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ABSTRACT 

The andarmahal is the inner quarters oran a mucnt house-hold , where the women of the fnm il y 

live and work. Apart from being a dwelling place. it functioned as a repository of culture and 

trad ition and in nineteenth century Bengal. it symbolized the one space thal colonization had not 

penetrated yet. The British Raj came to view the andarmahal as the unreasonable, illogical space 

that res isted colonization and where the civi lizing rhetoric of colonialism needed to find a 

fOOlho ld. By the second halfofthe nineteen th ccnwry.thc andtlrllla/w/. or. interchangeably,lhe 

l.cnana or zenana mahal became the site where Chri stian missionaries began active 

proselylization as part orthc civi li zi ng mission. This was done through institutionalizing the age­

old practice of home educat ion which ga ined cognition as the zenana educmion system. By the 

early twentieth century. the colonial Governmenl became involved in bringing the system under 

Government control unlil il was formally ended in 1933. 

The earl y twentieth century saw other changes in institutional education for the girls of 

Eastern Benga l. The Partition of Bengal in 1905 gave a boost to the hitherto Calcutta-centri c 

developments in the field of female educat ion. The colonial rhetoric once aga in came into play 

with the format ion of a Female Education Comm ittee en trusted wi th the responsibility of 

recommending reform measures whereas no financial arrnngements were made to implement 

them . With the an nulment of Partition ( 19 11 ), Eastern Bengal ceased to enjoy the administrative 

attention it had gained in 1905. 

II is within the cultural. social and politica l context of trad ition versus modernit y. 

patriarchal comrol ve rsus colon ial interve ntion 1I1:111hi5 study analyses the process of the ri se of' 

fema le education in the neglected area of Eastern Bengal. It challenges the cliche that British 

co lon ial rule was the driving force behind the spreud of' fema le ed ucation in this region. Through 

the grant-in-aid system, Government aided the schools that were built through local initiati ve, 

however inadequate that grant may be, and provided guide lines for the content of education. 

on trol was maintained over the school management bodies through the various rules fo r 

receiving aid. This study narrates how, despite perennial financial, social, cultural and re ligio lls 

restrain ts in the agrarian hinterland thai Eastern Bengal was. elementary female education 

sleadily progressed through the nineteenth Ilne! ea rl y twentieth centuries. 
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v 

Int rod uct iu n 

The passing of traditional society into modernity is characterized. ns Daniel Lerner explains, by 

the dynamic interplay of the three vita l components of physical. soc ial and psychic mobility.1 

The discourse on colonial modernity in Benga l begins with the psycho logical premises of the 

intelligentsia's uneasiness regarding modernization and its troubled re lationship with tradition. 

This was viewed as n di lemma between loss of Benga li cultural identity,:! In the case of Eastern 

Bengal, the mailer was further complicated by the question or the Muslim identity that had been 

constructed during the long period of Musl im rule prior to the Brit ish co lonial encounter.) The 

~egemo!!l.c dominance of the traditional psyche as opposed to the push for modernization along 

westcrn lines. is the subject of an ever-growin g historiography on Bcngal in the nineteenth and 

early twenti eth ccnlllries. A large po rt ion of this is ded icated to the study of change in the 

ideology and reality of woman 's status in the private space and the public domain o f the forum. 

the marketplace and the academy as negotiation went on to rcplace trad itional cultural nomlS 

with new ways and beli efs. In the rapidly changing socio-economic and po litica l cnvironment of 

the nineteenth century the old and the newly forged ideo logies came into connict in the 

a"darmahal, or inner quarters of the household. the domestic space inhabited by women, on the 

question of women's emancipation through education. 

The andarmahal, apart from being the dwe ll ing place of the women, was the repository 

of culture and traditio n and it symbolized the one space that co lonization had not penetrated. The 

British Raj came to view the andarmahal or, interchangeably, zenana or zenalla mahal as the 

unreasonable. ill ogical space that res isted colonization and where the civi li zing rhetoric of 

co loni ali sm needed to find a foothold. By the second half of the nineteenth century. KlImkum 

Sangari argues in Politicj' 0/ the Possible: Essays all Gender fl islOfY. the domesti c sphere had 

become not just an instrumental and expedient s ite in the co lonia l venture, but also domesti c 

I L~rner, Daniel. Thc Passillg ofTradilional SocielY (New York: Free " ress of Glencoe. t964), cited in Kopf, David, 
Brilish Oriclllalism amllhe BCllgal Renaissance: The Dy/wmics of India" Modcmi:alio/l , 1771-1815 (Berkel~y : 

University of California Press, 1969). p. 4. 
: David Kopfaltributes thi s confusion to the intellectual eclecticism of Hindu tradition, Sufi mysticism, Uti litarian 
rationalism, Enlightenmt:=nl philosophies and western cultural influences. See Kopf, Bri/i.fh Orienlalism and the 
Bengal Renaissance for detai ls. 
J For discussions 00 the fomlalion of the Muslim identity, see Ahmed, Sufia, Muslim Commullit)' in Bel/gal. 1884-
191} (Dhaka: University Press Limil~d, 2r4 edition. 1(96) and Ahmed, Rafiuddin (ed.), Umlcrs!allding Ihe Bengal 
MII~·lims: l/IIe"fJI"e/ali~'e E.u a)'s (Dhrtka: The Uni versi ty Press Limited, 200 I). 

1 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



• 

ideologies had become a political field where issues of class, caste and re ligious d ivisions came 

to be reconfigured and redefined ,4 During that process. the sharply defined traditional boundaries 

of tile pri vate and publ ic spheres shifted to allow the movement of tile private form of patriarchy 

into a forlll that may best be desc ribed as public patriarchy.s 

It is thus within the cultural , social and pOlitical context of tradition versus modernity; 

patriarchal control versus coloni al intervention that the Woman 's Questi on in Eastern Bengal in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries must be viewed. Eastern Bengal was an agricultural 

society with a Muslim majority steeped in both Hindu and Muslim cultural traditions. Dacca 

(now spe lled Dhaka) was the principal prov incial town. The East Bengal District Gazelleers. 

Dacca6 describe the class d ivision as comprising of: great land lords, profess ional classes, Lraders. 

agricuhurists, art isans, weavers and boating and laboring classes. Some remnants of the Turko­

Afghan Mughnl ruling classes remained as Ihe ashraJor elites. A new middle class had begun to 

ri se in the second half o f the nineteenth cenlury.7 Broadly speaking, it is the girls and women of 

the elite and the middle class we shall be primarily fOCU Sing on in th is study. The I1rst 

educational institution for girl s in the region had been founded in Dacca in 1825 by the 

Protes tant Baptist missionaries. All the gi rl s' schools opened by the miss ionaries closed after 

four years when the founder Mrs. Leonard had to leave. The next attempts at establishing schools 

were taken by the Dacca Brahmos. The earl iest that we have been able to trace so far is the 

Bangia Bazar School that opened in 1856.8 The famolls Eden Female School founded in 1878 

began its journey as an Ad ult School founded agai n by the Dacca Brahmos in 1873. Even with 

such early attempts at institutional female education, the 1911 census showed that out of every 

thousand females in Eastern Bengal, 990 could neither read nor write and on ly 8.2 per cent of 

Hi ndu girl s in Dacca city were literate.9 

~ S:mgari , KurnkUIll . Pofitic.r tlf the Po.f.#ble: £.~.fGy.f 1)11 Gender H i.slOty. Ntlrra/II'es (New Delhi : Tulika. 1999. /' 
reprinted in 200 1), p. 185. 
, See Amin . Sonia Nishat. Tile World o/Muslim Women in Colonial Bengal. 1876· /9;9 (Lei den: E.J, Brill, 1996) 
for details. 
, B.C. A lien. £ost Bellgal District Gll:elleers, Dacca (Allahabad. 19 12), p. 82. 
f See Murshid, Tazeen M .• The Sacred and tile $ecular: Bengali Muslim DiscOllrses. / 871- /977 (Dhaka: Uni versity 
Press Limited. 1996 . 
• Reported in the newspaper /)(Icca Neil'S of5 '" July, 1856, cited in Ahmed. Sharif Uddin. Dhaka: A Study ill Urban 
Iis/ory (lnd Developmcnt, 1840- 192 / (firsl publi shed: London: Curzon Press Ltd .. 1986). p. 73 . 
., Ibid .• p. 161. 
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Surveys on the hi story of education in As ia, Europe and America allow researchers to make rwo 

genera lizations: (a) women are almost un iversa lly educationall y disadvantaged in comparison 

with men, and , (b) education was. for those few women able to o btain it, distinctl y a class 

priv ilege. 

Historica ll y, education has served a utilitarian purpose by training persons in the spec ific 

ski lls needed by a given society. Such education was. for millennia, fam ily-based in the form of 

appren ti ceship. Household based education was informal , utilitarian and individua lized; it was 

non- literate and offered in the vernacular. Mothers educated daughters and fema le servants; 

fathers educated sons and male servants. Apart from the few exceptions gi rl s were disadvantaged 

in every known society of the Western world as well , in regard to the length of their training, the 

conten t they were taught and the skill s of their teachers. Th is followed logicall y from the 

purposes of educat ion. Since women were excluded from military, religious, bureaucrat ic and 

po litical functions, they were considered La have lillie need for formal ized learning. On the other 

hand, daughters o f the eli tes, such as princesses and noble women who migh t have to serve as 

stand-ins for sons or husbands, were as care full y tutored and trained as their brothers. During the 

Middle Ages the content of their learning was the same and they onen shared tutors with their 

brothers. Education was a class privilege for both sexes and served kin and state interests. It is 

not surpri sing therefore to rind that almost all the known educated women from An tiquity to the 

161h century C.E. were members of the nobility. In India in the pre-Mughal era princesses have 

been known to have acq uired a kn owledge of letters. Razia Sultan was lettered. Sultan Giasuddin 

Balban appoin ted fe male teachers for the ladies of the harem. Among Mughal princesses and 

consorts, Nurjahan , Humayun ' s sister Gulbadan Begum before her. and Jahangir and 

Shahjahan's daughters - were all we ll versed in Persian and used to write poetry. 

In the nineteenth century, to take education to the women who were not members o f the 

nob ility, an ideological bas is had to be developed. According to Sir Phi li p Hartog who was the 

Chairman o f the Auxi li ary Committee 011 Education in 1929: 

"The education of the girls is the education of the mother and through her. all her children. The 

midd le and high classes of India have long suffered from the dualism of an educated manhood 

3 
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and an ignorant womanhood --- a dualism that lowers the whole leve l of home and domestic life 

and has its reactions 011 personal and national character.,,'0 

It was after the right to education had been settled in favor of women by the second half of the 

nineteenth century that the content of education became a polemical issue. The innate differences 

between the sexes led many thinkers to ca ll for separate educationa l philosophies for boys and 

girls. An innuential figure was Jean Jacques Rousseau ( 1712-1778) whose thoughts 011 education 

were extolled in the five books of his educationaltmct Emile. Boys, according to Rousseau, were 

to be educated to become rational , mora l and sel f-governing individua ls, whereas gi rls were to be 

trained for domes tic submission and acquisition ortlle skill s required to fulfi ll their fu ture ro le as 

wife and mother. I I Thus separate curricu la for boys and gi rl s continued to be prepared during the 

co lonial period. The maller of curricu la thus ill ustrated the fact that society attached greater 

importance to men ' s ach ievement. It also reinforced the differences between men 's and women 's 

lives. It was painfully evident that education did not necessari ly hold for women the advantages 

it held for men and the paucity of scholarship awards reflected in part the admin istrators' 

ambivalence toward financial aid. Financing female education was evidently more difficult than 

financing boys' educat ion. Raising money was d ifficult because fund givers were not convinced 

of the va lue of fema le education. The newly estab lished schools could not afford to be generous 

with their limited funds. But limited funds d id not deter the tide of educat ion that rode the waves 

of nineteen th century reformism and con tinued unabated until the women of Benga l crossed the 

threshold of primary. middle and hi gh schools to step into the arena of tertiary education. This is 

a stud y that narrates that process in Eastern Bengal. 

The reg ional locat ion of the eastern portion as the agrarian hinterland of Bengal caused 

social hi storians to take li p Ko lkata-centric studies, neglecting a large part of the Benga l reg ion 's 

rich and varied history. To knowledge, no extensive stud y of the spread of female education in 

this region has been undertaken prior to thi s work. Even Adam's reports on education, which by 

fa r were the most extensive survey on education during colonia l times, referred to western and 

10 Government of Bengal , Ninlh Quinquennial Review 0 11 the Progress ofEducntion for the years 1932-37. by A,K, 
Chanda, I.I~.S" Superintl!ndl!l1t, Government Printing. Bengal Government Press. Aliporc. Bcngal, 1939, \Vest 
Be:ngal State Archives. 
II See Eecleshall. Roben , Geoghegan. Vincent, Jay, Richard ct.a1. (cds.), Political fdeolox,es. And flllroductiotl 
(London: Routledge. 1984). p. 261 . 
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northern Bengal only. ignoring the eastern part of Bengal. 12 Academicians who have taken 

present day Bangladesh as their area of study have treated female education as only a small 

section in thei r broader interest in other areas of poli ti ca l and socio·cultural development . No 

detailed in vest igation of the nature of the zenana education system has been made so far. The 

zenana education system played a significant ro le in molding the fu ture of generations of women 

to come in that the zenana·educated women were most instrumental in sending thei r daughters to 

fonnal institutions and delaying the marriage of the same. The resources of the National 

Archives of Bangladesh that help to reconstruct the hi story o f these forerunners of today's 

emancipated woman ha ve so far escaped the notice of scholars. Thus first and foremost, the 

present survey add resses thi s lacuna and hopes to fill an importan t void in the hi storiography of 

Ihe socia l hi slOry o f present day Bangladesh. 

The quest ion is, however, was it the British Government , as is the general idea, the 

catalyst in sp reading female education in Bengal? Or was it, all the contrary. for the most part a 

loca l init iative? What was the ex tent of the Chri stian miss ionary impact on the women's 

education movement in Eastern Benga l? In the context of the soc ial organi zation and the po litical 

configuration of the two communit ies of Hindus and Muslims, what impact did the Partition of 

Bengal ( 1905) have on the eastern part? How far does stati stica l data support the hypothes is that 

the women's education movement was an indigenous effort? This study serious ly chall enges the 

estab lished notion that it was British colon ial effort that was most s ignificant in establishing 

forma l female education in Eastern Benga l. 

Literature Survey: 

The earliest authors to write authoritative treatises abollt the women of Benga l were Margaret M. 

Urquhart (London, 1925) and G.M. Chiplunkar (Poona, I 930). Reprinted in De lhi by Cullural 

Publishing House in 1983, Urquhart 'S book titled Women of Bengal gives an insight into a white 

woman's perception of the other. The book. however, does not deal with educat ion as such. G.M. 

Chipl unkar's book titled The Scientific Basis of Women 's Education, published by S.B. Hudlikar, 

n Shahidultah, Kazi, Pol~'''olas illlO School.~: The Development o/Indigenolls Elementary Educotion in Bengal. 
1854- / 9(}5 (CalculIa : Fiml:) KLM Private Limited. 1987). p. 6. 
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Poons, makes a scathing criticism of the idea of giving gi rl s the same education as boys. The 

same curriculum as boys, Chiplunkar opines, will make girls "asexual , restless and discontcnt."u 

The author thought that the Indian universities should open dip loma courses in Domestic Science 

and Home Economics othcl"\vise ··the prospective wifehood and motherhood of the nation is 

likely to be endangered.",'4 The author does not dea l with the curriculum of elementary education 

which is bei ng investigated in the present study. 

Jogesh Chandra Bagal was the pioneer in the uncharted fi eld of women's education in 

Eastern Bengal. His WOII/ell 's Education in Ellstern Illdill, pub li shed in Calcutta in 1956 was a 

mi leslOne. This inva luable book, unfortunately could not be located for consultation after a 

prolonged search in the National Li brary, A pore, Ko lkata, where it was previously held. In 

another book titl ed Women 's Education in nelia: The First :Phase, published in the same year 

( 1956) in Calcutta Bagal had painstakingl)'j recorded the efforts of the miss ionaries and li sted the 

names of the schools Ihey estab li shed We get important in format ion here about what the 

missionaries were attempting in difTerent parts of Eastern Benga l. Another book chart ing 

missionary activities in Bengal is Sun il Kumar Chatterjee's Hannah Marshman, the First 

Woma" MissionOlY in India, published from Calcu lla by S. K. Poddar in 1987. This book also 

records information about the first schools set up by missionaries in Dacca and Chittagong. The 

two vo lumes of the life and times of the fa mous Serampore trio Wi lliam Carey, Joshua -Marshman and Wi ll iam Ward comp iled by Marshman's son John Clark Marshman is a lasting 

testament to the sacrifices miss ionaries made for their Faith. Published and reprinted in London 

by the Council of Serampore College in 2005, J.e. Marshman's two volumes of The Life and 

Times of Carey. Marshman. And WCII'd: EmbraCing the History of the Serampore Missiol1 is 

housed in the Serampore Missionary Archives in Serampore, West Benga l. [n vo lume I the 

author describes Mr. Marshman'S first and second journey to Jessore in Eastern Benga l. 

Incidentally, zenana education in Eastern Bengal had begun from Jessore in 1841. but the book ---does not mcnt ion whcther Marshman inspected the work of the zenana classes. An exce llent 

book on women's education in the pre.colonial era is Narendra Nath Law's Promo/ion of 

Learning in India Duritlg Mohammedan Rule. Published in Delh i (lAD Oriental Series 14, 

Idarah- I Adabiyat· l, 1973). it catalogues the names of educated women of the elite class in the 

U Chiplunkar. G.M ., The Scientific Basis oj Womell '$ EdllCOlioll, (Poona:S.B. Hudli knr. 1930), p. 254. 
U tbid. 
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pre--colonial era, what they were taught, how they were taught. and how their stud y was fin anced. 

Although there is no mention in the book about Benga l, it helps, nonetheless, to show that 

education among women was not a nove l idea imported to India by the British. 

As in the early hi storiography, in the recentl y growi ng hi storiography of women, the 

changes in the lives of the wO men of Eastern Benga l went large ly unno ticed. The pioneering 

work in women 's hi story in Banglades h. the erstwhile Eastern Bengal , is Ghulam Murshid 's The 

RellJc/(lI/(l! Dehutante: Response of Beng(lJi Women 10 Moderniz(ltion. 1849·1905 published by 

Sahitya Samsad. Raj shahL in 1983. Murshid documents, "how a section of English educated 

Bengali men exposed their wome n to the process of modern ization during the late nineteenth 

century and how women responded to these male e fforts." 15 Murshid ' s work is highl y 

informati ve, but does not delve much into the developments in Eastern Bengal. The period orhis 

study ends in 1905 which was the year Dacca was made the capita l of the new prov ince of 

Eastern Bengal and Assam and Government took an unprecedented interest in findin g ways to 

improve the condit ion of female education in thi s region. 

Working with the same time frame as Murshid , Meredith Borthwick, in her book titled 

Tht! Changing Role of Women in Bengal: 1849·1905, publi shed in 1984 from the Princeton 

University Press, New Jersey. reassesses the emancipati on of wo men from the perspective of 

women themselves. She constructs the image of the middle class woman Oil the basis of 

contemporary journals ed ited by wo men and describes the ir changi ng role lI sing other valuable 

data, viz. , contemporary periodical s, memoirs, tracts, etc. She narrates how women crossed the 

threshold of the home to engage in public activity without radica lly departing from their ro les in 

the family, Borthwick also looks into the phenomenon of how home education was , 
institutionali zed. This va luable study takes a Calcutta·centric approach which becomes a 

problem for readers interested in Eastern Benga l. The gap created"by the prev ious two studies 

was fill ed by a seminal work done by Sonia Nishat Amin. Muslim women of Benga l have been 

studied in her book 111e World of Mllslbtl Women in CO!cJllial Bengal. 1876·1939 and published 

by EJ. Brill of Lcidcn in 1996. The emergence of the Muslim gentlewoman or hhadramahi/a 

was examined in the three domains of famil y, educat ion and literary act ivity. In the context of 

n Murshid. Ghulanl. The Rdllctoll/e Debutante: Respol/se ofBt ngali Wcml/;II 10 Model'lli:alion. 18./9-1905 
(Rajshahi : Snhitya Samsad, [983), Pref:1 ce, 
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the sociul construction of 3 Bengal Muslim identity, the author studies the growth of an 

indigenous mode termed " Bengalicization." But by the author's own adm ission, muc-h happened 

outside Calcutta, in the small towns of Eastern Bengal which were outside the purview of her 

study. What alt three of these studies have in common apart from the obvious subject of the 

women of Bengal, was their liberal use of unconventional sources like women's journals, 

autobiograph ies, fiction and non-fiction written by women. The present study aims to address the 

area not de lved into by these authors. viz .. education of women in Eastern Oengal. 

An important part of the present study is the zenana education system 

institutionalized by the Chr istian miss ionaries of the Roman Catholic Church and variOUS 

Protestant denominations. Binoy I3husan Roy and Pranati Ray have written a pioneering book 

about the missionaries' role in the educat ion of the women of Bengal. The book contains 

extens ive information all nil aspects of zenana education with onl y sporadic ment ion of the 

system in Eastern Bengal. A good scholarl y treatment of the missionaries was done by Kri shml 

Lahiri where she looks at the interaction of women miss ionaries with the inmates of the zenana. 

Titled 'Education of Women in Bengal, 1849-1882, With Special Reference to Missionary 

Contributions' , availab le at University Microfilm International (Michigan: Ann Arbor. 1985), it 

is a highly interesting work as it looks at how the women from two cu ltures impacted on each 

other, how it was not just a one way process where only the Indian women were being influenced 

by the alien culture of the Christian missionaries. This study al so. while talking about Bengal, 

completely overlooks the uniqueness of Eastern Bengal. The period of Lahiri' s work is limiting 

for the present work as it ends in r 882, whereas excit ing changes were happening after that 

period. Other than Kri shna Lahiri . Binoy Bhusan Roy and Pran ili Ray, no other scholar has 

resea rched abollt zenana educat ion. 

Zoya Hasan and Ritu Menon 's book Educating Muslim Girls: A Comparative Study of 

Five Indian Cities (New Delhi: Woman Unlimited, 2005) is an important addi ti on in this 

trajectory that makes a comparative study of the rise and progress of the education of Muslim 

girls in the cities of Delh i. Aligarh, Hyderabad, Ca licllt and Calcutta. Dacca could have been 

included ifonly because the study was based on the progress among Muslim gi rl s and Dacca was 

the capi tal of the province where the majority of the Muslim population in Bengal resided . The 

authors can argue that the ma in thrust of the monograph is on ci ties in post-independence Ind ia, 
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but their time-frame includes colon ial India and in colon ial India. the deve lopment of education 

of Muslim girls in Calcutta rea lly does not represent the Muslim populat ion, as. demographically 

speaking, Muslims were a minority in Calcutta and the development of the minority section of 

the population was not what the book was about. 

