bengal has observed: 

We are confronted in this with the classic mode of arguing by 

nature and reason, and secondarily, with arguments related ly based 

on the 'nature of women' and 'women as nature.' Educational philo-
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sophy for wome n was constructed on the basis of these initial epis

temological considerations ... But what is apparent on the whole is 

that both pro- and anti-reform schools s hared much in common by 

subscribing to some sort of a notion of a rgument by nature ... Thus 

reform and reaction shared a similar epistemology, though their 

different manipu lation of the nature- reason binary determined their 

views on women's ed ucation.2 

Public opinion on ed ucat ion started gainin g g round in the early twentie th 

centu r y when Muslim-edited periodicals and journals increased in circu

lation a nd number. In the periodicals of the preceding cen tury s uch as 

Ahmadi (1886), Mi hir (1892), Sudhakar (1889) - copies of which are rarely 

available today) - one gets the idea that female education was not yet an 

important issue in the popular press. However, there was a discussion of 

female education 8S early 8S 1890 in the periodical Sudhakar. In an esssy 

titled "Muslim Stree Siksha"! the writer admitted the deplorable condition 

of women with regard to education and reviewed some s uggestions on the 

matter provided by another paper I Rals ebong Ryot'. The matter concerned 

the establishing of a Muslim Normal School in Calcutta for training of 

destitute girls from respectable families in basic reading, writing, and 

embroidery so that they could earn their living. The writer (whose name 

was not printed) commented: 

We do not approve of this proposal, though we are not opposed to 

female education . At the moment the condition of male education its

elf is not heartening. Launching a campaig n will be fruitless under 

t he circumstances. It will be more profitable to tu rn to the matter 

when the educat ion of males does not need our care an y more.4 

2Himani Banerjee, p.57. 

JAnisuzzaman's book Muslim Bang/ar Samoyik Palro 1831-1930 provides 
a list of such periodicals and other useful information. 

4 Sudhakar, 1:20, 156-1 57, Chaitra 9, 1296 BS. 
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The writer 's sta nd resembled Sir Syed Ahmed 's view on the subject . 

The next four decades saw the publicat ion of 8 hos t of 'liberal' journals 

s uch as Nabanur (190J), Mohammad; (190J), Kohinoor (1915), Saogat (1918), 

Sadhana (1919), Ohumketu ( 922), Bangiya Mus1iJn Sahitya Patrika (1918), 

Shikha (1927) and Masik Mohammadi (1927). 

More 'conservative' and 'centris t' ones appeared as well during the 

same pe riod: I s lam Pracharak (1891), Nuru1 [man (1 900), Sultan (1901), 

AI-Eslam (1915), I sl8m D8Tshan (1920), Muezzin (/928). 

We quote from Anisuzzaman the circu lation figures fo r some of these 

pedodicals :5 Ahmadi (600); SudhakaT (3000); Mihir (500); Kohinoor (1000) j 

I slam P,acha'ak (1000); Nabanu, (800); Al Eslam (1500); S80ga' of 1918 (500-

1000); Nar; Shakti (500); 5adhana (1000); Annessa (500); Afasik Mohammadi 

(5000); and Shikha (1000). These figures are based on t he number of copies 

printed, a nd may provid e an idea of the readership of these journals. 

The categodes like 'liberal', 'ce ntrist', ' conser vative', as noted above, 

are primarily analytica l; lines of the ir demarcation were hazy and shifting. 

Renowned liberal figures would a lso write for 'conservative' periodicals and 

vice versa. An o rthodox view regarding polygamy might be offset by a lib

eral view on education in the same or separate issue of one particular per

iod ica.l. The boundaries s hifted over time as well, and per haps when t he 

ed itorship changed ha.nds as sometimes happe ned . Nonetheless, s ta nds were 

often taken and sometimes a periodical got associated wit h a certa in brand 

of thinking or ideological stand which in time became hard to d eny. For 

instance, Saogal (and to a lesser extent Masik Mohammadll became famou s 

fo r its vanguard liberal s tand. 

5Anisuzzamanl Muslim Bang1ar. See e nt ry for respective periodical. 
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TilE CONSERVATIVES 

The issue was taken up at the beginning of the twentieth century. A lady 

writing for the amalgamated paper Mihir 0 sudhlJk8.r opposed Rokeya Sakh

awat's bold views on female emancipation/education published earlier in the 

journal Nabanur. The former lamented that t hough there was much dis

course on the issue, the matter had not been resol ved .! 

One group favours female education etc. and another opposes it. At 

a moment when society is so engrossed with the topic of ou r edu

cation we s hould come out a nd say somethingj 8S s uch I present my 

views on the matter. female education is desirable, but its bounda

ries s hould be set down . That is, knowledge of the holy Koran, 

Urdu and a lillie Bengali, is essential in order that girls may und

erstand the meaning of scriptu res, religious instructions and advice 

on ideal femal e conduct. Ability to read Bengali works like Lalona 

Suhrid is commendable so that girls learn the basics of homemak

ing, health care, c hild rearing, care of husband and elders etc ... 

Higher education is not desirable in our opinioni its poisonous 

errects are eas y to gauge ... 6 

The writer the n we nt on to disparage Rokeya's sensational article "Amader 

Abanati" in NabalJur, which s he criticized thus: 

She lRokeyaJ has as a result of her higher education expressed 

such erroneous views on religion. She has sa.id religious books are 

the creation of man. Brothers and sisters! See how evil are the 

results of higher ed ucat ion - tha t from her pious mouth ensued 

s uch a.nti- islamic, pagan words. Influenced by European ideas Mrs 

R.S. Hossein has launched this a ttack on the Koran ... Alas that 

today the holy book has been maligned by 8 Muslim woman ... "? 

The writer concluded self d eprecatjngly that she was "but an ordinary 

6Mihir 0 SudhakBr, 14 As hwin, 1311 as. (n.a.). 

7 lb id . 
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Mu s lim girl who can not s tand an attack on religion, where Mrs Hossein is 

ao elderly respectable lady" etc. From the above we can deduce that femal e 

education was 8 potent polemical iss ue, from the very outset. 

"Shiks har Bhilti", publis hed in AJ-EsJam in 19 19, was a conservative's 

diatribe again s t liberal educational reform. It apprehended wit h dis dain the 

'modern educated woman' (Shikshit8 Adhunjka Mohil8): 

Of late one finds moM/as [sic] who p rid e themselves as being educ-. 

a ted J who rise at eight in t he moroing to a cup of tea and biscuit s, 

s hudde r at the thought of t he kitchen, idle their time over c lothes 

a nd cosmetics, who laze on an easy c hair, hair unbound , novel in 

hand or some embroidery , pay no heed to elders and love to ven

ture outside the home ins tead of staying in the andar - what name 

s hall we give them? They are cer tainly not the a rihaJakshmi (s ic] 

or the s ha de giving foliage of a Mus lim home.S 

The author went on to denounce this apparition who on account of her 

misplaced and dangerous education could not be 0 blessing for socie ty. In 

the next issue Ra hman tackled the matter at hand viz femole education. 

Replying to those who were lamenting that Musli_m women were steeped in 

ignorance he said: "The very thoug ht of female education makes us s ic k.,,9 

As a somewhat weak modifier to his conservative s ta nd he added that 
. 

he was not against female education as such, s uc h education as inc reased 

o girl's piety, sense of duty to hus band, home, childre n, e tc. All he wanted 

to emphasize was that education along western lines - outside the confines 

of home where girls in chemise and k8miz alighted from cars and attended 

schools to a ripe old age - would bear poisonous fruit for Mu s lim society . 

He harked back to the t raditional mode of education whereby a g irl was 

8Sheikh Abdur Rahman, "Shiks har Bhitti", (Bengali) (The bas is of 
education), AJ-Es /am, 5:7,390, Kartik 1326 OS . 

9S heikh Abdur Rahman, ibid ., Agrahayan 1326 BS. 
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provided by he r kith and kill, within the sanctity of home, the essentials 

of a good education viz., prayer and piety, domestic work, cooking, clean

ing, rearing children, nursing, embroidery, tending guests, etc. "The home 

was her schooL" But realizing the irreversible tid e of events that led to 

the birth of many "committees and commissions" on female education, among 

ot her things, Rahman warned his brethren to adopt a system that would 

be concomitant wit h the need s of the community. He then offered concrete 

suggestions for a girl's primacy education in the form of detailed s yllabi 

upto the 6th class. These includ ed traditional s ubjects: the Koran, Bengali, 

Urdu, Arithmetic. basic health carc, et hics, handwriting, handicrafts, 

history, geography, etc. 

Rahman's article conjured a vivid picture of the 'n ew woman' of the 

middle class household - a not very complimentary picture. His sentiment 

was echoed seve ral years later by a lady (a Muslim bh8dromohila) writing 

for Saogat. Begum Fatema Lohani conceded that man and woman were like 

two parts of the same body and cooperation and compassion were essential 

for s mooth runctioning. But, said she, if 

... in imita tion of the English, Brahmo or Parsee lady we doll 

o urselves up, and take to reading novels and plays totaUy neg

lecting cooking and other domestic chores like so much garbage, 

then of course men will not take kindly to our attending educa

tional ins titutions and going out. 10 

Men would allow this freedom if women, she continued . tried to mould them

selves as ideal companions and wives in s ta nding by their husbands ' side 

through all life's vicissitudes. Some concrete tips o n achieving this followed 

- women could profitably spend their time knitting, embroidering flowers 

on dresses, sewing dresses for the entire family, or perhaps for others, 

lOaegum fatema Lohani, 'Nari Samajer Kartabya', (Bengali) (Duty of 
women) in ' Zanana MahfiJ' , Saogat, Bhadro 1334 BS., 5:3, 275- 6. 

2 17 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter V 

thereby earning some money a lso (instead of spending it on "powder, 

pomade and perfume"). She concluded that only when women lcarnt to be 

idcal homemakers , would men grant them their rights of their own accord. 

Here then was a mirror image of the first view which reflected back t he 

negative feelings about the chemise-clad , novel-fed, 'indolent' adhunika. In 

the woman's corner of its Kartik issue, Saogat had an article by Taher

uddin Ahmed on female education which ultimately succumbed to the cons

ervative point of view on female education. At the outset the oft cited 

doctrine of women's biological inferiority and handicap due to childbirth, 

etc. were spelled out to create the con text for the arguments presented. 

The names of famous women were cited: Mary Carelli, George ElJiot, Selma 

Lagrolf, Madame Curie, Sarojini Naidu, etc. The political and economic ind

ependence enjoyed by women in Europe and America were evoked. And 

then the final question posed: 

Whither, then is the world headed? What is the true domain of a 

woman? What does her nature consist of? Are man and woman crea

ted for the same work? Are not their sp heres separate? Ought the 

edUcation of man and woman be the same ?11 

Although the writer conceded the advantages of reformist projects in Kamal 

Ataturk's Turkey and the status of women in America and Europe, the lon

ely sight of "western men and women in nocturnal rounds of the Calcutta 

parks", convinced the writer of the undesirable outcome of co-education, 

English education, etc. He agreed women had a right to reach the highest 

goal of human development through education. As to what kind of education 

that should be and where obtained, he cleverly left it for women to decide 

a nd selected a n influential Hindu/8rahmo bhadromo/Jila' s opinion to furnis h 

IITaheruddin Ahmed, "Stree Shiksha"', (Bengali) (female education), 
S80gS!, 5:5, 452, Kartik 1334 as. 
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an example. The writer cited from S rijukta Giribala Sen's presidential 

address at the annual meeting of the 'Tripura Hita Sadhini Sabha' held the 

year before: 

The system of education for gi.rls should be different from that of 

boys. Girls s hould be specially tra.ined in literature, health, science, 

home-making, child rearing, music, art, sewing and embroidery. One 

must remember that a woman is by nature soft, renective, refined ... 

their mind s do not generally turn to Science and Mathematics. 12 

The popular notion of woman's nature was held up again as an unerring 

touchstone for decisions on female education. Ahmed concluded his piece 

with the most important aspect of this archetypal woman on the thres hold 

of modernity - motherhood: "Reproduction and rearing the infant, coupled 

with housework - these comprise ,a B.A. and M.A. degree (sic] for women. 

These arc her final examinations.,,13 

Earlier, Nu runnehar Khatun had raised the issue of formal education in 

public institutions versus home education in 1919. 14 She conceded that 

the sla te of Muslim girls was lamentable. There were a few 'educated' ones, 

but their learning produced a predilection for the consumption of 'novels 

and plays' (the n8tak and the novel again, the ubiquitous c ulprits O. 

However, educal~d though the girls ce rtainly might be, attending missio

nary style or Brahmo style schools devoid of an Islamic a tmosp here would 

not do. So till such time as proper sc hools for Muslim girls were founded, 

12Giribala Sen cited by Taheruddin Ahmed, ibid. 

13Taheruddin Ahmed, p.453. See also Himani Banerji, "Fashioning a 
selL" , for a d emonstration of how the not ion of motherhood, women's 
nature, etc. were being strategically linked up with Brahmo/tlindu female 
educational reform. 

14Nurunnehar Khatun, 
Education), Saog8t, Jaishtha 

"Neri Jatir Shiksha", 
1326, 1:7, 521-522. 
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girls had better be ed ucated at home, Nurun nehar concluded. By this time 

Rokeya had set up her famous school for girls in Calcutta but there was 

no mention of tha t here. 

Fazilatunnessa. had written an art.icle on female education in 1927, but 

her views were very different from the one cited above. She advocated 

equal education rights for women. IS In a s ubsequent issue of Saogst, 

Rahima Khanam wro te a rejoinder refuting Fazilatu nnessa's argumen ts . 16 

Spread of secu lar fe male education a long western lines where boys and 

girls would receive the same education, to the same level and in similar 

manner outside homes. would not, according to Rahima, be beneficial for 

Muslim society. But the unusual point made in this article was the writer's 

opposition to the advocacy of nationaJism and secu larism by F8zilatu nn essa. 

Rahima stressed religiosity and communality insisting that education div

orced from Is lamic principles was injurious and undesirable. She spelled 

out in clear, condescending terms that though not all things Indian were 

bad, but because Muslim civilization was more vigorous, it would be retro

gressive to be inspired by the Indian way of life. The Muslims, if they lost 

themselves in the vast Hindu ocean, would be nothing but a bubble. Rahima 

in her essay on education articulated the Muslim anxiety regarding loss of 

identity, where Fazilatunnessa did not express any such fear. 

Judging by the standards of the day, the advocacy of secularism, 

female education, women's rights in other spheres, Hindu-Muslim harmony 

and a 'nationalist' pan-Indian approach, were perceived to be part of the 

'liberal' stance. But alongside this, t here was a parallel growth of a separ

atist feeling which look pride in the Islamic heritage and separate identity 

15FaziJatunnessa, "M us lim Nan Shi kshllr Proyojoniyota", (Bengali) (T he 
Need for Muslim Women 's Ed ucation), S80g8(, 5:6, 524-9, Agrahayan 1334 BS . 

16Rohima Khana m Milky, "Muslim Nari Shikshar Paddhati", (Bengali), 
(Procedure of Muslim Women's Education ), Saogat, 5:8, 681 , Magh 1334 BS. 
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of Mus lims. In it s orthodox fo rm th is mentality decried c hange a nd wo uld 

rather see the old order and its t raditional modes preserved . In its refor

mis t form it advocated a conservative adap ta tion of traditional va lues Bnd 

forms to c hanging o nes - 8 cau tious and selective adap ta tion of new ideas 

in the s pheres of education o r t he fa mily, always weighing change in t he 

balance of scriptu ral in j uncHon an d es tablis hed cus tom. 

TilE CENTRISTS 

By the second and t hird decades of the twentieth century (Rokeya had 

establis hed her school, Lila Nag a nd others had set up theirs, and they 

with many male writers were uncompromisingly pleading for female edu

cation) all shades of Muslim opi nion r ealized that female education and its 

advocacy had come to s tay - one had to read the writing on the wall . That 

women had 8 right to education, now no one would be tempted to deny. 

The debate s hifted to anot her plane. Now, what societ y had to discourse 

on was wha t ki nd of education it s hould be, and to what level and fo r 

what purpose. 

Often, apparen tly contradictory views were entertained by the same 

author in the same piece of writing, not to mention different pieces. For 

instance, Abdu l Hakim could ask denigratingly "what g uarantee is there 

that t his education (wes tern one) will not make our gi rls wayward , addicted 

to novels and plays and cigarettes like veritable bibis?" 17 And in the 

same breath he could go o n to condone this by s ta t ing lhat s uch a life was 

indeed not at aU bad. But Bengali Muslims could afford this only if t hey 

learnt to be more s elf-dependent a nd thrifty, he pointed out. Further down 

17.A. F. M. Abd ul Hakim, "Nari Samasya", (Bengali) (The Women's 
Problem), Saogat, 5: 9, 767, Mag h 1334 BS . The term Bibi (originally Biwi, 
an Urdu word) was used by Bhabanichafan Banerjee in Nababibj Dilas to 
des ignate the new twoman of leisu re' , t he female counter part to the babu. 
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the writer strongly recommended fema le readers to read Begum Faterna 

LohanPs somewhat ambivalent and diluted piece which elucidated the duties 

of women at that critical juncture in history. He concluded by eulogizing 

women such as Rokeya, Shamsun nahar, Razia Khatun, Nurunnessa, Kasema 

Khalun, etc. A few among these women were established liberals with very 

definite and sometimes radical views on female education. 

Ambivalences like these were soon coalescing into what may be termed 

a centrist point of view. The centrists sometimes presented conservative 

argument in liberal guise (M. Wajed Ali's "Stree Shiksha"), or liberal 

arguments which broke down in the face of a n ultimate conservative reali

zation (Kasema's "Narir Kalha"), or a conservative premise adjusting to 

liberal principles (Imdadul Huq's "Oharma", etc.) . Centrists went to some 

length to elucidate the full range of issues involved in the discou rse on 

women's education. They highlig hted the natural differences between men 

and women - phys ical and psychological. According to this camp, nature 

had ordained different functions for men and women and as s uch different 

s pheres. There never had been equality for the sexes nor would there he. 

Such equality cou ld result in the eventual breakdown of family life. But 

the centrists also perceived themselves as 'modern' and Wajed Ali for 

ins tance terms those who oppose female ed ucation as old- fashioned. Women 

s hould receive educat ion but its aim s hould always be to augment their 

role as mother, housewife, s ister. Knowledge about the world was important 

for the woman's mind mus t be freed but this enlightenment coupled with 

domestic scien ce (the contents of her education) s hould never jeopardize 

her role in the home. 

Some writers based thei r advocacy of female education on a comparison 

with other communities, e.g. t he Brahmo, or the Muslims, in revolutionary 

Turkey and Egypt. In contemporary times Turkey was a favorite model -

Shirazi even wrote a tract, Turki Nari Jiban, in praise of the freedom 
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enjoyed by Turkish women. Another favorite exercise was of course to 

travel back in time to golden ages of Islam - to Moorish Cordova, or 

Mamun's Baghdad, or even earlier to the age of the Prophet himself. This 

put reformists ever anxious about conservative opinion on fairly solid 

ground. Examples from Islamic history also provided an opportunity to 

criticize the ways of the west - its educational and familial structures, 

gender re lations, etc.- 8S cautionary diatribes against indiscriminate 

adoption of occidental forms. Simultaneously, it provided Mu slim publicists 

the sorely needed grounds to refute the allegation that Is lam was barba

rous to its women and had never accorded them legal and educational 

status. Kasema Khatun achieved all this in her article "Narir Katha". Her 

assertion was that so long as men and women kept within Islamic ideals. 

reform would be wholesome and beneficial. EquaUty of right to education 

was conceded but the content s hould be based on tradition. Kascma deno

unced western education as she thou gh t it emanated from materialism and 

atheism. This had led certain "misdirected youths who having imported the 

materialist learning of the West, lead a life of indolence and vice".18 

The centrists' argu ments laid a lot of anxiety regarding modernizing 

reforms, to res t. Such anxiety was neutralized by writings which demonstr

ated that female education was compulsory according to the Koran. The 

Prophet himself had shown great respect for women's learning (his wife 

Ayesha was a renowned authority on Hadith). AJ-Es/am pointed this out: 

In spite of strict injunctions in Islamic scriptures regarding female 

ed ucation, girls have been neglected for centuries ... Till such times 

as gi rls Ilre educated with equal, nay greater care as boys ... , 

18Kascma Khatun, "Narir Katha", (Bengali),(Women's words), S80gBt, 
4:1,48, Asharh 1333 BS. 

223 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter V 

Muslim society will be steeped in ignorance. 19 

ISnlaii Hossain Shirazi's Stree Shiksha, a tract on female education, was 

first read out at an assemb ly in 1904 and later publis hed in 1907 from 

Calcutta20. A relentless social critic, Shirazi in writing his tract was in 

effect drawing up a manifesto of Muslim women's educational reform. and 

came very close to the thought of liberals like Rokeya. If one were to pick 

out one representative document advocating female education from the mass 

of contemporary literature on the subject (a difficu lt task indeed), it would 

have to be Strce ShikslJa. Surveying Muslim society in Bengal, Shirazi lam

ented its pitiful decline and degeneration . The most significant factor 

behind this decline was t he debased condition of women: a) their ignorance 

due to lack of education and b) their stunted growth physical and mental 

due to the practice of aborodh (total seclusion ) which he like other women 

referred to as a perverted form of purdah. Having set the context, Shirazi 

went o n to es tablis h the doctrinal grounds of his advocacy on 8 reinter

pretation of scriptures. Firstly, it was a great sin - he declared - to 

deprive a human being of his freedom and dignity, a condition tantamount 

to slavery (alJowed sc ripturally only in time of war or for self defence): 

There is no s in on earth like that of depriving a human being of 

his or her freedom. Imprisonment is n fate worse than death. The 

nation which banishes women, mothers of its progeny, into the pri

son of the antahpur, and thinks it is following religious injunction. 

is treading the path to oblivion .21 

To banish women to the antnhpur was akin to enslavement. Seclusion or 

19Sheikh Abdul GafuT Jalali, "Shiksha Bis tarer Upay", (Bengali) (Means 
of sp reading ed ucation), AI -Esiam, 5:4, 180-181, Sravan 1326 as. 

20parts of it were a lso published in serialized form in AI- EsJam in 
1916 under different names. 

211smaiJ Hossain Shirazi, SCree Shikshs, p.2 

224 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter V 

8borodh was thus a n act of rebellion again s t God (Is lllvar-drohit8) . 

Secondly, religion could not exist without knowledge. The Koran was 

revealed to human kind. because humans unlike a nimals are capable of 

knowledge. The Koran was meant for both men and women and its message 

could be comprehend ed by ft hose who know'. Hence depriving women of 

knowledge which s hould be qualitatively the same fo r men and women. was 

also a grievous sin. 

Thus the citadel of aborod" resulting in barring women from education 

and other aspects of public life was erected, says Shirazi, o n a mis-reading 

of scriptures. St riking at the very kernel, he showed that pie ty which had 

no bas is in knowledge (the ability to distinguish right from wrong) or in 

experience (exposure to the world/society at large in a ll its complexity. 

temptation and glory), was in effect useless and unfit in worship of the 

creator. Shira:z.i apprehended the counter arg ument that could be raised at 

this point viz that moral education within t he 8ndarmahai would suffice, 

but he was in favour of advances made by human society and the harness

ing of aU available social resources at a given point in time. As a res ult 

he advocated formal edUcation for girls in girls' schools and colleges and 

participation of wome n in public life provided precautions for purdah were 

taken. Shirazi cited lIadith (Tradition) : itA moment of scientific thought is 

mare precious than a hundred years of prayer." 

To make the case stronger Shirazi turned to the golden age of Is lam 

when women were learned, fought wars and bore healthy children. Contem

porary models were also upheld - Turkey, Iraq, Afg hanistan, Egypt , Moro

cco and Tripoli. The Brahmo ex:ample was also cited. In other articles) 

however, Shirazi could put down the Hindu /Bcahmo community by tracing 

the origin of seclusion among Indian Muslims to the debased status of 

women in ancient and medieval Hindu society. Suc h ambivalences were c ha

racteristic of even the liberal Muslim intelligentsia, not to mention the 
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centrist and o rthodox ones, who were busy forging a dignified past for 

Islam. and a separate (but not necessarily communa l o r antagonistic ye t) 

Mus lim identity. Thou g h Shirazi g rounded his arguments on scriptures , his 

t echniq ues were modern. His aim was to make scriptural tenets tota lly 

compatible with the reformis t objectives of the day. 

The issue of sexua lity was intricately wound up with that of ed ucation. 

It would not be a n oversimplification to say that the question that perpl

exed most bhadro households - to send their daughters to school or not, 

the purdah education dilemma - was ultimately sexual in nature. Stepping 

out in to pub tic institutions and exposure to new ideas would jeopardize 

purdah which served the function of s urveilla nce, regulation and contain

ment of female sexuality. At every s t ep in t he direction of education lurked 

an uneasy fear of compromising purdah. The reformers had to address the 

issue at every s tage and resolve the problem, demons trating why and how 

institutional ed ucation need not threaten the observance of purdah. Some

times the matter was tac kled head on as in "Sahas hiks ha" (Co-education) 

published in 19J3, the year after Rokeya's demise. The a uthor was appalled 

a t the encouragement given to the 'rubbish proposition' of co-education by 

the ed itor of Mohammadi. He put the misled advocates of co-education sq ua

rely in their place and cited from Dr Pramat hnath Mukherjee's presidential 

address where the latter had talked about the possible moral dangers of 

co-ed ucation in a region where sexual precocity was hig h. Hindu male 

opinion could thus coincide, we fi nd , nicely with the Muslim one when it 

carne to the ultimate ques tion of regu lating sexual behavior and drawing 

boundaries. The tas k of setting bounda ries - eras ing old ones and putting 

new ones in their place - was ta ken up gallantly by the Uberals . 
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TilE LIBERALS 

The Muslim liberals in Bengal were the great cultural synthesizers of the 

period.22 In the first half of the twentieth century they played the role 

of modern day cultural mediators whose sy ncretizing act now spanned not 

merely Hindu and Muslim, but orthodox and liberal, traditional and modern, 

as well. The l.iberals ' task was urgent and manifold. The neighbouring 

Hindu/Brahmo community had a fifty year head start and they would have 

to accelerate the process of modernization in their own community. They 

set themselves certain tasks. In ract it was on account of the items on 

thei r agenda that they came to be perceived as liberals. The term itself 

(its Bengali would be UdlJr nailik) was not in use at the time. We have ins

tead • nab'ya muslim, 'adhunik shikshito sampraday' , etc. Among the items 

in the liberal agenda were: 

a) a rational interpretation of religionj 

b) the creation of a golden age of Is lam (whkh looked suspiciously 

rnodern I); 

c) rurnishing models of social reform viz the Brahmo Community, 

modernized Tu rkey under Mustafa Kamal (and occasionally Eu rope 

and America); 

d) and construction of the new woman through education (part of 

their overall women's reform project). 