Bharati Ray contri butes immensely to the understanding of public opi nion through the 

vernacu lar press through her edited book She/wier Narishiksha: Bamabodhini Pafrika [Women's 

education in Yester Years: The Bamabodhifli Journa l] . pub lished by the Women' s Studies 

Research Centre of Calcutta University in 1994. The collection of pieces the fa m OllS 

Bamahodhil1i had printed about female educalion since the periodical began its auspiciolls 

journey in 1863 throws light on what women themselves were thinking on the subject. Although 

Eastern Bengal i women's writings are not available there, East and West Bengal shared a 

common cultural and historical heritage which made the social and political dynamics of the two 

regions similar to each other. The issues that were raised in women's writings in the 

Bamabodhilli Patrika reflect fully the sent iments of Eastern Benga l. The compilation of news 

articles from nineteenth century journals. periodicals and newspapers by Swapan Basu similarl y 

throws light on contemporary publiC opin ion expressed through the vernacular press. West 

Bengal Bangia Academy published Swapan Basu's large edited vol ume titled Sambad­

Samayikpllfre VI/ish Sharaker Bangalisamaj: Vol. II [A Selection of News and Articles from 191h 

Century Journals] in 2003. In lhe news articles that are compi led in Basu's volume we find 

sporadic mentions of news items about E.astern Bengal which are very interest ing complimentary 

additions to news from the Bamabodhini Palrika. 

MlJlltass ir Mamoon has contribu ted imm ensely to the historiography on Eastern Bengal 

In the nineteenth century. His Unish Shalake Purho Banglar Samaj lThe Society of Eastern 

Bengal in the Nineteenth Century] provides informat ion about what the Brahmos of Eastern 

Bengal achieved in Mymensingh and Dacca in the last forty years of the nineteenth century. 

Pub lished by Samay Prokashani (Dhaka) in 2004 and 2006 respectively, the two books Unish 

Shafake Dhakar Mudra" 0 Prakas/umi [Print and Publications of Dacca in the Nineteenth 

Century) and Unish Sha fake P/lrbo BangeI' Mudr{1II 0 Prokashalli [Print and Publications of 

East Bengal in the Nineteenth Century1 carry the names of primers for gi rl s' formal schools and 

zenana schools. 
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Among the recent scholarship (that has grown in Bangladesh in particular), we find Ph.D. 

theses deali ng with women' s education as part of larger studies on the socio-political advances 

made by women. We can cite here Mir Zaheda Nazneen's unpublished di ssertation that looks at 

the trends of wome n' s development from 1947 to 1995 and Arifa Sultana' s unpublished 

dissertation that looks al educati on as a stepping stone for women 's participation in politics . 
. ' -:'" 

Abdullah AI -Masum has included a chap tcr on womcn's education in hi s book on the spread of 

modem education in Bengali Muslim society between the years 1885 and 1921 but that is agai n 

Calcutta-centric. 

lience, this present stud y hopes to fill a Sib'llificant gap that exists in the hi storiography of 

women's development in Eastern Bengal. 

Period of the Study: 

We have not spec ified any dates for the beginning and the end of the study, instead, indicating 

broadly the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as the period of study. The whole nineteenth 

century was marked by gradual change in the soc ial and cultural arena throughout Benga l (which 

included Eastern Benga l). The years that Eastern Bengal and Assam was administered as a 

separate prov ince ( 1905-1911) have featured prominentl y in the study. Without specifically 

mentioning the date, we have not ventured beyond the year 1921. Nineteen twenty-one was an 

ostentatious year because female agency had indeed begun to manifest itself after a century of 

conniet and debate over how much public space could be or should be re linquished to women. 

The. famolls Eden Female School , aller prov iding a high standard of education in the elementary 

and middle standards now crossed the threshold into women's tertiary education by open ing a 

collegiate section for the first time in 192 1. In 1921 hi story was created in the fi eld of wo men 's 

higher education when the Uni versity of Dacca started its journey and Leels Nag became the 

first woman to enter the Uni versity . Interestingly.;:>eshabandhu Cb itla ranjan Das' wife Basanti / 

Debi (b. 1880) became the President of the Bengal Provi ncial Congress in 192 1. / / 
~ _ V 

I This stud y deal s with elementary educati on although it is not spec ified in the title 

because, as has been mentioned above, in Eastern Bengal tertiary education for women began 
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only with the opening of the co llegiate section in Eden Female School in 192 1 and the provision 

for the admission of girls at the newly established University of Dacca which also began 

operation in 192 1. Before 1921 , female education in Eastern Bengal had meant schooling at the 

primary level, middle leve l and onl y rarely at the high school level. Even the local teachers of the 

schools. as has been shown in Chapter 3. were most ly educated below the High School level. So. 

as a study of female education in the nineteen th and earl y twentieth centuries. focus on levels 

be low the tertiary leve l is understandable . The developments at the tertiary leve l and its impact 

on Bangladeshi soc iety would be very good subject matter lor a future researcher. 

Methodology and Sources: 

In terms of epistemology, th is study is purely an empirical enquiry into the status of the 

educational attainments of the women of Eastern Benga l irrespective of religious communities. 

The methodology fo llowed is in the main that of traditional hi storiography viz., survey and 

analysis of textual sources (historical data). The sources were mainly gathered from the rich 

collection of the National Archives, Bangladesh. The resources of the West Bengal State 

Archives. Kolkata and the Na ti onal Archives of India in Delhi have also been consu lted. As 

material has been co llected frolll different sources, in the Bibliography that has been attached at 

the end. we give the locations of the sources used, in third bracket. 

The Bangiya Sahitya Parishad, Ko lkata, the Bangia Academy. Dhaka and the Rare 

Section of the Central Library of the University of Dhaka have provided access to contemporary 

newspapers. journals and periodicals. Reports and reviews of the Education Department of the 

Government of Benga l and that of the Government of Eastern Bengal and Assam, gazetteers. 

secretarial records omcial proceedings have been of primary importance for the nature of the 

study. These have been supplemented by contemporary newspapers and periodical journals. The 

records of the Assam Secretari at have been in va luable and have provided exclusive insigh t into 

the datil prepared specifically for Eastern Bengal. 

The present study comprises the geographical area that is now Bangladesh but was 

designated by the term Eastern Bengal in colonial records. The spelling of the names of some 
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distri cts has changed s ince colonia l times (for example. Dacca is now spe lled Dhaka). Some 

distri cts have new names ahogeLher (a part of the Tipperah of co lonia l times is now Camilla, 

Backergun ge is Barisal and the Surma Valley region is ylhet). The names and spellings 

mentioned in the co lonial documents have been used. The data that the Reports of Public 

Instruction provide give are d isaggregaled by community and give an overa ll view On female 

education in Bengal as a whole, thus severely restricting access to specific data about Eastern 

Bengal. Separating data for Eastern Bengal becomes quite impossible. In this regard, the 

voluminous literature and data produced by the various sub-committees of the Female Educat ion 

Committee from loca ll y verified sources make crucially important documents for cha rting the 

course of lernale education in the early 20th century. These invaluable documents in the holdi ngs 

of the National Archi ves o f Bangladesh have so far 11 0t been used appropriately. 

C hapterization : 

The subject of fema le education in Eastern Benga l has been divided in to five chapters. The 

introduction defines the historical con text of the subject of female education and reviews in short 

the related secondary sources. Chapler one titl ed 'Zenana Education: The Process of its 

Institutionalization' looks into the crucial part Chri sti an miss ionary wo men played in taking 

western educat ion ri ght to the doorstep of the Bengali woma n. They were the pioneers not on ly 

in eswblishing schools for Bengali gi rl s. but also for institutional izing the traditional method of 

home leaching which rece ived the cognate of zenana education in co lonial times. Zenana 

education was begun in the 1840s by a handful of missionary ladies in Jessore and Dacca. But by 

the end of tile century, there were zenana education centers in almost all o f the di strict towns of 

Eastern Benga l and nl so as deep into the interior as the Khasi Hill s in the northern border of 

Sylhet. Christian miss ionary lad ies of every denomination from the Roma n Catholi cs to Scan ish 

and Welsh Presbyterkms to Protestants of all branches were involved in peripateti c teaching, that 

is, going from home to home, teaching the dwellers of the alldarmahal or, in terchangeably, the 

zenana (inner quarters of a household) Engli sh, need lework and the Catechi sms. The loca l 

reacti on to the program of prose lyti zation in the alldarmahal and Government actions to exerc ise 
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contro l over the Christi an mission agencies has been di scussed. Finally, the reasons beh ind the 

decl ine of th is apparent ly popular mode of teaching are analyzed. 

By the 18705. local philanthropists and re formers were estab li shing formal educational 

institut io ns fo r girl s on the western model fo ll owing the earl y steps o f Christi an miss ionaries in 

this field. Chapter two titl ed ' Rise of Institutions for Women: Fro m Ind igenous Form to Western 

Model' documents the earliest of these attempts and tri es to theoreti ca ll y exp lain the ideo logica l 

guide lines of reform and social change. The myt h thallhe co lonial Government was the driv ing 

force behind the spread of female education in Benga l is broken once we see that it was the 

locals who we re establishing schools on their land and in their homesteads and donating money 

for the build ing of schools and providing fund s for maintenance. The amount of the grant-in-aid 

ex tended by Government was so low compared to the required expenses th at it didn' t so much 

contri bu te to the school treasury as it did increase the authent icity of the school due to 

Government recognit ion. Female agencies in the establ ishment of the many institutions that are 

still extant today are shown here. In the sea rch for the establishment of girl s' schools in various 

di stricts, we have not come across a s ingle school that was initially built by Government 

initiati ve. 

Chapter three is titled ' The Partition Interlude: The Questionnaire and the Female 

Education Committee'. Here we take up the question of colonial efforts to extend female 

education during the short-lived partition of Bengal from 1905 to 1911. With Bengal di vided and 

a new administrati ve unit at its di sposal. the co lonial Government turned to seek the support of 

the Muslims with heightened acti vity in economic and social advancements of which female 

education came to be a bene fi ciary. An opinion po ll was conducted and a Female Educat ion 

Committee was sct up to recommend re forms which Gove rnment could consider fo r 

im plementation. The FEC fanned sub·commiltees to co llect data about the status of female 

education in Eastern Bengal. The responses to the quest ionnaire which was circulated for the 

opinion po ll , the data generated by the various sub-committees. on the onc hand, presents deep 

insight into the actual condition of the idea l and the ground reality of femal e education in Eastern 

Bengal. On the other hand, the very limited success of the FEC explains the disparity between 

officia l colonial rhetoric and the practical implicat ions of the implementation of policies. 
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Chapter four titled 'The Content of the New Education', dea ls with the curriculum that 

was formulated in the early twentieth century as Government came increasingly to place control 

over education and create a systematic dua lity where the ind igenolls systems of pathshalas and 

madrassah and zenana education ran alongside the Government aided primary. middle and 

English-medium high schools. The State 's responsibility of building a skilled workforce with 

equal participation of women in the economy was a concept developed in the second half of the 

twentieth century. During colonial rule the guidi ng principle for women 's education was to 

produce competent mothers, diligent housekeepers and companionate wives. Whatever class 

status or financial background a girl came from to the schools, her ultimate destination was the 

private domain of the domestic hearth . So the teaching of marketable ski ll s was not required. The 

cultura l representation of womanhood, to use Bharati Ray's ph rase,I6 dictated that education be 

conducive to the future ro le a gi rl wou ld be playi ng, Thus separate curri cu la for boys and girls 

were designed that amply reproduced the stark inequality of men and women in society. The 

separate curricula and primers developed for the zenana were, in 1907 adopted for use in the 

schools exclusively for Muslim girls. The content of that excl usively Muslim curriculum has also 

been discussed here. 

The process of women 's engagement with education has been as integrall y linked with 

social factors as it was wi th fin ancial ones. In Chapler five, ' Financing Female Education', we 

examine how education came to be transformed from a private enterprise into a joint venture of 

private and Government financing. Tables have been provided to show a compari son of central, 

provincia l, municipal and private fun di ng highlighting the different invo lvement of various 

branches of the Government. The costs of educat ion adm inistration includ ing remuneration of 

teachers and starT have been d iscussed, We have shown how, despite be ing popular among the 

inmates of the andal'malwl, the financia l non-viability of zenana education contributed to its 

abolition. Thus the hitherto neglected area of funding for female education , particu larly in 

Eastern Bengal. form s the clos ing backdrop to the study. 

16 Ray, Bhar:ni (ed.), From fhe Scams of HisfOry: Essays on }"dian Women ( Delhi: Oxford University Press. 1995), 
p. 2. 
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C ha iller I 

Zenan:) Ed ucluion: The Process of its inslitutionalization 

British colonial documents relating to female education in India during the nineteenth 

century use the term 'zenana education' in connect ion with a certain experiment in the 

method of fema le education. Zenana is the Persian word for woman. In Bengal, before 

the term bhadramahi/a caught on as the counterpart of the Engl ish gentlewoman I, the 

term ZC:lIl1//O was used to refer to the ladies of the upper echelon of society. In Eastern 

Benga l. Ihe aristocratic classes consisted of Mughal. Afghan and Turkish stock.2 The 

handful of Mughal , A fghan and Turkish nobility resided in Dhaka as representatives of 

the central Mughal government in Delhi. The Hindu ladies of the upper classes were also 

included ill the term zenana, as were the lad ies of the ri sing Hindu and Muslim middle 

classes by the end of the nineteenth century. The domestic space these women occupied 

or, the women 's quarters. was ca lled the zenana ma/wl or, alternatively, the onfahpur. 

The several generations of women who lived in that seclllded space were called zentma 

or. onlai1pllrbashilli. Seclusion was a sign of nobility 3S it meant that they could afford 

the luxury of a leisured and protected life. It has been revealed th rough the research or 

historians like hahannra Hossain and f .E. Keay that, beginning from ancient times. 

throughout the middle ages. and during Mughal rule, these ladies or Ihe upper classes 

were. more orten than not , accomplished women or lellers. It was not uncommon for 

them to receive lessons in Arabic and I>ersian inside the :emma.J 

I Por inform'llion on the historical process of the birth of thc Benga li blwlil'amallil(I. sec Murshid. Ghulam. 
Relucrant DebliTanre: Response of Bengali WOmen TO M ()(lerni=arhm. 1849· I 9(}5 (Rajshahi ; Sahitya 
Sarnsad. Rajshahi University. 1983). Borthwick. Meredith. The Changing Role ol WolI/en in Bengal. 1849· 
1905 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), and, Amin. SOnia Nishat, The World ()IM/I~'/im Women 
ill Colonial Bengal. 1876-1939 (Leiden: EJ. Brill , (996). 
~ For detai ls on the demographic composition of Eastem Bengal. see Ahmed. Sharifuddin. Dhaka: A o5llIdy 
ill Urban l-lislOryal/d Dcvelopmcllt. /840-/911 (London: Curzon Press Ltd .. 1986. 2nd edition by Academic 
Publishers Limitcd. Dhaka, 2004). and Mamoon. MUl1tasir. UI/ish ShOlokey PIII'va Bmlger Samaj. 1857-
1905 (The Society of Eastern Bengal in the Nincteenlh Century), Dhaka; CSS, SaJllaj Nirikshan Kendra, 
1986. 
J See Keay, F. E .. A HisTOry 01 £tIl/calIon ill Illdia arId Pakistan (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1959), 
and Hossain. Shnhannra. '1'11(' Social Life 01 Women in Early MedicvollJcnga/ (Dhnkn: The Asiatic Society 
of Bangladesh. 1985). 
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Apart from the princesses and daughters of ministers, the other group of women 

who possessed a good knowledge of Vedic literature and poetry were courtesans and 

concubincs.
4 

This educat ion, as was the case in England al~o . was not institutional or 

formal. We ll -to-do fam il ies who CQuid afTord it. arranged for the girl s of the famil y to 

receive rudimentary education based on religious scriptu res frol11 in-house governesses Or 

peripatetic teachers. Daughters of the non-elite members of society did. on occasion. 

attend the village parhslw/a, madrassah or makrab, the ind igenous educational 

institutions that were set up adjacent to a tem ple or a mosque to cater to the educational 

needs of the boys.s The gir ls who attended these indigenous schools left too youn g to 

retain any of the education they gained, as the average marriage of a girl ranged between 

eight and eleven years. In the predominantly agricultural soc iety of Eastern Benga l, 

formal educat ion for boys was a luxury in itsel f, while the institutiona l education of girl s 

was not an opt ion at all. The investment in an educatio n for a girl yie lded no benefits, 

least of all in the marriage mark et. The Reverend Wi lliam Adam of Dunfermline, 

Scotl and. who was appo inted by the Baptist Missionary Society to work in Ind ia in 18 18 

but who later seceded from the BMS in 182 1, writes in his reports on indigenous 

elementary education in Bengal that because it was considered ' improper" to bestow any 

education on girl s and because thai sort of knowledge was supposed to be 111 0st 

inauspicious to their husbands, husbands were sometimes dece ived into believing that the 

youn g wives had not acquired any form of literacy.6 It is this mindset that the pioneers of 

women' s education had to contend against and eventually conquer. 

The colonial encounter, among other things. impacted women 's li ves 111 0St in the 

form of institutional education whic h led to more far-reaching soc ial changes than MY 

socia l reform initiatives could hope to ac hieve. Jogesh Chandra Bagal strongl y asserts 

that the enwncipntion o f the women of India in general. and Benga l in part icul ar, through 

the introduction of institutionul education has been the greatest benefit that Ind ia has 

, Hossain, Shahanara, Ibid .• p. 45. 
, For delailed infonnation on indigenous schools. scc Shahidullah, K:tzi. P(l/slw/(IS illfo Sclloo/~': The 
De\'cl0plllent of /"digenOlls E/cmcIIIOIY £(JIIClIlicm in Bellgul, 1854· 1905 (Calcutta: Finna K LM Privtlte 
Limited. t987). 
6 Har1og. Si r Philip. Some Aspects of Illdian E(lucation Pa.ft and Pl'esenl, published for the Universi ty of 
London Insti tute of Education by Oxford University Press, 1939, p. 53. 
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derived from the colonial encounter and the influence of European thought .7 T he s low but 

sure progress took place s imultaneous ly in formal institutions and through the parallel 

system of home teaching institutionalized by the Chri stian missionary women as the 

'zenana education system.' In the second half of the nineteenth century, a section of 

Benga li women cncollnlered the world outside the househo ld from wi th in the boundaries 

of thei r four wall s through the peripatetic system that the miss ionaries deve loped because 

the elite or the soc iety wou ld not send their wards to the schools the miss ionaries 

cstablishcd.J 3eginning from the 1850s. Church miss ions of every denomination S8W a 

swe ll ing of the ranks of female miss ionaries. a phenomcnon thaI was unique in mission 

hi story. Was thi s unique phenomenon the result ofa sudden surge of a ltrui sm towards the 

women of the empire? Why did the second half of the nineteenth century bring so many 

women missionaries frol11 Britain, America and Canada to the co lonies and why did the 

phenomenon erode at the beginning of Ihe 20th cen tu ry? Given the dominant-subordinate 

characteri stic of the power structu re of the colonia l soc iety of Benga l, which racial/ethnic 

category of wo men benefitted more: the dominant race/ethnic group of the white woman. 

or the subordinate race/ethnic group of indigenous women? Was India a place where the 

educated women from England could escape for opportunit ies ofspirilllaJ sati sfaction and 

professional achievement? What eITect, if any, did missionary imperialism have on the 

deve lopment of movements and institutions for the progress of Indi an women? These are 

some of thc ques ti ons explored in this thes is. 

1·low Burdensome was Ihe ' White Woman's Burden'? 

The phenomenal rise in the number of rcmalc missionaries in every denomination of the 

Christian Church in the second haIr of the nineteenth century has been termed by Barbara 

Ramusack as a period of ' maternal imperia li sm'. She views the pioneering women whose 

arrival in Ind ia paved the way for other white women as 'cultural missionaries' who 

7 t~Ot documenliltion of the beginnings o ffemalc education in Bengal . sce Bagal, JoScsh Chandra. Women 's 
Edllcafi(m in India: The Fir.ft Phase (Ctll eutta: The World Press Priv;t lc LId .• 1956). 
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preached the gospel ofwomen's uplift.8 While the British colonial govemment was least 

concerned with initiating reforms for womcn and native men were deeply suspicious of 

any attempt on the part of the impcrial power to pcrvnde the sncred area of home and 

hearth. British women like Hanna Marshman, Mary Carpenter, Annette Akroyd, Annie 

Besant, Margaret Noble, to name a few of the early pioneers and the numerous others 

who followed them. made it their life's miss ion to alleviate the position of colonized 

Indian women. But how far was it pure altruism? Barbara Ramusack records how, for 

Illost of these single. educated women, Ind ia was a kind of escape from the emotional. 

and spiritual barrenness of the post·industrial society of nineteenth century Britain,\I 

Annette Akroyd, who had shifted her position from one of an ardent activist for the 

spread of fema le education in Bengal, to settle into a quiet life of domesticity after her 

marriage with the notable Orientalist and civil servant Henry Beveridge, thought that life 

in England was a "boring life of moral classes, ragged school co llections. balls, social 

engagements. visits, journeys to London and yearly trips to the seaside'do and to escape 

such a life of "blankness" and "dreariness inexpressible", she came 10 Bengal in search of 

Q. more meaningful existence that her Unitarian upbringing urged her to lead. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century. England had a sizeable number of 

educatcd womcn who suffered emotionally and materially from the lack of ga inful 

employment. These women who did not belong to the working class or were aspiring to 

climb the social hierarchical ladder through an education, could only become governesses 

in upper class homcs, There were onl y so many tcaching jobs to bc held at formal 

institutions as primary and secondary education for girls was not all that widespread and 

higher education was still out of bounds for women, The problem was truly acute for 

middle class educated women as summarized by Michael Sanderson: "The problem in 

the 1840·70 period was largely a middle·class one or finding careers for unmarried 

middle·class ladies ... Around 1850 existing careers were limitcd and becoming H 

• Ramusack. Barbara N .. 'Culluml Missionaries. Matcmal ImperialiSts. Feminist Allies: British Women 
Activists in India. 1865-1945' in Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel (cds.), We.\f(!rn Women alld 
Impcdoll.fm: Complicity ami Resistance (Bloomington: Indiann University Press. 1992). pp.120-136 . 
• Ibul . p. 128. 
10 Quoted in Kopr. Dnvid. The Brtlhmo S(lIII(U um/lhe Shapi llg oflhc Modcm IlIdia" Milld (Princeton : 
Princelon University Press. 1979). p. 35. 
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governess was the only means of earning her livelihood open to the woman of gent le 

birth,', 11 In Rosalind Miles' opinion. it was the parodox of Empire that while the 

colonized women fell victim to the domination of wh ite mules in addition to their own, 

'Britannia's daughters', as she terms the white women who took advantage of their 

superior position as representatives of the ruling race, seized the opportunity "of escaping 

the stifl ing narrowness of home to become doctors, teachers. leaders, fighters or farmers 

in the field. ,, 12 

It was not. however, on ly Ihe British women for whom missionary engagement 

\\3S u rornantic 3lternative to the "excruciatingly boring life" of women whose life 

options were limited to becoming a factory girl or a governess or finding a suitable 

matrimonial mutch. In North America, in the nineteenth century, college graduates 

increasingly began 10 find joining the women's foreign miss ionary movement more 

attractive than taking up a life of improved domesticity and motherhood as a profession 

after attaining a college education. I) By the end of the nineteenth century, American 

women missionaries came to numerically dominate the Christian missions in India. In 

anada, the Toronto-based Women's Foreign Missionary Society (WFMS) was set up 

under the auspices of the Presbyterian Church. Following in the footsteps of Bri tish and 

American women, in Canada, by the 18705 and 18805, the three largest Protestant 

denominations, the Methodists, Presbyterians, and Anglicans, began to support women's 

missionary work. For Canadian women like Dr. Dean Dow, Dr. Marion Olive. Jean 

Sinclair or Maggie Mackellar, the work they did in the distant Eastern lands halfway 

across the globe, held rich poss ibil ities for personal and spiritual fllifillmcnl. I4 Mission 

fields in India and China provided women with career opportuni ties that were virtua ll y 

II Smnderson. Michael. Etillcation. economic change (l1f(1 societ)' {n £"gltJIIll / 780· /870 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge! Unive!rsilY Press. 1995. Second edition published by the Cambridge Unive!rsity Press on behalf 
of the Economic History Society, 1995), p. 56. 
11 Miles, Rosalind, The Womell's /-listory o/Ihe WorM (Londoo : Paladin Grafton Oooks. A Division of the 
Col lins Publishing Group. 1988). p. 216. 
11 Barbara Miller Solomon's /n rile CompolI)' Edllcalell Womell: A /listory of Womell anti Higher 
Ed/lcatioll ill AmcriC(l (New Haven: Yale Universi ty Press, 1985) describes in detail how frustrated the 
college educated women were in the second halfoflhe nineteenth century atlhe lack of meaningful 
employment. 
I ~ 111e full hi story of Canadian wome!n 's involvement in overseas missionnry work can be! found in 
Brouwcr. Rulh Compion . Nell' Women/ur Goel: COlloe/ian Presbyteriall Women (lnd India Mission~·. 187fr 
19/ .; (Torolllo: Uni versilY of Toronto Press, 19(0). 
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unava ilable in Canada and when these women returned home on furl ough or after 

completing the ir miss ion. they were treated as celebrities and recognized as public role 

models. Yet, though these exceptional women extended the boundaries of women's 

tradi tional roles th rough their work in the mission field s, that fact did not necessarily 

contribute to the opening of new and larger opportun ities for professional women in 

Canada. '5 

Missionary societies, well aware, by the second half of the nineteenth century of 

the great reservoir of potential that remained untapped, began 10 appeal to those 'whose 

energies find little scope in their own land ,.16 Irene Petrie, a young woman from an 

upper-middle-class background, had come 10 Kashmir in 1894 as a missionary of the 

Church Miss ionary Society only 10 die three yea rs later doing miss ion work in Tibet. Her 

biographer Cars-Wilson, while explaining the moti ves of Miss Petri e and other Victorian 

women like her persuasively argues th at the "duly of that large class of women who have 

hen lth , leisure, good education and su ffici ent means was not fulfilled by occasional 

guineas to charities or by bazaars, but ... by living oul altruism, nOI as a nineteenth 

century phrase, but as a first-century principle.,,17 Thus for Victorian women, miSs ionary 

work not only provided avenues for independent adventure, it al so created opportunities 

to forge matrimonial relationships, opportunities which had not been ava ilab le at home. 

The missionary historian C.P. Williams shows how mission societies tried to deter 

women from leaving the missions for marriage or other reasons by signing an agreement 

stating that the costs of tra ining, outfit and travel would be repaid on a sliding scale 

according to length of service by those who letl the societies within an agreed period, 

which usuall y was five ycars.l~ Nevertheless, a suniciently large number did get married, 

whiCh, in the World Miss ionary Conference of 1910 held in Edinburgh was viewed as a 

" Ibid .. p. [93. 
I~ Repu/'t of the LondOIl Miniollu/,ySociety jo/' 1881, p. 32, cited in Fiona Bowie. Deborah Kirkwood and 
Shirley Ardener (cds.), Women and Mis.~iol/s : Pa.ft and P/'e.W!fII: Anlhropological alld Hi.florical 
Perceptiolls (Providence: Berg Publishers. [993). p.ol . 
17 Carus-Wilson, A., I/'elle Pelrie; Missic)II(IIY /() Koshmi/' (London: Hodder & Stoughton, t 90 I), p.27, cited 
in Bowie, Kirkwood and Ardener (cds.), "'offlcl/alltl Missions, ibid. I. Williams. C. P .. 'The Recruitment and Training of Overseas Missionaries in England between 1850 and 
1900, with Special Reference to the I~eeords of the Church Missionary Society, the Wesleyan Method ist 
Missionary Society, the London Missionary Society and the China Inland Mission', Universi ty of Bristol 
MLitt (1976), cited in Bowie. Kirkwood and Ardener (cds.), Womell ami Mission.f. p. 62. 
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'grave problem', and created often as a result or taking up a "mistaken vocation' .1 9 The 

typical sa lary of about 100 pounds sterting per annum (a single man could expect 140 

pounds sterl ing per annum) together with accommodat ion, by contemporary standards, 

was also a temptation to many women as that amount was much more than could be 

expected in other spheres or work. Havi ng said Ihat, it is imp0l1ant to remember that a 

large number of women came from a ho liness background and the sacred ambition of 

surti.:ring ror Chrisl's sake and 10lal subm ission to God's wilt was axiomatic orthal age. 

In Britain, Ihe census of 185 1 had come as a startling awakening to the fac t that a 

considerable number or women would race the prospect of spinsterhood as the rnale­

fema le ratio stood at 1,000 men for 1,050 women. According to the Registrar-General, 

"Out of every 100 females or twenty years or age and upwards, fifty-seven are wives, 

thirteen are widows, and thirty are spinsters.',2o That meant that they wou ld have to carve 

out occupations for themselves which, in the second half of the nineteenth century, were 

IlOI easy to come by. The thousands who were being absorbed into the textile industry as 

'factory gi rl s' were not the problem. It was the thousands orwornen the middle and upper 

classes who were counted among the ';surplus" or the "redundant" women.21 Emigrati on 

rrol11 England to the Americas. to New Zealand. Canada and the colonies, not to mention 

casualties from the incessant wars England was embroiled in , created the population 

imbalance. As Rathbone puts it in Why Are Women Redundant, it is the women rrolll the 

middle and upper classes "who were rai sed by rortune above the necessity of caring for 

their own subsistence, but to whom employment is a necessity as imperious to the 

mill iner or the husbandman. because only employment can fill the dreary void or an 

unshared existence; •• beautiful lay nUll S, in VO lun tary takers of the ve il , -- who pine ror 

work, who beg ror occupation, who pant ror interest in lifc ... ,,22 Inherent in such 

represc ntation~ or Victorian women arc the tensions or a complex society born out or 

19 World Missionary Conf~rence. 1910 (n.d.). Repo/'t ojComm;ssiol/s, 10 Yols, (Edinburgh: Oliphllnl, 
Anderson & Ferrier, 1910), died in ibid. 
10 PoplI/arlOlI Return, 18S I. yol. ii. p. cb:v. ciled in Greg. William Rathbone. WI(Y Are Women Redulldant 
(London: N. TrUbner & Co .. 1869). p. 12. 
21 W.R, Greg, Why Arc Womcn Redulldallt, p. 18. 
2::: Ibid., p. 6. 
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industrialization in the previous century. 23 It turned out that, as a direct result of the 

failure of the western soc ieties to provide for their educated women nei l her in the 

professions, nor in the matrimonial sector, it was the colo nies where they were eventually 

absorbed as educators. nurses, doctors, bu t, most of all, missionari es, among whom there 

were different categories. 

Cll1cgorizing Fcm~tlc Missionaries: 

Women were active as missionary apostles from the earl iest days of Christianity, as is 

known from the lellers of SL Pau l. In his IcLlcr to the Romans the apostl e I'aul seeks all 

cooperat ion for Sister Phoebe who se rved the Church at Chenchrae. I>risc illa al' pears to 

be the first example of the missionary wife, helping her husband Aquila, as mentioned in 

the New Testament. Women missionaries maintained a prominent ro le in the Church 

throughout the Midd le Ages and the Renaissance, but gradually became marginalized 

from the 17th century onwards as a s ide effect of the Inquis ition's war against the practi ce 

of witchcra fl. In the second half of the nineteenth century when women's missions agai n 

became a s ignifi cant aspect of church activity.24 It was in the second half of the 

nineteenth century Ihal femin ization of the Protestmll missions began 10 lake place as the 

dual effect of the socio-econom ic changes in post-Industrial England and the 

establ ishment of Em pire. British missionary act iviti es during that period opened li p 

aven ues for American and Canadian missions as we ll. A d istinct fea tu re of renewed 

fcma le missions was the presence o f a large number o f single women. They formed a 

separate category and were missionaries in their own right , do ing paid work. Mission 

historians Stephen Neill , Ruth Compton Brouwer, Deborah Kirkwood el 01 have drawn 

attention to two more categories, which are, wives o f missionaries, and missionary wives. 

The differences between the two latter categories, the hi storians ins ist, sho uld not be 

overtooked, 

~) For II discuss ion on the sharpening cul turrtl devaluation and marginali zllt ion o f women in metropolitan 
England and tht: comp\t:" role the colonial enterprISe playt:d in the tensions ;md contradi ctions o f gcndcr. 
fAce and class, see Sen, Indrllni, Womall amI Em/lire: RCI)~M:nlalions If1 tile IV/'iling~' of Brili~'h India 
( 1858- 1900) (Hyderabad: Orient Longman Pri vate Limited. 2002). 
:~ The process through which tht: margimllizalion of women took place in the Church is beyond the scope 
of thi s study. For detail s see Dowie. Kirkwood and Ardener (cds.), Women amI Missioll~', UfJ.cit. 
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Missionaries were encouraged to take their wi ves with them so thatlhey could set 

examples of good Christian wives and mothers, serve as mode ls of good fema le behavior. 

and, with their husbands, demonstrate the virtues and merits of a monogamous Chri stian 

way of live. An important part of their work was the task of imparting knowledge of 

Western domestic skills li ke primary health and hygiene, cooking, sewing and laund ry to 

the indigenous womcn?S Women who went overseas with their miss ionary husbands had 

to sel examples of good wives and good mothers as the ultimate Christian idea l in every 

miss ionary outpost, whether in Ind ia. Afri ca or Australia, for the locals to see first· hand 

how Chri stianit y promised a ' beuer' life. JOining in the proselytizing work of their 

husbands. beyond their domestic duties, was optiona l for the wives of miss ionaries. 

Many diaries and lellers of the wives of missionaries have survived to show how much 

the Church demanded of them and how little of their work was ack nowledged. 26 Norman 

Goodall pays tribute to the wives of miss ionari es in his authoritati ve hi story of the 

London Missionary Society thus:27 

"Apart from all that a wife's companionshIp nleans in a man's work, apart from the distinetive 

contribution in Christian witness which a missionary's honle otTers. there has always been 

rendered by mi ssionaries' wives an immense volume of wor\; in schools, dispensaries and cottage 

industries. in tnmslation and literary work. in the tmining of women workers. and in experiments 

thlll bear the stamp of creati ve originality. To have aucmplcd R record of this work. or even to 

have namcd all the outstunding illustrations of it would hllve been too IlIrgc lin undert:lking." 

Missionary wives, on the olher hand , were requircd by the Church to ass ist their husbands 

in their miss ionary work. In fact. in Deborah Kirk 's words, " miss ionary wives were not 

only ' married 10 the job' but they were oncn married for the j ob; when a young 

missionary wife died her widower would seek a rep lacement, very onc il from within the 

widcr family circle of missionaries.,,28 There were miss ions-minded women who sought 

.:J For more. sec Deborah Kirkwood. ' Protestant Missionary Women: Wives and Spinsters'. in Fiona 
Dowie. Deborah Kirkwood and Shirley Ardener (~s.>, Women lind Missiolls: Pasl and Present: 
Anlhropo/oglcal alld llistorical Perception.~, pp.2J.4 t. 
lO Grimshaw. Patricia and Kirkby. Diane (cds.>, Dealfllg with Difference: E.uays m Gcndcr. CII/illre oml 
Jlistol'Y (Melbourne: Ilistory DepMtment. University of Melbourne. 19(7). p. 48 . 
Z'I Goodall, Non1Jiln , If His/QI) ' olthe LOlldoll Missiollary Society. /89J- / 9./J (London. 1954). cited in 
Fiol1l1 Bowie ct III (cds.), Womt!1I and Mi.\·~·iQm. op.cit.. p. 28. 
!II Kirkwood, Ibid .. p. 27. 
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husbnnds who would take them to heathen lands, just as male missionaries sought 

helpmates who would support them in their work. Becoming a missionary wife thus 

allowed women to have both marriage and career. The relat ive 'invisibi lity' of the 

missionary wives in oflic ial reports has caused most researchers to gloss over the crucial 

contribu tion they made, The un fortunate part was that in most cases, they were not even 

remunerated, depending on the financial condit ion ofa part icular miss ion. When a single 

female miss ionary got married to a co lleague, most Miss ions, I ike the LMS, stopped 

remuneration to the missionary wife even though she cont inued her work in the fi eld.29 

The Church Missionary Society. however, provided a joint allowance to husband and 

wi fe. 

In whatever category they may have been, female miss ionaries were in va luable to 

the Church because un less the womcn of India could be reached, conversion would 

rcmain negl igib le. Indian women may have had little inOuence in the public space but in 

the private space, their effecti veness as the tutor of earl y religious and moral education of 

the rising generation was unlimited. Thus, access to women was of vital importance for 

effecti ve proselyti zation and such access was nex t to impossible to ga in by male 

miss ionaries. Opening schools for girls was the first step towards influencing the future 

generations of mothers. Education is implicit in the concept of mission and all 

miss ionaries, therefore, were educators of sorts. The problem in Bengal , however, 

appea red to be that the upper classes did not send their female wards to the schools that 

the missionaries had estab lished. 0 a method was devised that suited the social norms of 

Bengal while serv ing the ends of the Chu rch. That dev ise was the zenana education 

scheme. where cducmion was taken to the homes of girls through the peripatetic teaChing 

method. Once the missionaries devised the scbeme of going from door to door to educate 

the ladies of the households instead of direct proselyti zation. the meth od ga ined the full 

support of the Government in the fo rm of grants of fin ancial aid to miss ionary societies,30 

:!9 Ibid .. p. 28. 
J0 1l1e Annual Report on Education for 1877·78 shows that, orthe Rs.16,420 spent on zenuna educlltion. 
Rs. t4,804 was spent as grants to missionary societies. Bengal Education Proceedi ngs (A) for the month of 
July [878 to July [879. Ci rcular n. 45 and nos. 369 t·92, dAted October, t 878, File III , No. t2, NA, B. 
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In the hands of the Christian missionaries. peripatetic teaching received the 

cognition of'zcnana education' . Zenana educations was institutionalized chiefly because 

the upper class girls. as a rule. maintained strict purdah and thus were not sent to the 

"arious schools the Christian missionaries had establi shed. The Christian missionaries 

desperately wanted to convert the social leaders of the native population to achieve the 

ripple down effect (which did 110t happen). In course of time, active participation from 

the co lon ial govcrnment and loca l agency turned the small ventures of a few missionary 

women into an institution . As the very epistemology of the term suggests. it was 

educat ion for the ladies of the upper echelon of Benga l society. It was quite costly to 

invite a peripatetic teacher. Meredith Borthwick is rather unceremonious about the non­

ega litarian aspect of thi s mode of education: "Zenana education was not freely avai lable 

to the chow/ok, and therefore was compat ible wi th the preservat ion of bhadralok 

SHUlIS".Jl Peripatetic teaching for the upper class gi rls was institutiona lized as Zenana 

Ed ucat ion. 

Dist inction between Home Educlltion lind Zena na Educa tion: 

The trad it ion of giving education to upper class girl s at home and the inst itut ion of 

=ellalla education were distinct from one another. Meredith Borthwick in her pioneering 

work, The Chllnging Role of Women ill BellgalJ2 says that home education is the 

education thnl female wards received informa lly from the male members of the fami ly. It 

could be Ihe father. or a brother or Ihe husband. The most illustrious figure in Bengal who 

'I Borthwick. Meredith. The Changing Role of Women In Bengal, 1849-1905 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 1984). p. 7 1. 

H Ilorth" ick, f\'leredi lh, Ibid . pp. 68-80 For detailed discussions on zenana education sec. Roy. Benoy 
Bhusan and Ray, Pr:lnati , Zenana ""'i,uiQII The Role ofChrtSlicm Missiol/(/ries!QI' IIIC &Iucalion ofWolllcn 
In It/' CC!IIlIIty Bengal (Delhi: Indi:ln Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge. 1998). Roy, Benoy 
Dhusan . AlIIlIlrplI,.er Sirisik.rha (A shon hi story ofwomen's education in Bengal). Ko lkala: Naya Udyog. 
1998. Lahiri. Krishna, 'Education o r Women in Bengal. 1849· 1882. With Special Reference 10 Missionary 
Contributions' (Ph.D. Thesis, University or Pennsylvania. 1979), University Microfilm Intemational , Ann 
Arbor. Michigan. U.S.A .. 1985. References to zenana education in other pans of India are avai lable in 
Minault. Glli l. Sccllldcd Scholars: Women 's &llIclIfio/l (III(/ Mrls/im Social Reform ill Colonial India (New 
Delhi : Oxford Uni versity Press. 1998) and Has:,n, loy., and Menon. Ritu, Edllcating Muslim Girls: a 
compari.mn (Jifi !'e Indian cities (New IXlhi : Womcn Unlimited. 11 11 associatc of Kali for Women, 2005). 
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was educated at home, secretl y, at the dead of night, first by her brother and then by her 

husband, was Rokeys Sakhawat Hossain , Her contribution to the spread of female 

education in Calcutta has earned her a permanent place in the annals of the history of 

femnle education in Benga l. 

Women of the elite classes in both the Hindu and Muslim communities would be 

given rudimenta ry education so that their respect ive religious scriptures could be read, 

They learned how to sew clothes and do some embroidery as well. A clear demarcation 

between home education and zenana education can be made regarding the content of 

study, The horne education scheme did not fo llow any recognized structu re or curricula, 

Peripatetic teachers ca lled IIs/adlll's came to the homes of we ll -to-do people to teach their 

daughters how to read chiefly religious scripts, Zenana education is different from home 

education because when Christian miss ionaries began to teach in the zenana, they devised 

certain curricula and methods, In the second half of the nineteen th cenwry, beginning 

from the I 860s, Hindu and Brahmo centers of zenana teaching sprang up with their own 

structured curricul a, By the end of the nineteenth century, the Muslim leaders of society 

also organized zenana teaching centres for their womenfolk and they based that education 

on the curricula formu lated by the Calcutta Uni versity, The Muslim SlIhrid Sammi/(mi. 

established in Dhaka in 1883 was one such group of en lightened Muslim men who dared 

not violate purdah, but wanted to spread education among Muslim girl s. The group drew 

up a sy llabus corresponding to the one in the Calcutta University, di stributed books. 

provided private tuitions and held examinat ions in the zenana. They even distri buted 

certifi cates.)] Until 1905, when it ceased to exist, the Muslim SlIhrid Sammilalll' had 

distribu ted cert ificates to a totlll of 37 students from Dacca. Barisa l, Mymensingh and 

Calcutta. In the latter years after the Hunter Commission praised it as a good method of 

education and made specific recommendat ions. zenana education Inspectors inspected 

zenana education centers and took examinations, All in all , the term 'zenana education' is 

inswntly recognizable as the door to door education system the Christian missionaries 

in troduced. The 1860s saw n proliferation of local zenana agencies wh ich had sprung up 

I) Amin, Soni3 Nish3t. The World oj" 'III:J'Um WOlllell II/ ColOllial Bel/gal, 1876·1939 (Leiden : EJ , Brill . 
1996). p. ISO. 
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as a reaction against aggressive prosclyt ization attcmpts of the miss ionary ladies in Lhc 

zenana mahals, but these indigenous efforts received the cognate of 'Al1/ohpur Sine 

Shiksho' , the ankrit fo r zenana education. 

In 1908, special attention was drown to the method of home education by the 

newly appointed Female Education Committee to the newly created province of Eastern 

Bengal and Assam. The Committee recommended that the standard of instruction should 

be on the same lines as those for zenana classes, It recommended that certificales and 

prizes be given to pup ils after a simple test which was to be carried out under the 

supervision of local superintendent s. Three cOlllmi ttees were formed in the Sadr 

subdivision of the Bogra di strict, the Rajbari subdiv ision of the Faridpur district, and the 

Brahmanbaria subdiv ision of the Tippera district. It was also suggested that a sum of Rs. 

500 be placed at the disposal of each of the three centers for the purpose of prizes and for 

printing of the certiticates and other incidental expenses.J4 The Committec hoped that by 

giving certifi cates to these ladies, mistresses for p urdah schools and zenana work could 

be procured. 

The Shi ft fl'om Mission:lry Schools 10 Ihe Zena na Educalion Scheme: 

Although the hristi an miss ionaries are du ly acknowledged for tak ing the ini tiative for 

the beginning of formal fem::lle education in India, all the missionary agencies, from the 

18605 and for half a century afterwards. foc ll sed on peripatet ic teaching, more commonly 

known as zcnana education. From 1882 onwards. zemll1a educntion turned, not into an 

alternoti ve form or education but a paralle l insti tution to the modern formal schools, 

Historians give different dates for the begi nning of zenana education in Bengal. Binoy 

Bhushon Roy and Pranali Roy mention that zenana education was introduced in 1841 in 

Calcutta by Miss Saville under the allspices of the Church of Scotland Women's 

Mission,JS On the other hand, Helen Barrett Montgomery insists that the practice of 

1. Educlliion (A ) Procel.-ding,s. Assam Secretarillt (Sylhcl Proceedings), GovenllTlenl OfE.1St Beng.11 and 
Assam, Fill: 0 , E·946 of 1909. AI)ril 191 0, Nos. 1·8, NlHionfll Archi ves flnd Library ofOllngJadesh 
(hencefonh NA L.B). 
)j Roy, BellOY Bhusan and Ray, Pranllti, Ibid., p, 19. 
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zenana education began in Jessore of Eastern Bengal when Mrs. John Sully gained access 

to a local gentleman's horne but unfortunately does not give Ii dUle! 36 Yet another 

hi storian. Geraldine Forbes attributes the beginning of zenana education to Ms. H.C. 

Mullens (spelled Mulence by Benoy Bhushon Roy) who was invited by a gentleman in 

Calcutta to teach his wife embroidery.)7 The missionary newspaper Somprokash 

corroborates this inforrnation.38 Hanna Catherine Mullens (or Mulence), however, took 

over the zenana work from Mrs. Elizabeth Sull y, wife of the missionary John Sully, when 

they sailed back to England in 1861. 

Prior to gaining government patronage and socia l recogni tion throughout the late 

nineteenth and the early twent ieth century. the method of door·to·door teaching faced 

some resistance from Christian missionaries themselves at the beginning. In 1840, Dr. 

Thomas, a miss ionary o f the United Free Church of Scotland submitted a proposal for a 

scheme of dooHo·door educati on of Indian women which was turned down by other 

missionaries.19 He submitted his proposal again at the Conference of the Calcutta 

Missionaries in 1853 which was rejected again on the grounds that it was 'unrealistic'. 

That was the year Alexander Duff sent Reverend Fordyce to Calcu tta . His wife, not a 

miss ionary in her own right, assisted him in his work. In a confcrcnce in Calcu tta in 1855 

where the missionaries working in Bengal met, Mrs. Fordyce read an article that put 

forward the necess ity or zenana educu tion and Dr. Mu lence (spe lled Mullens by some 

hi storiuns) supported it. The proposal was finally accepted , after which seven 

denominations, including lhe Baptist and the London Mission, began zenana work 

immediately. The seven denominations were joined later by other missionary 

organi7..3lions including ones from North America . So it wns that nlthough zenana work 

started in approximately 1841 , it gained full steam allerthe 1 850s. 