These were all integral parts of the greater project of modernization. 

Nearly all liberal writings lamenting the condition of Muslim societ y put the 

blame squarely on the degraded s tatus of women particularly their lack of 

access to ed ucation. Female education WaS recommended by most as a pana

cea for many socia l evils. 

220ne may recalJ in this context Asim Roy's uSage of the term Bengal 
Muslim Cu ltural Mediators to designate those in the Mus Lim Comm unity who 
have, s ince the medieval period, managed to syncretize Islamic and indi
genous cultural form s and beliefs in the region. See Chap. I. 
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Ameer Ali was a western educated man who had the opportunity to att

ain higher education in England . Moreover, he was married to 6 foreigner 

and presumably enjoyed the companionship of an educated and e nlightened 

woman. In 1899 at the meeti ng of the all India Education Conference held 

in Calcutta, Ameer Ali reiterated his view that boys and girls should be 

provided with the same kind of education without which there would be no 

societal progress. Any debasement in women's status (of which education 

is an indicator as well as n determinant) would only lead to dis harmony 8S 

society moves forward on the contribution of both. Ameer Ali was more of 

a theoretician articulating women's educational rights like Rokeya. but 

unlike her he never embarked on an active campaign. 

In the same yea r (1899), he recreated the golden age of Islam through 

an article 'The Influence of Women in Islam\ in the journal The Nineteenth 

Century. This go lden age spanned many centuries and countries. Substanti

ated amply with historical data, Ameer' s golden age was indeed glorious for 

women. They taught in u niversities as mentors to the most renowned scho

lars, they governed, mediated diplomatic transactions, adjudicated , threw 

parties, set new trends in fashion. aU before the coming of the veil and 

none of it in contravention of Is lamic injunctions. Coming down to India, 

he felt that traditional Musllm education would not carry women far. 

Ameer Ali did not mean that the long established custom of pu rdah 

"should be abandoned in its en tirety" . Mus lims of India could follow the 

example of their brethren in Cons tantinople where women moved freely , 

participated in t he social economy, edited journals, and wrote histories. The 

otlier example he cited was interesting in that it recorded a direct refe

rence to Brahmo women's reform. by an elite member of the Mus lim Commu

nity in Bengal: 

The honest reformer can take heart by the example of the Brahmo 

ladies who for the las t fifty years have held their position in 
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Indian socie ty with dignity and self-respect.23 

Ameer Ali continued his rationalizing project in his widely acc laimed book, 

Spirit of [s lam: A History of Evolution snd Ideals of IslDm, (1922). 

The rationalization of religion was a very important aspect of the 

liberal project. Thus Ka zi Emdadu l lluq propound ed that the Koran meant, 

a bove a ll th ings, knowledge. The Mus lims o nce ruled (in that 'golde n age') , 

by dint of arms llnd knowledge. Disempowered, their role was now taken 

over by the English. It was therefore important for Mu slims to empower 

themselves by following in the footsteps of the English a nd women too 

wou ld have to undertake the journey. Emdadul Huq was categorical in a dv

ocating Englis h ed ucation and women 's education . Those who opposed these 

were according to him, humbugs. In th is I1uq was less ambiva len t than 

many ot her liberals. 

One of the foremost rationalizers was Rokeya. In " Amader Abanoti" and, 

"Ard hangi" , she went to some pains to demonstrate that Is lam rationally 

interpreted, enjoined an equal education for girls. far from being forbid 

den by scriptures, Ro keya end other women writers, e.g. Ayesha Ahmed 

end Feroza Begum, pointed out t ha t Is la m made it obligatory to educate 

females. Anyone who did not do so was not a good Muslim. In t he golden 

age when society was ruled by j ust a nd rational principles, women we re 

ed ucated and enjoyed high s tatus . 

Wajed Ali, a Cambrid ge barrister and renowned liberal, a lso joined in 

the r a tio nalizing project. In 193 1 he embarked upon issues rela tin g to 

polygamy, concubinage, inheritance, women's gainful employment, divorce, 

and female ed ucation. Women's disadvantaged situa tion in a ll of these in 

Mus lim society, he felt were due to a misi nterpretation and irrational 

23Ameer Ali , 'The Influe nce of women in Is lam' , The Nineteen th 
Century , London, May 1899, p.773. 
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reading of scrip tures. Widespread reform based on the principles of enligh

tenment was called for. Is lamic tenets, he a r g ued could never be in conflict 

with reason and logic. A similar rationalizing was unde r taken by Abdur 

Ras hid who raised the per tinent ques tion in an essay in Shikha bearing a 

title directly address ing the iss ue "Our Renaissance and the Sc riptures ": 

Now the question is . is it possible for Mus lims to obey the dictates 

of scriptures a nd modern science s imultaneously? I say it is. Sharill 

is sacred j but we may adapt it to the requirements of modern times 

without compromising it. 24 

Many of the other Shikha members were solely concerned wi th establishi ng 

the legitimacy of a rational interpretation of religion . 

Women other than Rokeys a lso shared in liberal views. Mrs M. Rahman 

in "Purdah Banam Probonchona" (1920), deliberated upon a libe ral interpre

tation of scriptures, the Islamic Golden Agc, purdah and its d is tortion 

8bol'Odh, etc. The coming age made a new reckoning imperative, for this 

was the Age of Reason. She declared: 

In this lIge of our Awakening, we s hall not bow blindly to r e ligion 

1101' accept ritu al as its substitute. 25 

The writer, like others, reiterated that it was the in s titution of so called 

purdah degenerated into aborodh, which rormed a practical and ideological 

barrier for women. Relevant passages were also cited to demons trate that 

in the Golden Age of the Prophet and the Khalifas, purda h was simply obs

erved by a c hIJd8r and later by a burqa which in no way deterred women 

from a public role. Women moved u nfe t tered, performing aU manner of 

tas ks , attending marketp laces, seminaries, mosques. But later woman's 

24Abdu r Ras hid, "Amader Nabajagaran 0 Sharlat", (Bengali), (Our 
Renaissance a nd Scriptures). Shikha, 1st year, p.9J, Chait ra IJJ3 as. 

2SMrs M. Rahman, "Purdah banam Probonchona" , (Bengali) (Purda h 
versus Deprivation), Saogat, 7: 1, 68, Bhadro 1336 BS . 
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rights were cur tailed and she was turned into a consumable commodity 

(e.g. the andarmaha/ dwelling, scantily clad, woman of the Muslim gentry.) 

Mrs Rahman firmly grounded the impetus [or reform in shariat. 

The questions of female educa tion had engaged the Hindu /Brahmo publi

cists for decades. The Women's Ques tion was undoubtedly one of wide 

concern, and the New Mu slims orten v-jed with Hindu Brahmo bh8drolok in 

these reformist issues. "Stree Shiksha 0 Stree Swadhinsta", an article 

written by Khirodkumar Das in Sadhana in 1920, by its very title s ugges

ted the over-reaching nature of the contents. But its real significance was 

in the synthesizing attempted here. Das brought out the polemics clearly: 

The most difficult problem is how we can serve both ends and 

resolve the dilemma posed by orthodox and liberal regarding the 

nature and ex tent of female education.26 

Das pointed out , that according to one camp, since ancient times woman has 

served man and it has been her lot to provide comfort and joy to man and 

maintain stabili ty a nd purity in society. Higher education would only 

jeopardize these. According to the other camp, women should be allowed to 

develop as full individuals capable of realizing their rights and status 

alongside men, at aU costs. If chaos is the outcome of this process, so be 

it. The reconcil1ation of these views Das maintained, could be achieved by 

realizing that enhanced ethical behaviour and sense of morality were the 

goals of education. Once the good mother (a great favourite of the times) 

and good wife logic were added to the above arguments the prevalent fear 

could almost be subverted , a feat the liberals performed quite successfully . 

Das displayed a typical bhadrolok caution towards the end of his article 

for he maintained that however beneficial, too muc h emancipation, too soon, 

26shri Khirodkumar Das, "Stree Shiksha 0 Stree Swadhinata", 
(DengaH) (Female Education and Female Liberty), Sadhana, 2:1 1. 427, Falgun 
1327 os 
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was not to be recommended. 27 

Some women were even more vocal than men in ad vocating female edu

ca tion. Writing for the MohiJa issue of Saoga c in 1929. Ayesha Ahmed 

s ummed up the cause for the sorry s tate of thin gs: "The dep lo rab le state 

of women is the main deterren t to progl'ess in Muslim society.,,2S 

Ayesha' s reinterpretation of scriptures Was o n some points, typical of 

the libera l group. She wan ted to know if t he so called t r ue Muslims who 

proclaimed that they had carried out the prophet's will had followed his 

injunctions regard ing women's rights in education, prope rty, etc. Ayesha 

gave vent to other concerns of this school but like Ro keys s he wen t a few 

steps further. She conceded that chastity and motherhood were a woman's 

precious attributes and a liberal education would doub tless aid in preser

vi ng these. Sut having conceded this s he went on to say t hat woman had 

a public role a longside those of mother a nd wife: 

Untold harm will result from confining woman to her ro le of mother 

and Guardian angel of the horne. 29 

In nate to this school of thought was 8 belief in II progressive social evo

lution . In fact, true to the Darwinist notions of progress which must have 

filtered down into the twentieth century, a nd been fashionabe at the time, 

Ayesha used the very term 'survival of the fittest' in 8 somewhat novel 

context. In a highly competitive age, she set down, a society could not 

s urvive if the resources of men and women were not pooled together. Such 

27 As early as 1890, Kris hab ha bini Oas had used a s imilar argument. 
As Himani Banerji observes; "S he turns the patriarchal notion of women as 
'natural mothers ' on its head, and uses it 8S the reason for the upliftment 
of women's education ." See lIimani Ba nerji, p.57. 

28Ayesha Ahmed, "Mu slim Samajcr Unnoti r Antorai." (Bengali) (Imped i
ments to Progress in Muslim Society). SaoRa l, 7: 1, 41, Dhadra IJJ6 BS. 

29Ayesha Ahmed, ibid. She used fShobhadayiOl\ a word which is very 
rich and difficult to translate - one who augments the beauty (of home). 
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II s ituation would only accrue, if ma n and woma n - both organs o f t he same 

!body socia l' - were allowed to function to their true capacity. This neces

s itated the fulJ development of a woman's potential, she concluded . The 

resto ration of eq uality between two organs of the same (social) organism 

- was an imagery whic h ran throug h the works of mnny writers in this 

period. Aycsha professed belief in woman's nature comprising of the attri

butes: love, compassion. tenderness , s hyness, motherliness and purity. But 

if emancipation posed a threat to these, there s hould be no reason to draw 

back - s he d eclared in a tone not very familiar to Uberals . Once awakened, 

women would question male op pression Ayes ha admitted, a fate society had 

better accept for i ts own good. She did not wate r down the argument into 

a wishy washy mixture that liberals were sometimes wont to favou r. Her 

plea to break the bond of tradition was clear and undilu ted. She upheld 

the example of Tu rkey's mode rnization under the r ule of Kama l Attaturk 

a nd the' Nari Nobo Jagoron' therej s he al so c ited the example of the Wes t 

where women were participating in the pub lic sphere in full measure as 

politicians , scientis ts , writers , athle tes, mechanics, e ngjn eers. Women were 

visib le everywhere. Ayes ha dared to pose th e ul timate fe minist ques tion 

regardin g human biology: "Ooes this not prove woma n is in no wily inferior 

to man in bodily s trength?"JO 

Ayes ha's sentiment was ec hoed by Peraza Beg um writing in the same 

issue of SDoga t, in a s hort piece titled tAmader Shiks har Proyojoniyota'. 

FerOZ8 hit the orthodox discourse rig ht away by denouncing mullas as the 

grea tes t hind rance to female ed uca tion. In elucidating t he need for fema le 

education, however, Feroza s truc k a more familiar 'liberal' tone by pointing 

to the necessity of fema le education for c reating model mothers , housewives 

and companions. She also pointed to the middle class nature of the prob-

JOA yes ha Ahmed, ibid., p.42. 

2JJ 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapler v 

lem, for female education !Vas a middle class concern: 

Today Muslim sisters and mothers need freedom and education. 

Those who are familiar with middle class society, know that in 

every home there is responsibility, but no love - duty, but no 
jOy.31 

A few years earlier, Mrs M. Rahman a lso made a similar plea for female 

education but it was characterized by an unu s ual pass ion . S he deplored 

the inadequate education imparted to women in the traditional system which 

she felt comprised o f a mechanical reading of the Koran and bore down o n 

patriarchy with vengeance: 

Eons of oppression and ins ult ha ve made us like tiger s and s nakes . 

We s hall suck the blood of our tyrants to aven ge ou rselves; we 

shall pour ou r poison into them in repeated s tings to ease our 

burning and s hame.32 

Another woman who was vocal in attac king patriarchy's usc of scri ptures 

for its own ends waS Fatema Khanam. In an article fo r Shikha, the mouth

piece of the Dhaka based Buddhir Mukti Andolon (Emancipatio n of Intellec t 

Movement), s he wrote: 

Women have been disempowered. And consequently, men have used 

the weapons of scriptures and heavenly chastisemen t to c rus h 

women with the weight of purdah. And they have gone strutting 

about as if for them there was neither scripture nor chas tise

men t.33 

Liberals left no s tone unturned in their advocacy. It was argued that edu-

31 Feroza Begum, "Amader Shi kshar Proyojoniyota" , (Bengali) (The Need 
fOT Our Education), Saogst, 7:1, 67, Shadra 1336 BS . ' 

J2Mrs M. Rahman. "Amader dabi", (Bengali) (Our demands) , Dhumketu
Sand hya Pradeep, 10, (As hwin 1329 55) , p.8. 

3JMIlm luku l Fatema Kha nsm, "Taru ner Dayit wa", (Bengali) , (Duties of 
Youth) , Shikhs (1929) , c ited in Anis uzzaman, Muslim Bang lar, p.491. 
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eating girls specially in domestic science, instead of enhancing indolence. 

idleness and a craving for novels, wou ld bring economic benefits to the 

household in the guise of a house-keeper who could sew and knit (reduc

ing tailor's costs), keep proper accounts, spend wisely etc. Doubting Thom

ases were therefore asked to set aside their fears about the adhunik8 and 

take heart from the vision of the thrifty wife. 

Numerous articles echoed the sentiments above. These were being chur

ned out in the 19205 and 19305 when the bhadromohila were making their 

presences felt, t hrough education, through writing, through changed roles 

in aJi spheres. Saogat was to change its logo in the ladies section. within 

ten years, from "Zanana Mahfil" to "Mohila Jogot". Faziltunnessa, Badrun

nesse Khatun, Sakina Farrukh Sultan, Razia Khatun - not to mention Rok

eya Sakhawat - promoted the cause of female education in articles which 

bore names s uch 8S "Stree Shiksha" , "Muslim Nad Shikshar Proyojoniyota", 

"MusUm Nari Mukti", etc. In "Bangiyo Muslim Mohilagoner Shikshar dhara", 

Ra1.ia Khatun provided a n unusual argument for female education, one not 

encountered, in as many words, before. She in troduced her argument by 

referring to Margaret Urquhart's Women of Bengal (1925): 

Recently, a foreign lady has written a book about the women of 
Bengal where she discusses the section which is most inclined to 
female education. Needless to S8y these are the prostitutes. They 
send their girls to schools, not to acquire good husbands, but 
better to ply their trade. Prostitutes have understood that the 
young educated man of today prefer the company of these educated 
and a.ccomplished girls .. . what the modern educated youths do not 
get from wives at home, or from women in society at large, yet that 
which is so desirable on account of Western education and the 
s pirit of the age they seek among these smart, educated pros
titutes.34 

34Razia Khatun, "8angiyo Moslem Mohilagoner Shikshar Oha ra", 
(Bengali) , (The Trend of Muslim Women's Education in Bengal), Saogat 5:1 , 
71 , Asharh 1334 BS. 
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Much ink was spil led over the type and extent of female education and its 

objective, once the issue of whether it should be imparted, was settled or 

even while it was being discussed. The issue was also raised in 1903 by 

Ma ulvi rmdadul Huq. Alluding to those who objected to higher education for 

women he said he would have no patience wi th "this high education, low 

ed Ucation bu siness". Education whether for a boyar girl, had to be proper 

a nd comple te.35 

Kazi Motahar Hossain, a renow ned leader of the Buddhir Mukti Andolon 

in Dhaka, admitted in an essay in Saogat in 193 1, that in s pite of the 

fundamental differences between a boy and a girl, it was ob noxious to 

th ink that girls should be confined to the study of embroidery, cookery 

and writing letters to husband, e tc. He found no justification for barring 

them from the study of philosophy, literatu re or history. He criticized 

those who thought women's education should be on different lines - that 

they did not need B.A. or M.A. degrees as they were never going to be 

bureaucrats or doctors. He poin ted ou t that they had forgotten the noble 

objective of edUcation - development of a human being's full potential. To 

think that a girl's education was just to make he r fit for a modern hus

band was a heinous t hought!J6 

Although Kazi MOlahar granted woman her individuality uns tintingly, he 

stopped short of total liberalism in excluding gainfu l employment as an 

objec tive of female education. This, however, was the prevailing liberal 

attitude a nd only 8 very few departed from this. An avowed p rogressive 

like Hossain could say that the work of a mason did not befit woman as 

embroidery did not befit a man. In its editorial, in 1927, S80gat dea lt with 

35Emdadul Huq B.A., "Amader Shiksha", (Bengali) , (Our Ed ucation), 
Nabanur , 1:3, 93, Asharh 1310 DS. 

36Kazi Motahar Hossain, "Bangali Musulmaner Dainyo", (Bengali), 
(Cultural poverty of Dengali Muslims) , 580gB t, 8:6, 201, Magh 1337 as. 
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the' issue of differential education with characteris ti c wit: 

We are clamouring that we want our women to receive education, 

but not higher education . We agree that a B.A. is not necessary for 

producing babies or keeping the home tidy. But all must concede 

that in that case a B.A. is neither required, surely, to lead the 

congress, or execute the duties of a minister, or clerk in a gov

ernment office! Motherhood requires not a B.A., nor does 

clericaHsm.37 

In the thought of Rokeya Sakhawat one finds both the limits of liberal 

ideology a nd its transcension. Rokeys's philosophy of ed ucation (gleaned 

from her numerous writings) had two aspects a conformist and a non-con

formist one. It was being spelt out in the heyday of the liberal assault -

at the same time as Shirazi, Wajid' Ali, Abu! fazl, Lutfur Rahman, Kazi Mota

har Hossain and others were expounding their views on women's reform. 

Rokeya's thought exhibited almost all the characteristics discussed above. 

They were aU in it together - the rationalization of scriptu res , evocation 

of the golden agc, the painstaking creation of the new woman in all her 

positive as pects. But where Rokeya differed from the others was in her 

ability to see education not as an end in itself, or at best as an aid to 

woman's familial role, but as a means to women's economic independence. 

For here was the last forbidden boundary - education as a means to wage 

work . The sexual and the economic, these were the two areas in which the 

liberal Muslim bl18drolok like his Hindu/Brahmo counterpart , was not willing 

to change his outlook. Over this he retained his traditional grip. 

Rokeya was fully aware of this. But though she agreed on the first 

coun t, s he did not on t he second. (True time and again Rokeya referred 

to the goals of education - to produce the good mother, wife, companio ll , 

5:9. 
37see Editorial, "Stree Shiks ha" (Bengali),(female Education), Saogat, 

777, Poush 1334 BS. 
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the good Mus lim; but this was only one aspect of her advocacy). In her 

effort to popularize female education in a society that laid great stress on 

domestic values, Rokeya upheld the perfect house-holder, good wife and 

good companion argument. In her 'domestic', pieces s he reiterated this 

invaridbly lin king superior domesticity with good education . But while 

demons trating the need of education in order to produce the "guardian of 

society a nd hearth - t he grihBlakshml' s he promoted the study of physics, 

c hemistry and horticulture, which makes one wonder how far Rokeya had 

the 'home' in her' mind and how far the 'world ,.38 

Rokeya's ruthless logic and belief in women's equality drove her to 

dimensions seldom reached by ot hers. In 1931, the year before her death 

she proclaimed: "We need ' an ideal educational institution where our girls 

can equip thcmselves to keep pace with other communities. If women of 

other commu nities can become doctors . lawyers, councillors and poli ticians . 

why s hould our girls be deterred 1,,39 Rokeya was an ultimate blend of 

pragmatism and idealism, of conservatism and radicalis m. In her major writ

ings on education40 Rokeya s lipped in one or two sentences advocating 

women's right to work and education as a means for this. But by and 

largc, she s tressed t he more prevalent a t titudes regarding female education 

in her public life. It was in her fiction that she allowed possibilities of 

female education to develop to its full economic s ignificance. for to Rokeya 

female eduClltion was the great solution to the prevailing sociaJ malaise in 

the na tion, not just her community. She never strayed far from her histor-

J8S R k ' "S 'h' '" R R 46 ee 0 eya S. Hosseln, ugn tnl, •• , p. . 

J9R. S. Hossein, "Dhan gser Pathe Bangiyo Muslim"! (Bengali) (Muslims 
on the Road to An nihilation), Masik Mohammadi, Jaishtha 1338, R.R. p.301. 

40 AJ'dhangi, Sugrihini, Bangiya Nari Shiksha samiti presidential 
address, Dhangsher Pothe Bangiyo Muslim, and Educational Ideals for the 
Modern Indian girl. 
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icaLly determined role of synthesization. 

Ra keya' s was not the only voice in the matter of women 's economic em

ancipation. In 1920 Tarikul Alam in an essay placed woman on a comple te ly 

equal footing with man in terms of p hys ical a nd mental capacity and traced 

women's historically s ubordinate role to the grad ual loss of economic power. 

It was time socie ty s ta rted to consider the pros pect of woman earning he r 

own livelihood, the essay maintained. But, the c ircums ta nces Alam intro

duced to substantiate his advocacy, e.g. widowhood, s howed that the iss ue 

had to be spe lt o ut within the parameters of famil y roles. The time had not 

come where one could stond up and say society s hould allow a woman the 

oppor tunity to earn her livelihood per se, widowed or not. There was no 

nich~ in society yet for the 'respectable single working woma n'. Whatever 

people thoug ht about it, t hey kept to themselves. Rokeya was working out 

8. place for s ingle women a t fTar ini Bhavan' - but this was in her fiction -

her novel, Padmar8g. 41 

Rokeya's sentiments were echoed by Ayesha Ahmed in "Muslim Samajer 

unnat ir Antorai". In her art icle Ayesha had asked: 

In the wes t women are found in a ll profess ions - from politics to 

engineerin g. Ins tead of bestowing their daughters an good o r bad 

hands, wh;ch may lead to a life of misery guardians s hould, in 

particular cases , see that girls are capable of ear ning their own 

living. This does not compromise a family's honour. Women s hould 

be allowed to earn their own livelihood Ln a respec table (blladro) 

manner. This will a lso solve economic problems.42 

The voice that joined Rokeya and Ayesha in this unu s ual advocacy. was 

that of Mrs M. Ra hman 's. In her column in Dhumketu s he raised the issue 

41see Chapters VI and VII. 

42Ayes ha Ahmed, Saog8 t, p.43. 
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of women's economic independence and the Indian male's colonial plight: 

A French countess has recent ly asked 'How can you expect liberty 

without a penny to your name?' True, what can be achieved by 

those like us who have no economic independence? But we can not 

keep stil l. Nor can we ask the men to do anything. What can they, 

poor souls do, who tnke whatever bounty their colonial lords hand 

ou t to them ?43 

But even so, only some professions were deemed respectable e nough for 

the women of the middle class gentry, the bhadromohils, as Abul Fazl 

pointed out while he was reviewing an article by a certain bhadromohila 

on the Muslim women's awakening: 

Miss Nurjehan's query was, how are Muslim girls to emerge out into 

the world. She provides two answers: 85 teachers and doctors . .. 

Perhaps women now reaHze writing letters and keeping househod

accounts won't suffice.44 

. 
Education was the first mediator linking the private and public spheres for 

women. It forced the debate between purdah and public participation (such 

as school attendance) to su rface. The subject of ed ucation was thus tied 

up with sexuality. Contemporary ort hodox discourse was busy trying to 

establish that fema le education outside the hou se along western lines as 

advocated by the liberal Bengali intelligentsia, would be threatening to the 

moral and domestic order. Liberals were so busy trying to establis h that 

it would not, that it had little time left over to veer the topic in other 

directions. By the third decade of the century, the issue was more o r less 

decided in fav our of female education . 

4JMrs M. Rahman, "Amader Swarup", (Oengali)1 (Our True Identity), 
Dhulllkecu, No.IJ, Ashwi n 1329 BS, p. IO . 

44 Abul Fazl, in Abu} Fazl Rachanabali, pp.642-64J. 
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However, now the debates entered a new plane - t he context or modus 

operandi of the new educational system. To what level should women be 

ed uca tedj in what manner? What shou ld the con texts of t his education be? 

(if r udimentary knowledge of religious texts, a nd some lite rature if t he 

family were u ppe r class, wou ld not suffice) Shou ld the sy llabus be the 

same as for boys? Should boys and girls study toget her or separately? 

And what was t he ultimate objective of t he edUcation - a develo pment of 

moral a nd intellectual facul ties to enable optimum f unctioning as good 

mother, efficient housewife , a nd companion , or something else besides? 

Ghulam Murshid studying the response of Brahmo and Hind u women to 

modernization could conclude: 

One can here pose a simple question. What did these women want 

to achieve by ed ucation? Despite a few exceptions the over whelming 

majority of newly educated women, like thei r male counterpar ts, 

considered the chief aims of educat ion were to get well-p laced and 

educated bridegrooms, and to be bet ter wives.45 

But Murshid points out that these were the chief aims of female educat.ion 

in other parts of the wor ld as well , including the occident. However, he 

also concedes that t he nineteenth century bhadromohiJa were aware of a 

more subtle gain: "Apart from these benefits relating to their every day 

life, the educated women were conscious that education would elevate t hem 

from t he inglorious social position they were occupying.,,46 

Murshid was writing abou t women of the latter half of the n ine teenth 

century. For Muslim women who were participat ing in the prOCess of mod

ernization in the early part of this cent ury. and beginning their me tamor

phosis into t he Muslim bhadromohi1a, t his was largely true too. However. 

45Murshid , The Rel uc tant p.56. 