III Montgomery, Helen Barrell, Western Women in Easte", Lands (New York. 19(0), p. 108. 
l1 Forbes, Geraldine. 'In Search orthe ' Pun:: Heathen' : Missionary Women in Nineteenth Century Ind ia', 
Ecol/omic ami Political Weekly, Vol. XX I, No. 17. Review or Women Studies. April 26, 1986, p. WS-3. 
11 Mrs. Lewis, C.B .. ammo Work: its origin Will progress, Culcutta. 1876, p. 5. cited in Roy, Benoy 
BhuS3n 3nd R3Y. Pran3ti. lbid., p. 184. 
)0 Itoy. Benoy Uhlls3n nnd Ray, Pmnati, Ibid .. p. 19. 
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Easlern Bengal as Missionary O UI POSI: 

Single women looking for a vocation kept joining overseas miss ions as miss ionaries. 

Hence, various denominational churches had the nUlllerical strength to send 

representatives to the remotest pans of the British Empire. The Roman Catholic Mission 

had visiting governesses evcn in the Khasiya Dnd Jaint ia Hill s. The Raj encouraged 

missiollnry acti vities mnong the triba l people as part of the grand impcri,,1 design to bring 

them, to use Ka ly"n Kumar Sengupta's phrase, 'wi thin the vortex of coloni,,1 economy 

and exploi tation.'4o Sita Ram Gael, however, has argued the case of the thrust of 

missionary acti vity among the tribal people from a slrong Hindu nationalistic pcrspective 

in the book HisfOry of Hiudu·Chrisl ian EncolUllers,4l He argues that. although Alexander 

Duff (made a member of the Committee of Public Instruction in 1834) and T.B. 

Macaulay (3 member of the Govemor General 's Counci l) were highly optimistic that 

Western education would be instrumental in bringing the idolaters of India under the fo ld 

of Christianity,42 their dreams were thwarted by one Narendranath Datta ( 1863-1902), 

known better as Swam i Vivekannnda. Swami Vivekanandn, says Goel, single·handedly 

turned the tide agai nst Christianity among Ihe educated, upper class Benga li s. forcing the 

Christian missionuries to recede into the tribal belts for achieving cOll ve rsions.4) Apan 

from the tribal be lts of Mymensingh and Chiuagong, zenana agencies were at work in 

Faridpllr, Barisal, Bogra, Comi ll a, Noakhali, and , of course, Dacca. According to 

education repons of 19 10, zenana agencies were planning to ex tend their work in Pabnn 

and ylhcl.44 

.to ScnguPla. Kal )'lU1 Kumar. ' Peasant and Tribal Movcments in Eastern India in the Second I-lalf oflhe 19'" 
Cenlury: Some Conceptual Problems'. in Roy. Kanjit Kumar (ed .). The Imperial Embrace: Society and 
Polity IIlIder ,lie Raj (Ko lkat:!.; Rabindra Bharati University, 1993), pp. 22 . 
• 1 Goc:l. Sita Ram, Hi.fWry of Hindu-Chri.f/ian EncO!mfl.'r3: AD )04/0 1996 (New Delhi: Vo ice o f India, 
1986), second revised lind enlilrged edition. 1996. p. 92 . 

• 2 Ibid. , pp. 93-94 . 
• ) IbM .• p. 92 . 
.u Education A Proceedings, Government of East Bengal and Assam (Sylhet Proceedings), File No. E/946 
of 1909, Nos. 1-8, Oangladesh Nlltional Archives, Dhaka. 
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Another f::actor in the prol iferation or miss ionary activity in Eastern Benga l s ince 

the latter hair or the nineteenth century was the strong anti -missionary reaction that grew 

in strength from the I 860s in Calcutta. Societies and associations were ro rmed to counter 

the evange lica l attempts of the missionary o rganizations. The rad ical nat ionalist note in 

the neo- Il indu movement of the 18805 and I 890s was also nn added factor."5 It became 

increasing ly diffi cult for Chri stian missions to run smooth ly as the Hi ndu revi val ist 

movement ai med chie fl y to attack imperial ism and western culture . That made them 

directly to c lash wilh Christian miss ions as lhey represented western culture and were 

infil lrating Ind ian homes and 'corrupting' the women and children. Thus, while the 

Christian Evangeli st Movement of the 18505 brought a rll sh of miss ionary act iviti es in 

Bengal. the Hindu rev ivalism of the I 870s, espec iall y s ignified by Swami Vi vekananda 

presented missionary activity with serious resistance."6 So it was just not by accident that 

missionaries moved more into the hinterland and into tri ba l areas. Missionary soc ieties 

fe lt ob liged to move into remote areas because there not only did they not encounter 

strong resistance from Hindus and Muslims. but were made to fee l welcome by the tribal 

communit ies, For the Garos and tribals or Khasia, Jyanti a mountains, Chri stianity was 

accom panied by modern education and n chance to improve their financia l condit ions. 

Since the Brit ish intrusion in the Khnsi and Jyant ia Hill s in 1824, Christian missionaries 

had fo llowed in the hee ls of government o fficia ls, tcachers, arti sans, in search of new 

horizons,47 The presence o r Welsh miss ionaries in Ihose areas is now almost Slipp ing 

into obl iv ion, The Welsh histori an Aled GrufTydd Jones regrets that the account o r the 

long association between Bengal and Wales Ihrough the miss iona ries of the Cal vinist 

sect, the Welsh Calvinistic Methodists, has lapsed into hi stori ca l amnesia ."8 They had 

established a base in Shillong in the Khasi Hill s in 1840."11 I-lav ing met littl e or no 

resistance from Hinduism and Islam, the Christian church Ihey established consisted of 

~s Sec Chaudhuri. Tripl i. ' The Brahmo and the Neo-Hindu Movements: Perccplions ofl he Bril ish 
Protes tant Missionaries,' in Roy, Ranj il Kumar (cd.). T/wlmperial £ mbroce: Societ)' ami Pollt)' UNder the 
Raj (Kolkata: Rabindra Bharal i Universi ty, 1993). pp. 5 1-72. 
46 Sec Goel. Sit a Ram. ,""story of Hind/l-Chr/stiatl EncOlmters: AD 1001 to 1996 (New Delhi : Voice of 
India, 101 edition. 1986, 2"" and enlarged edition, 1996) . 
., Ray, B.Oau a elaborates this theme in The Emerge lice (Ind Role Q/ the ""fit/dle CI(ISS ill Northern India 
~Ncw Delhi: Uppal Publishing House. 1983) . 
• Jones. Alcd GrulTydd, ' Imagini ng Bengal: Bengali Culture and the Welsh National Awakening, 1840-
1966: Journal oJ fhe Asiatic Society oj Oemglades" (Hum(ln ities), Vol. 49, Number I, June. 2004, p. 8 1, 
~9 Ibid,. p, 83. 
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thousands of convened members. When the Welsh missionaries extended their work to 

the plains of Sylhet in 1850. that is when they began to face difficulty in evangel ical 

work and convers io n became limited. The Is lamic civic cultu re was fi rml y estab lished in 

the plai ns o f Sylhet due to the Jegacy of Hazmt hah Jala l (R), which the external force of 

Chri stiani ty had no way of chall enging . .so However, notwithstand ing limited results in 

conversions, the Welsh Calvi nistic mission in Sylhet wns so sllccessful in prov id ing 

fcma le missionaries to visit .£Cnanns regularly from the 1880s that requests for vis itations 

have been morc than the Miss ion wns ablc to mccI.51 The missionaries vis ited thc zenanas 

once or twice a week, between twelve noon and live o'c lock in the atlernoon because that 

was when the ladies and girls of the household could spare somc timc out of domestic 

responsibil ities. All the zenana pupils were drawn from respectab le Hind u and Mus lim 

fam il ies. They we re taught readi ng, wriling, arithmetic, sewi ng. cutt ing and nu rsing. The 

Welsh Calvinistic Miss ion strongly advocated the need for ho lding cxaminations and 

giving prizes and certificates to the successful students to give them a sense o f purpose, 

The Welsh presencc in Sylhct continued until 1966, 

The thrust into the remotest parts of the British Empire got further incent ive from 

the HUllIer Commiss ion of 1882 which recommended that govemment grant-in-aid be 

extended to peripatetic Icachers . On the basis o f Ihc appa rent demand for peripateti c 

tellchers fro m both the Hindu and Muslim communit ies. the S imla Education Conference 

of 190 I recorded recomll1 cndations to formu late proper government poli cy that wo uld 

fac ilit:lle the expansio n of zenana education. The greatest impetus, however. came on the 

eve of the part it ion of Benga l. Eastern Bcnga l gained an importance it had not hi therto 

enjoyed in the polit ical game of the co lonizers. In the face of nascent nationalist agitat ion 

led by the Calcutta-based intell igents ia. the co lonial government sought to woo the 

densely populated. vast agricuhural hinterland of Eastern Benga l by promising them a 

~ "'or a discu!lsion on the history ofthc cxpan!lion o r tstarn in Syl hcl. see Abdul Karim .• Advent of 151 3m in 
Sylhct and Ilazr:lt ShAh Jalat (R)' in Sharir uddin Ahmcd (cd.). S) Ihl!t, History ami /-I1!r/ltIgl! (Dhaka: 
I3nngtadcsh lI ilms Samiti. 1999). pp. 129· 149. 
" 'Ci rcular Issued 10 Mi ssions RelAting to Zenana Classes and Rcpons coming in from the various 
Missions: Government or Eastern Bengal 3nd Assam Educ:u ion (A) I)rocccdings. File no. E/946 of 1909. 
nos. 1·8. pp. 207·2 t5. National Archives or Brmgllldesh. 
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better future under the Briti sh Raj .52 The Eastern part of Bengal could be a strong pm,·er 

base if the hitherto neglected prov ince could be transformed and modernized and what 

better way to do it than to concentrate on the educat ion. both male and female? The new 

Governmen t of East Benga l and Assam (1905·1 91 1) took heed of the recommendations 

made by the Simla Conference, which were basically a reiteration of the 

recommendations made by the Education Commiss ion of 1882. The Commission had 

made three main recommendations: a) that grants for zenana teach ing should be 

recognized as a charge on public funds, b) that education for the zenana should be 

secul ar, and , c} that the pupi ls should be tested by un Inspcctrcss or any other female 

agent. rhe Government of India agreed that the instruct ion given by governesses in 

zenanas ought 10 be encouraged by granls·in-aid and that the work of zenana education 

should be deve loped under the control of an adequate female inspecting agency. About 

the recommendation of a secular curriculum. the Government of India remained s ilent. 

But that the HUllIer Commi ssion recommended a secular curriculum is a reflection of the 

strong message the interviewees could get across to the Commission about how they felt 

aboul the attempts at proselytization in the name of education in the zenana. 

A qualitative Change was introduced among the teaching staff for the zenana 

education system al the turn of the new century. In 1902, twelve peripatetic teachers 

were placed 0 11 the Government pay-roil for the fi rst time. None of them were Christian 

or miss ionaries. but were Hindus and Muslims, They were to rece ive salaries of Tk. 30 

per mon th . As Ihey were on the government pay-roll . they were not allowed to take 

remuneration from the families they were viSit ing. The government ca lled this scheme 

'zenana education by house-to-house vis itation' , The nati ve aversion towards 

proselytization by Christian missionary teachers mllst have been quite pronounced, and 

the government must have felt obliged to pay attention to that aversion because the 

peripatetic tcachers 011 government pay-roll had to be orthodox Hindu or Muslim women. 

However. in the quinquennial report of 190 I -2--- 1906-7, the Inspcctress Miss Brock 

expressed great dissati sfaction in the work of these twelve gove rnesses, There was a huge 

~ ~ See McClane, John R .. ·Partition of Bengal 1905: A Political Annlysis·. in Sirajul Islam (cd .). HisfOry of 
Btlllg/ade.\'}, 170-1-197/ (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Brmgladesh. 1992). vol. ii. pp. 165-7, 
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question mark about the qualifications of these governesses and their commitment to the 

\ ... ork they were entrusted wi th. The Inspcctress fe lt that the reason that these teachers 

lacked commitment and sho\\ed nO eagerness to improve themselves was because their 

salary did not depend on the results. Reports about zenana governesses reveal that. in 

Dacca, in 1907. a Muslim and Brahmo zenana governess were receiving Tk. 50 per 

mont h. with an addi tional amount of Tk. 25 per month as conveyance a llowance.~J 

Twenty-one Hindu and seventeen Muslim girls were on Ihe roll s of these classes during 

the period between 190 1-02 to 1906-07. The I-lindu classes appeared to have done good 

work but , according to the Inspeclress ' report . the Muslim pupils fa iled to show progress 

due 10 the incompetence of the Muslim teacher. 

Government experiments wi th zenana educati on were extended to Barisal and 

Noakhnli too. A zemma class for Muslim ptlrdtmashin ladies was opened at Ulania in 

1903 at nn an nual cost ofTk. 360. The amount was met from provincial revenues. It had 

twe lve lad ies under its instruct ion but the number dropped to ten the following year. The 

experiment proved to be a frustrating one both from the finnnc ini and the academic point 

of view j udging from the comments of Mr. H.E. Stapleton, Esq. , the Inspector of Schools. 

Dacca Division. Mr. Stapleton remarked that " beyond teaching e lements of Bengali 

language to about a dozen Mohammedan girl s of a particul ar family it did nothing 

good".s4 He strongly felt that the primary duty of the State was educating the masses and 

that the cost of one zenana class may hetp to run hal f-a-dozen primary schools for girl s. 

Nevertheless. zenana classes continued to be held there and the zenana teachers were 

sllperv ised by Miss Moore of the American Baptist Mission according to the report of 

received by the Female Education Comm ittee . The Comm ittee recommended that 

Govern ment should make a gmnt of Rs. 100 a month to the American Baptist Mission, 

Bnrisn1. for the improvement and deve lopment of zenana work in the Bhit tracts, 

)J EXlract rrom the Report on the Progress o r Educ:u ion in Eastern I3cngal and Assam during the years 
190 1· 1902- 1906· 1907. Education (A) Proceedi ngs. Assam Secretariat (Sylhet Proceedings), Government 
of East Bengal and Assam, File No. E/946 of 1909. April 19 10. Nos. 1·8. Bangladesh National Archives, 
Dhaka. 
s. Education (A) Proceedi ngs, Assam Secretariat (Sylhet Proceedings), Government of East Benga l and 
Assam. File No. £..946 o f 1909. April 1910, Nos. 1-8, NA L,B. 
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The expen ence with experiments In zenana education with governesses on 

gove rnment pay-roll in Noakhali (3 town in the Chinagong Division) seemed to be better 

than Barisa l. The experiment began in January, 1904. The classes started with 60 pupi ls 

although the report does not say how many of them were Hindus and how man y were 

Muslims. By the fi sca l year 1906-1907 the numbers rose to 105 pupils (98 Hindu and 7 

Muslims). In 1907-08, there were 122 pupils enro lled in 18 zenana centers. Each centre 

r ei vcd a visit from a governess once a month. The governess refused to vis it the centers 

more frequentl y because of the high cost of conveyance which was not included in her 

allowance. How much progress can be achieved from one lesson once a month is not too 

hard to imagine. Nevertheless, the zenana work at Noakhali seems to have impressed the 

Inspectress of Schools, Miss Brock. In her report of 19 19-20, she wrote that the 

governesses at Noakhali were doing the best job in East Bcnga l. ss In the DPI's report o f 

1909, it was mentioned that there were eighty-three pupils attending zenana classes. Of 

them, six ty-eight were married or widowed. There was onl y one teacher for all these 

pup il s. The mist ress was Srimati Premamayee Aieh. wife of the Head Pandit of the 

Noakhali Girls' Middle Vernacu lar School.s6 Her educational qualifications were up to 

the Upper Primary Standard and an added advantage was her sk ill at need lework . T he 

classes wCrC held in nineteen centers, all located in Hindu quarters. The centers were all 

within a radius of half a mile. The teaching wns confined to reading, writ ing, sewing and 

kniuing, with more attent ion paid to the last two. The mistress attended one centre a day 

where onl y two or three pupils attended. If the central gathering system could be 

introduced there, the mistress could make good on time spent on traveling from one 

centre to the other. 

Although most of the missionary outposts o f Eastern Bengal that had begun 

zenana educat ion in thc middle of the nineteenth century were graduall y being taken over 

by government. the Benga l Evange lical Miss ion remained firm ly stationed in Faridpur, a 

dist rict south-west of Dacca, by the river l)adm3. Sct up in 1847 by one Mathuranath 

j' Reporl on Public Instruction in Bcngal for 1919-20 (Calcutta: The Bcngal Secetariat Book Depot. 1921 ), 
compiled by W.W. Hornell , Director of Publ ic Instruction, l3eng:ll , p.18. 
5fI Assam Secretariat (Sylhct Proceedings). Benga l Eduelltion (A) Proceedings. April 19 10. Fil e No. E-946 
of 1909. Nos. 1-8, NAL, B. 

34 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Basu, the Bengal Evangelical Miss ion there had sixty women from difTerent comm unities 

- Hindu. Muslim and Chri sti an, studying under three peripateti c tcachers according to a 

report of 19 11. 57 The Mission report names Mrs. H.B. Sarka r, Miss H. Biswas and Mrs. 

H. Paul as the three teachers who had to go to the students' houses by boal.sa The zenana 

education program ran there at a cost of Rs. 7 11 /- and 5 il nnas per month . Government 

grant-i n-aid amounted to Rs. 60/- per month . The Female Ed ucation Commiltee mentions 

the good work of the F'aridpur S/lIJrid Sub/ta for prolllOling female education in the 

district .59 

Ch:mgcs in Modes of ZCIlUlHl Educlltion : 

Zenana educmion as a form of female education developed sub-categories along its 

sojourn through 191h and earl y 201h centu ry co lonial Bengal. After putting the experiment 

with 'zenana education by house-to-house visitati on' in motion. the Education 

Department convened a confe rence of Hindu and Muslim educational offi cers and took 

proposals from them regarding what else could be done. The Indian offici als came up 

with a proposa l which was accepled by the government. It was call ed the Cent ra l 

Gathering Scheme. The proposal was inspired by the desire to min imize the logisti cs of 

the syslem of zenana education, mainly th e dearth of qualified native Hindu and Muslim 

teachers. The other factor under scrut in y was the slll all omount of time peripateti c 

teachers could devote to each pu pi l under the house-Io-house vis itation scheme. The 

proposal was accepted by the government and it we nt into force in 1903. A similar 

scheme had been suggested as early as 1877 by the then Director of Public Instruction 

A. W. Croft . To tackle the problem of the dearth of qualified teachers for the zenana, the 

DPI had suggested that zenana pupils be concentrated and brought together in one place 

fo r more cont inuous instruction rather than the two hours a week a peripatetic teacher 

JI Cited in Roy, Binoy I3huSAll nnd Ray. Pranmi. Ze,/(I/Ja /lhuion: The Role a/elmS/Ian Mi,\'siOlmrleS!or 
tIll: £c/II£'(1/ioll 0/ WOlllell ill I~" (1111111)' Bengal (Oel hi: SPCK. 1998). p.22. 
,. J(/~ YeM's RepOl'/ of/hc Bcngal E,'angelical Missioll, Faridpur, 1911 . pp. 19·30. dted in Oinoy Ohusan 
and RAY. Pran:lt j, Ibid., p. 22. 
S9 Education (A) Procecdings. Assam ccretariat (Sythet Proceedings). Government of East Bcngal and 
Assam, File No. E·)49 or 1908. April 1908. Nos. 125·143. NA L.B. 
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could a fford on house·to·house vis itations.60 The proposal had not created any ripple 

then. but . in due time, necessity ind uced the Education Department to act on such a 

proposal that had been presented without any reference to the earl y ideas of A.W. Cron. 

The Central Gathering Scheme required students to gather at a designated place. 

al most in all cases a respectable gentleman's house where the women and girl s of the 

neighborhood would not bl.: un wi lling to come. A small committee of local gentlemen 

would appoint the teacher and have control over management. They could be orthodox 

Hindus or Muslims, or thei r num bers cou ld be in propol1 ion to the pupils of a parti cular 

Centre. '0 male inspector was to visit the ccnters or contaclthc tcachcrs. Male inspecting 

officers not lower in ra nk tha n Deputy Inspectors of Schools were to visit the members of 

management committee to co llect informat ion and make recommendations. Thus stri ct 

purdah was ensured and the management committee entrusted with the highest 

responsibility for smooth running of the operation. Government sanctioned a recurring 

cost ofTk . 30 per month for each centre. The teacher was to be paid Tk. 20 per month . 

Tk. 4 per month was to be paid to a servant. And Tk. 6 per month was earmarked for 

prizes and contingent charges. 

Many Central Gathering Centers had sprung up in Dhaka during the first 

quinquennium o f 190 1-1 902- 1906- \907. In the Center in Roy Saheb Bazar, such was 

th e assortment of women and children thtH the age range of the pupils varied from fi ve to 

fo ny-live years. In Rokanpur also. there was a mixture of young gir ls and o lder WOmen. 

In the pal1 of Dacca that is called Becharam Deury. three little girl s were learning Bengali 

and Urd u letters. Some little girl s were learning to read Benga li and Urdu in the Center at 

Bangsal. In the Lakshmi Bazar Center also, Benga li and Urdu letters we re being taught. 

In Narnnd ia. the Center was hOll sed in the governess 's own home. In Makim Bazar three 

girls were learning to read the Koran. The Center in Saheb Sharafat Gunge was teaching 

five girl s who were Icarning Bengali , onc girl who was learn ing Urdu and there was one 

girl who was learning both . In the Fulbaria Center the age of the pupils varied from 

0(1 Annual Report on Education for 1877· 1878 by A W. Croft . Esq., M.A .• Director of Public Instruction. 
Proceedings for October 1878. Circular No. 45. Nos. 3691·92. dated October 29. 1878, Government of 
Betlgl'll . General Depnrtment (Education). NAB. 
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eleven to fort) years. There s ix pupils were learning Urdu and Bengali , two \vere learning 

only Urdu and one other was learning only Bengali . There were three other Centers in 

Monoharkhar Bazaar, Kagzi toa and Dakhin Moisondi where the number of pupi ls is 

not given in the repon of the first quinquennium of the twentieth centu ry. 

The Christi an missionary lobby was strong enough to extract from the 

government a Reso lution (Reso lut ion of Government of the 4 1h June 1903) issuing a 

caution thm "this scheme was not to conflict in any way with the system of zenana 

instruct ion imparted by Mission lad ies".61 At the time when the Zenana Education 

Scheme was abolished in 1933, both the House·to·I-louse Visitation Scheme and the 

Cen tra l Gathering Scheme were in operat ion. The Cent ra l Gathering system proved to be 

the more popular of the two schemes probably because it provided a chance for zenana 

ladies to venture Ollt of tile house and socia lize with other Indies. 

T he Educnt ion Policy of 1904 and the Impetus to Zenana Ed uca tion: 

Zenana education WIlS given a signifi cant push in the Ind ian Education policy of 1904. 

Although the following year Benga l became d ivided and the government of the new 

provi nce of Eastern Bengal and Assam set up a Female Education Committee to review 

the s ituation of female education of the provincc and rccommcnd reforms, the decisions 

of the Education Po li cy of 1904 regarding zenana educat ion were implemented in Eastern 

Bengal notwithsta nd ing po litica l and administrative div isions. The most noticeable 

Icalures of the Policy Iha t gave impetus to female educat ion was: (a) the strengthening of 

thc inspecting sta n- by the appointment of an lnspcctress of Schools from England, and 

(b) facili tating the further expansion of fema le education by the nppointmcnt, by 

Governmcn t. of zenana teachers be longing to the orthodox class of Hindus and 

Mlihanulledans. and (c) by the opening of training classes fo r Hindu and Muhamllledan 

10' Cited in the 'Reporl 011 lYork o/Zenolla GOIWllesses lip 10 0011." , Enclosure No. II . p. 202. Education 
(A) Proceedi ngs, ASSAm Secretariat (Sylhet Proceedings), Government of East 13eng.ll and Assam. File No. 
&'946 of 1909. April 19 10, Nos. 1-8, NA, B. 
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widows and school-masters' wives.62 Until then there were three categories of zenana 

teachers, In one category were the single female missionaries coming out of Britain, 

America and anadu. wi th the noble miss ion of freeing the Ind ian women form the 

shackles of servi tude to their men folk th rough the light of education and Christianity. 

The second category would be the missionary wives and wives or miss ionaries, discussed 

earlier in the chapter. whose method of assisting their husbands was by reaching out to 

the women of the area where their husbands worked. Thirdly, there were the native 

converted women who were classified as the Bible Women by zenana agencies. These 

Bible Women ass isted the missionaries wi th their instruction and were very useful as 

interpreters. 

The lack of qualified female teachers was acutely felt in Eastern Bengal by the 

beginning of the twen tieth century when the Muslim community graduall y began to 

embrace the idea of educating their girl s. Ma rriage at an early age, however, remained the 

nOrm and, more onen than not, gi rl s removed from schools aner marriage lapsed into 

ill iteracy. Therefore, the Education Department came to the conclusion that the education 

of girls should be continued in the zenana; and, if good results were to be secured, the 

teachers should be nei ther Christi ans, nor Brahmos, but Hindus and Muslims.63 I-lindu 

and Muslim ladies appointed by the govern ment were to form the fourth category of 

zenana teachers that emerged in the early 20lh century, 

Bibi Amirunness<1, wife of Maul vi Abdus Samad, became the first Muslim lady in 

Eastern Bengal to become a Government-appointed peripatetic zenana tcacher. No other 

personal information about her could be fo und from records. Miss M.E,A. Garret, the 

Inspectress of Schools for the province of Easlern Bengal was highl y impressed with the 

keenness and hard work Bibi Amirunnessa put into her job.&<! Garret was also pleased to 

report in the academic year 1910-1 9 ! I that there had ari sen amongst the Dacca ladies a 

6: General Report on Public Inslnlclion in Bengal for 1903-04, Government of Bengal, General Department 
Education A Proceeding:; for Ihe month of February. 1905. Nos. 1·6, File 8· Rt3, NA B. 
6) ' Report on Public Instruction in Bengal for the year 1905-06' . Government of Benglll, Education 
Proceed ings (A) forlhe month o f January, 1907. File 8-Rt5, Nos. 138-142, p. 34, NA, B. 
fIoI ' Note by ItISpectrcss on Zenana C lasses. Dacca. 19 10-1 9 11 ,' GOI'(!I"f/fllell/ of £tIS/ern 8engal and AS.mlll 

Edllcation (A) Proceedings/or fhe IIIon/h of Jallllo/Y, 1912, File No. El25 /E, Nos. 53-56. p. 59, Nlltional 
Archives, Bangladesh. 
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demand for an Engli sh tutor and a suitable lady, Mrs. Rudra had presented herself at the 

right time. Mrs. Rudra was un wi ll ing to work on a sa lary less than Rs. 100 a month. so a 

grant-in-aid of Rs. 50 a month had been applied for her. the rest being charged from the 

students at Rs. Per student .65 Miss Garret was in praise of the two Hindu teachers on the 

Government pay-roll. Miss Sunit i Chatlerj i and Miss Giribala Biswas who appeared to be 

well trained. The Inspectress was disappointed with the performance of the second 

Muslim tcacher, Fayajare nnesa Khatun , wi fe of Ramjan Bhuiya, a teacher of Nuri nda 

School. Fayajarennesa Khalun was a village woman and knew a li ttle proper Benga li and 

even less Urdu. The students she had to teach mostl y spoke in Urdu. She could do simple 

arithmeti c, but had no drawing or sewing skill s. The Inspcclress recommended she be 

sent to the teachers' tra ining classes in Eden School that had opened since 1907. 

The Government appointed peripatetic governesses were getting Rs. 50 as salary 

and Rs. 30 as conveyance allowance. Miss Giribala Biswas worked under the supervis ion 

of the Baptist Zenana Mission, Dacca, for which Government sanctioned a monthly 

grant-in-aid of Rs. 76 to the Mission. Before Miss Giriba la was appointed, six households 

belonging to the ubarn Banikya caste was being taught by one Miss Shemoyoni 

Mondol. under the supervision of Miss Williamson of the 8 ZM. The age of the pupi ls in 

those centres ranged from ten, eleven, twelve yea r-o lds 10 twenty, thirty-six, thirty-seven, 

thirty-eight and forty. four year-old ladies. They were lH ught the Lower Primary and 

Upper Primary Science Reader. Sorol ShikJllI and ao/yo ShikJllI. easy mathematica l 

problems, tab les. plnin sewing, and simple drawing. Approximate ly three hundred I.,dies 

in Dacca had been taught to read, write, keep accoun ts, and acqu ire special needlework 

skills by the fOllr governesses appointed by Gove rnment. It was the Miss Garreu's 

personal opinion that compared to the results obtained, the expenditure of Rs. 316 a 

month on governesses' salary and their conveyance allowance, along with a yearl y 

contingent grant of Rs. 300 cannot be ca llcd a heavy tOIl .66 Government also sanctioncd a 

sum or Rs. 250 a year to spend on prizes for the zenana pupils. Such was the satisfaction 

of Government wi th the zenana scheme of cd llc~,t ion . 

M Ihid .• p. 61 . 
btl Ibid .. p. 58. 
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, 

The work load of the four peripatetic zenana teachers was quile heavy. They had 

to work doub le shifts and had to cover quite a distance going from one centre to another. 

Five Tables are prov ided below to show the name of the centres each teacher visited, the 

name of the person in whose house the centre was set up, the day of the vi sits, the 

work ing hours, the number of pupils on the roll and remarks of S. Oas. the Assistant 

Inspcctress of Schools. The schedules show that the teachers worked six days a week, 

two shifls " day, with o nl y Sunday as n weekly ho liday. Each governess was assigned s ix 

centres. But Bibi A mirullllcssn took upon a more hectic work load than usual which 

prompted the Inspec lress Miss Gnrrel 10 comment : " I would especially commend Bibi 

Amirunnessn. wife of Maulvi Abdu l Samad, the first Mahommedan lady in the province 

to undertake such work, Unfortunatel y she has been over keen and has knocked herse lf 

up so that she is now obliged to take leave:,67 The remarks made by the Inspectresses 

have been included in the Tables make for interesti ng reading, The general impression 

was that the once the attention of the zenana ladies could be drawn, they were eager 

learners, Tables 1.1 and 1.2 show the schedule of Bibi Amirunnessa, while Tables 1.3 

and 1.4 show that of Miss uniti Chalterjee and Miss Giriba la Biswas respecti vely. Tab le 

1.5 descri bes the schedule of Fayaja runnesa Khatun : 

67 Ibid .• f). 61 
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Seria l 
No, 

I. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Table 1.1: Statement of Zenana Home Classes Taught by Bibi Amirunnessa Khanam. Dacca. 

Na me O r Cen l re 
Name of t he Head of the Num be r Ci rl.s unde r Rem" rks of S. Das, A~sis tant 

Household 
Days or Visits Wo rking Iiours 

on the Roll 
Lltdiu 

Eleven \ 'en ,., I ns ptctrt ss or Sc hools. DI,akll 

Monday 
11:30amto 1:30 A good Mahomedan centre: opened on Bangshi Bazar Maulvi Nejabut Ali Khan 10 08 02 

Thursday pm the 14" o f March. 1910. 

Monday Opened on the ! Slt! o f January. 1909. 

Fulbaria Chand Mistri 2 pm 10 4 pm 06 06 00 
The progress is very slow. The women 

Thursday here are rather slow in understanding. 
The number has also gone down. 

Tuesday 
11 :30 am to 1:30 Opened on the IS" of August. 19 10. Badamtal i Bibi Munzura Banu 10 08 02 

Friday 
pm Work fair. 

Tuesday 
1 :40 pm to 3:40 Opened on the Sit! of August A fa irly BabuT Bazar Maul vi Asad Bakht 09 06 03 

Friday 
pm good centre. 

. 

Wednesday 
11 :30 amto 1:30 A good centre. The ladies " e 

Mahunuli Maulvi Munsur Al i 12 08 04 intell igent and very willing 10 work. 
Saturday 

pm 
Opened on the 19lh ofFebruary, 19 10 

Mirza Mohammed Kasim 
Wednesday 10 06 04 

Begum Bazar 2 amt04 pm 
Good and promIsi ng centre. Opened on 

Shiraji 
Saturday 

the 1Of! of December. 1910. 
57 42 IS 

Source: Compi led from the Report on Work of Zenana Governesses Up To Dale. Assam Secretariat (Sylhet Proceedings), Education 
Department (A) Proceed ings, Bund le 3. Seria l 75, List 4, Jan .-Dec., 19 10- 19 16, File No. 8946 of 1909. Nos, 1-8. National Archi ves 
of Bangladesh. 
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Se rial 
No. 

I. 

2. 

). 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Table 1.2: Statement of More Zenana Classes Taught by Bibi Amirunnessa Khanam, Dacca. 

Na me of.h e Ilead oflhe Number G ir ls under Rtma rks or S. Ollli. Assista n' 
Na me o r Ce ntre 

Uouse hold 
I>ays of Visits Working Hou rs 

on the Roll 
L:ld ies 

Eleven Years Inspectren of Sc hools. Ohakll 

Monday 
Opened in January. 1910. Very poor. 

Agasadilg Bazar Mau[vi Wares Ali II am to I pm 10 10 00 
Thursday 

Progress is very slow. 

Monday 
I :30 pm to 3:30 J indilbahar Lane Maulvi Dadan Miah 18 18 00 Opened in August. 1910. Fair. 

Thursday 
pm 

Asadzamadars 
Tuesday 

Opened on Ihe 11 \11 of Fehrw\rY. 19 11. 
Lane 

Doctor Nawabali 11 amto I pm 08 08 00 
A promising centre. Friday 

Tu~day 
I :30 pm to 3:30 Lakshmi Bazar Haji Amiruddin 12 10 02 Opened in April. 1910. Very backward. 

Friday 
pm 

Wednesday 
Opened on the 23 rd of February, 19 11. Alluki Bazar Abdul Ra:aak Khondaker llam lolpm 09 06 03 
Entirel), new centre. 

Saturday 

Wednesday 10 10 00 
I :30 am to 3:30 

Urdu Baz:lr Munshi Abdul Mallik Opened on the 1" of April . 1911 . 
Saturday 

pm 
67 62 05 

Source: Compiled from the Report on Work o/ l el/ana Governesses Up To Date. Assam Sec.retariat (Sylhet Proceed ings), Education 
Department (A) Proceedings, Bundle 3. Serial 75. List 4, Jan.-Dec., 1910- 1916, Fi le No. El946 of r 909, Nos. 1-8. Nat ional Archives 
of Bangladesh. 
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Serial 
No. 

I. 

2. 

J . 

4, 

5, 

6, 

Table 1.3: Statement of Hindu Zenana Home Classes Taught by Miss Suni ti Chatterjee. Dacca. 

Number 
Girls 

Remarks or s. OtIS. Assist.nt InSJ)«tmJ or 
Name or Name orthe Ilead or the 

ol'l)sorVisits Working lI ours onth e Ladies 
under 

Sc hools. OhMka 
Centre Uousc hold [In·to 

Roll 
Years 

~ Ionday IpmtoJpm This centre opened on the 6" or July. 1908. 
Bairagitola Sabu Piyari Lal Das. B.l. 14 14 00 Th' ladies h'" hD\e: shown • Il"''' 

Thursday 3:IO I05: IOpm improveme:nt since tht opt'ning of the emir"!!. 

Monday 2: 10 pm to 5:10 pm 
A fai rly good centre; opene:d on !.he: II '" of 

Sutrapur Babu Jagendro Nath Das II 10 01 
June. 1909. 

Thursday IpmtoJpm 

This is the oldest centre stancd on the: 2611' of 
Tuesday IpmtoJpm March. 1907. The ladies of this house: are 

Shankharibazar Babu Ashutosh Ohar IS 14 01 very keen on female education and have 
Friday 3: 15 pmto5:15 pm shown their eagerness to learn by continuing 

the centre for so lon2. 

Babu Nagendm Chandra 
Tuesday J: 15 pmt05:15 pm Opened on tht 3111 of August. 1910. A good 

Benianagar 11 11 00 number being educated here; the: ladies are 03, 
Friday Ipmt03pm making fair progrcss. 

Wednesday ipml03 pm 
Opened on the: 2ft11 of March. 1910. A good 

Malakartola Babu Rajani Kumar Das 17 16 01 
Saturday J: 10105: IOpm 

centre and the work is going Ofl sstisfactorily. 

Wednesday 3: 10105;10 pm 05 01 00 Opened on tht II " of ikce:mba, 1909. It 

Farashganj Babu Basanta Kumar Das 
was in a satisfactory condi tion. but lately the: 
number has fallen down and the work is not 

Saturday Ipmt03pm 7. 72 03 regular either. 

Source: Compiled from the Report on Work o/Zenana Governesses Up To Dare, Assam Secretariat (Sylhet Proceed ings). Educati on 
Department (A) Proceedings. Bundle 3, Serial 75, List 4, Jan .·Dec., 1910· 19 16. File No, El946 of 1909, Nos. 1·8. Nationa l Archives 
of Bangladesh. 
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Strial 
No. 

1. 

2. 

J . 

4. 

S. 

6. 

, 
Table 1.4: Statement of Hindu and Muslim Zenana Home Classes. Dacca. Taught by Miss Giribala Biswas under the 

Supervision of Baptist Zenana Miss ion. 

N UIII~r 
Girls 

Remarks o( S. DIH. I\ SSislutlnsp«tr'fls o f Nam e or Name o f tne Uead of tht under 
Ct'nt l"C I-Iouschold 

Days of Visits Working Hours on the I..adi t's 
Eleven Schoob. Dh aka 

Roll Yea n 

Monday A fairt) good centre; thc pupils are aUenth'c 
Farashganj Babu Mahabharat Sarkar 12pm lo2 pm 12 09 OJ and willing to learn. II was opened on the S· 

Thursday of Seplember. 1910. 

Monday 
Kaparianagar Babu Bepin Oehari Roy 2: IOpmto 4: IOpm 14 12 02 Good; opened on the 21 '" of July. 1910. 

Thursday 

Tuesday There are two Muslim ladies he~. II had 
Nalgola Babu Amar ("h3nd Laha 12pmto2pm 11 10 01 made good progress in II year and a half. 

Priday Opened 00 the 2"" of July. 1909. 

Tuesday 
One of the beSt centres; the ladies h~ a~ 

Kahottuli Babu Srikanta Chanda 2:30 pm 10 4:30 pm 17 16 01 
quile advanced. Opmed on 2"" July. 1909. 

Friday 

Ikcharam's 
Wednesday 

A good Mahom~an centre. Opened on 22"" 
Deu')' 

Maulvi Mujibar Rahman II am to I pm 09 OS 04 
December. 1909. 

Saturday 

Wednesdsy 17 16 01 
Dal B3Zat Babu Basanta Kumar Das 2pmt04pm Very good ecrllre; opened on 8" August. 

1909. 
Saturday 80 68 12 

Source: Compiled from the Report on Work o/Zenal1a Governesses Up To Date, Assam Secretariat (Sylhet Proceedings). Education 
Department (A) Proceed ings. Bundle 3. Serial 75, List 4, Jan.-Dec .. 19 10- 19 16. File No. El946 of 1909, Nos. 1-8. National Archi ves 
of Bangladesh. 
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Serial 
No. 

I. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Table 1.5: Statement of Zenana Home Classes Taught by Fayajaren nesa Khatu n, 1909. Dacca. 

Na me of the 1·lead of the Number 
Remarks or M.E-A. Garret, Inspcc-trcss or Sc hools. Daeen 

NameOr C ent re 
Ho usehold 

Days a nd !-l ours of Visits 
on the Roll 

Monday and Friday It is a new cemre. The ages of the pupils vary from 5 to 45 years. All 
Roy Shaheb Baz:'r Kamal Khansama II are j ust beginning the Benga li alphabet. They are very bright and 

12 noon t02: 15 pm eager. 

Monday and Priday 
Some pupils here are qui te young and should attend schooL Two 

Rokanpur Abdul Rauf 09 
older pupils need a better teacher than the present governess. 

2:30 pm to 4:30 pm 

Tuesday and Thursday 
Three little girls here are learn ing their letters while three older pupils 

Bcdmram 's Dcury Maulvi Mazamar Rahman 06 
I pm t03 pm 

can read some Bengali and Urdu. 

T uesday and Thursday 
Narandia Ramzan A li Bhuiya 06 Th is is a new cemre. The cl:lSS is held in the governess's own house. 

7amt09am 

Wednesday and Saturday The two daughters o f the house have been educated by their parents a 
Bangsal Hazi Abdul Rashid 08 littl e, The teacher ora neighbouring Maktab attends the class in order 

12 noon t02: 15 pm to learn Bengali. Some little girls are learning both Bengali and Urdu. 

Wednesday and Saturday There is no very special eagerness amongst the pupils of this class. 
Makim Bazar Maul vi Abdul Hakim 06 Three have been taught the Koran. Both Bengali and Hindustani have 

2:]0 pm to 4;]0 pm been attempted. 

Source: Compi led from the Report on Work a/Zenana Governesses Up To Date. Assam Secrelarial (Sylhel Proceedings), Educal ion 
Department (A) Proceedi ngs, Bund le 3, Serial 75, LiSI4, Jan.-Dec., 1910-19 16, File No. El946 of 1909. Nos. 1-8, National Archives 
of Bangladesh. 
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As an attempt to funher facilitate the spread of zenana education, and add stimulus to it, 

the Govemment of Bengal agreed to the Director of I'ublic Instruction Alexander 

Pedlar's proposal of modifying the rules and regulations of the scholarship fund s for gi rl s 

in favor of the zcnana pupils, Because of the custom of ear ly marriage, gi rl s would end 

up gett ing married oIT any limc between the ages of nine to founcen and invariably 

wou ld have to drop out of school after marriage. According to the ru lcs, a girl who had 

obtaincd a Primary or a Middle scholarShip, had to forfeit the scholarship ifshc continued 

her studies in the zenana instead of anending a forma l institution. As a sure sign of the 

government 's si ncere wishes to strengthcn the work of zenana education, the following 

rclaxat ion to the rules was made: 

"If a Hindu or i\'luhammadan gi rl obtains a Primary or a Middle scholarship and is unable 10 :ltIcnd 

30)' reeogn i7ed school. owing 10 the custom orthe country, or or the par1icular class to which she belongs. 

Of to &lItance from a SUItable school. the schola~hip due to her should not be paid 10 her month by month. 

If. hcme ... er. before the expiration of the period for which the scholanhip is to be held, the girl pupil in 

question submits 10 an examination by an InsJ>CCtre$s of Schools, or by a female tcacher for zenana 

education. Of by an Inspector of Schools, or even b), a Deput)' Inspector of Schools and is fOUlid on such 

eXAmination to have attAined the desired higher stage of education, then the scholarship money may be paid 

to her as a pr;ze: a 

The re la.xing of scholarship rules provided much incentive for the zenana educat ion 

system and proved Govenunent' s favorab le attitude towards it. The system, by the 

beginning of the 20th century, had establi shed itself as a parallel mode of institutional 

education. After I3cngal was partitioned in 1905, Government took the unprecedentcd 

mo ve of holding a public opinion po ll by Ci rculating a questionnaire consisti ng of twenty· 

four questions among one hundred and ninc civilians including some Government 

offi cia ls and subsequently forming a Female Education Committee to make 

recommendations for refonn measures all the basis of those opinions. Six of those 

t\\cnty·fou r questions \\ere concerned with the zenana educat ion scheme. The complete 

61 Government of Bengal, General Depar1ment , Education Branch, From L.S.S. O'Malley, Esq., Under­
Secretary 10 Govemment of Bengal. to DPl, Bengal, Proceedings 84 , Junc 1904, File 2·S/9·2. West Bengal 
Stale Archives. 
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questionnaire has been discussed in Chapter 3. Here we may present the responses 

regarding zenana education. 

In Sca rch of W~IYS to Ilcdes ign the Zen:1l1 n: 

The atli tude of the respondents was genera ll y favorable to both the zenana education 

scheme and formal schooling for girts. Question numbers 3 to 7 and ques tion no. 14 was 

di rected towards lenunu education and the unanimous opinion of all the respondents were 

positively for cont inuation of the syslcm.6<J The newly introduced Central Gathering 

Scheme gained the stamp of public approval through positive replies to question no. 3. It 

had asked whether it was possible to have small centers in each lfIahallah (meaning ares) 

or in private houses where the gi rl s of that nUl/wllalt or famil y may meet to recei ve 

instruction from a peripatetic governess. The respondents genera ll y be lieved that such an 

arrangement. while being acceptable to all the communities, suited the Muslim 

community best. In facI , some Education Department o fficers thought that the peripatetic 

mode was the onl y way to spread education among Muslim girls ,70 There were six 

missionaries among the respondents and each of them insisted on restricting zenana 

centers to married gi rls o nly. Supporting the view of the miss io naries that fornls l schools 

should be the ultimate institution girls should be attending, F.C. Henniker. Officiating 

Commiss ioner of Raj shahi , raised the va lid question of whether guard ians o f gi rl s would 

object to their wards go ing to the private house of another person.7t The Commissioner of 

hiuagong Mr. H, Luson and the Magistrate of Bogra Mr. J.N. Gupta supported the view 

of Mr. Henniker adding that the instruction in zenana centers must necessa ri ly be 

somewhat perfunctory. Although the Magistrate of Tipperah (now Camilla) F. W. Strong 

thought that the expenses would be prohibit ive, the majorit y o f o ffice rs and private Hindu 

and Muslim citizens supported the Central Gathering System that question 3 referred to. 

!<9 ThC! issues rals~d by the questionnaire regarding 7cnana education havC! becn extensively dealt with in 
Ash:. Ishun Nayccrn and Avril Po\\cll. ' Redesigning the Zenana: DOITIl'Stic Education in Eastcrn Bengal in 
the Enrly Twentieth Century' in Powell, Avril and Lamhert. l-Iurlcy. SiobhSll (eds.). RhetQric and Reality' 
Gem/a and file ColOllial £v)Crietlce jn SOl/th Asia (New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 2006). pp. 50·81 . 
lO Leit er from Oahu Joy Gopal Dc. Assistant Inspector of Scllools, Dacca Division, to the Director of Public 
Instruction. Eastern Dengal and Assam. dated Dacca. the IS'" September. 1907. Education A Proceedings, 
OEI1. April 1908, No. 125. NA, O. p. 2. 
11 Ibid. 
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Question number 4 asked whether it was desirable to limit attendance in the 

private centers to girls of particular castes and classes. Many respondents thOUght that 

restrictions on the mixing of castes and classes and, for that matter, religious 

communities too should not be imposed just on MtllUillah schools but on gi rl s' schools in 

general.12 The missionaries, however, considered the proposed restri ctions unnecessary 

on the grounds that the schools that they ran did not face dearth of attendance due to a 

mixing of different creeds. All in all, 46 opinions \\ere in favor und 52 opinions were 

opposed to <lny restrictions being imposed lI pOI! the <ldmission o f girls. The District 

Magistrate of Dnccn Mr. B.C. Allen , \vi lh some British officers nnd and a section of 

private Muslim respondents strongly fe lt thaI Muslims would wa nt their gi rl s to be taught 

in zenana schools exclusively for the girl s of that community and would even prefer to 

exclude gi rls of the lower classes. However, the District Sess ions Judge of Rajshahi A. 