46Murshid, p.58. 
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an examination of contemporary discursive material reveals that thoughts 

on the objectives of education other than producing t he good companion 

and wife, did engage some (8 very few thinkers). The economic aspect of 

education as a means to livelihood and powec, was considered by Rokeya 

Sakhawat, Tarik ul Alam, Nazrul Is lam, Ayes ha Ahmed, Abul Fazl a nd others. 

But the topic of women's wagework was caised very cautiously, and with 

various disclaimers a nd modifications . 

In those changing times, it was difficult to make out who stood where, 

or what colour a pe rson chose to wear. What was constant was the self

qu estioning and seeking after truths and resolutions. What the centre of 

line publicists achieved, was sig nificant foc the development of the liberal 

discou rse . They laid a lot of social anxiety regarding modernizing reforms 

to rest. By upholding Is lamic ideals, and the golden age and harping upon 

good mothering and house wifery as the ultimate goals of education and by 

decrying the novel addicted adhunika, they allayed fears of impending or 

proposed changes. They forged b ridges between seventh century Islam and 

post en lig htenment European thought by 'inventing a tradition' (to use Eric 

Hohs wam's famous phrase). In the process of inventing the golden age both 

Hindu and Muslim reformers constructed "a particular kind of past which 

was the con text for the construction also of a particular kind of woman

hood. The past itself was a creation of the compulsions of the present . ,,47 

This invocation of the past, of tradition or scriptures. was necessary, 

one realizes, if reform was to have a wider base. But in providing a wid er 

base for reform, s uch a position ultimately also weakened it. As had happ

ened in the era of Brshmo/Hindu reform in the n ineteen t h century , the 

reformers' attempts to ground change in t he scriptures or shas!ra ulti

mately ad verse ly affected the u ltimate success of the refo r mist project. By 

47uma Chakravarty, "Whatever hap pened to the Vedic Dasi'?" in 
Sangari a nd vaid (eds), p.78. 
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looking to the scriptures for sanction of their reformist activity, they 

unconsciously fixed the bases of change in a backward looking process 

which precluded a really secula r base.48 

Similarl y, the Muslim reformer's evocation of the sharia widened the 

reform base but s imultaneously also weakened its potential s trength by not 

really grounding reform on a more secular foundation. For th is, scholars 

have evaluated the great era of Hindu and Muslim reform (c.1850- 1940) as 

one which s imultaneously reinstituted new forms of patriarchal subjection 

while freeing women from ex_isting oncs. The limitations of bhadroJok educa

tional (and other) reform stemmed from this inherent contradiction. 

The liberals (and a very s mall radical section represented by some of 

Rokeya's writings, and those of a few others) were undoubtedly the most 

prolific as their output in contemporary journals testify. The 19305 and 40s 

we re their decades. But ed ucation was the dominant issue which engaged 

all groups of early twentieth century reformers. Conservative, centrist and 

libe ral t hou g ht rallied round to project and promote their points of view 

on what comprised women's education and its objectives. Those who did not 

welcome institutional education at first had to bow to the c hanged order 

of things and s hift their a rguments to what kind of education and why. 

The consensus seemed to be that female educat ion s hould be different 

from male, on some very important counts which arose from the perceived 

notions of feminine nature and the s pheres of their separate activity. It 

was held that women were by nature more s uited to a certain kind of edu

cation s uc h as the liberal arts and home- economics. Since the bhsdro

mohila did not have to earn a living, vocational and professional ed ucation 

were not for them. The enti re objective of education thus became the prod-

48This has been lucidly pointed out by Kumkum Sangari and Sudes h 
Vaid in Introduction, Recasting Women. 
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uction of good mothers, efficient house-wives and enlightened companions. 

Women themselves were not si lent on the matter. The chief vehicle of 

their views was their writings. Writing not on ly served to make their 

voices heard on issues of reform and chan ge, it was the mark of a new 

creativity which had touched men and women in the period. In this sense 

it was a major acti vity of the blJadromohiJa - both a functional 8S well as 

an expressive one. The ability and desire to write, along with ed ucation, 

we re the hallmarks of the new type of women. 
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CHAPTER VI 
GROWTH OF CREAT[VITY AMONG MUSLIM BHADROMOHILA 

Education in whatever form and degree, had prepared women for the act 

of writing. Wome n in the traditional andarmahal had always wielded the 

penj but with the advent of the new form of ed ucation under colonial rule 

t hey s tepped into 8 new era of creativity. That is , there were s ig nificant 

changes in the medium in which they wrote, the s ty le they used. the 

gen res they selected, the topics they chose and the platforms they soug ht. 

All of these would not have been possible for women of preceding ages as 

these were modes a nd artifacts of the refo rmist period. In the Mus lim 

tradition of Nort hern Indis, women wrote histories or autobiographies and 

biograp hies, while in Bengal they composed punthi style works. Dut the 

b hadromohils seldom selected the latter form of writing. It mu s t be mentio

ned, however, tha t s uc h activity had hithe rto been confined to women of 

the upper class only and t hat too to women of exceptional talent. But in 

the refo r mis t and pos t-reformist age, large numbers of women took up the 

pen and in doing so a lso had to break t he s tigma that had come to be att

ached to women's writing in the lull between the waning of the medieval 

culture with its own art forms a nd world view and the ascendancy of the 

modern one. 

Mos t of the women discussed in previous chapters took up the pen at 

some time or the other. In what had come to be recog nized by 1900 as 

their mother tongue, these women all wrote in Bengali though many of them 

had learnt Urd u a t home. They had aU been affected in varying degrees 

by t he process of modernizat ion which was accompanied by a s imultaneous 

imbibement of indigenous cu lture (here termed Bengalicization), particularly 

manifest in the c hoice a nd use of lan guage. The women were themselves 

products of the new age as well as o ne of its agents of c hange. They 
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wrote in the language of the new middle c lass for the middle clas s. They 

composed poems celebrating moonlight in a garden, or a mot her's tender

ness, or th ings longed for and unseenj wrote stories of domestic strife and 

joy, love and betrayal or an occasional historical romance; turned o ut a n 

occasional novel and depicted the lives of great men a nd women. They exp

ressed their views on the burning issues of the day through analyses of 

socia l prob lems, s pecially p urdah and aborodh, female education, a nd the 

problem of Bengali Muslim identHy. Like t he Brahmo a nd Hindu women of 

the preceding decad es, women discussed here produced a considerable bulk 

of writings which comprise a fascinating storehouse for the historical 

recons truc tion of the period under review. 

There have been a few s tud ies o n Mus lim women's writings but t hey 

belong to the fie ld of literary discourse. 1 To date there has not been any 

attempt at analyz.ing their works in the context of the emergence of the 

Mus lim bhadromohiJa. For it was in the crea tive act of writing a nd 

publis hing what was written, that s he declared her social presence. 

By the firs t decade of the twentieth cen tury journals , periodicals and 

news papers s tarted to reach almos t every middle class home. These along 

with the printing presses, provided a platform for women's c reative acti

vity. It is difficu lt for anyone s tanding at this fa r end of the twentie th 

centu ry And studying the b hadromohila eighty years ago, to appreciate the 

courage required to give p ublic exp ression to their thoug hts and feelings 

th roug h the printed word in a society where it was difficult to be a woman 

le t a lone a wOlnan writer. It wou ld be r elevant in this regard to remember 

the cons traints faced by women writers of nineteenth century England and 

1 See Mujeer Uddin, Banga Sahitye Muslim Mohila. (Bengali), (Muslim 
Women in Bengali Literature ) (Dhaka : Deeda! Publishing House, 1967)j Begum 
Jahan Au, 88ng18 Sahitye Lekhikader Abadan, (Bengali), (Contribution of 
Women to Bengali Literature ), (Dha ka: Muktodha ra, 19B7); Anis uzzaman, 
Muslim Manos a Bang1a Sahitya, (Dhaka: Muktod hara, 1964). 
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America. As pointed out in a monumental study on the subject: 

for if contemporary women do now attempt the pen with energy 

and authority, they are able to do so only because their eighteenth 

and nineteenth century foremothers struggled -in isolation that fe lt 

like illness, alienation that felt like madness, obscurity that felt like 

paralysis to overcome the anxiety of authorship that was endemic 

to their literary subculture.,. on ly a full consideration of such 

problems can reveal the extraordinary s trength of women's literary 

accomplishrnenls in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.2 

Women "who attempted the pen,,3 in nineteenth century England, America, 

or Bengal, had to dea l with 8 social attitude that did not look upon the act 

of reading, not to s peak of writing, with much favour. The novel-reading 

sdhuniks, it will be remembered, was ridiculed and censured by conser

vatives whenever the occasion arose (See Chap, V), Even She.ratchandra 

Chattopad hyny, the most widely acclaimed novelist of the time, who was 

otherwise well-known for his sympathy for the o ppressed lot of women in 

traditional Hindu society, found occasion to publish a derisive article on 

women's writings, albeit under his sister AnUa's name. In this article titled 

"Narir Lekha" (1913), he discussed the works of 'Amodini Ghoshjaye.', Anu 

rupa Devi and Nirupama Devi, derisively referring to some of the female 

2Sandra M, Gilbert and Susan Gubari The Mad Woman in the Attic -
The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth Century Literary Imagination, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), p. 51. 

3A phrase taken by Gilbert and Gubar from an eighteenth century 
poem by Anne Finch: 

Alas 8 woman that attempts the pen 
Such an intruder on the n'shts of men 
Such 8 pres umptuous creature ;s esteem'd 
The fault can by no virtue be redeemed. 

The sentiment was echoed a hundred years later by Robert Southey who 
said "Literature is not the business of a woman's life, and cannot be." 
cited in ibid . pp.3-8, 
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writers as "Mohila Saraswatis".4 Sensitive female writers might have crin

ged at the novelist's ruthless dissection of their similes, metaphors and 

conceptual ambivalences. Sharat (as Anila Devi) rounded off the piece by 

relegating Anurupa's pretentious works as fit reading matter for a young 

child. Shant himself had high literary standards, for both male or female 

writers, and he did add a word of praise for Nirupama. Moreover, he had 

consciously avoided the diatribe to be published in his own name. Nonethe

less , one wonders how women attempting the pen reacted to this article. 

This much may be safely said, though, that if the constraints and criticism 

faced by women writers of the more advanced Hindu community were as 

severe as this, how much more difficult must have been the position of 

Muslim women embarking on creative activity. 

But apparently, all this did not deter Bengali women from attempting 

the pen. Often early women's writings (e .g . Rokeya's in Mohil8 or Nabanur) 

would have the modifier "written by a Mus lim bhadromohil8 (sk] of a resp

ectable family" in scribed below the title . Nonetheless, women's writi ng 

found a niche for itself and in 1929 Sao88t even decided to bring out a 

"ladies' issue" containirig thirty-two pieces. 

The writings of the Muslim bhadromohila differed from their Hindu and 

Brahmo predecessors in the noticeable absence of autobiographical works, 

the AtnJ8charit and Smriti Katha so popular to the latter.S One notes the 

4 Sharatchand ra Chattopad hyay 
(Bengali), (Women's Writings), First 
Rachan8bali, Tuli KaJam cd . (Calcutta: 

a lias Anila Devi, "Narir 
pub. Fa/gun, 1319 BSj in 
l'uli Kalam, 1989), p.SS9. 

" _. , 
Sharat 

Sfor a full treatment of a utobiographical writings among Hindu and 
Brahmo women, see MaJavika Kariekar, Voices from within: Early Personal 
Narratives of Bengali Women, (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991). Susie 
Tharu and K. Lalita (cds.) in the Introduction to their an thology Women's 
Writing in India: 66 B.C. to the Present, (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1991) have provided the most insightfu l analysis of women's writings in 
India, their depth, beauty and polemical traits, and the politics these 
writings themselves were s ubject to, in later periods. 
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absence of Mankumari Basu, Rassunduri or Binodini's piece by piece recon

s truction of their pas ts. Perhaps by the 19205 the need for s uch a n outlet 

had died. One thing the two groups of women s hared in common though 

was their silence on the truly personal. Des pite much s pilt ink, both cate

go ries of writings did not aJlow a penetrating glance into the innermost 

recesses which housed personal needs , a ngry reactions , physical desire or 

inter-personal feellngs. 

Another common feature was the domjnance of 'social' themes . In spite 

of the Brahmo o r Hindu bhadromohil8's predilection fo r memoirs and the 

Mus lim bJJadromohila's neglect of t hem, both managed to repress their inn

e rmos t selves in favour of the social Self. 

The Beginning 

Though Muslim writers entered the domain of modern Bengali literature 

somewhat later, t hei r entry was not very belated.6 Mir Mosharraf Hossain's 

Ratnabali (1869) saw the light of day within a decade of Pearyc hand Mitra's 

Maler Ohorer Du/al (1858). Ratnabali bore the caption 'Comic novel' but 

admittedly had few t raits of one. Bishad Sindh u and Mir's semi autobio

graphical works were closer to the genre. 

The firs t Muslim woman to write in mode rn prose was Bibi Taherunnessa 

whose essay in the form of a long letter "Bamagoner Rachona" appeared in 

the fe bruary-March issue of Bamabodhini Patrika, in 1865. Tahe runnessa 

in her essay pleaded for women's education. Not mu ch is known about her 

except t hat s he was a stu dent of Boda Girls' School in Calc utta . In its Jun e 

issue of 1897 the Damabodllini PaUlka pu blished a poem by another Mus lim 

lady, Latifunnessa who had passed the examination of Campbell Medical 

School. The poem was titled "Bangiyo Mus lim Mohilad er Proti" (To the 

6See Anisuzzaman, Muslim Manos, pp. 190-200. 

249 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter VI 

Muslim Ladies of Bengal}. 

Howev er, the credit of writing the first full-length book in mode rn 

times goes to Nawab Faizunnessa Chaudhurani, the author of Rupja/a}. The 

most famous literary figure in faiz un's time other than Mir was Qazem 8 ) 

Qureshi who wrote un der the pen name Kaikobad . His Ashruma/a (Garland 

of Tears) was written in 1894, and Maha Shmashan (The Oreat Cemetery) 

in 1896. Kaikobad followed by Mir Moshar raf were among t he fi rs t to set 

the tre nd in favour of unad ulterated Be ngali prose for th is was "the time 

when Muslims were not us ua lly ready to read anything other than do-bhllSi 

or bi-Iingual punthl written in verse. ,,7 (Other than Pcrso-Urdu-Arabic 

works, that is.) 

Faizun nessa was born into a zamindar family where Urdu was the lang

uage favoured for written djscourse (as the deeds and documents of the 

family testify.) But s he took pains to learn Bengali in which s he composed 

her literary works. This phenomenon, i.e., the dUemma of Ur du a nd Bengali , 

in which one lan guage perceived to be somehow more a ttuned to 'Islamic' 

cult u re than the other, was the sou rce of a problematic pertaining to 

Bengali Muslim identity. The Muslim bhadromohila wou ld later have quite a 

bit to say aboul t his, but that is s ubject matter for another s tudy. 

Rupja/al, Faizunnessa's only extant literary work, was pub lished from 

Dhaka in l876 (she had written another book Sangeet Lahari which is not 

availab le a ny more). It may be recalled that in t he same year Swa rnakumari 

Devi's Dipnirban (Exti nction of Light), probably the firs t Bengali nove l 

written by a female writerS, was published from Calcutta. Swarnaku mari . 

Ra bin dranath's s is ler, had a lready evolved a full fledged modern, prose-

7S ufia Ah med , p.JIS. 

SAS a lready mentioned in the In trod uction. this claim also goes to 
Hanna h Catherin e Mullens' "Phulrnani 0 Karunar Bibaran" published in 1852. 
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sty le in the proper narrative con ventio ns of the day and had imbibed the 

entire gamut of bhadro, romantic-eu p hemis tic ideology as well. 

It is difficult to class ify RupiaJa} as it was a hybrid wo r k composed in 

both medieva l and modern literary conventions . Critics consider it to be a 

'tale ' or upakhyan - and it may be placed alongside other texts of t he 

period in terms of style, fo r m and content. Faizun eschewed t he preceding 

mishrobhasha (mixed lang uage) convention and composed her work i n 'pure' 

Bengali.9 StyUstically, it resembled Khondker Shams uddln 's Uchit Sh r aban 

(1860), a n advice manual in poetry and prose. Ghulam Husain's Harh JwaJan j 

(1864), a "domestic prose compos ition" a nd Sheikh Azimuddin's Korir Mathai 

Burar Biye (2nd ed . , 1868), 8 prose-poem satire, and Rupja/a] were similar 

works. Abd ur Rahim's PremliJa also belonged to t he same time and type of 

literary endeavou r. 

Rupja/a} provided a remarkably hybrid picture of an age in transition; 

of a sensibility poised between the medieval' p unthl a nd the modern prose. 

Most scholars re fer to it as a I kabya' or long poem. The grealer part of 

it was written in s ing-song verse inters persed by passages written in 

pros e. The book revolved around the romantic longing of Prince Jalal fo r 

Princess Rupbano. A hosl of characte r s were invoked - jin ns, fai ries, 

ogres, saints and Satan, gods and o rdinary mortals . The sweep was epic 

and gave a flavour of the Islamic-Hindu syncretis tic ethos of (rural) 

Bengal. Th e boo k (parts of which are cons idered semi-au tobiographical ) 

differed in tone a nd temper from the literary trend of the f uture 

bhBdromobiJa who - fed on Bankim, Sharat, Tagore, Mir, Kazi Emdadul Huq, 

Shirazi, and other tmodern' writers - would not have allowed themselves 

the frankl y sexual imagery and allusions found in RupjaJal. 

9See Anis uzzaman, Muslim Manos, for 8 discussion of the transition 
from medieval to modern literary tradition and mishro-bh8sa form s. 
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Fa-izun herself was not a full-fledged bhadromohi1a as s uch - she 

belonged to t he old mou ld as muc h as the new. She was a bhadromohi18 in 

the sense Shirazi used the term in his 8ansiyo },(usuJman (see Chap. I). 

Some of her ideas were modern, but her lifes tyle was not. She of a ll women 

traversed to the public from the private every day (see Chap. II) but ret

ained her invisibility by observing strict p urdah. Faizu n' s was an age in 

which the liberal colonist's puritanic cul tural creed had not been imbibed 

in full by the nascent bhadrolok in the Muslim community. Consequently , 

s he could st ill express herself in a pre-reconstruction/pre-reformotion 

mode. A blJadromohiJa of the 1920s would not have resorted to the frank 

sexuality expressed in the following stanzas: 

What kind of lover are you, thirsty one 

That you do not drink the nectar 

Of the maiden, though s he be new? 

She burns with the fire of unrequited love 

What wrong is there in drinking honey 

From her who is your own ?10 

Nor the following which s howed more explicit ly, woman's desire: 

Deprived of the play 

That transpires between man and wife. 

The princess burns without 6 night of love-making. ll 

The later gentlewomen influenced by Victorian/Brahmo puritanism would be 

more euphemistic in expressin g physical desire. But it would be wrong to 

banish faizun to the medieval age, for in the same book o ne comes across 

passages written in the most 'modern' (i.e. Bankim-like) prose highlighted 

on occasion by Sanskrit verses. 12 For here was 8. woman who had admin-

10Faizu nn essa Chaudhucani, p. ISl. 

ll ibid. p.149. 

12AS for instance in pages 177- 227 written in continuous prose. That 
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istered her own zamindari, set up a girls' , school left her husband on 

account of polygamy, and refused the title of Begum for the non-gendered 

one of Nawab . 

Azizunnessa was probably the first to publish in a Muslim-edited 

periodical viz . Islam Pracllarok. In 1902 Pr8charok publis hed her poem 

'Hamd: Ishwar Prashastl' (Hymn : In Praise of God). She also trans lated 'The 

Hermit' by Archdeacon Parnell of Clog her into Be ngali verse in 1884. She 

was more fa miliar with Urdu than Bengali (See Introduction above) accord

ing to the preface of her work Sanyasi (1906), where she also acknowled

ged with deep gratitude her debt to her mentor, Maulvi Mecajuddin Ahmed . 

She was married to a zamindac, HamiduUah Khan, of Tetuliya in Khulna. 

Khairunnessa (c.1870-1912), a res ident of Sirajganj, wrote around the 

same time as Azizunnessa. Her essays appeared in N8btmur. In 1904 she 

published an essay "Amader Shikshar Antorai" and in 1905 a piece entitled 

"Swadesh Anurag" where she appealed to women to boycott foreign goods 

in suppo rt of the Swades hi Movement. Her Satir Pa6 Bhakti was a manual 

for women laying down the duties of a good wife. In the introduction to 

the sixty-eight page booklet, Khairunnessa wrote: "I am a n ordinary Muslim 

mohi/a [sic] who has not written 8 book before. But when twas 8 teacher 

at the local girl's school, I wrote occasional pieces for a newspaper." 13 

Khairun's writing actually bore s igns of sufficient learning, culture and 

intelligence, as Mans uruddin observed: 

She has written about a hus band-wife relations hip and ralSlOg 

chiJdren, after much study. Though her views may appear at times 

conservative due to the environment she lived in, her basic argu-

Faizun knew Sanskrit is evident from the shloka on pp. 220, 222. 

IJCited in Muhammad Mansu ruddin, Bangla Sahitye Muslim SadhBna. 
Jrd ed., (Bengali) (Muslim CultiVation of Bengali Literature), (Dhaka: Ratan 
Pu blishers, 1981), pp.197-198. 
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ments would benefit liberals too ... She opined that female backward

ness was the rool of socie tal declinei a household in which women 

are not happy will never pros per. 14 

Abdul Hakim Vikrampuri writing for Saogat in 1926 briefly reviewed Musijm 

women's writings and referred to Khairunnessa: 

The late Khairunness6 Khatun Saheba had written a women's book 

titled 'Satie Pati Bhakti'. She was the headmistress of Hossainpur 

Batika Bidyalay in Sirajganj. The popularity of her book may be 

gauged from the fact that it has gone into its fourth edition. i5 

Khairunnessa was probably the first of early women writers to [ormulate 

her ideas on social and political iss ues at some length. From the scanty 

evidence available it s eems a few other women also wrote didactic manuals, 

e.g. S. K. Khatun ' s Swami Sohagini (Husband's Beloved, pp. 146) an "advice 

manual for Mu s lim women" published from Noakhal1 in 1914. 

Sohifa Bano (c.1850-t926), another early female writer, hailed from 

Sylhet and was a sister of the famou s folk-lyricist Hasan Raja. She pur

sued a quiet literary career in the semi-rural mofussU a tmosp here far from 

the din and clamour of Dhaka and Calcutta. 

Twentieth Century Social Criticism 

Before Faizunnessa's work was discovered and drew the attention of lite

rary critics, Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein was usually hailed as the first 

Muslim female writer of modern times. Rokeya started her literary career 

in 1901 when her essay "Pipasa ll appeared in N8b8pr8bha. fler next piece 

'Alankaf na Badge of slavery' created quite a stir. It was published in the 

14ibid., p. 198 

15Muhammad Abdul Hakim Vikrampuri, "Banga Sahitye Mus ulman 
MohUa", (Bengali) (Muslim Women in Bengali Literature), SBoga t, Bhadfa IJJJ 
BS, 4:3. 173. 
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journal MohiJa (1310 BS) edited by Qiris h Chandra Sen from Calcu tta. There 

was almost no a rena of literature where Rokeya 's pen did not ventu re -

poetry, s hort-s tory, satire, essay, novel or fantasy. Writing in the age of 

Tagore, what her work Jacked in literary and aesthet ic calibre, it compen

sated by wit, clarity a nd dedication to the women's cause. In this sec tion 

a few selected passages from Rokeya's writings are presented to illus tra te 

the t hemes being discussed here: the bhadroJok a nd the bhadro world, the 

formulation of her feminis t theory a nd domestic ideology. (for the birth of 

the 'new woman' see ChaPter VI!.) 

To begin with, let us consider Ro keya's satirical poem 'Appeal' (1922), 

written at a moment when the b hadrolok were alarmed les t the British 

government recall their titles (Khan Bahadur, Rai Bahadur e tc.) , in the 

wake of the anti-government nationalist activities. Here was Rokeya at her 

witty, sarcastic best. In the poem t he 'Bengali Bhadrolok' have gathered 

round to draw up an a ppeal to the government not to decree 8 cancellation 

of t heir titles: 

Some enjoy vast estates most 

And some weighty titles boast 

0' let us all gat her rou nd 

And appeal to the exalted crown-

That ' titles' aias, we cannot live without. .. 

Some British paper has decreed 

'Cut t he titles. off with the tails 

Of all the stupefied bhadro males of Bengal. 

That is what they deserve, no doubt .16 

Written at 8 particular political moment, this was a much discussed poem 

a t the time of its publica tion. Rokeya satirized the ' modera te' s tand taken 

16R• 5. Hossein. "Appeal", Sadhans, Falgun IJ2S 8.5., in RR, p .568 
(trans . mine) . 
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by • bhadrolok politicians' at a critical juncture in Bengali history. The 

poem would have made any titled bhadrolok cringe. Its portrayal of their 

reaction to the proposition made by an "irate white [British] newspaper" 

according to which "moderates who are keeping siJent ought to be deprived 

of their titles\ was unflattering, even ludicrous. The paper had indicated 

those Indians who were not taking 8 s ufficiently pro-British stand in the 

wake of nationalis t, a nti-colonial movements in the critical years 1920-1922. 

And Rokeys was indicting those very Indians for their positions of collabo

ration and convenience evinced by their adhesion to titles (and favours) 

bestowed by the British. This was the section which believed in (silence' 

and to illustrate what she thought of those who abided by laws ordained 

by the colonial government, she made them say in the same poem: 

Corne let us aU declare 

We have never violated the law. 

Who dare preach sedition 

Let him perish! 

Rebels, writers, dreamers of Swaraj 

Hear us, waste not the precious gift of life .17 

Rokeya identified this class - the landed, the titled, and the "civilized but 

under-nourished". The last is a bit difficult to interpret, but s he probably 

meant the educated, urbanized class whose purses were not swel1ed by 

revenue from land, or high government office. Which leaves the residual 

category of the worse off bllBdrolok, of course. 

"Appeal" and "Niriha BangaU" (1904) were the two pieces where Rokeya 

directly add ressed the prevalent liberal male (i.e. bhadro) ideology. Anyone 

who is lulJed into thinking Rokeya was a simple liberal (which s he was part 

of the time as and when it s uited her, as s he could be somewhat orthodox 

too if the occasion arose, or conversely a radical) will have to do some re-

17ibid . p.569. 
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thinking when confronted with her harsh c ritique of liberal ideology as 

exemplified by the Bengali bhsdroJok. It would be 8. mista ke to th ink s he 

was sl iding into a conser vative, anti-liberal s tand. No, her c riticism of 

orthodoxy was just as merciless; b ut her thoug ht and vis ion cou ld pene

trate the patriarchal loopholes in liberalis m and go beyond it to times not 

yet born. 

"Nirihn Bangall" (meaning the helpless, simple Bengalee, who played it 

safe) was Rokeya's diatribe agains t the educated, middle class and t he 

unattractive qualities of that class. Ambition without the desire to work 

hard . dependence, fondness for words rather than action, cowardice a nd 

a predilection for romanticis m, - were all ingredients of the Niriha Bangali. 

Ro keya kept adding one hilarious characteristic after another: 

We a re adept a t one t rade - selling degrees. The seller is called 

t groom' a nd the buyer is called 'father-in law' , For it is easier to 

live off the old fool of a fat her in-law than to earn one's living ... 

And while on the s ubjec t . .. we have come to the conclusion that it 

is eas ier to e ngage in brain-cultu re t han agriculture.18 

What was quite as sig nificant was a footnote added to "Niriha Bangali", 

written in the wake of the Swadeshi Movement. Rokeya indulged in one of 

her rare moments of appreciation for the Bengali race in what was taken 

to be an oblique tribute to the Swadeshis: 

Happily for us recent events prove Bengalees are not effeminate. 

Who would have t hought matters would improve thus in five years, 

thanks to the Almighty (Jagadis hwar) we are now 'Courageous 

Dengalees ,. 19 

Ro kcya's views on Swadesh i was also e vident in t he poem Nirupam Bir 

t8R• S. Hossein, R.R., p.33. 

19ibid , p .35. 
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(Peerless Warrior) which s he composed to eu logize the revolutionary Kanai

la1 who hUd been sentenced to death by hanging for his part in the anti

British activities fo llowing the partition of Bengal: 

The t ha n kless world may forget 

The name of Kanailal the bold, 

But in the heart of Bharat his memory remains 

Etched in letters of gOld .20 

Ro keya' s a nti-co lonial allegory uMuktiphall! (The Fruit of Liberty) was seri

alized 8 year before "Appeal". in Bangiya Musalman Sahitya Patrika. In 

"Muktiphal" Rokeya addressed the plight of rndia's society and polity on 

a wider and more ambitious can vas - colonization . The wit of "Appeal" was 

missing in this more grim work. The failure of the bourgeois, liberal and 

centris t (moderate) s ta nd of politicians in India's a nti colonial struggle was 

portrayed as well their failure to unite (as evinced by the Congress split 

in 1911), but the theme now became subsidiar y in the context of the pat

riots' courageous and gigantic tas k of freeing the motherland (by plucking 

the Fruit of Liberty) . 

It was not pleasurable or IlJting read ing (which mos t of her works were 

not, lade n as they we r e wit h ideological message), but it recorded 8 blla

dromohila's exposition of the economic and cultu ral havoc wrought by colo

nization. its dehumanizing conseq ue nces a nd the failure of the political 

leader s to tackle it. The various response and strategies of the colonized 

- f rom collaboration to resistance were depicted in a llegorical terms. The 

collabora tors, needless to say, came from the same s ection of the bhadrolok 

c lass who had drawn up the 'Appeal' to t he government, describ ed above. 

T hose who resis ted were the true sons and daug hters of the soil - the 

patriots who laid aside self-interest and se t out on 8 perilous journey to 

20ibid'lPP. 510-51 1. 
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procure the fr ui ts from t he mythical tree of liberty which would cure t heir 

mother from her fatal dis ease. Colonization and the consequent bondage by 

a foreign power, was thu s viewed as a debilitating d isease which drained 

the vital s tre ngth from a na tion's society , econolllY and polity. 

The allegory has always been a po pular genre with write r s who wis hed 

to criticize a regime or system but had to resort to some form of s ubver

s ive camouflage (e.g., Swift's Gulliver's Travels, or Lewis Carrol's Alice in 

Wonderland). In a popu lation trying to s urvive and s truggle un der s colo

nial regime, its use was very understandable. It is significant in t his res 

pect that Rokeya added the epithet 'A fairy-ta le' under t he title Muktip hal 

just as s he passed Sultana's vis ion off as a "dream" in S ultana's Dream. 

But Rokeys was not o ne to see problems of empire, colony or class in 

isolation from the problem of patriarchy. "Mu ktiphal" ends where Kanga

lini's two daug hters, new ly awakened, get ready to set ou t fo r the perilou s 

quest for the fruits of the tree of Liberty. The previou s quests had failed, 

one by one. None of them had women in their ranks. Now Srimati and Su n

ili were getting ready to join in the journey (even the names Ro keya chose 

were illus trative of her sy nc retic, pan-Indian, cultural con victions - which 

made up one of her identities). 

The pieces discussed above were written in (\ form that bhadromohila 

were not disposed to favour - sa tire. In this Rokeya was unique among the 

women of her generation a nd the 8rahmo women who preceded her. In their 

cau s tic wit llnd sarcas m, Rokeya' s poems and a llegories transgressed t he 

bhBdromohilB creed , as he r fiction a lso was going to do. Her biting sarcasm 

was also ev id ent in a rejoinder to Muhammad Abdul li akim Vikrampuri's re

view of Mus lim women writers in SBOgat. Vikrampuri's piece was somewhat 

ill-starred because it evo ked s ha r p responses from two contemporary 

women wrilers who did not like the ma nne r in which Vikrampuri had compi

led his lis t. Ra keya and Mrs M. Ra hma n did not ag r ee with Vikrampuri on 
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Inany points a nd ex posed some gross mis takes in his essay, in their witty 

rejoinders "Rang 0 Sana" a nd "Bhul Bhan ga" published in lhe As hwin issue 

of Saoga l. 

Though Rokeya' s feminist theory was woven into most of he r writin gs, 

there we re some pieces exclusively concerned with problems of patriarchy. 

In this categor y fall "Stree Jati r Abanati" (1905), "Ardhangi" ( 1905) and 

"Narir Adhika r", her las t work written in 1932 and publis hed pos thumous ly. 

In "Stree Jatir Abnnati" he r feminist message which was revolu tionary in 

the context of those times , ran g out lo ud and clear: 

We s hall do what is required to attain equality with men. If tha t 

involves earning an independent livelihood so be it. If necessa r y 

we s hall be lady-cler ks (sic), lad y magistrates, or lad y judges ... Jf 

we cannot get employ ment with the Raj, we s hall take to agricul

ture. Why do we weep because grooms are ha rd to find in India? 

Educate your daughte rs a nd let them earn t heir own livelihood. 21 

In the remar kable fantasy Sullana's Dream, which s he wrote in flawl ess 

English , Rakeya gave full rein to her imagination by d epict ing 'LadyLand', 

8 realm where gender roles were reversed and women assumed the public 

role while men stayed indoors . It is no w hailed as a 'radical' piece of 

femi nist writing though Rokeya herself was not a radical aU of the time. 

But If one is to look for the radical in Rokeya one would have to look at 

her early feminist essays as well as her fiction where s he freely resorted 

to su bversion of existing id eologies. 

Ro keya's on ly novel, Padmarag (1924), was a nar ration of life in Tarini 

Bhavan , a sanctuary where women of all creeds have found re ru ge and live 

a life of dignity. 'Tarini Bhavan' was the utopia which man y feminis ts 

dream of to this day.22 The con temporary periodica l Samyabadi reviewed 

21R. S. Hossein, R.R., p.29-30. 

22padmarag is discussed in Chap. VII. Ro keya's reminis t thought has 
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Padmarag and praised the author's vision, s pecially the harmony between 

Hindu, Musl im, Brahmo and Ch ris tian depicted by her. 23 The editor requ

ested "every man and woman" to read the book. 

Several of Rokeya's writings were concerned with the role of women in 

the domestic sp here - the family with women as the guardian of this other. 

real-life 'sanctuary'. In "Ardhangi" Rok.eya illus trated the stun ning breadth 

and clarity of her feminist theorYi she set down in clear terms that women 

all over the world were s ubject to gender oppression. She had no illusions, 

in the ultimate analysis, about women of the 'civilized' colonizing race i.e. 

the British 8S the following passage illustrates: 

Though the Chris tian community has provided for female education, 

a woman does not possess full rights. Her mind is still enslaved .. . 

When the husband is immersed in debt, the wife is busy trying on 

her new bonnet [sic] because s he has been trained to believe s he 

is the personification of poetry; so she loves to grace the home as 

a poem incarnate. How can s he comprehend matters like debt?24 

In her analogy between the Bengali and English housewife Rokeya was 

making her universal feminist formulation. No patriarchal culture was spa

red, 85 her reading of the Ram-Sita legend proved: 

Sita Devi is held up as a model woman. Sita was not a purdanashin 

- she was Ram's ardhangi, lover, comrade. And he was noble, pious 

a nd loving . . But his treatment of Sita was like that of a boy to

wards his pet toy ... 25 

been discussed by Muhammad Shamsul Alam, Mo taher Hossain Sufi, Morshed 
Shafiul Hasan, Tahmina Alam, and others. See Bibliography for the details. 

23 Book Rev iew of 'Padmarag' in Samyabadi, Falgun 1331 BS, cited in 
Anisuzzaman, Muslim Bang/ar Samoyik PaUa 1831-1930, p.389. 

24Mrs R. S. Hossein, "Ardhangi", Na ban ur, (Ashwin 1311 BS), 2:5, 284 

25ibid., p.282. 
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Rokeys did not spare the Mus lim community either, but here her a ttacks 

were more guarded (she glorified the days of pristine Islam a nd lamented 

the distor tion of scriptural injunctions in the present day) .26 But ens

conced wi thin her obeisance to scriptural autho rity in "A rdhan gi" was a 

s u bversive passage ofte n overlooked by critics, where Rokeya questioned 

the premise that "woma n is half of 8 man" as laid down in Islamic ideo

logy.27 This was a common feature in mos t women who took up the task 

of socia l criticis m - patriarchal structures were cens ured overtly by a 

negative portrayal of other societies and covertly by an attack on one's 

own. Rokeya c learly wished to establish that the disparity in the mental 

levels of husband and wife, considered particularly harmful by the new 

domes tic ideology also which emp.hasized companions hip, was not a problem 

in Hindu, Muslim or Christian c ultures alone, but all over. 

In "Oriha" (home) Rokeya ilJustrated that a lthough a woman may live 

in a household a nd expend most of the labour required for its upkeep, the 

home does not belong to her in actuality. 

Shamsun nahar Mahmud, Rokeya's disciple. grew up in a famil y which 

had taken to western, liberal edUcation and government employment very 

early on and had crusaded for women's rights . Her firs t work Punyomoyee 

was written when she was only ten and published in 1925 when she was 

only seventeen. It contained s hort biographies of eight great women of the 

Mu slim world who served as role models . Among them were: the myst ic 

Rabeya, the Prophet 's dau ghter Falema and his wives Ayesha and Khadija. 

Beg um MahaJ was another biographical work by Shamsu nnahar - it recorded 

26ibid. p.287. 

27ibid . p. 288. Also see Sonia Nishat Amin, It Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein: 
Tar Lorhaier Bibhinna Dik", (Bengali),(Rokeya S. Hossein: Various Aspects 
or her Struggle), in Samsj Nirikshan, Nov 1988, Feb. 1989 pp.84-92 and 
108-120, for a tentative a nalys is of apparent contradictions and recanta
tions in Ro keya's texts. 
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the lives of great Pathan and Mughal women of medieval India. But Sham

sunnahar's most well-known book was Rokeya Jibani, the first biography 

of Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein, her mentor and comrade in the crusade for 

women's education. It was publis hed from Calcutta in 1937. In what remains 

to this day an authentic biography of Rokeys, Shamsunnahar paid tribute 

to the pioneer of the women's awakening in Bengal. Shamsunnahar was 

primarily a n educationist and many of her writings were concerned with 

the various aspects of education in Bengal (viz. "Shis hu Shiksha", "Muslim 

Bonge Stree Shiks ha" etc. ). She wrote a manual on nursing for women in 

Bengali titled "Nu rse" . 

Razia. Khatun Chaudhurani (1907-1934) was another major social critic. 

She had a brief span of life, but she made a name as essayist, poe t and 

short-story writer. Being married to a poLitician , As hraf Ali Chowdhury, 

Razia was perhaps one of the few female writers who had an opportunity 

to come very close to the politics of the time - the Swadeshi Andolan, 

Khilafat Movement, and the Civil Disobedience Moveme nt. Razia's political 

views were ref1ected in her short story "Sramik". 

AU the essays save one, which have been collected in her collected 

works bore the word 'women' in the title. They dealt with the education of 

Muslim women, women's role in the home and outside; purdah and its 

perversion aborodh, the status of women in Islam, and motherhood. In 

"Samaje 0 Grihe Narir Sthan", Razia said : 

For so long Muslim women s uffered all oppression in silence. Today 

8 few arc getting ed ucation and their eyes have opened ... There 

are societies for prevention of cruelty to animals, the government 

has laws to hang murderers and yet no one turns a glance in this 

direction. 28 

28Razia Khatun, Saogat, Bhadro 1334 BS , 5:3, 273. 
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Many of the bhadrolllohiJa displayed s trikin g clarity in their critical 

formulation of extant gender relations. For instance Razia exposed the 

hypocrisy innate in the patriarchal concept of Satitv8 (Chastity): 

This word fSati' is an Ulusion. It is applied a t random to women, 

but there is no eq uivalent word for men, in Bengali, or even in 

Englis h - the 'highly civilized ' language. fSatitva' or Chastity a nd 

similar j argon have been invented solely for women it seems. Fie on 

men. Why is it that a man never loses his chastity in the same 

manner 8S 8 woman is said to lose it?29 

Here was 6 mind which apprehended a discussion of issues which were to 

emerge fifty years after her death . At the same time other passages in her 

works betrayed a s upercilious attitude regarding her own religion which 

may have su bscribed to the ethos of growing Mu slim separatism of the day. 

These discrepancies just went to show t hat the bhadromohil8 was not a 

mo nolit hic e ntity a nd subscribed to a wide range of attitudes. 

Mrs M. Rahman {who wrote under this name} was more original and 

vocal as a social critic than the others and can be compared with Rokeya. 

She wrote regular ly for Kazi Nazr ul Is lam's Dhum ketu, publis hed from 

Calcutta (t hough short-lived, it was a popular and progressive period ical 

of the time). Like many writers of the time Mrs Rahman distinguished 

between purdah (modesty in dress and behaviour) and aborodh (a 

patriarchal distortion of the former) which banished women behind the 

Bndsrmahal. This was 8 leitmotif in the writings of the first half of the 

twentie th centu ry and recurred often enough to s uggest that the 

p urdBh/aborod h formulation was an intrinsic part of the mental makeup of 

the typical bllsdromohil8. But Mrs Rahman's features in Sandhya Pradeep 

(the column in DIJUtllke. lU reserved for discussion of women's issues) were 

regularly bold in their denouncement of patriarchal institutions. 

29Razia Khatu n Chaudhurani, ibid. 
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All the women who took up the pen constructed a golden age of Is lam 

in the pas t when women enjoyed all rights granted them in their religion. 

Most women glorified women's status in Is lam and Razia Khatun went to the 

extent of s tating lhat it was the on ly religion that granted women rig hts 

and hence s uperior to Christianity or Hinduism etc. Here s he feU s hort of 

Lhe secu lar is m Rokeya dis played ill her famou s attack on religious books . 

Rokeya did not go into any specification , and thereby avoided the pitfall 

of ethnocentricis m. 30 

In real life many of the women a bove wore the burqa. Some discard ed 

it afte r morriage and Rokeya donned it late in life. When asked about this , 

s he is said to have replied that she would resort to a ny measure to 

preserve her school. Thus , the possibility of ' Stra tegy ' as an explanatory 

factor for the puritan ethic of the bhadromohila writers in their art as welJ 

8S r eality can not be ruled out. 

Fiction: Domesticity and Love 

Nurunnessa Khatun. t he writer of Swapnadrishta (published in 1923), is 

taken to be the first female Mu s lim novelis t. 31 Although Ro keya's Padma-

rag was written much earlier. . it was not publis hed until 1925. 

Among the women in this generation of writers . Nurunnessa was proba

bly the most prolific 8S a fiction writer. She was born into a sharif family 

in Murs hidabad dis trict; her father was in government employment and the 

family, reasonably enlightened, placed no obstacles in the path of her quiet 

30Rokeya ' s well-known passage on the world's major religious texts 
being the creations of men, in "Amader Abanoti", in Nabanur, was ejected 
when the essay appeared in book form later, on the grounds that it might 
be too radical. 

31 A 94- page social novel Zobeda was published from Calcutta in 1921. 
This would hove made its writer S. F. Khatun the first female (Mus lim) 
novelis t. See Ali Ahmed, p.390. I have not seen 8 copy of Zobeda. 
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pursuit of education which was con du ct ed within the andarm811DI. tn the 

preface to her first novel Swapnadrishta she said : 

I have never had the experience o f s itting on 8 school bench. 

Nei ther have I ever sat in front of a tuto r with open boo k. To 

quench my ow n thirs t and cu riosity I taught myself some ABCs and 

tin kered arou nd with 8 few books on my own. J2 

It would seem that Nurunnessa mus t have tau ght herself very well as s he 

made quite a name for herself in the world of writin g. She was married in 

1912 to a mokhtar (law-practitioner) from Serampore in Hughly, who was 

libe ral in his views and encouraged her literar y activities. Nu ru nnessa's 

wor ks includ e two 'domestic' novels , one his torical novel, three novellas 

a nd several essays. She was awarded t he titles of Bidyabjnodinj (dates not 

available) and Sa hitya Saraswati by t he Nikhil Bharat Sahitya Sang ha (and 

Bangiyo Sahityn Sammelon) for her contribution in the field of literature. 

(See Chap. Vlt for a fuU er discussion). 

Mamlukul Pa terna Khanam (1894-1957) was youn ger than Nurunn essa by 

two years. Her father was an employee in the Railway Department. She too 

was educated a t home; but unlike man y ot hers of her time Paterna Khanaffi 

worked as a teac her in Calcutta (Sak hawat Memorial) and Dhaka (Pos ta 

Girls' School) to s upport herself. Married into an ort hodox family, she felt 

compelled to leave her hus band in Manikganj a nd moved to Dhaka wit h her 

children where s he eked ou t a n exis tence on her own. She was an avid 

read er and Sharatchandra a nd Rabindranuth were her favourite writers -

though Bankim's attitude s he sometimes cons id ered prejudiced against 

Muslims . On ly seven of her s ho rt-stories s urvive today in the fo rm of a 

s Um reprint Saptarshi (1964) , a nd several letters written to Abul Falal , 

young writer of the Dhaka scene and editor of the s hort-lived literary 

32N u r un nessa Khatun Bidyabinodini t "Swapnad rishta", NO, preface, p.2 
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jou rnal Tarun-Patro. Abul Fazl recorded his great regard for this enligh

tened a nd affectionate lady, clad always in a white sari, garb of elderly 

women and widows in Bengal, whose house had often served as a meeting

place for literary sessions of Dhaka's up and coming you nger, western 

educated generation. Fazl considered Fatema Khanam to be one of Rokeya's 

lesser known co-workers. 

Akhtar Mahal Syeda Khatun (1901-192 1) must be placed in the same 

category of writers. She was born into a wealthy and enlightened family 

of Faridpur district in East Bengal. Her brother Mujibur Rahman was among 

one of the firs t Bengali Mu slims to enter the Indian Civil Service. Akhtar 

was married in 1913 to the son of a respectable family in Noakhali, but the 

marriage was probably incompatible. The prospect of a daughter in law 

immersed in books or writing, was not looked upon with favour in her 

in-law's house. But Akhtar continued writing in secret. Her writings were 

locked away in a trunk (which reminds one of Emily Dickinson's habit of 

s towing away her day's work in a chest), till Nazrul Is lam, 0 famous poet 

by then and a house-guest at their estate in Noakhali, discovered that she 

wrote. lie encouraged the budding writer and her works were publis hed 

in Naoroze firs t under a pseudonym and later in her own name, in Saogat. 

Akhtar Mahal's prose was chaste a nd expressive, but her career was cut 

short by her early death. Only two brief socia1 essays have survived: 

"Narir Abhijog" and "Shishupalon ".:1J 

Like Victorian and Brahmo writers before them, Mus lim bhadromohila 

produced fiction that centred around domesticity and love (or its absence). 

But the latter's works lacked the intricate plots and many-layered, intros

pective, psychological atmosphere of the fanner. Neither Nurunessa, nor 

Rokeya, Akhtar mnhnl, Razia Khatun or any of the others ever used the 

J3Her fiction will be discussed in Chap. VU. 
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first person na rrati ve so popular among Victorian and even Brahmo women 

novelists . Though it was possible to conceal oneself even i n the firs t 

person narrative form, the Mu s Um mohila's avoidan ce of the voice le nt a 

peculia rly distant and detached quality to t heir writings which could not 

t herefore burs t into a convinci ng similitude of real life. It emphasized their 

closure on thei r selves when wielding the pen, specially in fiction where 

one t rod the realms of passion, desire, love etc. This situation mus t have 

arisen out of the different material circumsta nces (and hence social reality) 

of the different catego ries of writers - Victorian, Brahmo and Muslim. 

Phenomena - ranging from conventional courtships, matrimonial manoeuvres, 

and domes tic situations, to travels unde rtake n by the sing le heroine in 

dis tant lands in t he capacity of governess or teacher, and sojourns in 

neo-gothic mansions by lonely women trapped in romantic-mysler ious

emotional and s patial laby rinths - were facets of British life and cultu re, 

providi ng rich material fo r fiction. But these were not the life circum

s tances of Mu s lim bhadromohiJa whose writings were bound to r eflect the 

lac k of s uch high drama in their lives. What dra ma there existed (the 

Mus lim community must have had its s hare of intrigue, illicit love, 

captivity, passion and adventure) seemed to be a male preserve. Women, 

who were already anxious in that they had dared to break social norms in 

"attempting the pen" , were content, pe rhaps cautious to confine t hemselves 

to 'tame', legitimate i.e. domes tic themes. Romance and adventure were 

exorcised away to thistorical novels ' s uc h 8S Nurunessa's Janaki Bai. Such 

avoidance in women's writings reviewed here, must have been due partly 

to the material reality and partly no doubt to the impetus inherent in 

reforming societies to ins tru ct rather t ha n entertain. 
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Poetry: The Roma ntic Tradition 

Mahmuda Khatun Siddiqua (1906- 1977) and SUfia Kamal tb. 1911) lived in 

the age of Tagore and Nazru!. They were the major poets to emerge from 

the ranks of the Mu s lim bhadromohill1. Their poetry was born of the roman

ti c tradition of that age. J4 A recent biograp her of Mahmuda notes: 

From 1900 onwards a spate of literary journals edited by Muslims 

were inspired by the spiri t of t he Bengal Renaissance, i.e. in their 

rational outlook, contemporaneity, a nd aes thetic approach to art. 

The Bengali Mus lim poet ical trad ition starti ng with Nazrul built 

upon this liberal-aesthetic tradition.35 

This was the environment in which Mahmuda and Sufia took up their pens . 

Mahmu da Khatun was born into an enlightened family where women c ul

tivated the arts in the quiet domesticity of the BndarmahaJ. Her mother 

Raha.tunnesa was fond of books and music. "But the most profound influ

e nce on her life was tha t of her great-grandmother. This lady knew Be n

gali, Urdu, Persian, Arabic and Nagari. ,,36 In a n unpublis hed memoir, 

Mahmuda recollected her deep regard for this lady: 

My great-grandmother had kindled the love for poetry within me. 

With the fall of d us k s he would cast her s pell of fair y tales over 

me .. . t started to write poetry somewhere around then .. . Kaikobad's 

AshrulI1ala and Illy t utor's AnOlVlllra reached o ur books helf. I was 

enchanted by Kaikobad's poetry.J1 

34 For an evaluation of Mahmuda's works from a literar y point of view, 
see Beg um Akter Kama l's biography, Mahmuda Khalun Siddiq u8, (Dengali) 
(Dhaka: Bangia Academy, 1987). Here I am evaluating them mai nly in t heir 
his torical context. 

35ibid. p.D 

J6Beg um Akter Kamal, ib id . p. lS. 

37Ma hmuda Khatun, unpublis hed memoir, cited by Akter Kamal, ibid . 
pp. 16-1 7. 
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Mahmuda's early education s tarted at home but s he did attend a school 

upto the 6th class. Her father Khan Bahadur Mu hammad Suleiman was a 

Divisional School Inspector, and had s tudied at Presidency College. When 

he was posted in Rajshahi, she attended the loca l missionary school for a 

Lime and was tuto red at home by Najibar Rahman, the famous novelist. She 

had wanted to s tudy medicine bu t owing to circumstances cou ld noti but 

she procured a diploma in Hygiene in 1928 and also received the Lady 

Carmichael Diploma in Cooking. Mahmuda has a s lightly different account 

of her life in purdah: 

Muslim society observed strict purdah - my aunts wore 'burqa' a nd 

had to be covered with a mosquito net if the rare event of having 

to travel ever arose. Even I was put in purdah at the age of twe

lve and taken out of school. But the world outside was so irresis

tible that I would ramble in the garden whenever I could. 38 

Mahmuda publis hed t hree vo lumes of poetry: Pasharini (1931), Man 0 

Mriltika (1960), and Annyer Sur (1963). lIer life was devoted e ntirely to 

the Muse of literature - for though married once, she was estranged a nd 

never had to raise a family. She graced many literary conventions and 

often delivered the presidential addresses at these without a burqa, a rare 

feat for a Muslim woman of the times . 

Mahmuda had the good fortune to come into contact with two of the 

greatest figures of the Bengal Renaissance: Sharatchandra Chatterjee and 

Rabindranath Tagore. The mos t memorable public occasion for Mahmuda 

must have been the civic reception accorded to novelist Sharat Chatterjee 

at Albert Hall of Calcutta in 1936, where s he read a paper. A secular 

outlook a nd emphasis on communal harmony were intrinsic traits of 

Mahmuda's character and literary work t hroughout her life. The budding 

poet from the Muslim andarmahalonce met Rabindranath and the latter was 

3S· b·d 2 1 1 ., p. o. 
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very pleased. Mahmuda records, at the 'emergence' of a Muslim lady. She 

reminisced about the meeting which took place in Jorasanko: 

I watched with wonder ... he seemed to radiate light. .. He c hatted 

with us for a while a nd then said: 'I am struck with wonder that 

you have been able to cross the barrier of purdah. See .. . jus t as 

plants can not grow without s un and air, human beings cannot bloom 

without air a nd light. The lotus has to grow out of the mud 

towards light in order to reach full bloom.39 

Mahmuda also wrote essays. Her "Adhunika" was an essay on the modern 

woman. portrayed positively. She was perhaps the only woman to write on 

literary cri ti cism thus reviewing the art s he and others were creating. 