Majid, along with a few other Muslim gentlemen opposed the idea of segregation on the 

basis of caste and class. 

To what extent private agency should be relied on and what the conditions of 

inspection should be was the fifth question asked . This question obviously arose out of 

the concern , on the one hand , of the need to judge the quality of the various loca l zenana 

agencies that had grown in the last two decades of the 19th centu ry in response to the fear 

that the missionary ladies were usi ng the privilege of access into the households of locals 

for conversion, and the new allempts of establi shing greater Government con trol on the 

content of educati on on the other. Most of the responses were in favor of some reliance 

0 11 the pri vate agencies, miss ionary or non-missionary rega rding management and the 

conducting of examinations. Hav ing said that. the majority of the respondents expected 

Government to exercise contro l through proper supervi sion. 

The zenana agencies of the varioll s denominations of Protestant missions had 

been enjoying grants-in-aid from Government s ince the Hunter Commission of 1882 had 

recommended it. Now the question arose whether other private persons opening zenana 

centers in their homes shou ld gel finan cinl benefit from Governcrnent toO through 

n Ibid. 

48 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



question number six which asked: ' Whether it would serve 3. useful purpose to give 

gra ntS-in-aid to persons who open schools under proper guarantee as to enrolment and 

auendance?' The only condition attached in this question was the clause of the physical 

presence of pupils in such informal schools. With the exception of a small number of 

Civil and Education Department officers, all were in favor of expanding gran t-ill-aid for 

private initiatives. The few objections that arose were related to the concerns about 

financial fraud. There had been instances of phantom schools where students had been 

gathered for the bene fit of inspection and then they had dispersed immediately nner the 

inspectors lell the spot.7J Some British officers ' skepti cism about the intention of the 

locrlls went to the extent of commenting. albeit completel y wrongly, thell no Government 

exercise would serve any purpose at all because there was no trad ition a l all in th is 

country to open schools for gi rl s by private iniliative.74 While some, like the Headmaster 

of Dinajpur chool Bahu Hnrimohan Singh demanded that the entire cost be borne by 

Government. othe rs like Babu Nagendra Kumar Roy. Secretary of Vidhyabinodini 

habha, Chittagong. thought that the rules for grant-in-aid should be very liberal, 

departmental interference left to the minimum; and warned that if the grant-in-aid was 

nothing more than a pittance, as was the case with several boys' schools, competent 

people would not be attracted to contribute to the cause. Nevertheless. it was the opinion 

of the majority th at Government shou ld aid private zenana agencies provided proper 

inspection is there . 

As seen earlier, Government had already made the provision of transferring the 

scholarship of a girl who had obtained it but was unable to attend a fo rmal school, to 

enjoy it in the fo rm of prize moncy by studyi ng at home and submitting to an 

examination held ei ther by an Inspector or by a zenana teacher. Yet again thi s was rai sed 

by question no. 7 along with some other fund-related issues. asking whether scholarships 

may be given to gi rl s who study at home and do not attend any school, and, if so, what 

standard, for example, Lower Primary or Upper I')rimary, they should pass, and what 

1) See Asha Islam N:lyeem :lnd Avril Powel1, . Redesigning the Zen:lnn: Domestic Education in Etlstern 
Bcnglll in the Early Twentieth Cerllury' in Powell and Lambert-Hurley (cds.). Rhetoric and Reality (2006). 

~ . 66 . 
• Ibid" p. 67. 
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amount they should get. Ni nety-six OUI of one hu ndred and nine respondents were in 

nlVor of givi ng scholarships to girl s who study at bome and pass Departmental 

Examinations.7s The thirteen who were against it were of the opinion that the condit ion in 

mOSt homes were not favorable for private study. The miss ionaries. like before, insisted 

that the privilege of competing for Government scholarships should be confined to 

married wo men onl y. reiterat ing their belief that little gi rl s should not stud y in the 

confines of the home but be in the open environment of formal schools. As to the amount 

of scholarship to be awarded. opinions varied widely from Rs. I to Rs. 10 per month afler 

passing the Lower Primary Examinat ion, Rs. 3 to Rs. 15 aner pass ing the Upper Primary 

Examinat ion. Finally, in the deliberations of the Female Education Committee, the 

recommended va lue of Primary Scholarships were Rs. 3 per month: Middle Vernacular 

Scholarships were Rs. 4 per month , and Middle Engli sh Scholarships were valued at Rs. 

5 per month.76 

Questi on no. 14 was a most pertine nt one as it asked in what way pe ripatetic 

governesses could be recruited and how best could they be educated and trained. The 

dea rth of appropriate teachers, trained or untrained was a perennial problem throughout 

the late nineteenth and earl y twentieth centuries. Dr. P. Chatterjee, a physician and 

Inspector of Schools on Special Duty and some other gent lemen thought that peripatetic 

governesses could be recruited from the Chri sti an and Brahmo communities on ly, as 

those were the two communities who had begun the movement for educating girl s from 

Ihe second half of Ihe nineteenth cenlUry a nd thus could draw from a pool of second 

generation ed ucated women in the firs t quarter of the twent ieth century. Some Hindu and 

Muslim gentlemen proposed that should liberal stipends be offered, widows and mmried 

wOmen of respectable families of their communities could be trained as peripatetic 

governesses by European lad ies or some member of their own family. There we re 

recommendations for selling up a Normal School for training peripatet ic teachers which 

wns led to the opening of training c lasses fo r teachers at the Eden Female School in the 

evemngs. 

7j Op.Ci l., p. 2. 
7et ' Rccommcnd3lions of the Female Educat ion Committee. June 1911', File no. El25/E, EIISlcrn Bcngal 
(lnd A.uam & I/lcation D('parlntCIIf (A) Proceedings. January 19 12, Nos. 53-56. NA. B., p.3. 
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The Decline and End of the Syslem or lenann Educa tion: 

Although prospects for the system of zenana education were looking bright in the first 

decade oflhe Iwenlieth century, it quickly began to decline by the second decade and was 

complclcly abandoned by the third decade of the century. There were some very pertinent 

factors thai caused a decline in the missionary efforts of pursuing prose lytizing through 

the institution of zenana education. The First World War (19 14- 18) seriously Crippled the 

resources of the Missions. The chief resource for continuing zenana missions in India 

were the constant now of women joining the Church as eager missionaries who are ready 

10 go to great lengths to spread the Gospel. But the war effort needed at the factories and 

fields at home in England. Women no longer had to look towards the Church as the 

means of ga inful employment. When the War ended. the past had changed forever. 

Nothing was the same ever again. 

The Christian missionary organization had lost a lot of their earlier support from 

Ihe nmives during the Hindu revivalist movement which had begun in the 1870s and 

18805, eventuall y cu lminating into the nationalist strugg le for independence during the 

li rst half of Ihe twentieth century. The missionaries had to give up. in the face of strong 

resistance, targeting the upper segment of society and turned 10 evangeli ca l work in the 

poorer segments of soc iety instead. There. zenana educat ion had never been an opti on as 

the lower classes neither could afford the luxury of home education, nor did they deem it 

necessa ry for their daugh ters to have an educat ion in the first place. On the olher hand. 

one of the main reasons bchind the instilUtionalizat ion of zenana education had been the 

social restrictions that required upper class girls to remain at home and in purdah. But by 

the I 870s. the att itude towards missionmies began to sour. Local newspapers and 

periodicals published articles condemning thc prose lytizing mcthods o f the missionaries. 

Douo Pmlwsh. an inOuen tinl week ly paper. regretted that wh ile scwing and English 

language were the two good th ings that the British ladies could teach. their wish to 

conven the ladies of Benga l was what turned the loc.11s againslthcm.77 

7J D(lcc(ll'rok(/,~h. Editorial for May 21. 1870. 
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The spread of moderni st ideas and the coming to age of the second generat ion of 

English-educ8ted Benga li men and a few women weakened the purdah system also. Anti­

British political agi tat ion in Calcutta had its spill-over in Eastern Bengal. Women all over 

India were coming out of seclusion and Eastern Bengal was no except ion. With the 

removal of the most tenacious justification for zenana education, its appea l dimini shed. 

The quality of educati on imparted by the I.e nanfl teachers had ~tl ways come under 

fire from Inspect rcsses.7s They were fou nd to be lacking in proper qualifi cations to teach . 

Equally deplorable was the fact that the great majority of the pupils did not have any 

preliminary instructions in schools. Therefore, the time g iven by lhe peripatetic teachers 

to each house which amounted to not more than two hours a week was painfully 

inadequate, as those two hours would also include devoting time to Bible stories and 

need lework. As observed by A.W. Croft, Director of Public Instruction, in the Annual 

Report on Ed ucation for 1877-78, much of lhe unfavomble resul ts appeared to be due to 

pressure created on the missions from home to show increas ing numbers under 

instruction year by year.N The same report also stresses that because Christian 

missionary societies were receiving government aid. the abi lity o f the teachers must be 

guaranteed. The teachers must subject themse lves to examinatio ns and obtain 

"certificates of fitness" before beginning work. A.W, Croft further suggested that to test 

the work of these certified teache rs. th eir pupils must be examined and Government 

grants to the miss ions must be rated On the bas is of the result of those examinations.lIO 

Such recommendations, however, were never seriously entertained. As the demand for 

teachers always exceeded the supply, such lo fty ideas of mainta ining high standards of 

education in the zenana remained as rhetoric onl y. 

By the second decade of the twentieth century. women had crossed an important 

threshold 10 venture into tertiary education. oeia l acceptance and recognition of the fact 

11 The Inspcctress ofSehools Mrs. Monmohini Wheeler expressed dissatisfaction about the condi tion of 
zenana education in DaCCA. Tippcrah. Bnckergunse lind Furrcdpore, as well as Calcutta. Annual Report on 
Education for 1877·78. Beng,,1 Education (A) Proceedings. Geneml Department. Goycmment of Bengal. 
1878. 
1'1 Ibid .• p. 12. paragraph 3 1. 
to Ibid. 
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that women are to be educated drove mare and more women towards proper inst itutional 

educlllion which rendered more sati sfactory and fruitful results. 

Finally, once prejudice against g irl s attendi ng schools diminished cons iderab ly. 

institutional education proved much cheaper than peripatetic teaching. Official records 

abounded with reports about what a drain On the education budget zenana educat ion was. 

In 1933 the curtain finally fell on an experiment with female education initiated 

by the Chri st ian missionaries and supported by the co lon ial government that lasted more 

than half a century. The experiment was called Zenana Education in government officia l 

education records and miss ionary papers. In the second half of the nineteenth century 

there had arisen the Bengali counterpart of the missionary zenana educat ion scheme 

which was the Anlai7pur Sfri Siksa, run by the nati ve bhadralok class. In 1933 the 

government declared the Zenana Education scheme o ffi cially closed and rea llocated the 

scheme's funds 10 other proj ects. By th at time social and po litical changes hand rendered 

the zenana education system ine fTective and unpop ul ar. Whi le the Benga l Legislative 

Assembl y cited reports of the inefficacy and inefficiency of the system as the reason why 

it should be discontinued, even as late as 191 3- 14 reports s tnted that in Bengal the work 

of the zenana agencies is considered to be " fu ll o fpro misc·'.31 At the end of the period 

under discussion , in 1921 , in the whole or Bengal , there were 61 zenana teachers with 

1.262 pupils .32 Some of the zenana classes in Eastern Bengal suffered considerab ly owing 

to constant change o f centres.3J The work was al so hampered by the ever increasing cost 

or conveyance. The zenana scheme was, From Ihe perspective of a ll parties involved. 

'Illite ex pensive. 

The high water mark of the zenana educati on system had been achieved by 190 1, 

when. at the Simla Ed ucation Conference held in that year, the system was praised and 

policies were formulated therea fter to fu rt her ex pand its activities. Before that . The 

II Government of India. Dep.mment o f Education. Illdil/ll fllt/Cll/ ioli in 1913-1,/, (ClllcUIIIl : su perintendent 
Government Prmling. 191 5). 
J! RClJOrl 011 Pltblre IfI.¥tmcli<m /II Benga! for 191()· 1911. Calcutta: The Bengal Secretarial Book Depot. 
1922. 
t) Ihiti. 
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Education Commission of 1882, popularly known as the HUnler Commission, noted that 

Lenann tenching by missionary agency was the most successful means of educating 

Indian women after they were taken out of school. An important aspect of the zenana 

work was not just the imparting of Engli sh language knowledge along with some 

education. One of the values of zenana work was the free exchange of views between the 

teacher and the zenana who never went ou t of the house . 111C peripatetic tcacher, be she 

an English Chri stian missionary or local teacher, wns the wi ndow to the outs ide world for 

the pllrtiollishin Indy. a great many of whom never set foot outside the ir homes. 

The zenana education system had been thought of as expensive from the 

beginn ing. when wh ite miss ionary \\oOmen began it. When under the operation of the 

constitut ion of 1919 education was transferred from the cen tral government to the 

provincial government, nnd the system hnd to be maintained from the provincial revenue, 

it nl all , its cost-effect iveness came into question . Levying taxes for allocating enough 

money for the zenana schools became increasingly difficu lt for the elected ministries. 

The enactment of the Free Primary Educat ion Bill of 1929 and the Communal Award of 

1932, and, most importantl y, Ihe virtual breaking up of the purdah system since the 

political upheava l of the 19205 made the zenana educat ion scheme an anachronism in the 

system of modern institutionalized education, and hence it was abo li shed in 1933.114 

With the abo lition of the zenana educati on system which was running parallel to 

the institutiona l form of educati on for girls, a signi ficant break with the past in the 

indigenous pedagogic structure was consciously perfo rmcd . The systcmatic exclusion of 

women from mainstream academia came to 0 s low but definite end by the first half of the 

twentieth century. In the following chapter we seck to understand the phenomenon of the 

enforced lack of female educat ion for centu ries and sec how the shackles of denied access 

to knowledge were broken. 

&.I ' Report of the Committee to Advi se on the Polic)' o f Advancing Muslim Education in Bengal: Calcutta 
Gazette:. 1935. 
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Ch:mtcr 2 

From Indiecnous Form to Wcs.ern Model: !lise of Ins.itutions for Women 

The pl!rlinent questions posed by women 's hi storians who study their underdevelopment 

is: how did women, who had been essential and central to creming social wealth end up 

becoming marginali zed in the very society they helped to create, and, how did they get 

systematica lly exc luded from the enterpri se of the production of knowledge and owning 

material resources? The hi stori an Gerda Lerner anal yses the phenomenon o f the 

deprivation of women from educati onal institutions, throughout hi story, in every known 

society, the condition of ' trained ignorance' of women. I The mai n argument Lerner puts 

forward is that women's exclus ion from academia resulted logicall y from the lack of any 

pu rpose for women to be educated. Institutional education deve loped, Lerner shows, 

when men in power needed a group to serve to maintai n and perpetuate thei r interests in 

the mi li tary, rel igious and political arenas. Women, as occupants of the domestic space, 

eventually became di sadvan taged as a group through exclusion from the public space. ~ 

Support ive ev idence for Gerda Lerner's theory of exclusion and its re levance to 

Bengal can be found in tracing the trajectories of educational institutions in thi s region. In 

a book on the hi story of education in India and Pakistan from anc ient to modern times. 

F.E. Keay maps out four ways in which educational institutions came to be formed here.2 

Among the four ways believed to be the genesis of educational institut ions. Keay 

attributes the first one to the custom of idol worship. Throughout the rural landscape of 

Benga l. there were. in every village, Hindu deities and a Brahmin priest for their worShip . . -------------- ----
! Lerner. Gerda, Th" en/alioll oj Feminisl ConsdO Il,\'II(',U: From Ihe Middle Age.~ (() £iglllcclI-sel'I!/IIY (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p, 10. Gerd:1 Lerner's magnllm ()Pll~' is a study titled WOlllCII (w(1 

Hislory in 2 \'olumes. Volume 1 deal s with the hiStOrical origin and cnuse of women' s subordination in 
society lind is ti tled 7111! Crealion oj Palriarchy (Ox fo rd: Oxford University Press, 1986). TIle second 
volume, Til l.! Crealioll oj PemilliSI COII~·ciml~·m!.!;s, deals with the growth of women's awareness of 
deprivation within the struCture ofpatriarehal hegemony in Europe and America. 
: Keay, F.E" A fii.f(()ry oj £dllcotioll in Illdia mId Pakistall. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959). pp. 
169- 171. 
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This Brahm in, in add ition to ofTering worship to the idols on behalf o f all the di fferent 

castes of the village people, was obliged to tutelage those children of the village whose 

parents wanted their offspring to acqu ire letters. and that would usua ll y be male ofTspring 

of we ll-to-do vill agers. Jhis was the origin of the indigenous pafhshala and tol system.J 

In the saJll e manner. after the spread o f Is lam in Benga l. the vill age mosque would have, 

attached to it. a madrassah and a Jnllkwh, where Muslim boys would come to lea rn to 

read the Koran. The second way indigenous schools ori gi nated, accord ing to Keay. was 

through the initiat ive o r the vill age Irllld iord who wa nted his own children to acq ui re 

literacy and did not mind irothcr chi ld ren of tile village took advantage o r hi s patronage. 

In most cases. he would appoint a teacher who woul d be housed under his roof and the 

school would meet on the verandah of hi s hOllse or in some other place that belonged to 

him. The third way in vol ved an entrepreneuri:.1 person who would start it as a 

commerc ial verllure. Such (I venture would normall y be commerciall y viable in urban 

centres where trade, commerce and other economic acti vities took place. Such acti vit ies 

wou ld ideall y require kn owledge o f reading, writing and arithmetic. Such schools would 

nonnally accommodate students o f all castes and re ligions. The fourth way that 

ind igenous educational institutions originated were the ones set up by traders who would 

get together and employ a teacher to teach thei r sons writing and keeping accounts. so as 

to prepare them to take up the family business, These were sometimes called Maluyani 

schools. Ne ither in the rura l setting, nor in the urban, do we see any rea l wish to educate 

gi rls in any of the above mentioned schools, as there was no perceived economic benefit 

rrom educat ing girls . In say ing thi s, however, we must be aware that the women of the 

worki ng classes we re a lways contri buti ng to the fnmil y income th rough menial work in 

the fi eld, in the small home industri es. in smatl businesses and in the market. When we 

talk about the dearth of pro fessions, it is the privil eged daughters and wives o f the 

aristocrati c class who race the compulsions of maintaining purdah and famit y dignity. 

For this class the most important agency in the lnlnsfer of knowledge, culture and 

trad it ion was not form al institutions of instruction, but the family. Through socialization 

) For II more derailed study into the indigenous POliJs(I/a educat ion system and how it was rcplllced by 
inslituriOn5 based on the western model of education, see Shahidullah. K .• 1'1I/~'h{/la\' into S(:hoo/~j : Tilt: 
dCI'dopmCni Qf indigcnous c/clllc/lfmy CdllClIfiQ/I il/ Bcngal. 185-1· /905 (Calcutta: Fimlll KLM Private 
Limited. 1987). 
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with the many tiers of relations within the patrilineal structure of extended kinship: 

grandfathers. grandmothers. uncles. aunts, cousins. s iblings, along with the hierarchy of 

servants --- att itudes. patterns of behavior, norms, manners and morals were learnt. From 

plain sewing to the most exq uis it e embroidery lace-making; from cooking everyday 

ordinary food 10 the preparation of a myriad of pickles and preserves and sweets and 

other delectable items; from the intricate detail s o f every religious ritual to the mastering 

of social deponment - everything was laugh t 10 the female child in preparat ion of her 

destined vocation as wife and mother. Before the birth of a Froebel or a Montessori, 

Begum Shaista Ik ra mullah describes in Behind the Veil, how litt le gi rl s learned through 

what in the modern educati on system is called the " project method,'·4 T he method of 

social learning described by Ikramu ll ah is vivid : 

"They learned cooking by doing play-cooking known as IlImd·/wlia. and learned all that was to be 

learned of household management ilnd the intricate social etiquette bvlaying wit h dolls. Mothers 

and aunts realized the educationnl value of such play and encouraged. advised and supervised it. 

Doll s' marriages were amnged in which girls imitated, in the minutest detail s. all the ceremonies. 

and observed a ll the customs attendant on a real wedding. Any omission Or solecism was 

commented upon by their elders: in this manner the girl s learned what was expected from them in 

the all -impor1ant role ofa hostcss."S 

The lack of a purpose for educating gi rl s s lowly began to vanish in Bengal in the 

nineteenth century when the first generation of English-educated men set out to re form 

society. ThaI is when the woma n's question came up . as they reali zed that home was the 

place where re form had to begin. When they could perceive the wife as companion 

rather than the vehicle fo r procreation and reproduction, the moral purpose for educaling 

th em was establi shed. The growth of organizations fo ll owed in quick sliccess ion. When 

socia l reformers came to believe that hav ing an educated wife at home wou ld mean that 

the home would, to express in Gai l Minuult's compe lling words, "". become a haven (or 

better still , an oasis), so that men would not be tempted to lind the ir companionship 

• Ikramullah . Shaista, IJehil1d Ihe Veil (Oxford: Ox ford University Ilress, 1992. First published by Pakistan 
Publications. (953), p. 11 3. 
} Ibid .. pp. 113-1 14. 
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elsewhere - with courtesans for instance,-6, the soc ial barriers against the spread of 

female educat ion begun to loosen up. The reformers further hoped that. " if middle-class 

women were literate and culti vated - traditi onall y a ro le rese rved for courtesans - men 

would be saved from the dissolute life. and Ihe expense Ihal went along with it.,,7 It mighl 

be relevant he re to mention Ihat , in a nineteenlh century instruction manual for use in 

girl s' schools. olle of the instructions in the ' Housewifery' section on 'Guiding Principles 

to Ensure l lealth and Ilappiness', instructs girl s to ·· I>rovidc recrea tions and amusements 

in the home so that the members of the family may be made happy and kept from seeking 

their pleasures in questionable places (emphasis added):' II 

Thus, social reformers in both nineteenth century England and India considered 

havi ng an educated wife in the home to be a prereq ui s ite to curtailing debauchery, if that 

what ' pleasures in questionable places' indicates. Along wi th the responsibility of 

preservi ng traditional culture in the face of colonialism and imperialism, now il fell on 

the women's shoulders to restrain their men from seeking pleasure from outside lhe 

house.9 This reforming spirit of the educated men, as they challenged the nawabi 

lifestyle, echoed to some extent the 'civilizing mission ' of the British imperia l rulers, the 

justification they used for ruling India. 