With regard to poetics she believed that a poet's historical environment 

had direct bearing on his/her work. lIer alleg iance to the style forged by 

Tagore a nd her awareness of contemporary literary traditions are ev ident 

in the following extract from an essay t itled "Bangabhasha" (the Bengali 

language): 

The ease llnd facility of Buddhadev Basu's language is more char

ming than Bankim's ... Rabi babu's great creation Sesher Kavita is 

written in Birba1i s ty le and is as such popular. But this medium is 

more s uited to novels and blank verse. For poetry one needs the 

language of Rubi ndranat h' s poetry.40 

Sufia Kamal, the youngest of the generation of writers discussed here, was 

born into a zamindar' s family in Barisal where Urdu was the language 

spoken and gi rls observed strict purdah and did not attend school. As a 

child, s he probably never dreamed that she would one day be known as 

a poet, writing in Bengali at that, and a social worker . She started her 

Uterary life with much trepidation. She was married to Nehal Hossain and 

39Mahmuda Khatun, unpublished memoir, cited in ibid, pp.25-26. 

40Mamu da Kahatun Siddiqua, "Banga Shasa", cited in ibid., p.54. 
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later widowed . For a while s he took up a job in Calcutta and raised her 

family. Subsequently s he got married to Mr Kamal. Although she started 

writing in the 1930's, her participation in the process of transformation 

that produced the Mus lim bhlfdromohila was similar to that of Mahmuda 

Khatun' s . After a full personal and public life as wife and mother, poet and 

head of the major women's organization in Bangladesh, Sufia Kamal is 

revered today as a conscientious voice of society, vigilant in upholding 

human rights in general and women's rights in particular. 

Mahmuda Khatun and Sufia Kamal belonged to the first generation of 

female poets in t he modern Muslim community. They followed the poetic 

tradition created by their predecessors like Kamini Ray (1864-1933), 

Ma nkumari Basu (l863-1943), Priyamvada Devi (1871- 1934) and Lajjavati 

Basu (1813-1942). In poetic style more than anything the Hindu and Muslim 

bhadromohila were closest to each other - it was here that the two cultural 

streams blended into one. Some motifs may have differed, e.g., sufia would 

have welcomed the Eid (the major festival of the Muslims) and Kamini would 

have referred to the Durgapuja (the major festival of the Hindus) or the 

former would have used tlfsleem in place of namshka£. But in style, senti

ment, use of imagery and themes chosen, there was much convergence. 

Journalism 

While some of the bJJadromohiia were engaged in reconstructing the world 

through poetry, a few were devoting their time and energy to the publi

cation and editing of journals. Muslim women's involvement with journals 

dates back to the nineteenth century when Karimunnessa Khanam patro

nized the publication of the progressive periodical Ahmadi. falzunnessa too 

was a patron of the more conser vative Islam Pracharak. However. in the 

field of journalism. Bfahmo/Hindu and north Indian Muslim women scored 

greater success than did the Musllm bhadromohila. The former had flouri-
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shing journa ls , s uch 8S BamabodlJilli Patrika, Mllhila, AbaJobondhab, Khatun , 

Tahzibun Niswan, Pordanoshin and Isma t, brought out by and for women 

from the middle of the nineteenth cent ury. Mus lim Bengal cou ld not boast 

of such jou rnals - most of its efforts i.e. Annessa, Ruprekha., Bulbul or 

NaTi Shakti, were s hort-lived. However, in the few endeavours t hat were 

undertaken, Chittagong seemed to have taken the lead in female journalism 

in those decades. Two of the periodicals edited by women were published 

from that city, a nd the editor of the third, Shamsu nna har, grew up there. 

The first jou rnal to be edited by a Mus lim woman was Annessa (mean ing 

"The women" in Arabic), published from Chittagong in 192 1. Very little is 

known about its editor Begum Sofia Khatun and copies of the journal are 

rare. Brojendranath has an entry on Annesss in his monograph on journals 

edited by Bengali women in which he says: "The welfare of women was the 

chief aim of the jou rnal.,,41 

Suniti was also published from Chittagong in 1916 as a weekly (later 

bi-weekly) . Sometime in the 19205 the editorship of the journal was taken 

over jointly by Khan Bahadur Mohammad Anwaru l Azilll M.A. (Cantab) and 

Begum Tohfatunnessa Azim, his wife. The Jaishtha 18 (1334 BS) issue of 

Suniti bore the names of both Anwaru! Azim and Tohfatunnessa Azim o n the 

title page. Tohfatunnessa (c.1916-1982). who had been educated at home, 

was also an avid social worker among rural women and laler served as a 

parliamentarian in the then East Pakistan. 

Jahanara Chowdhury edited the an nual Ruprekha from Calcutta in 1932. 

The next yea r the name was changed to Varshabani (The Year's Message). 

41BriSjendranath Bandopadhay, Samoyikpatro Sampadone 8anganlJ.ri. 
(Bengali) (Jou rnals edited by Bengali Women), (Calcutta: Viswabharati 
Oranthalay, 1950) . p.15 . Mustafa Nurul Islam gives one extract from Annessa 
in his book, from the 7th issue. 1921, of the journal. The extract is form 
'Narir Ad hikar' (Women 's Rights) by Sofia Khatun. It is a negative view on 
women's demand for the vote. 
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Drajendranath lists Rupreklla in a footnote, and S.H. Zaidi in his book 

Position of Women under Islam has an appendix of notable Mus lim women 

with a photograph of Jahanaf8 Chowd hury with the caption 'Editor of 

Ruprekhs' beneath . JahanllfB was a very colourful personality who s tudied 

a nd lived in Calcutta. Reputed to be quite a beauty, she was married to 8 

wealthy man, but, it is believed, total fulfilment in domestic life was not 

her lot. She devoted herself to patronage of art and culture. 

In 1933 Shamsunnahar Mahmud and her brother HabibuJlah Bahar jointly 

launched Bulbul from Calcutta. InitiaUy this literary journal came out thrice 

a year but in 1936 it was "transformed into a high standard monthly".42 

Bu lbul continued till 1939. Its stance was in the best liberal standards of 

the day and Nauul Islam himself welcomed its publication. Shamsunnahar 

was a regular contributor. As a female editor she set the trend. 

Literary Activities: 1\ Space for Women 

Writing was one of the main areas in which women first made 8n entry. 

Women wrote and published before they ever went to schools. As mentioned 

in the previou s section, the nineteenth century saw the launching of full 

scale journals for women such as Masik Patrika (1854), Bamabodhini Patrika 

(1863), Abalabandhab (1878), Mahil8-Bandhab (1887), Mahila (1897) and 

Antahpur (1898), where Hindu and Brahmo women in the main, expressed 

themselves . A few Muslim women, long before girls started to step ou t of 

the andar on a large scale, contributed to some of these journals. 

It was from 1900 onwards that Muslim women ·started to write regularly 

and on a larger scale in the numerous journals that were brought out in 

Calcutta and the various mofussil towns. In t he field of creative literature. 

too, Brahmo and Uindu women took t he lead. When Swarnakumari published 

42BrOJendranath Bandopadhay, ibid, p.2 1 
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her full - fled ged novels, Faizunnessa was turning out her half punthi half 

prose RupjaJal. It was in the 19205 that Nurunessa emerged as the first 

notable female writer. 

As the bhadromohilli ideal gained ground, women created fo r themselves 

(or women were granted) a s pace in the. public platform of the press thr

ough their lite racy activities. But as grounds were gained, so were they 

lost. Women were given the right to take up the pen and discourse on res

pectable (i.e., bhadro) issues . But this very res pectability meant they now 

had to eschew an earlier fra nkness and freedom evident in Faizunnessa's 

work. Perhaps for this reason, the passionate gave way to the romantic 

and the bhadromohila's writings seldom verged upon the truly d eeper and 

turbulent layers of the human condition. 

This was not the only code that bound them. It would be pertinent at 

this point to draw once again upon t he s urvey of women's writing (in the 

west) during the last 250 years by Sand ra Gilbert and Susan Gu bar. 

Writ ing about women wie ldin g the pen in male dominated c ultures. they 

have developed a theory of female circumvention a nd adjustment to the 

constraints faced by a materially a nd c ulturally disa dvantaged group: 

Women f rom Jane Austen and Mary Shelley to Emily Bronte and 

Emily Ditkinson produced literary works that are in some sense pal

impsestic, works whose s urface designs conceal and obscure deeper. 

less accessible (and less socially acceptable) levels of meaning.43 

Bengali women writers did not have an atticj but they certainly had their 

little niches in the and8r1fl8haJ/ant8hpur. Akhtar Mahal' s trunk (where s he 

secretly s tored her meagre crop of writings) cannot fail to evoke Emily 

Dickinson ' s wooden chest, thoug h in calibre there can be no comparison 

between the timeless poetry of Emily and Akhtar's scanty lite ra ry crea-

43Sandra Gilbert a nd Susan Gubar, The Madwoman, p.xii. 

275 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Chapter VI 

tions. Howeve r separated as these two women were in time, culture, count ry 

a nd race - in circumstances a nd marginalization their situations were s ur

prisingly similar. Were any of the blladromohila who took up the pen 'mad' ? 

At this point in research on the wome n writers of Bengal, it is difficult to 

tell. Nurunnessa herself referred to her writing as a madness j but s he was 

by all appearances a very sane person. In the preface to her first novel 

s he had written how travelling with her hu sband had loosened the hold of 

purdah . She a lso noted "the utter madness of my writing books is based 

on these scanty experiences. ,,44 

More telling perhaps are the sketchy insights into the lives of Akhtar 

Mahal, Razia Khatun and Mamlukul Fatema. Akhtar was not as fortunate as 

Nurunnessa. She was born into an enHghtened family of Faridpur, but after 

her marriage at the age of 12 to a n elderly man who suffered from 

leukoderma, s he did not find a n environment conducive for her ta lents. Her 

grand-daughter reco llects: 

Tales of our grandmother evoked wonder in us. For, i t was 8 feat 

in those times of aborodh for a woman married into an orthodox 

family to develop her literary talent. She went on writing despite 

t he obstacles.45 

Her in-laws looked upon her creative activity and avid reading habit with 

disfavour. The s hort biograp hic note attached to the book Niyontrita states: 

Though she was born into a well educated family, Akhtar Mahal 

never had the opportunity to attend a school or college. She was 

taught some Urdu, Arabic and Bengali at home .. . But her thirst for 

knowledge was unbounded ... She would s tart reading whatever was 

around. Her extreme passion for books was considered 8 sort of 

44Nurunnesso Khatun, preface to "Swapnadrishta", in Nurun nessa 
GranthabaJi, p.li. (Italics mine). 

4SRaihan Begum, in publi.sher's note, Niyontri ta. p.iv. 
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madness by people around her.46 

Razia and Akhtar died premature deaths; Faterna lived to an old age in 8 

s tate of intellectual paralys is. perhaps the meres t coincidence, but FatemD 

like Emily (whose work Paterna probably never read), wore white in the 

later phase of her life. Much has been written about Emily's white 

gar b;4 7 very little is known or conjectur ed abou t the thoug ht. dress or 

Jives of Mus lim bhadromohila at t he turn of the cent ury . Of th e symbolism 

of the white dress in the nineteenth century , Gilbert and Gubar say: 

But the a mbig uities of the Vic torian white dress extend even 

beyond the tension of virgina l vulnerability and virginal power ... 

It is s urely significant that doomed, magical, half-mad or despairing 

women ranging from Hawthorne's s now image to Tennyson's Lady of 

Shallot, Dicken's Miss Havisham .. . all wear white.48 

About Emily's weari ng it from the 1860s onwards, they hypothesize that 

"partly no doubt s he did t his to come to terms with the pain of t ha t white 

dress in which so many nine teenth centu r y women were irnprisoned.,,49 

In Bengali culture , while was associated wi th age a nd widowhood. 

Faterna took to wearing while when she was living and working alone in 

Dhaka and Calcutta. Later, s he lived out 20 years of illness which was 

tinged with a n inte llec tual paralysis and emotional melancholia, a shell of 

her former self. Drawing a connection between creat ive women's emotional 

and intellectual loneliness and wearing white apparel, Gilbert and Gubar 

observe: " ... for Dicki nson white also .sugges ts both t he pu re potential of 

46Afsarunnessal biographic note, Niyonrrita, (Dhaka: Raihana Degu m 
1979 ) p.vi. 

47see Gilbert and Gubar, pp. 613-619. 

48'b 'd 1 1 ., 

49' b' d I 1 '1 

p.617. 

p.62 1. 
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8 tabula raSll, a blank page, an u nlived life ... ,, 50 Akhtar Maha1 was said 

to be melancholic and unhappy. Razia had bouts of what can be called men

tal maladjustment (See Chap.1I above). Fatema lived in what can be identi

fied as a state of e ndemic depression .51 Rokeya Sakhawat , for whom nei

ther personal nor public life was rosy, to say the least, retreated into a 

s Late of tota l closure on herself; but s he s u rvived, like some of the others. 

Plllimpsestic, many of these women's wr it ings were. They often used so

cially accepted themes of motherhood, wifely companions hip, ideal domes

ticity, etc., to forward their views o n fem ale emancipation, viz. education, 

eradication of purdah, abolition of polygamy, and so on . Sometimes an arg

ument was led by thc hand into totally unfamiliar grounds. Thus onc finds 

Rokeya promoting a knowledge of horticulture and chemistry for success 

as a cook! Weaving in and out of much of the social wri tin gs by women 

of the period 1900- 1939, was an un tiring and skillfu l advocacy of women's 

rights in the home and ou tside. Ilis in this area more than a nywhere else 

that women displayed their agency . In her fiction Rokeya was a past mas

ter at using existing literary traditions for her own ideologicaJ ends . In 

Sultana's Dream she emerged from camouflage and veiling into a direct pro

clamation of her feminist vision by creating Ladyland where gender roles 

were reversed. 

The various changes in the course of literary endeavours of Mu s lim 

women from Faizunnessa to Nurunness8, recorded important changes in 

50'b'd 1 I ., p,6,l5 

51) say all this with d ue regard for t he women mentioned a nd fee l 
that society indeed ext racted a heavy price from these women, who Like 
Emily Dickinson, should have been born in some other time. As Ruqqaiyah 
Kabir, writer and political activist who lived through the 19305 and 1940s, 
said in her interview about a los t generation : "So few of them s urvived. 
On ly those with sufficient grit." IncidentaUy, Ms Kabir is Akhtar Mahal's 
niece. 
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their world . In terms of medium the re was a trans ition from the poetry

prose of Rupjsis/ to the clear, modern prose of Swapnodris llta. In te rms of 

form there was a s hift from the part punthi, pa rt proto-novel to more c lear 

cut ca tegories of the novel, s hort s to ry or poem. In fla vour and s tyle the 

robust and passionate gave way to the restrained, romantic and res pect

able. There were similar changes in themes and content. Faizun dealt with 

love, longing and s eparationj with conquest a nd fairyland adventu res . 

Nurunnessa dea lt with love redeflned and framed within the domes tic. To 

Faizunnessa the real socia l and poli tical events of the day were not worthy 

of representation (unless one reads Rupjalal as some sort of allegory, but 

this has not yet been attempted and it is doubtful if it was one). 

The blladromohil/J's writings, on the other hand, were teeming with soc

ial themes, ir not political ones. Faizun founded a girl' s school. but it was 

easier in that period to found o ne t han to discourse on it or to attend it. 

The popular press had not c reated the platform for women yet. But from 

1900 onwards s uc h a platform was possible and women, in taking up the 

pen, both used the initial s pace offered and s lowl y built it up as thei r own 

space in the jou r nals and texts of the day. Very few went beyond the 

socia lly accepted themes of the day; Rokeya was an exception, but e ve n s he 

was circumscribed by existing ideolo&-ies and did not break the great 

silence On the t ruly personal or passionate. Bu t the silence was not 

questioned and what remained articulated was no l at the moment, at s ta ke . 

Thus, literature was the area o f the bh8dromohila's self proclamation 

or her a rrival in a sense. Education had equipped and prepared her to 

step outs ide a~ it mediated between the private and public s pheres. In 

wielding the pen s he no longer remained the objec t - but became the 

s ubj ect , a lt hough one working under male dominated cultural forms. 
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THE NEW WOMAN IN LITERATURE 

As the debates on women's ed ucation, and role in the family raged all 

around, women themselves had joined in by taking up t he pen. As this new 

brand of women went to schools , wrote and assumed different responsibili

ties in the home, a more subtle debate on the ideal of womanhood was tak

ing place in the wo rks of contemporary fictional writers . Fiction was the 

s ite where the mo ulders of public imagination (main ly the novelis ts and 

short slory write rs) were goin g to SCUlpt their various images of the ' new 

woman ' , 

The bhadrornohila was a social categor y; the new woman was a n abstr

action j an archetypal representation found more often in the pages of 

literature tha n flitting dow n to the tram line on t he way to classes at 

Bethune. T he bhadromohila of course was a new woman, a new cultural 

entity. As a social aggregate s he was coun terpart to t he bhadroJok. j ust 

8S the new woman was counte rpart to the new man. Howeve r, in s peaking 

of the new woman, one is ope rating at a level of attribution (of traits) 

whereas in s pea king about the bhadromohila one is locating the social 

manifestation of the ideal. For this, perhaps, contemporary fiction is t he 

s ite where one e ncou nte rs the new woman in her manifold selves - in he r 

positive and negative aspects. T he process of her creat ion and emergence 

is most clearly brough t ou t there. 

Victorian and Edwardian Roots 

The cons truction of the new woman too k place in the latte r half of the 

nineteenth Century , among the e nlighte ned 8rahmo Community, within the 

framework of the Bengal Awakening. T he concept itself had originated in 

Victorian England (1837-190 1) and r eached fullness in t he Edward ian age 
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(1901 -1910).1 But the new woman in England had been preceded by the 

s t ereoty pe of the Perfec t Lady: 

Throughout the Vic torian period the Perfec t Lady as a n ideaJ of 

feminin ity was tenacio us and a U pervasive in s pite of its distance 

from the objective reality of countless women. 2 

The Perfec t Lady, as noted above (in Chap. 111), was a blend of good wife, 

mother and companion - ed ucated and competent, living in a s phere sepa

ra te but equal or complemen tary as propounded by John Ruskin in his 

Sesames and Lilies (1864). The image of the Perfect Lady coupled with a 

more diluted and fun ctional version, the good wife/woman. dominated the 

social scene till it was challenged by groups of ris ing middle class women 

who were dissatisfied with their Jot as defined by the prevalen t ideals . 

The fe minists who broke down the old stereoty pes of the Perfect 

Lady were the mselves to be s lotted into a new pigeonhole and 

labelled with a new sticker - that or New Woman.3 

Many of the new women came from the middle class and were fair ly well 

off. They soug ht education, economic independence a nd political r ights . 

Along with the good wife, to whom they were a c haUe nge, they exerted 

sig nificant s way in the English middle class from the turn of the last 

century down to the Second World War. English male wri ters frequently 

ridiculed the new woman and portrayed her as cruel, mocking. unfe minine 

and hostile. But she was heralded and celebrated by a t least one male 

t hinker, John Stuart Mill , as early as 1869 in The Subjection or Women. 

Like other ideological notions the concept of the new woman underwent a 

ISee Chap. tIl above. 

2Vicinu s , (ed) Suffer, Introduction p. ix 

30eirdre Beddoe, Discovering Women 's Hjs tory, (London: Pandora, 1987 ) 
p. 29 
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sea c ha nge on its journey eastward (See Chap ter III - The Family in 

Transition) and in Bengal the ' new woman' had somewhat different CO nno

tations . She was a n admixtu re of the Perfect Lady , the 'good wife' and t he 

'new woman' . She had manifold selves which were fun ctions not only of 

t ime, but of c lass, cu lture and the particular discourse which was cons 

tructing her. It is thus important to beaT in mind the distinc tions, despite 

the s imilarities. between the archetype of the new woma n in Eng land and 

her counterpart in colonial Bengal. Here the term had diverse applicability 

and the connotations cou ld shift quite fast. However some of her charac

teristics wo uld be universally agreed upon (as some would not). For analy

t ica l convenience it is possible to make two lists of c harac teristics 

encountered in female protagonis ts in Bengali fic tion of the period (which 

it is hoped will yield a composite picture of the new woman ), fic tion being 

the s ite where it WaS easiest to locate her. The new woma n was expected 

to have s uc h qualities as: 

Group A 

1) Some formal education and good tas te. 

2) Qualities of ideal mother, wife, he lpmeet and housemaker. 

J ) Ideas of romant ic love within marriage or leading to it. 

4) Selflessness a nd ultimate s ubmission to hus band's will. 

5) Altruistic qualities finding vent in social work. 

Group B 

1) Inte lJectuaJ qualities. 

2) Quali ties of earning a livelihood. 

3) Sexual awareness. 

4) In dependence of spirit . 

S) Political awareness : findin g vent in politjcal par ticipation . 

The firs t set of qualities were universally agreed o n. The second se t was 

certainly more cont rove rs ial and were often perceived as a su bvers ion (or 
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dis tortion) of qualities in group A, by conservative opinion which felt 

threatened by the emergence of the new woman in socie ty both as conce pt 

and reality. In mos t cases the traits were cumulative ra the r thon mutually 

exclusive. Thus the heroine described os 'independent' would certainly a lso 

be chas te, romantic and selfless (e.g. Ayes ha Siddika in Padmarag ). Only 

on occasion would the heroine be independent ra ther than s ubmis sive, a 

breadwinner rather than a ho usewife. 

Bu t by a nd la rge t he new woman in Bengal believed s he s hould be 

ed uca ted enough to take u p the role of an enligh tened housewife and 

mot he r within the home which was her sacred responsibili ty. She believed 

in the new concept of companions hip in conjugal re lations an d love 8S a 

basis for marital union. However s he would not be long contained in th is 

static role of domes ticity . Some among the new women at least firs t ques

tioned woman's s ubordinate position and then fought for educa tional , legal, 

political a nd economic rights . In colonial Bengal, the notion received one 

of its first formulations a t the hands of the famous Bengali novelis t 

Bank imchandra Chattopadd hay ( 1838- 1894) in his essay 'Prachina 0 Nabina' 

(written in the 18705). 

To the powers tha t be in socie ty (t he male bhadroJok 10 this case), the 

new woman was both a normative ideal or an emergent reality, or a lter

nately, a misplaced and ill-gotten model a nd an emergen t social problem. 

She could be a n object of cens ure and ridicule, or of celebration, an asse t, 

or a th reat to the projected socia l order of the new midd le class, depen

ding on how s he was being perceived a nd por trayed . Thus various names 

for the new woman were s paw ned in Bengal: nabina, adhunika, naba nlJri, 

bhadromohila. The nabina could be a receptacle of socia lly approved traits 

breath ing whiffs of the glorious new age - embodyin g many of the bhadro-

10k'S notions of idealized a nd romanticized womanhood. The term adhutl jka 

o n the other hand was more s us pec t - some times used de risively by both 
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Hindu and Muslim writers. Nabs (natun) nari was very rarely used (Le. in 

Basore, see Chapter III) . 

The dominant ideology running through the vein of the Hindu and Brahmo 

intelligentsia at t he time was that of anti-colonial nationalism. For the 

Mus lims among whom the Awakening had occurred 8 few decades later (the 

1870s onward) t he major material and ideological concern was moder nization 

and a quest for identity. This in turn generated two major discurs ive 

frameworks which circumscribed the construction of the new woman in 

Bengal. The quest for the new woman in fiction must be seen against both 

these wider historical contexts and ideological frameworks. 

DISCURSIVE INFLUENCES 

The novels on women that were produced by Muslim writers in Bengal, 

1900-1940, drew upon two sets of discourses: one emanating from Mu slim 

north India, the other within Bengal. The first actually comprised of two 

sub discourses - a) the liberal Muslim discourse promoted by t he Aligorh 

scholars and represented by tracts such os Altaf Hussain Hali's Majalis un 

nesss (Assemblies of Women) and Chup ki Daad (Voices of Silence); and b) 

the o rthodox Islamic discourse that developed in and around the seminary 

at Deoband, represented by texts s uch as Ashraf Ali Thanawi's manual for 

women - Behest.i Zewar. 

The north Indian discourses were attempting a recons truction of sharif 

culture. Both the Aligarhians and Deobandis were in this sense proponents 

of 6 new order - though the former was forward looking and 'progressive'; 

and the tatter looking backward for a return to purified and pristine social 

and religious principles. Both positions implied a rejection of unrecons

tru cted, pre-modern cu lture on the ruins of which the new edifices would 
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have to be built.4 The three positions in this trian gu la r cultural order 

of the no rth were mutuaUy exclus ive in theory at least, o r so their pro

ponents liked to claim. In their bid fo r ideological power the Oeobandis 

denounced both the d yi ng Mughal c ultural forms and the westernized, 

libe ral ideas e ns uin g from Aligarh. They enjoined their own world view 

which was ready to take ad vantage selectively of mode rn technology and 

colonia l employ ment, but not the culture and ideas accompanying them. 

The Aligarhians too rejec ted the obsolete and unreformed Sharif culture 

of Mug hal days and the 'regressive' r eformis m of the Deoband school. They 

were the new liberal s hutafa of no rth Ind ia analogous to the bhadrolok in 

Bengal. represen ting (along with the Oeobandis) the ris in g middle class of 

colonial India. Doth Oeoband and AUgarh exercised grea t influence over the 

Mu s lim mind in Bengal and the reformis t projec t s in the province. With 

caution o ne could ventu re that the liberal tenets of Aligarh which 

advocated {\ reform scheme under the aegis of a libera lized an d rationalized 

Islam, held the imagination of the better off urban dwellers and the r ural 

li terate, bot h rema.ining behind in the viUage or moving to towns , tended 

to favour the Deoband sc hool. Educational reform, reform in family law and 

the new literature t hat was being produced by Bengal Muslims bore 

profoun d marks of these influences. The ashraf in Bengal had always 

looked to the seats of sharif cul ture in the no rt h. 

The p rinted word was inc reasin gly becoming the vehicle of discurs ive 

dissemination with the s pread of the lithograph and printing p ress in the 

latter part of the nine teenth century . Reformist tracts, behaviour manuals , 

journa ls and c reative literature, bore and s pread the message. Thanawi set 

4See David Lelyveld, AliglJrh's First Generation , (Prince ton: Prin ce ton 
Univers ity Press, 1978) and Barbara Metca lf, Islamic Revival in Britis h 
India: Dooband, 1860-1900, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982) -
for the legacies of the two schools . 
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himself the task of reforming the trad itional Mus lim girl t hrough his 

colossal, I1 -volume behaviour manual the Behes ti zewa? which aimed to 

create the kind of person every woman, indeed every human ought to be. 