At the height of the socia l movement of Bengal wide ly known as the ' Bengal 

Renaissance', the women 's question became an in tegra l pa rt of social reorgan ization as 

all economic and political relations were being renegotiated and reshaped in the colonial 

environment. The demand for institutiona ll y trained educated women was generated by 

the changes occurring in the family structure of the newly ari sing professional class who 

\\ere cmplo)cd in the colonial service. The jo int family structure was breaking up as 

wives began to accom pany their husbands to wherever thei r husbands would be stationed, 

o Amin, Sonia Nishnl , Tllc World of Muslim Womc" in Colonial lkllgal. 1876-1919 (l..cidcn: EJ . Brill, 
1996), p. 43. 
1 !Md .. p. 48. 
I Beddoe. Deidre, Discoveri"g lI'omc/I'S histOlY: A pmctical memllal (London: I)andora Press, 1983). p. 
101. 
9 This thesis is also elaborated in RahmAn, Bilkis. Uni.~h Slwwke Mod/t)'ahit)'o Paribarc Nari- Pllru.fh 
SampllrkajMcn-Women Relations in Middle Clnss Families in Nineteenth Century BengalI. Unpublished 
Ph.D. disser1ation, nle University o r Dhaka. 2011. 
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far away from home. and would thus be required to raise a family and run a household 

without the guiding hands of a host of female relatives of various ages in that were 

readily available in the ' traditional' lo joint family system. But morc important was the 

creation of the generation of Western·educated males whose changing ideas regarding 

what an ideal f'hmil y should be demanded the companionship of an educated wife. The 

transition involved the concerted etTon and patronage of three categories of 

entrepreneurial groups: the Christian missionaries. government agency, and indigenous 

efTort which al so include the agency of women themselves. A discuss ion on these three 

cuw]ysts follows. 

The M issionary Enterprise 

Chri st ian miss ionary enterprise was the first catalyst in establishing formal schools for 

girls in the first half of the nineteenth century. Resort ing to educational activities was a 

str':lIcgy born ou t of necessi ty for the Christ ian missionaries as attempts at proselyt izution 

was not as rewarding in India as it was in Africa. In India the missionaries were up 

against an ancient civi li zation and deep rooted re ligious and cultural traditions. Here a 

few missionaries preaching 011 the streets or under a tree on the wayside. distributing 

Bibles translated into the vernacular would not be ab le to make any dent into the belief 

systems that dmed back thousands of years. The few conversions thai had been achieved 

were from the poorest of the poor among the lowest caste and class. The early schools 

established by the Serampore miss ionaries could also count among its students girls and 

boys from the downtrodden sections of society. There had not been much to impress the 

home committees with for all the hard work the miss ionaries were doing. But things 

began to change from the 1830s onwards, after the arri val of A lexander Duff of the Free 

Church of Scotland. who came to Calcutta in 1830. 

10 Tnpan Raychaudhuri argues that, historically, the ' tradition' of Ihe joim family SlnlCture is not 1hm old fin 
institution . Rather, he says, contrary to populllr knowledge, extensive resCllrch shows the striking faci of the 
abscnce of the joint family before the mid.eighteenth century in Bengal. The history o r the joint family, 
howcvtr. is beyond the purview of this study. Fot detai ls, see. Tapan Raychaudhuri . 'Nonns of F:llnily Life 
and Ptrsonal Morality among the Bengali Hindu Elite, 1600·1850', in Baumer. Rachel Van M. (cd.), 
A.WJeCf.f of Bengali H istory and Society (Hawaii: The Universi ty Press of Hawaii, 1975). Asian Studies at 
Hnwaii. No. 12. pp. 13·25. 
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Alexander Duff was ordained in August of 1829 and was immediate ly chosen as 

the first missionary of the Scott ish Presbyterian Free Church of Scotl and. 11 Sett ing sai l 

for Ind ia in October of 1829, seven months and two ship-wrecks later, and losing at sea 

th e eight hundred books that he had had with him, OufT reached Calcutta in May, 1830, at 

Ihe age of twenty-four, with hi s newly-wcd wife An ne Scott Drysdale of Edinburgh. For 

thc next thirty-six years, ti ll he left Calcutta for the last time in 1863, Duff labored, at the 

expense of deterio rating health condi tions and separat ion fro m hi s four children l 2
• to 

firml y estab lish Ihe concept of the 'educational mission, 1j not just in the cottish 

miss ion. but in all other missions of every denomination worki ng in India. The spread of 

Western knowledge and va lues was th e most effective tool of prose lytizat ion because 

Western educati on was "'inseparable from the Chri sti an fait h and its doctrines, precepts 

and ev idencc", he ld Du ff l
" Opening schools was seen as the most viable option of 

gaining acccss to people. School-houses served the dual purpose of social intercourse 

with different classes of people and of religious worship, In addition to that, the 

missionari es firml y believed in the power of education for opening lip the minds of young 

Indians to the tenets of Christianity. In this connection Duff emphasized the importance 

of femnle education. Opening schools for gi rl s was a priority for the missionaries as they 

had rightl y assessed that, ..... il was wil h Ind ian wO men that the opportun ity of success 

lay both in so far as they were responsible for future generations, and in that they 

presented a major site of resista nce to male conversion. ,,1.5 

I I For a ftlll account of DulTs life and work, sec Pilton, William, Alexander Dllff: Pi(met!I' nfMi~'sioll(lry 
Edllcolioll (New York: George H. Doran Company, 1922). 
Il They were senl back 10 Scot land, as was Ihe custom Ihen, 10 send the children of Company and later Raj 

officials back home so that they could grow up in the ' proper' cultural environment. 
13 See Fuchs, Antje Linkenbach, 'Education and the Process of Nation Building in Pre-Independence India: 
Some Theoretical Re neelions', in Krishna Kumar and Joachim OeSlcrhcld (cds.), EdliClIlion a/l{l Social 
Chollgc ill SOlllh A.fia (New Delhi : Orient Longman Private Limited, 2007), pp. 129- 155. Also see, 
Challopadhyay, Dilip Kumar, DYllamics oISoci,,' Change ill &-lIg"'. 181 7- 185/ (Calcutta: Punthi Pustllk, 
1990). p. 36. 
10 Cited in Ghosh. Suresh Chllndru. The H iStory 01 Ed/ICOlioll ill M()(lem India. 1757-1998 (New Del hi : 
Oriclll Longman Limited, revised and updated edition, 2000), p. 25 . 
I! Weitbrctht . Mrs. (c. 1878). The WOllle" oj lndla ond a nan(1 alld Edllcalional Work mllollg Ihem. 
(London: Indi;m Fenltlle Nonnal School and InSiruction), cited in, Janet Price and Margrit Shildrick, 
' Mapping the Colonial 1J0dy: Sexual EC0110mics alld the Sate in Colonial Indiu'. in Price, Janel and 
Shi ldrick, Margril (cds.). Femini.fI Themy lind lilt.' Body: A Reader (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Universily 
Press, 1999). p. 392. 
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The second half of the nineteenth century saw the expansion of missionary work 

in the zenana and in the health and nursing sector. Miss ionnry propaganda about their 

rescuing mission o f the downtrodden. denigrated Indian women complimented and 

justified the colonist's civil izing mission. A member of the Women's Auxiliary of the 

Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society wrote back home in 1880: "The daughters of 

Ind ia are un welcomed at their bi rth . untaught in chi ldhood, ens laved when married, 

accu rsed as widows and unl ~lmented at their death.,, 16 Missionary journals of all 

denominations were replete with stories of the 'suffering eastern sislers ' and how the path 

of Chrislinnity. which they were bound to follow once they could be educated wo ul d 

alleviate that suffering. According to a missionary reporting in 1883. Indinn women were: 

·• ... irnrnured like caged birds. beating their til ~d wings against the prison walls vainly. yet 

eagerly longi ng 10 team something o r what is beyond. and to hear runher of the fa int whisper 

which has been borne in to them ofa bri&!lIer life somewhere, they know not where, ,,17 

Such propaganda., while helping to recruit mOfe and more women missionaries in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, also aided the imperial machinery in England by 

generat ing popular support for imperiali sm. Thus, the sword and the cross worked in 

tandem to increase their respective power/control over Indian society in general. by 

posit ing in d iscursive construction the vict imization and oppress ion of its women. 

Prolcshlnl missionary efforts had eswblished the first educational institutions lor 

girl s in Eastern Bengal in the 1820s and when those institutions failed to bring uppcr 

class girl s to school, the missionaries converted their enthusiasm in to institutionalizing 

zenana orlame education (discussed in the previolls chapter) as an alternative to forma l 

CdUCal1' The proliferation of such missionary act ivity in Ind ia came as a result of the 

It Ibid .. p. 393. 
I' Warner-Ellis. H. (1883). 0 111' £a.we,." Sisler.f & Their Mluiollllry !-Ielper., (London: Religious Tract 
Society), ( Methodist Archi ves, John Rylands Archives, John Rylands Librllry. University of Manchester), 
cited ill Price Ilnd Shitdrick (eds.), Femillist ThcOIY(lIIri lhe 81)(/Y, p, 392. 
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success of the Evungelical Movement in England at the turn of the nineteen th cen tury. IS 

Missionary work at home and abroad was one of the main tenets of the movemenl. The 

Church Missionary Society (eMS) was formed in 1799 for that purpose. The British 

foreign missionary movement of the nineteenth century, however. was begun with the 

fannati on of the Engli sh Bupt ist Miss ionary Society in 1792, by Wi lliam Carey who 

become its first Illi ss ionary to India.19 The Evangel icals, beli ev ing that missionary 

acti vity was much needed in Bengal because there wus a great need among the Hindus 

for moral reform 2o
, were instrumental in adding the clause in the Charter Renewa l Act 

that lifted a ll restri ctions on the entry of missionaries in Company territory when the 

Charter of the East Ind ia Company came up for renewal in 1813.21 It was thi s clause that 

brought to India Roman Catholic and PrOlestant miss ionaries o f various denominat ions 

from England. Ireland and Scotland. The Charter Act of 1833 threw open India to 

miss ions from a l1 over the wo rld thus allowing missions from Canada and America to 

pour in . The peri od between 1833 and 1853 is classified as the ' age of mission schools 

and col leges ' in British Ind ia . 

r The British Parliament was won over to the Evange lica l cause by the two 

parliamentarians who were also prominent members of the Evange lica l Party. Charles 

Grant, a member of the Court of Directors of the East India Company, and Will iam 

Wilberforce, British politician, philanthropist, who had been converted to evangel ical 

Ch ri stianity in 1784-85. Charles Grant believed that converting the subject people to 

Chri stianity wou ld insure the permanence of British ru le in India , and that Engli sh 

education wou ld he lp the spread of Christi anity. By in troducing both , Gran t argued. the 

pract ica l purpose of cremi ng a market fo r Brit ish manufacturers could be achieved , as the 

IS The ev,mgeliclIl movement begun within the Church of England in the 18'" century from 16111.17'" cCn!ury 
Puritanism. 
I" Mnrshman. John Clark. The l.ife (lnd Times of Carey, Mar.~hm(jn, And Wal'd: EmbraCing the History qf 
the Sel'ampol'/! Missioll (London: Longman . Brown, Green. Longmans. & Robens, 1859. Reprinted by 
Council ofSerampore College in 2005), vol. I, p. t6. 
~ Former governor-general John Shore, an Evangelical And Presidcnt of the Foreign Bi ble Society, 
maintained that with proper missionary lenl. li indus could be convened into Christians ...... since the 
Indian Mus lims were once probably Hindus." Memo;r of the Life olld Corresponde/lce of Joh", LOl'd 
Teiglllllollth, cited in Kopf. David, British Oril!lIta/i~'m and the Bengal RellaiS~'a"ce: The Dynamics of 
"kJian Modem/zollol/. 1773-/8)5 (Berkeley: University of California Press. 1969. p. 141). 
:1 The evangelicals were prominent in England during 1790- 1830. 
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natives wou ld become more industrious and thus help e liminate poveny.22 Lack of 

contact opportunities with the people in genera l drove the missionaries to conclude, quite 

carlyon, that education was the best means of proselYlization . That realization was most 

true "hen it came 10 proselytizing amongst "omen, To conven a I-lindu or Musli m 

\voman to Christianity was not a mean task, given that \"omen were the repositories of 

culture. tradition. re ligion and rituals. It was onl y through providi ng educational services 

that the Chri stian missionaries could come into contact with large numbers of women and 

girls from the bhadralok class. Thus the Reverend S1. C lair Donaldson at the C3111hridge 

Brotherhood Mission li sted four areas where miss ionary work could be effecti ve: medical 

work . zenana wo rk, the opening of schools, and work in the s lums. 

/ The ea rli est acti vities of the miss ionaries in Calcutta and its vicinity are well­

known .:n The first institution set up by Chri stian miss ions was founded in Calcutta by the 

F~nale Juvenil e Society, an organ of the Baptist Mission, in 181 9. The school, s ituated at 

Gouri Bere, Ulwdanga. was named Female Juveni le School and education there was free 

of charge. The arrival in Calcutta of the zea lous missionary Miss Mary Ann Cooke in 

182 1, under the auspices of the Church Missionary Society, and hcr marriage 10 the 

Reverend Isaac Wi lson of the e MS allowed the Society to acti vely engage in founding 

free girl s' schoo ls in Calcutta . By 1823. jusl two years after her arri va l, she had helped to 

set up fifteen girls' schools, The Church Missionary Society founded all organ ca lled the 

Lad ies' Society for Native Female Education in Calcutta and il s Vicinity in 1824 and 

made Mary Ann Cooke (by now Mrs, Wilson) its Superintendent. By then there were 

twenty· four free girl s' schools under CMS manage ment which were handed over to be 

managed by the Ladies' ocicty. In Eastern Bengal also, it was the Christian missionaries 

:= Great Britain. Parifame1llllry PalJt!rs. Vol. X, Paper 282 ( 181 2· 181 3), c. Grant, "Observ3tions on the 
Stille ofSociclY Among the /\ s ialic ubjects of Great Or ita in." cited in, Kopf. Dilvid. Bmi.fh Oncmaftsm 
(lIullhe I)cII8tli RCllaiSS(lncc, p. 143. 
:1 Comprehensive works on th is subject inctude Roy. Benoy Bhusan and Ray, Pmmlli, lAma/ill Missioll: 
Till! Role ofChris/iall Missiollarit'S for II/{' &/rl(arioll of Women in Irj~ Centllry Bengal (1XIhi: Indian 
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge. 1998), Lahiri , Krishna, 'Education o f Women in Bengal. 
1849· 1882. With Special Reference to Missio nal)' ComribUlions'. Ph.D. Thesis. Universi ty of 
Pennsylvania. 1979 (Michigan: Uni versity Microfilm lncemacional , Ann Arbor. U.S.A .• 1985), Laird, M.A., 
MI.fJ ;ontlrit!.~ tmd Education ill Bengal. 179J·1817 (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1972), and Potts, Daniel E .. 
British Oaptisl Missionaries ill India. 1793· 183 7: TlI/1 Hi/>·tOlY of &rampori.' and its MI.uioflaric.f 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univers ity Press, 1967). 
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f who pioneered institutional education for girl s. In the case of Eastern Bengal. we find the 

Scram pore Miss ion to have set up the first girls' schools in Dacca, Chittagong and 

Jcssorc. 

Among the three founders of the Serampore Mission. William Ward was most 

keen to take up the cause of female education as one of the responsibi lities of the 

Mission .24 On (I fund·col lecting trip to England in 1821, Mr. William Ward endeavored 

to draw publi c ' IttenlioJ1 to the 'degraded condition of females in Ind ia ' through public 

speeches and private conversations. Mr. Ward firml y be lieved that convers ion to 

Christianity largely depe nded on a mother' s abi lity to read the Bible to her chi ld. Female 

ignorance and Chri stianity, he also bel ieved. could not exist together. He was able to 

imprint upon the minds o f hi s donors that the women o f India were, "immured in the 

house in a state of complete seclusion from the healthful intercourse of socicty, dcbarred 

all access ta knowledge, even that of the a lphabet, and passed their lives in the frivolous 

tattl e af the nursery:'2S While deploring the fact that the women of India were loaded 

with nn ' into lerable burden' of ceremonial observances and subjected to the 'abso lute 

contra l' of the famil y priest, Mr. Ward maintained that the deliverance of the female sex 

from the domin ion of ignorance and superstit ion was essentia l to the nntional character?6 

On hi s return from England, Mr. Ward look the molter of female cducmion into hi s own 

hands and began selting up gi rl s schools in and around Serampo re and brunched alii to 

Dacca. Chi llagong and Jessore. For the funnin g of these schools the Miss ion wns 

dependent. on the a il e hand , on public support, and , on the other, on annual donations 

from phil anthropists in England while for the management, the Mission depended on the 

wives of the miss ionari es.21 Thus the first Chri stian miss ionary school to open in Dacca 

was the Chri stian Female School. run by Mrs. Charles Leonard. in 1824.28 

:~ Marshmlln. John Clark. The l.ife Alld Time.Y ofCarl'Y, Mar.~II11ItJII, alld Ward. Embracing Ihe /-lis/or)' of 
1111.' SCrclm(Jorc MI.uion (london : Council ofSernmpore College. 2005). vol. II. p. 303. 
~I IbId .. p. 303. 
!6 Ibid. p. )03 . 
~l Ibid. P 297. 
~. Missionary Intelligence ror February, 1828, cited in Jogesh Chandra Bagal. Womcll·s Edllco/ion ill II/dio. 
TI/j' Fiw Phase, (Calcutta : The World Press Private Ltd .• 1956.) Tapati Basu has also given this date in 
'Bullgali MI.')'f.'fJe,. Lelt.hupllra (The Educlltion or Bengali Girl s) in SllradiYIl Anandnbll7..ar P:mika. 1398 
(8enSll li year). 
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Mrs. Charles Leonard' s unfortunate death in 1826 deah a severe blow to the 

Christian Female chool and it had to be closed down. There had been eighteen children 

studying at that school. Two more schools of Dacca, one at Jumma-Kasl, and another at 

Ray Saheb Bazar, had to be discontinued. However. Mr. Char les Leonard, along with Mr. 

Domingo, strove to prevent the decline oflhe other girls' schools that had been set up by 

1828. There were five other schools. one each, in Narandia, Ramgunj, Oayagunj , Jinjira, 

and Bunyanagar.29 As of the Miss ionary Intell igence Report of February, 1828. the 

Nurandia school had on its roll thirty-three little scholars. Nine of them wcre reading in 

the Conservations and Fables. and the rest were in alphabet and spelling lessons level. 

About twenty girls were reported to be in regular attendance. In the Ramgal~ school, the 

number of scholars on the roll was thirty-six , with about twenty in allendance. Twelve of 

the girls were reading easier books. while the rest were at the Elementary Tables stage. 

The Dayaganj school showed twenty-eight girls 011 its roll , with twenty of them attending 

regularly. Two of the children were reading scriptures. and seven were read ing easier 

books. The rest were on Elementary Tables. The two schools, at Jinj ira and Bunyanagar 

were relatively new, with twenty-four and sixteen students attending respectively. 

Between the years 1824 and 1828, four free schools for girls were founded in 

Chittagong where the Serampore Mission had set up a station. The first formal school for 

) girls was setup in Madnribari.JO It appeared to be quite a nouriShing one, with tiny girls 

recorded in the register and forty-five of thcm in regu lar attendance. The children 

attended four levels of classes. At the fi rst two levels they read the spelling tables and 

took casy reading lessons in manuscript. At the third level they read the Fables. At the 

fourth level, they read Gospels and gave verbal explanations of what they read. Annual 

cxamintllions were held in the presence of parents and re latives. Two other schools were 

established, one in Muradpur and the other in Bhu luad ighi. The Muradpur school had 

seventeen students while the Bhuluadighi school was nouriShing with thirty-two students. 

19 MissionilfY Intelligence Repon of 1828. cited in Chllllerjee. Suni l Kumar, Hal/nah Mar:;lml(ll/: Thefi"~'1 
womml mISsionary ill India (I-Iooghly: published by the author. 2006). p. 89, 
10 r ... li ssionary Intelligence Reports. cited in BagaL Women 's ElllI('mioll ill India: Till: Fil'.fll)ha.ff' (Calcutta. 
1956). 
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A fourth school was establi shed in Baut.Dewan11 with sixteen slUdents but it had to be 

di scontinued for reasons not disclosed in the Miss ion Reports. 

Apart from the two important cities of Dacca and Chinagong. the only other 

district in Eastern Benga l where the erampore Mission became the pioneer in runn ing a 

missionary school for gi rl s was Jessore. It so happened that the wife of the District Judge 

of Jessore. Mrs. H.M. Pigou. had set lip a school for gi rls aI her own expense around Ihe 

year 1826 or 1827. There were fifteen slUdcnts in the school, the running of which the 

Judge supervised himself. However. the Judge ' s job being a transferable one, Mr. and 

Mrs, I)igou were faced with the unfortunate circumstance o f hav ing to shut down the 

school as the Judge got transferred to another district. To save the school. thc Judge 

req ucsted the Scrampore Mission to take charge of it, a request lhe Mission gladly agreed 

10. 

By 183 1 the Serampore Mission was running seven schools in Dacca with two 

hundred and nine students and five schools in Chiuagong with one hundred and twenty· 

nine,l2 The Mission, however, was facing financial crises s ince Lhc I 820s due to natural 

calamities and separation from the home committee.}] The death of the founders of the 

Serampore Miss ion was an added factor to the decline of its act ivi ties. The girls' schools 

sutTered the most in an atmosphere of general decline. Beginning from the 18405, the 

missionaries preferred door to door peripatetic teaching, later instilUtionali zed as the 

zenana education system as that gave them access to the wives and daughters of the upper 

echelon of socie ty. However successfu l the zenana system may be though. opening 

fo rmal schools, wherever poSSible, remained the method of choice for the missionaries, 

The Deputy Collector' s reports of 1865 from the sleepy ml/fassil town of Magura in the 

western part of Eastern Bengal mention the active presence of the Baptist Mission there.14 

Under the auspices o f the Christian Vemacu lar Education Society. the Bnptist Miss ion 

) 1 This is Ihe spelling used in Ihe Missionary Inlclligence Report, 
}l According to Mission Intelligence reports ti led in Sunil Kumur Chancrjee. H{mnalt Marshm(lIf, rhe First 
Woman Missionary in I"dla (Caleuna: S.K, Poddar. 1987). p. 78. 
B Ibid. Also 5«, l e. Mtlrshman, Life and Time.9 of Car"y. Marshman WId Ward, Vol. II. 
). ' Exlrac! from the Magoorah Deputy Colleclor's Annual Report for 1865·66,' No. I, daled ),.1 May, 
1866. GOB. Educalion Branch, NA, B. period Jan. I 859-April 1868. Lisl 18. Bundle I, File 6. 
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was act ive in ' improving' existing village Patshalas. An agent o f the Soc iety regu larly 

visited those local schoo ls where gi rl s al so studied . laught lessons to convey the 

knowledge of'Chri stian Truth ' and supplied books to the pundits to "enhance' the pupils' 

knowledge of a ' higher morality'. The school masters who were willing to come under 

the superintendence of the agents of the Society and use the books supplied to them 

received monthly and al1n(l (one-sixteenth of a rupee) for each pupil.J5 The report 

men ti ons: " Female education is not entirely neg lected . There is a female school in the 

stat ion in connection with the Baptist Miss ion, but its opermions are limited. EfTons will 

be made to extend them as opportunities ofTer:·J6 Missionaries of the Welsh l>resbYlerian 

Church. from the ir base in ylhet, extended their evange lical work to the Khnsi and 

Jai ntia Hills (3 di strict of British India)37 and established s ixty-nine schools in the region, 

of which one was exclusive ly for females where lifieen girl s were in attendance as of 

1865.38'. A ll the schoo ls have been reported to be under the exclusive manage ment of the 

Welsh Presbyterian Minister Mr. T. Jones. The quality of leaching, however, d id not 

impress the Deputy Collector. as he commenl S: " I think greater atlention should be given 

to the turning out of a few reall y good and efficient teachers in the first instance, rather 

than the collections ofa large number of pupils at a great man y different schools.,,39 Then 

agai n, the Deputy Co llector goes on to say: 

\~ Ibid. 
Ul lbid. 