The key to that person was control. As Brbara Metcalf observes: 

The kind of person Thanawi envisagesd is of a type associated with 

s us tained formation and discipline. That woman is quiet and g uar-

ded ... orderly, c lean and 

tran sactions ', not one 

exchanges.6 

systematic ... She is a person of 'minima l 

of those concerned with maximizing 

Behesti Ze war was a manual to aid the pious Muslim gi rl through rough a nd 

changing times, to preserve sanctity of religion and prosperity of home 

and society. In short, a book for women who were "in touch wi th the chan

ges of t he times" ... who would have to ride trains, post letters , bake 

biscuits, etc. Creat ive impulses were disapproved of in the rigid new per

sonality enjoined. Reading novels was disfavoured (and for girls forbid

den) . Deoband scholars created no fictional literature - but even this was 

not free from the influence of the 'Dcoband version' of the Inew woman'. 

Hali was a familiar name in sharif Bengali homes along with his mentor 

Sir Syed Ahmed khan.7 Some copies of Khatun, Tahzib-u n Niswan, Ismat 

or Parda Nashin (aU Urdu journals for women) may have also filtered into 

Bengal. But Urdu novels had the wide r eadership. The most well- k nown 

were the novels by Nazir Ahmed (18.36- 1910) who portrayed the lives of 

women in his works: Mirat-uJ Arus (The Bride's Mirror), Danat-un Nas 

Ssee Chapters II and III for mo re details. 

6Barbara D. Metcalf, "Mau lana As hraf Ali Thanawi and Urd u Lite
rature", in Chris top her Shac kle (ed) Urdu and Muslim South Asia, (Delhi, 
Oxford University Press, 1991), p.99. 

7S hamsun na ha r in an article on women's education in Mu slim Bengal 
in Mohammadi (1940) even cit ed a ve r se from Hali's tract on women in the 
original Urd u. 
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(Daughters of the Bier), Muhsinat (The Chaste Women) and Ayama (Widows). 

Nazir Ahmed was followed by his nephew in- law Rashidul Khairi (1868-

1936) who imitated his un cle's s tyle a nd content. His novels too had women 

as centra l characters and were meant to instruc t and p rovide emotional 

ca tharsis (entertain was hardly the intention 8S his heroines s uffered and 

generally died in the end). Publis hed during 1901-1917, Khairi 's major 

novels - Salihat (The story of SaJiha) , Subh-i Zindagi (Dawn of life), 

Sham-i Zindagi (Evening of life ), Sha.b-i Zindagi (Night of life) in two parts 

- all portrayed ed ucated, compet ent, dutiful and pious he roines who provi

ded a model for the new woman who must have been among t he novels ' 

voracious readers. The plots were formulaic where t he good woman (new 

one) was often contrasted with a bad woman (the old one of the vanishing 

feudal order or alte r nately the modern one who was too westernized ). The 

woma n who was extolled was a c ross between the Oeoband and the Aligarh 

vers ions of the ideal woman. 

Khairi's capable, pious a nd c haste heroines , such as Saliha, Naseema 

an d Zaheda, were us ually trapped in unhappy marriages but bore their lot 

in dignified s ilence and work. In their changing world polygamy co-exis ted 

with monogamy, traditional norms made way for modern ones, and society 

was caught in between. 

All these novels would have found a place on Thanawi' s lis t of proscribed 

books , a nd indeed Na1.ir's novels we re mentioned by name. Metcalf a llud es 

to Thanawi' s likely reasons for disapprovin g of these works: 

We can assu me that, as lines were d raw n, t hese novels went too far 

in the direction of t he cosmopoliten ... English women are looked on 

with approval, books are read from both Thanawi's approv ed and 

disapproved lists, girls study history and play with dolls and 

women go beyond the bounds of belng competent and responsible 

to being more independent than fit s comfor tably with their r eceived 
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domestic role.8 

In determining the discourses that influenced the portrayal of new women 

in fiction it is important to bear in mind how categories s lipped into each 

other and the points where discursive boundaries broke down. 

Thanawi's model woman, Nazir Ahmed and Khairi's he roines and the 

heroines of Bengali novels s uch 8S Najibar Rahman's Anowara. Goriber 

Meye, or Nurunnessa' s Atmadan had muc h in common. They not only 

emanated from discourses which though declared as exclusive also 

overlapped - they were also the creations of a new middle class . which was 

circu mscribed by a homogenizing colonial regime. 

TilE BRAlIMO DISCO URSE 

The second major influence on the creation of the new woman in Muslim 

Bengal was exercised by the indigenous Brahmo discourse. As the commu

nity that had firs t developed a scheme for female emancipation, the 

8rahmos provided the firs t viab le model. The s t ereotype of the bhadro

mohjla that they developed was "c reated to suit the purpose of an elite 

under colonial rule," combining the virtues of the traditional Hindu woman 

with the Victorian woman's competence and accomplis hments. 

Brahmo reform was a long drawn out process and it is difficult to 

single out an influential text from the corpus of didactic material for 

women. Oourmohan Vidyalan kar's SUee S hiksha Bidhay ak had set out as 

early 8S 1822 certain basic objectives and guidelines for female education. 

The tract held sway for a long time a nd in principle did not diffe r muc h 

from what the Mus lim reformers were to advocate later. The book enumera

ted "the advantages of education as including the ability to correspond 

8Barbara D. Metcalf, "Maulana Ashraf Ali", in Christopher Shackle (ed) , 
p .99. 
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with an absent husband to instruct one's children, and to do household 

accounts.,,9 The good mother theory of education was a lso very popular. 

The argument that ed ucation was necessary for the creation of an enligh

tened mother and a worthy race, continued to be advanced throughout this 

period. In this the Mus lim reformers were not advocating anything new. 

It was in the 1870s t hat the Brah mo bhadromohila came into her own 8S a 

full fledged personality. As Borthwick observes: 

the ideal (of the bhadromohila) was to gain wide currency through

out the late r nineteenth century through dissemination in a grow

ing nu mber of journals and instruction manuals for and by 

women. 10 

Some of these latter day texts were: Shishu Paian (1857) by Shib Chander 

Deb, Kumari Shiksha (1883) by Nabin Kali Dasi, Ba.ignyanik Dampatya Pranali 

(1884) by Surja Narayan Ghos h, Garhasthya Path (1887) by Chandranath 

Basu, Bou Babu (1889) by Sidd hes hwar Ray. 

The most influential women's journal was the Bamabodhini Potrika, 

which single handedly disseminated the ideals of and for the bhadromohila 

for almost hali a century (1863-1906). 11 

In Bengal, literature had been a powerful agency of the Renaissance. 

The new c reative tradition which developed from Bankim and Rabindransth 

to Sharatchandra a lso included several female writers. AU of them in some 

of their works (and some of them in all their works) engaged in the port

rayal of the new woman . One of the earliest portrayals, as noted above, 

9cited by Borthwick, p.6J 

lOBorthwick, p.S9. See her chapters on Conjugal Relations and 
Motherhood, pp.l09 - 185, for details on the Brah mo discourse. 

11 Other women's journals included Antahpur (1898-1906), Mahila 
(1897/98), M8hiJa Bandhab (1887). See Borthwick's bibliography section. 
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was 8ankim's Pracina 0 Nabina, which skillfully censured the new woman 

as 8ankim viewed her. 12 

The bhadrolok's pen resorted to cadcatures of the new woman, giving 

expression to society's deep-seated anxiety about them. A spate of Pra

hasan literature (comic sati res ), became very pop ular. They held the new 

woman up to ridicule and scorn, s howing her as arrogant, unchaste, empty

headed in spi te of ed ucation, undutiful and fun -loving. These comic satires 

were written for high brow audiences as well, and the new man as well as 

the new woman was object of fun and ridicule. Among the more popular 

Prahasan were: Jyo tirindranoth Tagore's Kinchit JaJojog (1872), Radhabinod 

Haldar's Pash Kora Mag (1888), Amritlal Basu's Taj,iab Byap8T (1890) and 

Rakhaldas Bhattacharya's Swadhin Zenllna (1886).13 For ins tance, Haldar 

makes his heroine, the Bethune educated Kironshoshi, say: 

lIusband-e kore dismis hoyechi prall new miss 

Dibo ami sweet kiss (ree love never f ear!14 

Durgadas De's heroine, the newly graduated Bino, of Miss Binobibi B.A., is 

also made to sou nd ridiculous when s he Tattles off the most outrageous list 

of traits for her prospective husband (he must write plays like Shakes

peare, poetry like Byron, etc.). 

But despite this the new woman gained grounds, a nd carved out a 

niche for herself in the fiction of the day. There were more positive 

12sankimchandraChatterjee, Bankim Rachanabali, Valli, Jogeshchandra 
Bagal (ed), (Calcutta: SahHya Sangsad. 1954), pp. 249-256. 

13see Sambuddha Chakravarty, Unobingsha Shatabdite Bangah' Bhsdro
mohila, (Bengali) (The Bengali Bhadromohi1a in the Nineteenth Century) 
(unpublished Ph.D. thesis), (Calcutta University, 1988), pp.130-164. 

14Trans.: "I have dismissed my husband and become a new Miss; I 
s haU bestow sweet kisses and f ree love, never fear!". See Radhabinod 
Haldar, Pash Kors Mag (Bengali) (The Female with Degrees), (Calcutta, 1295 
85), cited in Samb uddha Chakravarty, p .125 . 
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portrayals ensuing from the pen of illustrious writers s uc h as Bankim, 

Rabindranath and Sharatchandra, and female writers such as Swarnakuman, 

Anurupa and Nirupoma Devi and Shailabala Ghos hjaya. 

A particular strain of 'novels' - the Garhasthya/Paribllrik/Samajik 

Upanyas (the domestic, familial and social novels) - which were more 

didactic than creative, were widely read at the time These were comparable 

to the didactic Urdu novels of the day (Nazir Ahmed's) and the later 

!familial' novels by Najibar Rahman and Nurunnessa. These novels were 

moralistic, and instructional, eschewing all manner of non-legitimate 

relationships and emotions, upholding chaste love and passion. AU very 

essential for 'reforming' societies, no doubt. Among these were: Ramesh

chandra Dult's Sangsar (The Household, Calcutta, 1875) and Samaj (Society, 

Calcutta, 1893) a nd Gops! Chandra Dutt's Su/ochona AChaba Adarsha Bharia 

(The Exemplary Wife, Calcutta, 1882), etc. fortunately for Bengali readers 

with a different taste, more exciting fare was available in the truly crea

tive works of the day. Bankim was one of the first to create convincing 

flesh and blood heroines on the threshold of the coming age - in his 

widely read novels like Bish Briksha, KrishnakanCer Will, etc. 

Swarnakumori Devi, hailed as t he first female novelist in Bengal, s tarted 

her Literary career in 1876. Mrinalini, the heroine of her novel Kahake?, 

termed by one recent critic "almost a feminist novel,,15, simultaneously 

adhered to and questioned concepts of romantic love and had little faith 

in patriarchal notions of chastity (i.e. a woman s hould fall in love only 

once) which she was wilUng to violate, at leas t platonically. The novel was 

translated into English at the writer's bidding as The Unfinished Song; it 

had all the fla vour of a Victorian novel set in the parlour of the elite in 

15Humayun Azad, "Women's Women: Images in Women's Fiction in 
Bangia", paper read at seminar 'Women in Literary and Popular Media', 
organized by Dept. of English, Dhaka University, Dhaka, (December 1992) 
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colonial Bengal. It is heavily interspersed with Englis h sentences, s howing 

the multi-cullu ral character of the new woman penned by a new woman 

herself, thoug h a n exceptionally talented one, belonging to the illustrative 

Tagore family. 

ShaiJabala Ghos hjaya's heroine in Shekh Andu also broke patriarchal 

norms in falting in love with t he Muslim chauffeur. However, s uch unu s ua l 

a ttrac tions where romantic love found expression outside of ma rriage did 

not find universal favour. Other writers resorted to the more acceptab le 

theme of love or its absence withi n marriage. As Borthwick observes: 

... the e lement of romance found in European marriages was e me rg

ing in the new Bengali literature of the later nineteenth century. 

It must have created expectations of love and romance in marriage 

e ven though the idea had not yet met with social approval. 16 

Examples of s uch works would be: Swarnakumari' s Kahake ? (Whom?, 1898), 

Jogendranath Challopadhay's Swami 0 Stree (Husband and Wife, 1894) , a nd 

Nirupoma's Didi (Elder Sis ter, 1915). Mos t female protagonis ts finall y 

s uccumbed to their husbands in these novels : Nirupama's Saroma, Anuru

pa's Bani in Mantl'Oshakti (Power of Mantra, 1915) as well as Tagore's 

Bimala in Ohare 8aire (The Home and the World, 1916). Bimala's route. of 

course, was more complicated. She was painstakingly sculpted into the new 

woman (by her husband), made to ' come out' of the cocoon that was the 

home (ghar) into the wide world outs ide in 8 mental journey which had to 

demolis h man y patriarchal waUs. In the novel the journey was symbolically 

r ecreated by Bimala being Jed by her hus band from the andarmahBl to the 

bahir bllrhL But once outs ide s he fell in love with her hu sband's friend 

only to be dis illus ioned when it was too late to return to the patriarc hal 

s ecurity of husband and home. The women port rayed here were a c ross 

16Sorthwick, p.l J2 
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between the traditional Hindu woman and the new one. They were educated, 

romantic, dutiful - torn by love and yet generally restrained . Like Nazir 

Ahmed's heroi nes they suffered in silence, but some at least raised ques 

tions about extant gender relations and the oppression of women. None of 

the constructions of the new woman was free from the ambivalence and 

anxiety that society felt toward this phenomenon . How far cou ld s he be 

allowed to go, striding/gliding through the pages of literature, as she did? 

These anxieties were caught by writers Hindu or Muslim, male or female. 

It is interesting that Didi and Mantroshokti were both publis hed around 

the same time as Najibar Rahman's Anowars and a decade or so before the 

fir st novels by Muslim bh8dromohil8~ viz Nurunnessa's Swapnodrishta and 

Rokeya's Padmarag. The first three novels subscribed to a similar discourse 

on femal e sexuali t y, and the inviolab ility of the domestic order. What pro

bably se t the first two novels apart was their more evolved literary s tyle 

(the famed Sharatchandra is said to have expressed a twinge of light-hear

ted jealousy vis-a-vis Anurupa). 

Sharatchandra's Shesh Prashna (The Last Question) more t han any 

other novel portrayed the ultimate new woman's rejection of patriarchy. It 

was serialized intermittently in BharatbaTsha from 1927 to 1931. Kamal, the 

female protagonist wiU remain the celebrated feminist heroine for a long 

time to come. Rokeya's heroine in Padmsrag also presents us with what can 

a lmost be described as 8 counter-discourse to domestic ideology.17 Bha

dro Muslim men a nd women were avid consumers of these works. Ban kim, 

Rabindranath, Sharat and other writers were household words in t heir 

homes. The romantic reader admired t he passion and tragedy o f the hero

ines created by Bankim, Rabindranath or Sharat in their novels ; the refor-

17My intention here is not to evaluate literary works but to provide 
a context for the emergence of the new woman in selected Muslim literary 
texts. More discuss ions follow. 
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mist one extricated the values of nobility, thrift or patriotism portrayed 

therein. (for instance, the ashram Tarini Bhavan in Rokeya's Padmaras, was 

headed by the incomparable Din Tarini Sen - recep tacle of aU socially 

desirable traits). The puritan o ne eschewed s uch frivolity and could settle 

for Bhud ev Mukherjee's social essays or Ramesh Chandra's didactic novels . 

TilE TEXTS 

The s tory of the new woman in the works of Muslim writers will be traced 

through selected novels of Najibar Rahman (I860-1923), Nuru nnessa Khatun 

Bidyabinodini (1894- 1975), Ak hter Mahal Syeda Khatun (1901-1929), and 

Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein 0880-1932). The texts discussed were published 

from 1914 to 1936. Both Najibar and Nurunnessa were welLknown novelistsj 

Akhter Mahal wrote two novellas in her brief lifetime; Rokeya waS more 

socia l worker, educationist and essayist than a fiction writer. 

Najibar Rahman hailed from Pabna. He took up teaching and writing 

after finis hing stud y a t the Normal School. Though he a ttcnded the foun

ding meeting of the Mus lim Leag ue in Dhaka in 1906, he spent most of his 

life in the countryside, pursuing the quiet life of writer a nd teacher. 

Najibar was by far the most popu lar Mus lim novelis t of the day, specially 

among members of the rura l and semi-urban literate society - those he 

wrote about. Didactic novels as noted above were very popular in re-for

ming societies where values and norms were perceived to be in transition 

or abeyance (e.g. Nazir Ahmed and Ramesh DUll'S novels). Women as the 

repository of tradition and ritual lifc, were deemed t he special target of 

instruction. In this sense, both AnowarB and Goriber Meye were des igned 

to g uide and instruct the new woman , tha t is, Nojib's model of her. 

His works were set in surroundings which were semi- rural with rumb

lings of Calcutta the great metropolis in the backg round i among populations 

who had 8 sc hool a nd a pos t-orfice1 perhaps a hospital, but retained t hei r 
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agricultural mode of exis tence. His heroines were born into peasant families 

or well-to-do rural households. They s tudied and in due course under the 

able tutelage of their hus bands , became bhadromohila or gentlewomen -

model wives, mothers and hou sekeepers. lIis heroes too were of the new 

breed of men possessing an education which was orten 8 cross between 8 

madrasa a nd a n English one. They worked under the colonial government 

but ultimately won freedom from s uch slavish employment and set up inde

pendent bus inesses. There was much talk of transfers and government pos

tings, promotions and salaries 8S well as 8 rejection of t his subservience 

to the Raj. There were references to polygamous marriages though these 

were often apologetic and troubled . The entire impression one gets is of 

8 world in flux, of a middle class emerging from a semi-rural background . 

All of these were real elements of the contemporary social scene. 

Anowara (meaning 'string of s ta rs') - the name of his sixteen-year old 

heroine was his first Samajik 0 Paribarik Upanyas (social and familial 

novel) . His aim was to portray the exemplary life of a virtuous woman and 

to trace the course of romantic love as it developed within the constrictive 

framework of respectable Muslim society. At the opening of the book the 

beautiful AnowaT8 was a meritorious pupil at the village school. She had 

received the model ed ucation of a s harif girl having familiarity with the 

roLiowing texts: The Holy Koran, Meftahul Jinnat, Rahe Nazat, Pand Nama, 

Gulist8n, etc. But these Urd u and Arabic texts were not the sole objects 

of her study for the culture of Bengal Mus lims was more sy ncretic than 

this . So the author rattled off another list: 

The girl is beautiful, good-natured and meritorious. Her knowledge 

of health science, geography and Indion history is sound. Her 

comprehension of Charu Pat, Sitar Banabash and Meghnad Badh 

Kabya is deep. The inspector of schools awarded her Rs . 10 for her 
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needle-work. 1S 

Undoubtedly Anowara was made to be the pe l"fect heroine alias the perfect 

wife, mother and companion. Hovering over her like a dark s hadow, was 

Gulabjan , Anowara' s thrice married, once beautiful, jealous stepmother. 

Gulabjan was unlettered 8S Anowara was educated, slothful and lazy as 

Anowafa was neat a nd industrious, mean as Anowara was noble. Gulabjan 

was the 'old woman' (A distorted version, no doubt, to suit Najibar's 

reformist objectives) - Anowara was the glorious new one, created and 

approved by the author. 

The stepmother wrought havoc in Anowara's life, but she fortunately 

got married to the ideal man - the hero Nurul Eslam. Nurul Eslam had 

interrupted his studies at Calcutta at his father's death to take up 

employment a t 8 Jute firm in 6 port town. Anowara and Nurul feU in love 

when inadvertently (as s harif girls were in strict purdah) NUrul caught 8 

glimpse of her at her window while reciting from the Holy Koran in his 

boat. She fell in love with his beautiful and rapt recitation. The author 

went a bit further. Nurul was an amateur doctor and when Anowara fell ill 

a few days later, he was called in. In true Victorian fashion, he put the 

tuft of her hair snipped to make room for a poultice into his pocket, to 

cherish forever. Earlier Nurul had refused marriage to a weB-born girl on 

the grounds that "though beautiful she was uneducated and marriage the 

most important relationship of 8 person's life,8 holy union, could only bear 

fruit if the girl were educated.,,19 

It is within marriage that the couples' true love unfolded and 

developed. Anowara stepped into the complete role assigned her - of wife. 

18Najibar Rahman, AnOWBl"4, (Calcutta: 1914; rept. Dhaka: Ananda 
Prokashan, 1988), p.l. 

19ibid .• p.30 
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beloved, helpmeet, advisor, house keeper a nd mother. Nurul is often away 

(rom home. There were romantic exchanges by post. He addressed her as 

Pranadhike (More beloved t han one's hear t ) and s he addressed him in the 

manner set down by the best instruction manuals of the days: "Holy sir , 

a million salams at your feet. etc.,,20 Their days passed in harmonious 

domest icity. Drama is introd uced in the novel as in Goriber Meye through 

the device so popular to patriarchy - woman's chas tity put to the test. 

The local lecher, Abbas AU, had seen t he beaut iful Anowora acciden tally . 

Cons umed by desire he sought the help of the village Boshtomj, Durga. (By 

then bhadro culture had started to perceive the Boshtomi/Vaishnava 

culture as d6rk and licentious. The latter'S notions of love and sexuality 

were not favoured by the puritan bhadro mind) Durga's machinations 

lured the un sus pecti ng Anowaf8 into the forest to pick a herb for her ail

ing husband at dead of nig ht where Abbas's men abducted her. fortunately 

s he was rescued before harm could befall her and reunited with her hus

band. But in a scene that is reminiscent of the Ram and Sita legend, the 

seed's of doubt were implanted in Nurul's mind. The couple were estranged. 

As in Goriber Meye, t he end is happy, the heroine's chastity established 

beyond a shadow of dou bt. The moral: The world au tside (the forest, in 

fact) is full of lurking dangers. The new woman must s tep with caution. 

But could Anowara be caUed the new woman ? In a passage where her 

hus band entreated her to give evidence in court against Abbas. f rom 

be hind a screen, she refused . She proudly refe r red to herself as AsurJy

ampasllYB (one whom the su nlig ht has not touched)21. Anowara. chided 

Nurul: "Can the Asuryamp8Shya wife of the esteemed Dewan speak to 

20ibid . p.72 . 

21 A term used for traditional dwellers of the dark andarmahaJ. Rokeya 
used the term aborodhbasini (those behind t he fort or wa1l)1 depioringly 
a few years later . 
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unknown men? Fie!,,22 

AnoW8ra took pride in her seclusion. She was not willing like some 

other women of t he time to relax he r standards toward a more liberal form 

of p urda h. Though she did finally give evidence in court. Najib had pain

ted a widely pr evalent notion of womanhood . Anowara was u nwilling to 

speak before s t range men, b ut willing and equipped to write dow n her 

statement. This was the extent of new womanhood 8S conjured by the 

author of Anowara. 

In Goriber Meye (The Poor Man's Daughter, 1923) , Najibar Rahman liter

aUy constructed the new woman, through the person of Nuri. Or rather he 

made t he male protagonist, Nur Mohammad do the constructing. In the brief 

and sarcas tic preface to the book, Najib proclaimed: 

Goriber Meye is not a novel as such. If the reader is looking for 

fantastic pJots and thrilling sojourns wit h the heroine, I suggest 

that he/she close the book. On the other hand if the reader is 

willing to follow the grow th and ed ucation of simple gir ls in 

countless middle class Bengali homes and t he lives of quiet 

domesticity spent in their midst - t hen my labour is rewa.rded.23 

Najib aimed at creating new 'role models' for lower to middle class literate 

society. Nud (Nurjehan) had an indomitable yearning for education. Being 

poor she sold her goat to pay for it at the village school. At twelve, she 

reached the middle vernacu lar level. The religio-secular education imparted 

there was similar to the one received by Anowara and included Rshe Nazat, 

Megllnsd Badh Kabya, Sitar Banabas, arithmetic, geography. sewing, etc. At 

this poin l the most dramatic event of her life occurred. She got married 

to Nur Mohammad, an educated man of good lineage who was employed as 

22ibid ., p. 142 

23Najibar Rahman, Goriber Meye, (Bengali) (Poor Man's Daug hter), 
(Calcut ta: 192Jj rept . Dhaka: Ananda Prokashan, 1988), Preface. 
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English teacher at a government boy's schooL It was under the tutelage 

of her husband, that Nud received her paraliel and more significant 

education which was to make her a fuU-fledged woman of the time. 

Nur was aJready married to t he well-born and beautifu l Tohura. But 

Tohura belonged to the old feudal world. She had never received any 

schooling; with this lack went slothfulness, arrogance and meanness of 

character. Fed up with Tohura's inability or unwillingness to improve 

herself, Nur in a fit of rage, pledged that he wou ld marry an educated girl 

and inculcate such noble traits in her that the barbaric Tohura would bow 

in front of the new bride and her accomplishments. Tohura was matter out 

of which the new woman could not be fashioned, but Nud was. So Tohura 

was set as ide and rejected by NUr whose religion allowed him to take a 

second wife. But the hero was also a product of the times, of the Muslim 

Renaissance. Najib cou ld not let the matter of polygamy pass without 8 

discourse on it which took place in Chapter 16 in the form of a debate 

between Nur's soul and mind. Polygamy was not condoned. An uneasy justi

fication was provided in the guise of Nur's misery, Tohura's failure and 

the impending breakdow n of domestic harmony. 

Nuri's trans fo rmation bega n on the wedding night when her husband 

learnt she did not say her prayers (a truly traditional woman would have 

done this actually but in the novel the 'old woman' Tohura was a degene

rate version and did not offe r Namaz either). Nur as ked Nuri to perform 

the ablutions: "Nur Sahib smiled and said, ·Come let me show you the way.', 

and entered the prayer room. Thus they s tepped into marriage through 

this holy ritual. .. 24 

One night, on being asked to recite a poem on women's education, Nuri 

asked: "Are you the school inspector, sir?", and he replied, "Why not think 

24"b"d 8 1 1 . , p.l 
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J am.,,25 And no wonder; because th r illed with he r elocution he fetched 

her a reward, nothing tess than a n exemplary life of the prophet. Nur's 

tutorship was never at rest. He se t her lessons, tested her memory , taught 

her housework and orderliness. He wanted to show his first wife Tchura 

that it was possible "to create the perfect wife". But Nuri's lack of beauty 

bothered him till the day he could say: 

I was somew hat saddened by what you s eemed to lack in physical 

c harm till 1 was confronted las t night by your learning, and 

nobility. I have no regrets .. . Now if you follow my every instruction 

to the letter, 1 hope to mould you into the ideal woman.26 

He s u pervised every aspect of her educat ion and upbrin ging. To s upple

ment her school curricul um, he sent her instructional reading material by 

pos t - e.g. Bhudeb aabu's essays on domes tic life. To improve her mind he 

gave her biographies of great men . He attended to every detail of her 

dress - the sari s he would wear on the fi rs t day of school. her ornaments. 

even her hairdo: 

Nuri came to ask his leave before se tting out for sc hool. He drew 

he r near, 'Come, I shall arrange your hair in a new fashion.' 

Having coiled her hair in a bun he took the brooch an d the brace

let and pinned t hem on. Nud was resplende nt in her sari, her 

jewels. She donned the burs a and left for schoo1.27 

Nud already had the makings of a good housekeeper. She transformed her 

hu sband's neglected home into a gleaming haven. Floors were scoured c lean 

of the di r t left by Tohura's neglect, c lothes were washed and darned, 

thrift introduced into household accou nts, the mothe r-in- law tended, the 

25 o

b o d J 1 •• 

26o
b Od 1 1 •• 

po 22 

po26 

27ibid• p.61 
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step c hildren fed, her husband's every demand fulfiJIed. 

But Nuri's metamorphos is was only partial. FOT the final ce-castin g, the 

last st roke of the brus h. mu st ensue from the hus band. Nuri's knowledge 

was Taw, incomplete. Her greatest virtu e was her ability to receive a nd 

follow instructions . She could cook everyday meals but not delicacies, like 

Halwa or Korma. NUT Mohammad even came out calmly with recipes for these 

most c he ris hed of Mu g hal delicacies one day! One must remember that by 

1923 manuals s uch as Beheshti Zewar were already popular in Bengal. It 

was clear that the husband's role was to mould, to guide. Not to have done 

so on Nur's part wo uld have been uncaring. He showed her how to pos t 

letters prior to his departure for employment in 8 distant province. 

Romantic exchanges by post followed in true pseudo-Victorian fashion 

of love within ma trimony with a Bengali twist. He add ressed her as Hriday

rsnjini (She who colours my heart), s he signed off as; Your Servant. One 

is reminded for a moment of Satyend ra nath's or Keshub's letters to their 

wives, by the fo rm at least if not the content. The day came when Nuri 

passed her Ent rance with flying colours. After some vicissitudes (rather 

tame though meant to be dramatic, for the novels made up in pedagog ic 

context what they lacked in creative or narrative skill) which Nuri's 

chastity was unfairly called into question, the couple was reuni ted. Nuri 

was now the total wife, mothe r and companion. Her journey to new woman

hood was complete. In the end she was r unning a school fo r girls near her 

home - thus replicating the process, with a difference. This time she ran 

the school. 

To celebrate t he new woma n, Najib (also Rokeya a nd the others) have 

perhaps unfairly degraded the old one. It was necessary to t heir project . 

The new woman was an ins trument for social recas ting, as well 85 a sanc

tua r y in a colonial reality. Order, and efficiency in the home were essential 

to the recons tructionist project - to contain chaos (fiena), a nd energize the 
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nation . A more active public role for women in literature would be advoca

ted la ter. but not yet. 

Nurrunnessa Khatun Bidyabinodini ( 1894- 1975) was among the first fem ale 

novelists of Muslim Bengal with the publication of SwspnodrishtB in 1924. 

Rokeya's Padmarag appeared next year t hough it was wr it ten around 1903 . 

In Swapnodrisla there was no new womanj in fact there was no female pro

tagonis t. She was ' seen' once in a vision in a dream of the male protago

nis t Anwar at the beginning of the book. She never appeared before An war 

till the last page, that too behind her bridal veil at t heir wedding cere

mony. T he vision was sen t, so to spea k, by Anwar's form er wife who had 

d ied when the novel began . Nurunnessa had to resort to this s upe rnatural 

device, probably out of reverence for her societ y's insis tence on female 

invisibility. 

It was in her shorter works, a set of there novellas (or stories rather), 

BhagY8ch8kr8, Bidhilipi 8nd Niyoli (published circa 1936 from Serampore) 

where one sees a notable shift in Nurunnessa's writings. Here s he 

portrayed three fles h and blood women - Suniti, Ashalata and Rokeya - and 

addressed the mat ter of romantic attraction. It was customary in those 

days to base love on a glimpse caught in a dream, or the magic s trains of 

a flute or a voice heard from a dis tance and suc h other devices which 

safeguarded Muslim insistence on purdah and purity. Of cours e this was 

the age in which romantic, exchanges between ma rried couples were a 

novel{ I) phenomenon. Thu s fict ion writers were carefu l to be t rue to 

reality (after all they were avowedly writing social and familial novels ). 

Nuru nn essa's three s tories were t he refore unus ual in that the hero and 

heroine were seen in the physical presence of each other and tha t the 

triad depict the flowering of purborsg.28 Also interesting is the fact that 

28see Chap. HI - Priya. 

302 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Cha pter VlI 

the author narrated he r s tories in a Christian, Hindu and Mus lim setting. 

This has led her biographer to comment: 

The distinguis hing feature of the trind was the depiction of roman

tic love. This may appear natural in the case of Hindu a nd Chris

tian commu nities, but mus t be deemed unnatura l in the case of 

Muslim socie ty. The reason may well be that Mus lim society had not 

yet been ab le to s hake off the nightmarish s hac kles of the strict 

seclusion (aborodh) wit h which their women folk wer e encirc led.29 

Perhaps for this reason, as a gesture to contemporary attitudes, Nurun

nessa subsc ribed the epithet 'An Imaginary Tale' only under the title of 

the s tory in the Muslim setting, "Niyoti" . 

Bha8yachakra was the story of a Presidency educated Brahmin you th 

Saroj and his love fo r his classmate, the beautiful Miss Suniti Bose, who 

was the daughter of a wealthy Chris tian lawyer in Calcutta. The s tory was 

set in the hubbub of this great city. Miss Bose was by faT the most 

modern and accomplis hed of her women: "Today Suniti has donned a pale 

turquoise, gossamer sari over 8 pale pink chemise a nd was s triking the 

keys of the piano with her delicate ha nds ."JO The piano played in the 

background , afternoon tea was served with cake CSicl. dinner ar ra nged on 

the table and laid out with forks a nd knives - in Mr Bose's pos h house. 

There was no censure in Nurunnessa's voice, even when Saroj conver ted 

to Christianity. (For conservatives - Hindu or Muslim - could be s urpri

singly one in t heir defence of tradition). The 'new woman' was celebrated 

in the simple plot which had no te nsion or drama other than Saroj 's 

conversion. 

For her other two s tories Nurunnessa changed the initial setting to the 

29Ras hid-a l Faruki. Nurunnessa Khatun Bidyabinodi ni, (Dhaka, Bangia 
Academy. 1987), p.J8. 

JONurunnessa Khatun, NO, p.54 
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landed gentry in the village. The heroine of Bidhilipi, Ashalota, is a Hindu 

widow - reared in a village, but educated according to the bhadro precepts 

of the day. The s tory traced the development of romantic attraction 

between the young nnd beautiful widow and the English educated zamindar 

Harinarayan Ray. After some initial difficulties, the couple were finally 

united in hoJy matrimony under the auspices of a widow Remarriage associ

ation in Calcutta. Rokeya Khatun, the female character of Niyoti was almost 

a purda nashin, aJbeit an educated a nd romantic one. Orphaned in child

hood, she was lovingly reared by her uncle MiT Sahib. Instead of the piano 

and the parlour of Mr Bose's home in Calcutta, we have the flute played 

by Rez8, son of the local zamindar, every evening by the river bank. 

Rokeya spied the youth from behind her window and fell in love with his 

music. Reza's late father had expressed his desire long ago, to make 

Rokeya Reza's future wife. But the two had quarreled, Reza's father had 

died and Mir fallen on bad days. Reza's rnother, the haughty widow, was 

consumed by family pride and would not even hear of s uch a match. But 

Reza was of the new breed of men. He was training to be a doctor in 

Calcutta Medical College. On seeing Rokeya one day (just by accident, no 

parlour talk in this case) while visiting the Mir house he fell in love. The 

author could have the hero and heroine fall in love before marriage but 

cou ld not quite march them off to the altar. Reza could not defy his 

mother's comma nd and marry Rokeya. He left for Calcutta instead, dropped 

his examination and fell il1. Rokeya died. Her one act of boldness was the 

letter she wrote to Reza in Calcutta, craving to see him. But this was no 

brazen invitation violating norms of Sharil/bhadro decorum. It was a chaste 

plea sent from her death bed, to catch a last glimpse of him. 

Even so, it was a long way from the glimpse of the motionless and 

practically non-existing 'heroine' in Swapnodrisht~ To have gone beyond 

this would have been violation of a literary code - the novel's commitment 
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to reality. As observed in the preface to Nurunnessa's GranthabsJi 

Illicit passion and love were not the ingredients of her novels. 

Therefore, s he has depicted, romantic love in a domestic setting . In 

this, Nurunnessa's novels reflect the reality of contemporary 

society.31 

The theme of romantic love before and during marriage runs through 

several of Fatema Khanam's short stories, also e.g. Asroy (1926), 

Sagor-sangjog (1926) and Dor (1930). The most finely drawn portrait of 

purborag occurred in Asroy. Both Azad and Hena were drawn in the 

romantic tradition of the time - pledged to each other for eternity, 

surmounting all odds till des tiny bound them together in the sacred bond 

of marriage. This, from the pen of a woman who had to spend 8 lifetime of 

loneliness away from a husband whom she could not accept as her true 

companion for life. 

But puritanism often stood in the way of purbo-Tag in these portrayals. 

The former was quite evident in women's construction of the new woman 

even among the more enlightened group. For instance, in her short s tory 

Narir Dharma, Razia Khatun depicted the harmful effects of so-called 

'modernization' whereby women of the andsrmahsl were forcibly brought 

out of purdah into the social world of clubs and parties. Mahbub a govern

ment employee with 'misplaced' western notions of modernity forced his 

beautiful wife Rowshan to leave her purdah and mix with his colleagues 

and their wives. At a party, the Commissioner, a debauch of sorts, tried 

to assault Rowshan. The following events were tragic. Rowshan's bitter 

lament as s he replied to Mahbub's letter of divorce did not sound like the 

words of a new woman: 

I have one thing to say: Woman's modesty is above everything. 

31Mohammad Abdul Qaiyyum, NO, Preface. 
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Therefore, sentence her to a dismal death behind aborodh, even 

that is preferable - but do not drag her into a world of animal 

lust 1. .• 32 

This kind of 'puritanism' characterizes most of the women's writings of the 

period, including Akhtar Mahel's "Niyontrita" and Marnlukul Faterna's "Dor". 

A study of their writings shows that most of them felt it was 'liberated' 

enough to s uggest that husband and wife have a full relationship in the 

sense of participating together in household events such as meals , talking 

to each other, expecting mutual love and respect, and accompanying him 

wherever his job took him rather than spending years with the mother in

law. These were elements of change for the women of the period, inconceiv

able some decades earlier. Thus, the women who wrote and who were them

selves both a catfl lyst and object of the transformation, were painfully 

sensitive and alert to the continuously lurking accusation of sexual lapse 

that might be brought against them. Often, one may infer, the only weapon 

available was to take refuge behind an exaggerated puritanism. It was 

almost as though the price to be paid for stepping into the bahjr from the 

ghar were a deliberate desexualization on the part of the women concerned. 

The themes of love, longing and death were also evident in Akhtar Mahal's 

works. She was born into a wealthy and enlightened family of Faridpur 

district in East Bengal. lIer brother Mujibur Rahman was among one of the 

first Bengali Muslims to enter the Indian Civil Service. Her novels, like 

Najibar's. depicted a society in transition . The decadent landed gentry 

co-existed with the new professional class, the oppressed wife in the tradi

tional andarmahaJ (Ayesha) was pitied by the happier wife of the deputy 

magistrate (Shirin Begum), the new nuclear home with its 'novel- reading' 

mistress was contrasted with the unhealthy air of the semi-feudal house-

J2Razia Khatun, RKRS, p.74 
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hold. There were cars in the background and enlightened men of the new 

breed, as there were hints of wine, women and semi- feudal debauchery. 

In an age when readin g novels depicting romance and love was deemed 

immoral by ma ny quarters, let alone writing them, Akhtar Mahal tried to 

grapple with the issue of love and attraction. In he r first novel Niyontrita 

(The Regulated ), serialized in t he journal Naoroze from 1927- 28, Akhtar 

Mahal addressed the problem of romantic attraction outside of marriage in 

Mus lim society . It took the form of the female protagonis t, Ayehsa's unre

quited love for a married man, Anwar, who probably reciprocat ed the 

feeling silently. Although no exchange took place between them, Ayesha 

pronounced t he hars hest judgement on herself when she first realized her 

heart was irrevocably lost to Anwar. Her attraction was so deep t hat s he 

could never come to love her own husband when s he got married. This she 

felt was a violation of God's com mandmen t which s he was bound by religion 

to execute: "An entire life of penance cannot redeem you from the sin you 

have committed today.,,33 

Love outside marriage could result only in s uffering. But t he novel is 

not as innocuous as migh t seem at first glance. In a language and style 

that was remjniscent of Swarnakumari Devi and Nirupoma Devi, Akhtar 

Mahal approached the theme of des ire in a woman. There were passionate 

references to yearning, the blue depths of a man's eyes, longing in a 

woman's. There was a brief moonlit scene where Ayes ha a nd Anwar faced 

each other. The reader is not s ure what transpired - a kiss? An embrace? 

ThAt was one of their last meetings. However, Akhta r Maha! went to great 

lengths to expiate her heroine by endowing her with the qualities of the 

ultimate mother (s ince s he could not endow the qualities of the ultimate 

wife): "On giving birth to her daughter. Ayesha felt blessed. What more 

33Akhtar Mahal Syeda Khatun, "Niyontrita" in Niyontrita (Dhaka: 
Raihana Begun, 1979), p.1 2. 
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could she want, Ayesha told herself. I am blessed, lord, f ulfllJed!"J4 

Even when her ha lf mad husband beat her, she remembered he was father 

of her c hildren and bowed her head in reverence. 

Despite its prevarication between the saintly mother and love to cn 

heroine, the repelled wife and the dutiful one . t he author maintained the 

unus ual, even daring, theme to t he end. Ayesha loved one other than her 

husband. Till the last page s he did not relinquish her love. Was Ayesha 

then, a 'new woman'? 

It is believed that the romantic, antahpur-ed ucated Akhtar Mahal 

(whose writings earned s uch praise from their house guest Nazrul Islam) 

was herself locked in an unhappy marriage to a much older, leUKoderma 

patient. The mysteries and miseries of her brief life were lost forever by 

her untimely demise. One critic at least, thinks Niyontrita may have been 

autobiographica1. 35 AU we know is that s he was unhappy till the end.36 

We hear Mahal's heroine lame nting the fate of women who were trapped 

between old and neWj whose sensibilities were aroused in that they knew 

of new worlds and possibilities, but cou ld not enter them. As Ayesha says 

in her closing lines: 

Mother, lying in your grave, it is your daughter! Bid me goodbye. 

I leave the land forever. I am the ill-fated, accursed daughter of 

Bengal. My sou l is not here where my body is. 37 

(Not he re, but somewhere in a land whose contour she could only see from 

afar.) 

34 Ak htar Mahal Syeda Khatun, ibid, p.32. 

3S Abut fazat , "Niyontrita", Abul Fazl RachaoavsJi, (Chittagong: Boighar 
1975) 

36Interview wi th her niece Ms Rokeya Kabir, Dhaka, September 1992. 

37 Akhtar Mahel Syeda Khatun, Niyontrits, p.Sl. 
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In Moron Boron (Welcome to Death), published in 1929 the year Akhtar 

Mahal died, a self-effacing remorse and desolation took the place of quilt, 

when Hasenara, the main female character of the novel, realized that her 

adored husband Abdul was actually in love with the beautiful Lalli and had 

married her only for practical reasons. Her bitterness was intensified when 

s he suddenly discovered her husband and LaiJi locked in a passionate 

embrace. The description of this forbidden encounter (assault on Lalli 

rather) was vivid and sensuous - one of the rare passages of this kind. 

However, at the sight of a repentant Abdul Aziz later, the forgiving 

Hasenara realized "her husband was innocent. The temptress Lalli had led 

her angelic husband into a moment of foll y.,,38 The (male) writer of the 

introduction comments: "Such faith and trust in the husband, and depen

dence on him, are abiding characteristics of the women in the 

country."J9 This was indeed to be a cardinal feature of the new woman, 

both in fiction and reality. The story ended with the burial of Hasenara. 

Rokeya's only novel Padmaras (written in 1903 and publis hed in 1925) 

questioned the very domesticity described above and presented what may 

be termed a coun ter discourse. At first it would seem Padmarag too was set 

in a household where women's lives revolved round numerous domestic 

chores. But a close r look immediately informs the reader of the very 

.unusual nature of the household. 

For Tarini Bhaban where the main action unfolds was no~hing short of 

an ashram peopled only by women. Men were conspicuously absent in this 

sanctuary, except as rare visitors or an occasional patient. The Bhaban was 

run by the widow Din Tarini or Mrs. Sen. Its inmates gathered from vari-

38Akhtar Mahal Syeda Khatun, "MoTom-Boron" in Niyontrjta, p.x. 

39Abdul Kader, ibid. , Introdu ction. 
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ous creeds, classes and communities, to live a life of hard work and digni

ty. Though some of them were married, most of them were no longer bound 

in a state of matrimony or circumscribed by other institutions of patri

archy. The Tarini 'sisters' worked in the various sections of the Tarini 

complex: The School, the Hospital, the Workshop, the Society for Prevention 

of Cr uelty to Women, and the Widow's Home. It was located in t he metropo

Lis of Calcutta but the s hadowy contours of the city never encroached dir

ectly on the main drams, because the ashram was part Utopia, part reality. 

It was the author's projection of what could be fas hioned - a model insti

tution where the oppression of class, gender, caste and religion, is laid to 

res t. Rokeya gave to it a timeless quality, an, universality beyond the 

middle class home. The contemporary periodical Samyabadj reviewing Pad

marag remarked : 

Tarini Bhaban, in the novel Padmarag is a rare creation ... The 

characters aTe noble .. . Here Hindu, Muslim, Brahmo and Christian 

women live in harmony and dig nity. J request 

woman to read this book.40 
every man a nd 

And what kind of heroine might one expect in a setting such as this? 

Rokeya did not disappoint us. The very arrival of the heroine was s hrou

ded in mystery. Her true identity was hidden behind other identities as 

her true name was ensconced within other names. It seemed almost as if 

the author wanted to say if one was to arrive at the essence of the new 

woman, one had to travel through various layers - for the new woman was 

a composite of many women. And so the heroine had various names - She 

was Padmarag to the inmates of Tarini Bhaban and Ayesha Siddika to the 

reader, Zainab to her relatives, and all three to Latif, her admirer and 

husband. In the first scene the reader was presented the figure of 8 man 

40eook Review, Samysbsdj, Palgun 1331 as. cited in Anisuzzaman, 
Muslim Bang/ar, p.J89. 
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- in coat, hat, boot in the dress of an Englis hman, in fact, s ported by the 

I new men' of colonial Bengal at the time. But t his apparition was non e other 

than the feminine a nd accomplished heroine Ayes ha Siddika aUas Zainab. 

Sidd ika soon became a part of Tarini Shaban . As the s tory of Padmarng 

unfolds the reader detects the one thema tic unity with the otherwise tot

ally different novel Goriber Meye. Here too, the s hadow of a co-wife pro

vides the fund amental tension of the plot. Here again one finds the male 

protagonist the brilliant barrister Latif Almas , caught agains t his will and 

inclination in 8 polygamous relationship. He had initiaUy been married to 

Sidd ika but before the groom could even set eyes on the bride and take 

her to his home an avaricious and con niving uncle managed to intervene 

and prevent the consummation of the marriage. Lat if fal sely convinced by 

the same uncle that Siddika and her family did not want him was then 

compelJed to take a second wife - Saleha. Siddika felt rejected, but braced 

herself for a life of independence and her loving brother aided her in the 

process. She emerged as a new woman - educated, capable, enligh tened , 

chaste and independent of s pirit. Fate conspired and brought Siddika and 

Latif face to face in Tarini Bhavan. They fell in love. 

Latif compared Siddika (who is the heroine as well as his legitimately 

wedded wife though he doesn' t know it, but the reader does), to his wife 

in everyday life - Saleha. Siddika scored on every cou nt. The au thor had 

dismissed Sale ha in a few ungenerous lines: "Sale ha knew he r fortune had 

fetched her an eligible husband and thought it unnecessary to cu ltivate 

any ot her grace or virtue. She was q uarrelsome and ill tempered - her 

main task was beating servants every day.,,41 Siddika on the other hand 

was the epitome of beauty grace and kindness. Her English poems had fet

c hed prizes, her manageme nt of her brother's vast estate was laudable. She 

41 R. S. Hossein, "Padmarag", RR. p.358. 
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was feminine yet independent of spirit , apparently destitute but proud in 

her ad versi ty, romantic and love-lorn but utterly restrained, modern but 

virtuous - the ultimate romantic heroine - whom no bhadr%k in his right 

mind could resist. And thllt is what Padmarag would have become - a novel 

of romance, love and domes ticity in the gen re of social/familial/romantic 

nove ls so popular in the day - had Rokeya allowed the matter to end 

there. Which she did not. Two things se t t he book apart. One, the nature 

o f Tarini Bhaban a nd two, Siddika's s tunning renunciation at the end. 

For perhaps the most interes tin g fea tu re of the novel is the moment of 

renuncia tion by Ayesha Siddika. When Latif her husband asked her to 

return to him Siddika declined the offe r even thoug h this was the moment 

she had been waiting for. She chose a life of independence over the longed 

for but perhaps illu sory pros pect of domestic bliss with Latif. The scene 

8S desc ribed in Padmarag: 

Siddika: I hod set my goal in life long ago ... I understood 

God did not decree the life of a householder for me. 

Latif: I cannot take th is as your last word. 00 you have a nyth ing 

agains t me? 

S: No. 

L: Then will you be my wife? Guardian of my home and hearth ? 

S: No. Yo u most go your way and I mine. 

Latif was quite the 'Renaissance' man - educated, enlightened, romantic -

drawn in the image of the Mus lim bhadrolo k who was makin g his appear

ance o n the scene at the turn of the century. Was this Ayesha quite the 

'n ew woman't crystallized and reflected in literature? Partly yes a nd partly 

no. Siddika was indeed the new woman - but her renunciatio n of domes tic 

life went much beyond, actuaUy against, the creed of the bhadromohila. 

To the bhadromohila in fiction a nd in reality the home was to be 8 cheri

s hed goal - its preservation one of her sacred duties . This duty was now 
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no longer supposed to be on oppressive burd en imposed by patriarchy, but 

an integral part of a partnership (matrimony) willingly gone into. At least 

that was what the new ideology of the domestic, proclaimed. And s ure 

enough Siddika, a few pages later, brooded over recent events and told 

herself that a husband was a wife's most precious asset. But s he perseve

red in her decision to remain alone. In the closing pages Ayesha provided 

a political reason faT her decision: s he wanted the world to know that some 

women at least would not allow themselves to be treated like puppets whose 

fates could be played with. 

Why did Rokeya resort to this ambivalence in her only novel where 

other fictional texts of the period upheld domes tic ideology? Fiction allows 

a certain liberty which reality does not. Siddika's was a rare and lonely 

choice (fiction was the site where this choice cou ld be made) - a skillful 

subversion in fact of the vision of domestic bliss the bhsdromohi1a Saw in 

front, from the pen of the most rational female writer of the wider Bengal 

Renaissance. 

If the image of the 'new woman' seems elusive that is because it was. 

It meant different things to different people situated at different points. 

It varied across class and culture and time. Within the same class and time 

frame it cou ld vary across discursive domains. There was not one new 

woman as emphasized above, but several - and one could not arrive at an 

average. What all s hared in common was a part.icular newness. In some 

manner - in education, taste, id eals, attitudes, expectation, behavior - they 

were differe nt from those who came before. 

As for t he reflection of the new woman in literature, Martha Vicinus' 

observation about women's fiction of a different society altogether, seems 

s urprisi ngly apt in the context of Bengali women: 

So often concerned with love. courtship and marriage, fiction rarely 
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dealt with the growing complexity of women's s phere. Despite these 

seeming limi tat ions Victo ria n literature fu nctioned as both an exp

ression and a s haper of the culture a nd its conflicts. For many men 

a nd women reading ... was a fo eans of ma naging t he emotiona l ambi

va lences they re lt in regard to thei r c hanging roles . Art gave 

order and unders tanding of the conflic t ing demands placed upon 

individuals.42 

42Martha Vicinus. A Widening, Introduc tion p.XII. 
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CONCLUSION 

The traditional role of MusUm women was greatly transformed by the early 

twentieth century. Between the times of Faizunnessa (1834-1903) and F8Zi

latunnessa (1905-1976), 8 new type of socia l personaUty, the bhtJdromohi18 

was born. This transformation occurred within a broader cultural process: 

Bengalicizalion 1 which implied a new mode of gentrification whereby the 

traditional shurafa mode Wlly for the middle class blradro s8mpraday. The 

complex change in the sodal s lruc tu re of colonial Bengol had various rami

fications - economic, political, religious and cu ltu ral. 

The world of Mu slim women in Bengal changed visibly. Women were no 

longer dwellers of the IJndarm8h81 only. They now had access to educat ion! 

their role within the home assumed new forms. Their relationship in marri

age and perception of domesticity, motherhood and love, underwent change 

as well, as did the ideology circumscribing all of these. Equipped with a 

new abi lity to articulate, women now started to express themselves in 

wriling and were soon to embark, in limited meas ure, upon jobs and care

ers. the very respectable ones at first. The context, i.e., the historical 

(material and ideological) ca n vas on which t he great c hanges affecting the 

modern Mus lim gentlewomen, WftS etched out, has been reviewed briefly in 

1Unear progressions of cause a nd effect a re quite inadequate in ana
lyzing the phenomenon of cultural/social change described in this study. 
But the change was undoubtedly linked to factors such as the rise of the 
middle class and the new economy in 8 co lonized cou nt ry, entry into the 
professions, new education, urbanization, etc. - factors which fall outside 
the scope of this work and are taJ{en as given parameters. 
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the fi rst c hapter to their unfolding s tory. 

The s tru ctures of the traditional family and life in the andarmahaJ has 

been traced in the second chapter . A dis torted notion of s eclus ion designed 

to control women's sexuality coupled with the fact that upper class women 

had no economic or social ro le in the public domain, led to a total separa

tion of the public and private sp heres in s harif society. 

But no form of power and con trol is isolated from resistance to it which 

generates in its turn an impetus to change. The third c hapter pickeq up 

the narrative thread from t he beginning of the twentieth century, whe n 

exist ing family structures s tarted to break down as they came und er the 

pressure of a new set of economic a nd ideological fac tors. The development 

of a midd le class sala riat that had prepared iiself through 'western' educa

tion, a nd the gradual replaceme nt of the landed gentry with a profess ional. 

one necessitated new familial arrangements. Exposure to the ideas of post 

enlighten ment Europe and a des ire to appear 'modern' and 'civilized' vis-a

vis the status of women, made the Muslim gentry question existing struc

tures and relations hips - polygamy, child marriage, conCUbinage and the 

subservience of woman to her In_ laws, etc. All of this took place within the 

rise of 8 new domestic ideology with its roots par tially at least in Victorian 

England. This new ideology had ci rcumscribed t he lives of Brahmo women 

in nn earlier age . Reform meas ures reflected t he change in mentality 

regarding women's role in the family . As the family was the most important 

domain in a woman's life (perhaps the only one) the c hanges affected 

women profoundly and acted 8S 8 great catalyst in producing the new 

bhadromohila who grad ua lly replaced the traditional mis t ress (usually 

mother in law) of the upper class home. The third c hapter addressed the 

family as i t adjusted to the new economic and cultu ral order a nd became 

the site of 8. great transformation. 

Educ8tion was the g reat battle grou nd for reformers in the early part 
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of the twentieth century. By the second decade society had more or less 

accepted the fact that girls would go out of the home for education. Most 

sources attest t hat fema le education started becoming popular around or 

after 1911-12. Creation of the new province of Eas tern Bengal and Assam 

gave an impetus to a social phenomenon already in the making. Unlike the 

home, education was an area where government could p laya well defi ned 

role through its politics of promotion or indifference. 

The s lowly developing meas ures of the local population were often acc

elerated by governmental policy intervention expressed through various 

s pecific reform measures such as setting up schools or colleges, funds for 

scholarships etc. By 1939, the two schools set up by the pioneers, Rokeya 

and Faizunnessa were full fledged high schools recognized and managed by 

the colonial government. Female attendance at educational institutions in 

the province of Dengal increased. It was in the second decade also that 

women star ted pursuing higher education. Vernacular education in schools 

explicitly for Muslim girls meant Urdu 8S the medium of instruction. But 

Bengali assumed importance as Sharif Hindustani Bibiyan were transformed 

into the Mus lim bhlJdromohila.. In schools such as Eden, Khastagir Bidya

moyee and Bethune, Bengali was the 'medium' but English was given suffi

c ient emphasis. Respectable families sent their daughters to the various 

institutions according to their class, culture and tastes. In this hybrid 

situation, the Dengalicized Muslim gentlewoman the bhadromohila was born 

and soon became the dominant stereotype of the middle class. 

No topic generated as much discourse as education. Contemporary peri

odicals carried articles on the s ubject from 1903 onwards, but t he debates 

intensified in the 20s and JOs which was concomitant with the spread of 

female ed ucation. The fourth and fifth chapters of the present thes is dealt 

with the educational aspect of the bh8dromohil8's emergence. The reformers 

and publicists were divided into three broad (and overlapping) stands on 
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the issue of female education - mainly over the mode, content, level and 

objectives. The centris ts and liberals won the day. They performed a task 

of c ultural mediation - in rationalizing religion and liberalizing its tenets 

in the light of mode rn day principles. They thus bridged the gap between 

tradition and mode rn ity, paving the way for reform. This reform had its 

limitations which were similar to those of r eformist projects advocated by 

the Brahmo and Hindu bhadrolok. Education was seen as an end in itself 

- or at best as a means to the making of the good housekeeper, wife and 

mother. It must be remembered though that the reformers were working 

not in a country which was enjoying cultural and economic continuity, but 

one "in which the development process itself was subverted by the advent 

of colonization. ,, 2 

Ed ucation was the visible hallmark of the bhadromohiJa and literature 

was her medium of self-expression. These were the two areas where s he 

participated, o utside the realm of the domestic. But where education requi

red a Literal ' s tepping out' of the home, literary activity involved only an 

imaginary one. Thus women who could not attend school because of purdah, 

were free to write (so long 8S their literary product conformed to patriar

c hal codes). Like her Brahmo/Hindu predecessor the Muslim bhadromoh.i1a 

was quite prolific in literary output. The period was rich with women's 

writings - from those who wrote an occasional poem to those who took up 

writing as careers. Through literature women gained access to the classical 

works of the Bengal Renaissance. The act of reading and writing also 

formed the participatory link between these diverse worlds. 

The women wrote out of their own urge - but in the process they left 

behind an important testament of those times - the critical social issues 

2Khawar Mumtaz and Farida Shaheed "Historical Roots of the Wome n's 
Reform Movement A Period of Awakening 1896-1917" , in Finding Our Way, 
Readings on Women in Pakistan, (Lahore: ASR, 1991), pp.5-6. 
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whic h touc hed their Lives - as see n from their va.ntage point . Thus a scan 

of contemporary literary material produ ced during t he pe riod - fi c tion and 

non fi c tion - enab led us to both reconstruct the times as well 8S the 

person who was viewing those times. 

Whe re non-fictional literature was a direct source on the his tory of t he 

period; fictional IHeratu re enabled us to penetrate to a zone beyond the 

apparent - i.e. to the idealized ve r s ion of the bhadromoll1J8 in the social 

psyche or more accurate ly the new womon ns s he emerged in the pages of 

contemporary literature. This id ea lized woman c la imed many renditions -

and the images varied with each writer a nd in each text. The last two 

c hapLers explored the cultivatjo n of literary activity by Mus lim women . and 

the imag es of the women themselves 8S cons tructed in creative writing. 

Some of the characteris tics that emerged in popular a nd not so popular 

writings were concrete in some respects and elusive and shifting in oLhers. 

The c hapters as a whole traced the bh8dromohi/8'S emergence ill different 

spheres - the simultaneous process of how she came into being and ho w 

she was const r ucted. The emergence of the b h8dromohi/8 coincided with 

and partially produced lln ci was produced, by the nari jS8srsn (women's 

awakening) . 

However limited the scope of bhsdr%k reform. o r women ' s participation 

in it, however fragmented the area of its ap plication, the period WllS 

marked by a s ig nificant change of mentality which warrants the lab el n8ri 

jagar8n. It is difficult to d elinea te cut- o ff points in time. to say when 

exactly the jBg8ro tJ (awakening) ended nnd II concerted movement bega n. 

A recent scho lar has te rmed the htLe nineteenth century as a period of 

awakening whic h p hased into the early 20th century movemen t. J 

3Maleka Begum, 8ang/ar "'ari Ando/an, (Bengali). (The Women's Move
ment in Bengal), (Dhaka: Uni versity Press Ltd. , 1989), pp .57 , 58, 66. 
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The re were man y r eferen ces by contem po rary write rs to the nsri jssa

ran. In her essay ' Sesame Pllak' (1918), the usually sceptical Ro keya 

ex.p ressed he r s atis fi c tion at the sig ns of a wakenin g all around: 

... it is heartenin g that we hea r mu ch discourse on female educat io n a ll 

around us. Girl' s schools are being set up eve r y where in cities towns 

and villages. Muslim women's association (samiti) and ladies c lubs have 

s prun g up all over. Last year there was 8n allo lted secHon for pur

da huas/Jiu mohilas Isic] a t the Muha mmada n Educational Confere nce. Our 

bro thers have und erstood " Ind ia will not rise, if India n women do not 

awaken" .4 

In 1926. Shikha publis hed from Dhaka by the progressives of th e Mu s lim 

Sa hit ya Samaj , carried an article tilled "Amader Nabajagaran 0 Shariat" 

(Our Awaken in g and Scr iptua l Law). It discu ssed, in rather a conservative 

tone, the social evils of seclus io n, ignorance etc., o n tile on e hand and 

those of indiscriminate 'wes ternization' o n t he other and enjoined a cau

tious liberal.iz8t ion. 

In 1929, Saoga t publlsh ed three articles which referred more directly 

to the phenomenon of the jagaran. The first, Fllzilatunnessa' s piece was 

t illed ' Mu s lim Narir Mukti' and she gave her views on what the word meant 

to her: "The word mukti implies emancipation of one's inner self. To render 

one's independent self to the world a nd to socie ty and be regulated by the 

dictates of o ne ' s own reason - that is freedom of self . .. 5 By 1929 the b ha

dromohila was in a pos ition to declare he rself in the pages of popular pe ri

odicals. In a s ubsequ ent iss ue of Saogat, Nurjaha n wrote "Ban ga Mus lim 

Nari Jagaran" (The Bengal Mu s ljm Women's Awakening) - whe re s he raised 

4Ro keya Sakhawat Hossein, "Sesame Phllk", RR, pp. 260-261. 

5Fazilatunn essa, "MusUm Norir Mukti", $80Ra t, 7: 1. 1-2, Shadro .IJ36 
BS (Mohila Issue). 
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iss ues s uch as seclusion , and emp loy ment . In n review of Nurjahan's ar tic le 

in the following issue, titled simply "Nar; Jagaran" Abul Paz I pointed out 

that KUOlari (s ic) Nurjahan had raised the issue of sborodh and its aboU

tion. That women t hems e lves were posing these ques tions, proved t heir 

agency, Faz l conc luded . 

Shamsunnahar Ma hmud a lso r e ferred to the s ig ns of ' llari jagBrBn' all 

around her in her most famous book, the biography of Rokeya1 and in 

other articles. Both as a contemporary and 8 later scholar evaluating those 

times , Nahor viewed the 1920s-40 's as a definite period of stir a nd activity 

and heigh tened conscious ness. 

For scholars standing at this e nd o f the twen tie th century and turning 

their gaze to times lapsed more than ha lf a century ago, it is 8 li tt le easier 

to see the period as part o r a greater whole. It was a Lime or jagaran for 

women, a time of emergence, if awakening is ta ken to mean 'coming into 

existence from a prio r dormant s ta te' . The handful or historians who have 

turned their gaze in tha t direction, perceive the period in the terms ou t

lined above. Mujeer uddin, one of the first to write on women 's writings , 

places Nurunnessa in "the times when Begum Rokeya had lau nc hed her 

mo veme nt for women's awakening",6 lhough he admits that the movement 

had touched only a few. Ot her sc holars and researchers - Anisuzz8man. 

Maleka Begu m. Shahanarll Hossai n, Sha h ida Parveen a nd Wakil Ahmed, for 

example - have a ll used the term to describe t hat age while reconstructing 

its literature, history, culture anp polity. 

In reviewin g that period from 1876 to 1939, one is s truc k by the "great 

s ilence" o n many matters of impo rta nce. Some questions were never asked, 

some fee lings were never voiced in that age so ripe with words. What was 

education for beyond the abstract and moral good of t he wo man, beyond 

6prof. Mujee r Uddin, Bang/a S8 hitye Muslim MohiJa. p.76. 
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eq uipping her with sound domes tic proficiency? What was woman's sexual 

nature realy like. if it exis ted ? A few, like Rokeya, had dared to border 

on these questions, others had couched t hem in euphemis m. The significant 

point is not that we s tandin g at this edge of time, wou ld think up these 

q ueries, ponder a t the answers, or wonder if they were or could be asked. 

What matters is whether they wanted to ask t hem. 

Just as the women's reform movement a nd the forging of the new social 

entity - the bhadromohi18 may be viewed within the broade r con text of 

modernization/Bengalicization - the nari jagoron may be located in another 

socia l process, the movement from private to public patriarchy. Though the 

origins of the patriarc hal relegation of women to the private sphere and 

men to the public, are unclear a nd debated, by the nineteenth century, in 

some societies suc h as Britain, the division had "hardened into 8. truis m". 

AS one scholar points out: 

Men had become associated with what was public: the workpiace, 

politics, religion in it s institutional forms, inte llectua l a nd cu ltural 

life. and in general terms, 'the exercise of power a nd authority; 

women, with what was private: t he home, c hildren, domes tic life. 

Ii 7 seXU8 ty ... 

Some scholars maintain that the private/public dichotomy has been the 

chief manifestation and mechanism for maintaining pat riarchal inequality. 

Patriarchy itself, 8S an aU-embracing umbrella construct, has been per

ceived as having taken on or operated throug h many forms and s hifts. One 

form that engaged scholars (particularly in the 1980s ) is the dichotomous 

'private- public' model. 

Private patriarchy, broadly speaking, is based upon the household with 

the patriarch presiding over a ll femaie members. in the privacy of the 

7Hester Eisenstein, Contemporary Feminist Thought, (London: AUen and 
Unwin , 1984) , p.20. 
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home. Public patriarchy is based upon "sites other than the household, 

although this may still be 8 significant patriarchal site."S In this regard 

Sylvia Walby studying the private-public shift with reference to British 

his tory, has remarked on its development in the nineteenth century: 

Recent British history has seen a movement towards the private 

model, and then a movement away to the public fonn . The height of 

the private form was to be found in the middle of the 19th century 

in the middle classes. Many scholars have agreed that there was 8n 

intensification in the domestic ideology, and the extent to which 

middle class women were confined to the private sphere of the 

home.9 

Walby further points ou t that Britis h history is experiencing a stiU

continui ng trend to the public Corm which began with women's entry into 

the paid work. force. The movement from one form to the other, she main

tains, had two moments - one located at the turn of the last century, the 

other in the post Second World War period. The capitalist demand for 

labour (which had intensified after the war) and 'First Wave Feminist" 

activity, were instrumental in this process. 

With respect to colonial Bengal in the period under review, the model 

above has some applicability, though of a Limited and modified nature. As 

depicted in chapters II and III, women of the emergent middle class at the 

turn of the last century, were in a form of private patriarchy at a time 

when the private-public or shac-bahir axis itself was being constructed.In 

Bengal, the notion of two distinct sp heres also crystallized in the 

nineteenth century. Middle class women started gaining limited access to 

8 Sylvia Walby, "From Private to Public Patriarchy. The Periodisation 
of British Hislory", in Women's s tudies International Forum, vol. 13, nos. 
1/2, p.94 

9.ibid . p. 94 
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the b8hir, but waged work was denied them. But are we justified in cany

ing the ana logy further with regard to Bengali women in iden tifying a 

s imilar movement from one to the other in the colony? In other words, were 

Bengali women experiencing a s imilar construction of the private and public 

and erosion of its distance, as Victorian/Edwardian women? If we proceed 

with caution and keep s ig ht of the diverse cultural and material differ

ences, for we are talking of two disparate groups of women in the final 

analysis. we amy answer in a limited affirmative. 

Access to education and training, and later employment, reform in legal 

s tatus in the family and outs ide, a widening platform for political activity -

all combined to bring about a deep-rooted change in women's world thro

ugh the creation of the bhadromohila. A cogent, apparent and historically 

concrete ground for comparability of Victorian/Edwardian and Colonial 

Bengali women was the phenomenon of 'First Wave Feminism': 

First- wave feminism was a large, multi-faceted, long-lived and 

highly effective political phenomenon. It can be dated as extending 

from around l8S0 to about 1930. It contained a wide range of politi

cal positions ... evangelical feminism, socialist feminism, materialist 

feminism, and radical feminis m, as well as liberal feminism . IO 

It is in the nature and the objective of this feminist movement that the 

linkages between the British and Bengali - Brahmo and Mu slim - models are 

discernible. At the same time it must be pointed out that this is only an 

analogy and a broad one at that - valid only from a distance far enough 

to blUr incongruencies. In respect of the time frame alone, for instance, 

the three categories of women stand apart - British women started experi

encing modernization from the early nineteenth century, Brahmo women 

10ibid.p.97. It is interesting that Geraldine Forbes wrote an essay on 
the Brahmo/Hindu bhadromohila in t he early decades of this Century, titled 
"Caged Tigers: First Wave Feminists in India". 
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from the middle of the century and the Muslim women from the first dec

ades of the twentieth century. Mary Wollstonecraft publis hed Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman in 1792i Pandita Ramabai created a sensation in 

Calcutta in 1878 by discoursing with pandits in Sansk.ritj and it took a 

Rokeya Sak.hawat to expound a clear feminist theory in the 19205. Never

theless, this much may be safely said: In the 1940s, a Brahmo bhsdromohiJa, 

a Muslim bhadromohils and an English lady sitting together around a cup 

of tea or in a picketing line would have much ultimately to say to each 

other - much in terms of territory gained or lost in their struggle for 

'emancipation'. 1 1 

In terms of territory gained or lost by women, let us invoke the 

platitude: Every age must be judged by its own standard and evaluated 

by its ow n criteria. The words of another scholar studying the lives of 

Victorian women, come to mind: 

How women affected change from within male prescribed roles, how 

they redefined their status, in some areas (such as education) and 

lost in others (such as social production), are all important aspects 

of how we s ho uld place the Victorian woman in her proper - but 

changing sphere.12 

It is interesting that the first book edited by Martha Vicinus was titled 

"Suffer and Be Still. Women in the Victorian Age". The cover for the pap

erback. edition showed a Victorian seamstress in a dimly lit and cheerless 

room bending wearily over her work. However, the sequel to this was titled 

"A Widening Sphere Changing Roles of Victorian women." 

llRokeya translated an English piece "The Murder of Delicia" into 
Bengali, proclaiming that she had set out to expose the universal nature 
of women's oppression, East or West, rich or poor. See Rokeya Sakhawat 
Hossain. Delicia Hatya, in R.R. 

12'Martha Vicinus, Introduction, in Vicinus (ed), A Widening. 
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And that is perhaps the best that can a lso be said of the BengaU 

women whose Lives , mentalities and circums tances we have attempted to 

s tudy - those who participated, first in the cons truction of the ghar and 

blthir, a nd later, in the erosion of its dis tance. 

Coming to morc indigenous art forms, it will be remembered (see Chap. 

III , s ec tion on dress) that through the 1920s the Women ' s page of Saogst 

was t itled Zan8na MahfiJ (Womcn's Gathering) , where the logo written in 

Bengali in a pseudo-Persian font s howed the ins ide of a house laid out in 

Persian/ North Indian s ty le wi th curtains , carpets e nd pitchers, end e 

group of women in Pers ianized attiIe (dopatta, gharars, lI:ameez, etc.), 

chatting on the carpet. In 1940 the journal changed its caption altogether: 

The Urd u Zanana Mahfil was now rep laced by the Bengali caption Alohila 

Jaga r (Women's Wo rld). Instead of veiled women in 8 room, we have a 

woman in a sen - her hair, now visible, coiled into 8 bun - the edge of 

her sari flying in the air. And the woman is et the steering wheel of 8 car. 

She had s tepped from the Zenana fflahfil to the Mohila Jogot - a woman's 

world yes, but one un der the open s ky. Zobeda a nd Monowara took their 

place a longside Ashala ta and Anupoma - the mode rn, ur ban dwelling, 

middle-class Muslim b hadromohila had emerged. 
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APPENDIX 
SELECTED LIST Of BHADROMOHILAS DISCUSSED/INTERVIEWED 

(A rranged Chro nologically) 

Name of the Dhad romohila 
& Dates (birth-death) 

Faizunnessa Chaudhurani 
1834-1903 

K!lrimunnessa Khanam 
1855-1926 

Khujista Akter 8ano 
=1878-1919 

Rokeya S. Hossein 
1880-1932 

Malekunnessa 
1885- 1975 

Sara Tailur 
1888-1971 

Mamlukul Fatema Khanam 
1894-1957 

Nurun nessa Khatun 
1894-1975 

Zobeda Khatun Choudhury 
1901-1986 

Education Level 
&: Career 

Home education. 
Philanthropist, 
writer 

Home educa tion. 
Housewife 

Senior Cambridge. 
Social worker 

Home education. 
Wriler, education
z'st, socia l worker 

Oral education. 
Housewife 

Home education. 
Housewife, writer 

Home education. 
Educationist, 
writer 

Home education. 
Literary wriler 

Primary school. 
Politician 

3S3 

Age at Hus band's Name 
Marriage &: Profession 

27 

14 

16 

16/18 

12 

26 

10 

18 

18 

Mahmud Ohazi 
Landlord 

Ghaznavi 
Landlord 

Zahid 
Suhrawardy 
Barrister 

Sakhawat 
Hossein 
Govt service 

S. Khan 
Govt service 

Syed M. Taifur 
Wn'ter 

Atau r Rahman 
Doctor 

.Separated* 

Kazi O. 
Mohammad 
Lawyer 

Dewan Abduf 
Rahim 
Choudhury 
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List (continued) 

Name of the Bhadromohila 
A: Dat-es (birth -death) --
Akhtar Mahal Syeda Khatun 
190 1- 1929 

Asema Khatun 
=1903- 1986 

Zulikha Bano 
1904-1974 

Akhlarunnessa 
1905 

Fazilatunnessa 
1905-1976 

Mahmuda Khatun Siddika 
1906-1977 

Razia K. Chaudhurani 
1907-1934 

Aria Begum 
1908 

Shamsunnahar Mahmud 
1908-1964 

Rokeya Khatun 
1908 

Syeda Monowara Khatun 
1909-1981 

Education Level 
&: Career 

/lom e education. 
Writer 

Home education. 
Housewife 

B.A. 
Housewife 

Secondary school. 
Housewife 

M.A . 
GOV l edu. service 

Secondary s chool. 
Writer 

/lome ed ucs.tion. 
Writer 

Home education . 
Housewife 

M.A. 
Gove edu. service, 
writer 

/lome education. 
Housewife 

Home education. 
Housewife 
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Age at I/usband's Name 
Marriage & Profession 

12 

14 

23 

17 

251 

12 

18 

12 

18 

14 

15 

Mahbubul Huq 

Landlord 

Nuru l Huda 
Choudhury 
Govt service, 
teacher 

K. O. Murshed 
Gove service, 
ICS 

AmanatuUah 
Gove service 

Shamsuzzoha 
Solicitor 

*No information t 

Ashrafuddin 
A.Choudhury 
Politician 

Abdul H. 
Chowdhury 
Govl service 

wohiduddin 
Mahmud 
Doctor 

Nafazuddin 
Khan 
Gave service 

Syed Taher Ali 
Gove ser vice 
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List (continued) 

Name of the 8 hadromohila 
& Dates (birth-death) 

Sufia Kamal 
1911 

Tohfatunessa Azim 
1913-1983 

Shaista I kramullah 
1915 

Aqiqunnessa Ahmad 
=1916 

Lutfunnessa Abbas 
1917 

Syeda Jahanara Hyder 
1917-1988 

Akhlar Imam 
1917 

Khodeja Khatun 
1919-90 

Falema Khatun (tlasib) 
1918-1968 

Barnida Bano 
1918-1992 

Education Level 
&- Career 

/lome education. 
Poet, social 
worker 

Home education. 
Housewife, editor, 
social worker 

Ph.D. 
Politician, writer 

Home education. 
Writer 

Home education. 
Housewife 

B.A. 
Social worker 

M.A. 
Teacher (Govt edu 
service) 

M.A. 
Govt edu service 

Horne education. 
Ilousewife 

Primary school. 
Housewife 
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Age at Husband's Name 
Marriage & Profession 

12 a) 
28 b) 

10 

18 

10 

15 

20 

20 

25 

16 

14 

a) S. N. Hossain 
b) Kamaluddin 
Ahmed Khan 
Govt service 

Anwarul Azim 
Barris ter 

Ikramul1ah 
Govt service 

Abut Mansur 
Ahmad 
Polit.ician, 
writer 

Abbasuddin 
Singer, Govt 
service 

A.B. Saifuddin 
Hyder 
Advocate 

Ali Imam 
Univ. Teacher 

M. H. Khan 
Lawyer 

Abu M. M. Hasib 
Govt service 

Mofizuddin 
Ahmed 
Govt service 
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List (continued) 

Name of the Bhadromohila 
4 Dates (birth-death) 

. 
Faterna Sadeq 
1918 

H&jera Khatun (Shukoor) 
1919 

Afife Huq 

1919 

Anwara Bahar 
1919-1987 

Zobeda Khanam 
1920-1990 

Syeda Latifa Mahmud 
=1920 

Nurun Neher 
= 19~0-1992 

Mehrunnessa Islam 
1921 

Umratul Fazl 
1922 

Daulatunnessa Khatun 
1922 

Hamida Khatun Salauddin 
1923 

Education Level 
&: Career 

Ph.D. 
University 
Teacher 

Home education. 
Housewife 

B.A. 
Housewife 

M.A. 

Gavt edu service, 
social worker 

M.A. 
Govt edu service 

Home education. 
Housewife 

Primary school. 
Housewife 

M.A. 

Govt edu service 

Home education. 
Housewife, 
social worker 

Primary school. 
Write,I, 
social worker 

M.A. 

Govt edu service 
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Age at Husband's Name 
Ma.rriage to: Profession 

18 

11 

25 

19 

14 

24 

17 

25 

16 

8 

20 

Abdus Sadeq 
Univ. Teacher 

Abdus Shukoor 
Gavt service 

Azizul Huq 
Politician 

Habibu llah 
Bahar 
Politician, 
journalist 

Abdur Rahim 
Doctor 

Abu Naser 
Mohammad 
Govt service 

Kazi Elhamul 
Huq 

Gavt service 

M. Nurul Islam 
Govt service 

Abul Fazl 
Teacher, writer 

Hafizur Rahman 
Doctor 

A.F. Saiahuddin 
Univ. Teacher 
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List (continued) 

Name of the Bhadromohila 
..I: Dates (birth-death) 

uamida Rahman 
1923 

Selina Hasib 
1923 

Zubaida Mirza 
1923-1993 

Noorjehan Murshed 
1924 

Nurjehan Begum 
1925 

Rokeya Kabir 
1925 

Rahima Khatun 
1925 

Atia Huq 
1925 

Sultana Islam 
1925 

Aziza Jdris 
1926 

Education Level 
& Career 

B.A. (incomplete) 
Writer 

B.A. 
Housewife 

M.~. 

Govt edu service 

B.A. 
PolitJ.'cian 

B.A. 
Journalist 

M.A. 
Teacher, 
social worker 

Home education. 
Writer 

M.A. 
Teacher 

B.A. 
Housewife, 
social worker 

Secondary school. 
Housewife, 
politician 
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Age at Husband's Name 
Marriage & Profession 

19 

15 

20 

24 

27 

21 

17 

21 

19 

14 

Siddikur 
Rahman 
Gove service 

Syed Abdul 
Hasib 
Advocate 

M. Abdul SattaT 
Univ. Teacher 

Sarwar Murshed 
Un;v. teacher 

Roqunuzzaman 
Journalist 

Feroz Kabir 
Businessman 
• Separated. 

Kazi A. Muni.m 
Govt service 

Aminul Huq 
Govt service 

A.F.M.Shamsul 
Is lam 
Govt service 

Kazi M. Idris 
Journalist, 
edUor, writer 
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