" I understand the object o f the Missionaries to befirsl, to obtain the greatest influence over the 

greatest number of Cossyahs: secol/dly, to make this influence instrumental for the propagation of 

the Christian faith . and thirdly. bUI in the last place only. to inform that faith by secular instnlet ion. 

Upon this view I think the measures taken by the Missionaries. are extremely well calculated to 

ff l · b·· .. o ellcctl1clr o ~ecl ... 

») Occupying the central pi:lteau between the valleys of the migh ty river Bralll1Hlput ra and the Surma river 
lind inhabited by tribal people. the Khasi Hills were annexed by the British in 1833. the Jaintia Hills in 
1835. 
}S • Report o f the Commi ssioner o f Dacea on the slate o f education in the Distr icts of his Division during the 
tear 1865·66: GOB. Educat ion Department (A) Proceedi ngs for February 1867, No. 8, NA, B. 

Q Ibid . 
40 Ibid . 
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The attitude or the East Ind ia Company at the tum or the nineteenth century to idea or 

accommodating the missionaries was one or ca lculated indifference at the beginning; 

then , as the nineteenth century drew to nn end, the colonial government and the Christian 

missions merged in pannership especia lly in the enterprise o r rem ale education. While in 

1807 it was sUlIed Ihat, "Missionaries can do no mischier in India . if they are treated as 

fo rmerly. neither encouraged nor oppressed. The true line for the British Government to 

pursue, b obvious: let miss ionaries make as many converts as they can, but give them no 

support on the one hand, or discouragemenl on the other".41 by 1882, the o fficia l stance 

was lhat lhe missionaries were doing a very good job in Ind ia. However, miss ionary 

innuence in the education sector weakened considerab ly within the last two decades of 

the nineteenth century when the xenophilia of earl y reformers was rep laced by the 

xenophobia of the nationa lists and local agencies became more sensitive abou t the 

col laborat ion of the missionary en terprise with colonialism.42 

Govern mcnt Agency 

While discussing the British government 's altitude towards education in America during 

coloni al times, historian Bernard Bailyn writes: 

... . . format inSlilUl;ons of inSl ruction occupied n strategic ploce in Engli sh life . and they Ihcrefore 

fell within the concern of the Slate. But the role of Ihe stale in formal educalion, though forceful . 

was indirect It was exhortatory, empoweri ng. supervisory. regulatory; it was, wilh rare 

exceptions, ndliler initialing. nor sustaining..'04J 

Oriti sh alti tude in India regard ing education was not much different than it had been in 

America. The Macauleyan system of education . in which women did not exist, continued 

41 Major Scon Waring. who was placed on the personal staff of Governor·General Warren Hasling.. .. , 
expressed this view in July. 1807. when he published some "Observations on the I)rc:senl Stule of the East 
tndia Company". ci led in f','larshman. John Clark. The J.if" allli Times of Carey, Mar.l/mwn, and Ward: 
Embmcillg Ille III.YIOIY of the Serampo,.(' MM'siOiI (London: Council of Sernmpore College. 2005. firsl 
rublishcd in 1859, IWO volumes). Vol.I . p. 338, 
~ See Kopf. David, The BrallllfO Somoj alld the Sll(Jpmg of the M()(Jern /"diall Mrnd (Princeton: Princeton 

Universi ty Press. 1979) for a discussion on lhe 'politicization of the Bengal Renaissance,' pp. 129· 154. 
4} Dailyn. Bernard, EtJllwtic)ll in lite Forming 0/ AmericlIlI Sociely: Nee{ls 01/(/ Oppol'll/n ilic.w for SII/dy 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company, fi rst published by the University of North Carolina Press,I960. 
Norton Pal)Crback, 1972), p. 20. 
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to operate until the Wood 's Education Despatch ( 1854)44, which provided a guideline for 

notive education from the primary to the highest levels. The Depanment of Education 

wns establi shed ( IS55) to be headed by the Director of Public Instruction who was 

required to submit to the government an annua l repon on the progress of education in his 

province.4s In the Despatch, there was provision for women education as well , though in 

quite v3gue terms. As evidenced by contemporary newspapers, Wood 's Despatch 

received considemble support from Ihe newl y emergent Hindu middle class, the Hindu 

Bhadralok, emerging from the co llaborat ion of Ihe early banian and mercanti le class with 

the 13l'itlsh.46 Although \\oomcn 's education did 110t feature prominently in the Despatch of 

1854. it was with the spread of \\estern education among Bengali males and the ri se of 

the nascent middle c lass that created the demand fo r social reform and social change of 

which female education was an integra l pan. The Despatch of 1854 was a glaring 

reflection of the British government 's policy of caution and ambivalence with respect to 

the issue of female education. Governmenl did its part by extending the grant·in·aid net 

to both forma l and informal schools for girl s and left it to the locals to take the initiative 

in estab lishing institutions while the newly establi shed departments of education ensured 

full supervision over the use of government aid .·7 

It \\las no coincidence that a milestone in the educnliona l histo ry of India was 

achieved in 1882 during Lord Ripon' s lerm as Viceroy ( 1880- 1884). Education was an 

area o f specia l interest 10 him and he came 10 India committed 10 promote the extension 

of elementary education among the margi nal closses.48 Lord Ripon appointed the first 

education cOlllmission in the history of modern India to look into the anomalies produced 

.... The debate has been extensively dealt with in David Kopf, British OricnUllism and the Bengal 
Renaisstmce (Berkeley: Uni versi ty of California Press, 1%9), A.R. Matlick, British f olicy and the Muslims 
in Bengal / 757· /856. (Asiatic Society of Pakistan, 1%1); Ziltur Rahman Siddiqui, 'Education' in 
Bong/apedia: Natiollaf Encyclopedia of Bangladeslt. (Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2003). 
'1 Departments of public instruction which replaced the provincial boards and counci ls of education were 
set up for Ikngal. Madras, Bombay, the North·Weslern and the l>unjab. the five provinces into which Ihe 
terri lor)' of the East India Company were divided at that time. 
4/, For the early encounters of the British in Bengal, see P.J.Marshatl, Trade ami Conq/lcsI:SIlI(/i('s on the 
RIse of Bl'itij'll DominallCc in India (Variorum Collected Studies, 1993). N. K.Sinha, The EcOllomic History 
o[OengaI1 4 9J.18-1S. vol. 3, (Phanna K.L.Mukhopadhyay. Calcutta. 1984). 
• For details of the Ed ucation Iksp:uch of 1854 sec 1. Richey. SelectiOllS f rQm Educational RCCQ,.(Js. 1840· 
59. Ilon· 11. Calcutta : Superintendent of Government Printing. 1922. 
d Ghosh. Suresh Chandrn, TIll: "n~l()Iy of u tI/catIOn il/ M()(Jem 'I/(lia. 1757· 1998, (1Iydcrllbad: Orient 
LongnUlll l.imitcd. 1995. revised and updated edition. 2000.). p.93. 
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by the Despatch of 1854. Popularly known as the Hunter Commission. the Ind ian 

Education Commiss ion was established in 1882 with the Bengal Civilian Si r William 

Wilson Hunter of The Imperial Gazellee,. of If/dill ( 1881) fame as its Chairman. and B.L. 

Rice. the Mysore Director of Public Instruct ion as its Secretary. In the twenty-member 

body. Indians were represented by Ananda Mohan Bose, social reformer and founder of 

Sadharan Brahmo Samaj, Bbudev Mukhoadhyay, educationist, wri ter and journalist, 

Maharaja Jat indra Mohan Tagore, Kashinath Trimbak Tcelang and Sayed Ahmed khan 

who later withdrew in favor of his son Sayed Mahmud. The Director of Public Instruction 

for Bengal A.W. Croft was also a member of the Commission. The miss ionaries were 

represented by Rev. Or. Miller of Madras. Because of the Hunter Commission's ent ire 

focus on elementary education. fema le education could fit in prominently because. apart 

from a hnndful of exceptional women who had ventured into higher education and made 

some cracks in the glass cei ling. the education of girls was predominally in the 

elcmentary stage even al the very end of the nineteenth century. At the beginning of the 

20111 century. a negligible number of girls were found above the Middle chool stage. The 

figures shown in Tables 2. I. 2.2 and 2,3 illustrate this statement. A comparative fi gure 

for Calcutta has been included in Table 2. I. 
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Table 2.1: Comparat ive Figures for the Number of Girls' Schools in Eastern Bengal at the End of the 19th Century. 

Division High English M iddle English Middle Vernacular UplXr Primary Lo\\er Primar) 

Schools Pupil) """" Pupils """", Pupils """'" l'uplls "1>001 Pupils 

18 18" 1~98 "" 1898 18" 18" '''' 1898 "" 18"8 "" 1898 "" 1898 "" 1898 "" 1898 "" " 
Dhaka 01 01 IJl 130 .. .. .. 04 04 2lS 238 31 II 7IS 812 .... 582 9.171 

10.2:<17 

Chinagong .. .. -. - - .. - .. 0' 0' "' " 1)6 0' 162 III '" '31 6,sOS 7.0S9 

Rajshahi .. .. .. - .. .. - .. .. 04 IS' ,,' 10 II J21 J58 ISJ ISS 2.292 2.<111 

Calcul1a 0' 04 "J ". .. .. .. .. OJ 02 2" '" IS II 1.684 1,.267 " " 4.719 4.7S I 

Total 

Schools Pupils 

Division 1898 1899 1898 1899 

Dhaka 680 624 11.330 10,411 

Chittagong 429 438 6.779 7.287 

Rajshahi 161 110 2.771 2.937 

Calcutta 10' 9' 7. 105 6.626 

Source: Government of Bengal. General Department, Education Branch, General Re-port on Public Instruction in Bengal for 1898-
1899. Calcutta, Bengal Secretariat Press. 1899. National Archives, Bangladesh. 
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Table: 2.2: Percentage of Girls in all Public Institutions Taken Together. 

1891-1892 1896-1897 

Percrntage of Percenllige of 
Division Totol rcmale scholars in rclation Total rCII1:tle scholars in relation 

scholars in public 10 Ih, rClI10ic scholars in public 10 Ih' remale 
innitutions population of inSl il\l !lon~ population or 

school-going IIge school·goi ng age 
(census o r 1891) (census o r 18(1 ) 

Dhaka 14.935 2.0 17. 194 2.3 

Chinagong 13.478 4.3 11.554 3.6 

Rajshahi 3. 156 .5 5. 188 .9 

Calcutta 6.907 \9.7 6.979 19.9 

Source; Fir~1 {!lIillt{/I(!/IlIial Report, 1891·9110 1896.97, Review o/Edl/cation iIlIJet/gal. Calcuuo. Bengal 
Sccretarint Hook Depot. 1918. West Bengal Secretariat Library (V II 67, West Bengal Secretariat). 

The Government of India was happy to accept almost all the recommendations of the 

Education Commission of 1882. The Commiss ion recommended more liberal terms for 

grants-in-aid to gi rl s schools than boys' schools in order to encourage locals to establish 

girl s' schools. It recommended scholarships for girts to provide financial incentive for 

anending schools. I)rov isions for gi rts' hostel s were also to be made to induce girls from 

dislanl places to take advantage of an education. In recognition of the latent function of 

the cducmion of girl s, the Commission recommcnded a separate curriculum for girls 

where pract icn l subjects for girl s like hygiene. domestic science, cooking, nursing, etc. 

would feature prominent ly. 
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Table 2.3: Female Pupils in Public Institutions in Eastern Bengal According to Stages of 
Instruction. 

Stage of Number!) Percentage 

Instruction 190. 1907 1908 1909 1910 19 11 190. 1907 1908 190' 1910 
1O 1O 1o 1O 1O 1O 1O 1O 

1907 1908 1909 1910 1911 191 2 1907 1O 1O 1O 1911 
1908 1910 

1909 

High 3. 28 45 43 55 78 .1 .1 , I , I , I 

Middle 80 82 107 134 168 18 1 .1 , I , I , I , I 

Upper 384 464 468 479 611 606 .6 .6 ,4 ,4 ,5 

Primary 

Lo\\ er 22J2 1 29, 162 39,972 44,657 47.386 38,769 35,9 38,1 39 ,3 41.7 41.0 
Primary (A) 

Lower 39,303 46,776 61,2 18 61.749 67.402 87.700 63.3 61.1 60.1 57,7 58 .3 
Primary ( 0) 

TOlnl 62, 124 76.5 12 101.810 107.062 115,622 127,334 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Compi led from the Reporl On the Progress of Educotioll in Easlern Bengo/ and Assam 
during flteyears 1907-08 to 1911·12. Vol. II . Appendix Table IX, NA.B. 
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TIle aspect of the Il uTHer Commiss ion' s recommendations that affected the cause of 

female education most was that it freed the government from financial responsibility for 

the expansion of primary education in India. The District and Municipal Boards created 

under Lord Ri pon' s Loca l Self-Governmenl Act ( 1882) were given the responsibi lity for 

the management :lOd expansion of primary education, whi le girl s' secondary educalion 

was 10 be "jud iciously extended" where private efTons had been proved to be 

sllccessfu1.49 Loca l, municipal and provincial fund s were to be earmarked in an equitab le 

proportion for the suppo rt of boys as well as g irls ' schools (t he amounts spent by the 

Tllu nicipalities and di strict boards have been shown in Tables 3. 4. 5 and 6). The 

Commiss ion even exempted the government from management of the schools, but 

stressed the need for strengthening the numbers of female inspecting stafT. Local bodies 

were to have real and e ffective au thor ity over schools maintained by them. Subject to the 

conditions laid down by the Education Department for the appointment of teachers, local 

bodies were to appoint teachers of their choice. Female teachers were to gradually replace 

malc teachers in girls ' schools. Securing the co-operation of ladies in the management of 

girl s' schools was also a primary target, However. it wou ld be quile relevant to mention 

here that although on paper it looked good 10 have more women in management and 

teaching positions, the personnel with practical field experi ence thought otherwise. On 

the basis of long experience, the Inspeclress of Schools, Eastern Benga l and Assam, Miss 

M.E.A. Garret, comments that girls' schools need a lmost dail y supervis ion and that "The 

infinite num ber o f detail con nected with a stafT of women far exceeds that connected with 

n sUlrr or men, and from a di stance il is impossible to give them that attent ion which they 

need ." SQ 

The Govcrnment had accepted the recommendations of the Hunter Commission in 

ils entirety. However, even Governmen t ins iders felt that the Commission had not done 

any service to the cause of female education in India by not making the Government 

441 Progrcss of £tlllcalio" in Be"gol. /90]·0) 10 190(5.07: Tlllrd Qlllllqlll!mf{a / Review, Calculla: Bengal 
SecreTariaT Press. 1901, West Bengal State Art:hi ves. 
50 NOle$ 011 the Mallagement and Finallce ()fUrboll Schools by Ihl! IIl!;pc('lr/!ss . M .E.A. Gurrct, Inspectress 
of Schools, Eastern Bengal and Assam, Govemnlent of Eastern Bcngnl nnd Assam, Educ:ttion (A) 
Proceedings for Thc momh of Janu,lry 1912. Fi le No. El25-E, Assam Secretariat, Sylhet Proceedings. 
N:t(iollal Archi ves, Bangl:tdesh. 
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responsible for the expansion of female education in Ind ia and leaving this branch of 

education to the charge of the loca l bodies, vo luntary organizations, religious associations 

and phi lan th ropists. The then Officiat ing Director of Public Instruction C.B. Clarke 

commented that; 

••. • .1 regret that Government h3S made such small allempts to introduce the education or girls in 

Bengal. There is indeed the Bethune school lind Ihe Eden school III Dacca; but. AS Mrs. Wheeler 

(lnspectre5S or Schools) justly obser.es. when Government commenced the encouragement or 

boys' education. it commenced on II very different SCllle. At present the whole Government 

contribution to national girls' education in every shape cannot exceed Rs. 20.000 a year. I most 

rully concur in Mrs. Wheeler's opinion that 10 per cent oflhe net Government expenditure would 

hardly be an adequate ponion 10 dcvote to girls' education . The offi cial reply to this is. where are 

the girls on whom we are to expend Ihe money. which is like sending a chowkidar to count the 

bullock-cans before sanctioning a railway which will creale its own Imme.'oS' 

The recommendations of the Hunter Commission brought the most acute di sappointment 

to the Chri stian missionary camp. It was the missionaries who had lobbied vigorously for 

a rev iew of the Education Despatch of 1854 which was partly responsible for the setting 

up of the Hunter Commiss ion by Lord Ripon in the first place. The British Raj' s 

proclaimed non-interference in religious matters prompted the government officia ls to 

adopt an unsympathetic attitude to mission schoo ls. Also, the growth of nationalist 

feelings in the second half of the nineteenth century translated into hard anti-Christian . 

an ti-missionary feelings, threatening the ext inction of missionary endeavors in Bengal. 

The Il unter Commission. instead of stressing the importance of a more Christian 

education. as the missionaries had hoped. insisted instead that education should be 

secula r. Putting the responsibi lit y of the tmlllngclllcnt of primary education on local 

boards also ensured the virtual eroding or Christian influence on curricula and the 

preparation of text-books. 

" Government of Oengal , General Department. Education Branch, January 1885. File 13. Procceding.s 5·6. 
parngrnph 8. Memo by DPI C. O. Clarke forwarded to Sccrctary 10 the Government of Bengat. West Benga l 
Slate Archives. 

75 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



The types of schools that were established in the post-Hunter Commission years in 

Eastern Bengal ranged from model primary schools for girls, twenty-two in number, to 

urban girl s' schools of an improved type which enjoyed a recurring grant of fony rupees 

per month from the Education Depanment which were mostly situatcd at sub-divisional 

headquarters and other imponam cen ters.'2 A type of school Ihm had no corollary in 

West Bengal but was just a crcmion of Eastern Bengal were Panc/wyeli union girls' 

schools operating in differen t di stricts. They were managed by di strict boards whi le 

necessary capi tal and recurring funds were provided by the Education Dep<lrtment. S3 The 

Education Department also set up Peasant Girls ' Schools in remotc places on an 

experimental basis. They taught up to the lower primary standard and re eived a grant of 

thirteen rupees per month.54 However, no matter what role the government did or did not 

play, it was the people themselves who were the main propelling force behind whatever 

progress was achieved to improve the stUlus of women in society. The main work of 

spreading education through establishing schools was done by the loca l enthusiasts in a 

private manner not too grand in scale. but with immense social impact nevenheless. 

Ind igenous Prh'l,te Enterprise 

The western-educated e lite and the newly emergent Bengali middle class had taken 

seri oll sly James Mill's scathing criticism of how the Hindus treated thei r women in his 

181 7 treatise The History of British india.'s "The condition of women is one of the most 

remarkab le circumstances in the manners of nations ... A state of dependence more strict 

and humiliating than that which is ordained for the weaker sex among the Hindus cannot 

be easily conceived.,,56 Bengal 's answer to such insinuations made by the British 

co lonists and their miss ionary corroborators was the unprecedented push to ' break the 

seclusion of their women and thus pave the way towards women' s emancipation ' , as 

S: Report on PI/blic In.w,."cr;on in B~"'gol for 1917· / 8 (Calcutta: The Bengal Secretariat Book Depot, 
19 19), p. 14. 
jl Ibid. 
~ Ibid. 
U Mill. James. Tile IlistulJ' of O,.;t;$11 I"d;o. vol. I. edited by 1-1.1-1. Wi lson (London, t 840). 
)6 Ibid., pp. 309. 10, cited in Dipesh Chakrabarty, ' PostcolonialilY and the Artifice of History: Who Speaks 
for " Indian" Pasts?' in Gulla. Ranjit (cd.). A Subaltel'lI StluJit'.\· Rl!odl!r. 1986-1995, (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, Oxford India paperbacks second impression, 2003). p. 276. 
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Ghulam Murshid has put it ,57 Thus the concerted eITort of the local elite prov ided the 

second catalyst for the spread of female education in Benga l. While the in telligents ia 

provided the moral and ideological support fo r women's education, the philanth ropists 

sponsored the founding of schools. supported the local initi atives fo r providing zenana 

education and the patronized the numerous assoc iat ions that were fanned 10 in iti ate and 

implement reforms, The waves of the social reform movement init iated in Calcutta d id 

nOi take long to hit the shores of Eastern Bengal where education:11 institutions for gi rls 

sprang up not j ust in the mai n c ities of Dacca and Chitlagong but also in the m()fus.~H 

to\\ I1 S Barisal, onkhali, Ca mi lla, Jessore. Tongai! and Mymensingh, to name a few. As 

Borthwick has observed in her pioneering study on the women of Benga l that. 

"Enthusiasm fo r female education was espec ial ly <lp parent in the mo!us.\'iI, where gi rl s' 

schools sprang up for the daughters of the resident bltadralok. They were rarely set up by 

government init iati ve .'.58 However, the reformatory mood of the ea rl y and mid-nineteenth 

century, Mu rshid states, took a tu m towards retrogression before the nineteenth century 

ended: " mcn fi rst initiated, and then, seeing that women were becoming less subord inate 

and orthodox, reacted against the modern ization of womcn: ,59 Partha Chatterj ee 

di smisses Murshid' s take on the 'womens' question' depicted in the grand narrative style 

as Simplistic and linear, and one thaI does not take into accoun t lhe complex polemic ofa 

society in confrontat ion with the intern al dichotomous pull of the nat iona list veneration 

for traditionali sm on the one hand and the necessity of achieving modernity on the other, 

in a co lonial environment where the domi nant culture of the coloni zer is highl y 

judgmental of the co loni zed as weak and backward ,60 The domestic world of wo men, 

therefore, had to be rede fined, redesigned and remodeled in such a way that would be 

modern enough to di sable the condescendi ng att itude of the British, yet traditional 

enough to uphold the Eastern virtues of spiri tualism and acquiescing of man's absolute 

Sl Murshid. Ghu\al1l , Rc/llctontc Deblltonte,' RI!$polI$1! oj Bengali Women 10 M{J{lerni::alion, / 8./9- / 905 
i RaJshahi : S"hi tya Samsnd. Rajshahi University. 1983), p. 71. 
I Bonh\\ ick, Meredi th. The Chcmgillg Rolt: oJ IYomclI III lkllg(l/, 18.19·1905 (Pri nceton: Princeton 

University Press_ 1984). p. 84. 
S'l lbid .. p. 12. 
110 See Chatterjee. I)anha, ' The atiotlalist Resolution o f the Women's QUC'S tion'. in Sangari. Kumkum and 
Vaid, Sudcsh (eds.), ReCtl.fling lI'(mum; Essays in Colollial lli~'I(jry (N ew Delhi : Kati for Women, \989), 
pp.233-253. 
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authority. Sonia Nishat Arnin 's groundbrcaking work on the modernizing process of 

Muslim women of the upper and nascen t middle class observes: 

"The aspiring e lite had to validate their claim 10 modernity, and at the same:: time establish the 

dignity ofthcir own past tradi tion. Women had 10 be both the proof of the eommunity's modernity 

and its fortress against the denigrating onslaught of that very modenlilY. which if not countered 

would obliterate the Indian 's cult ural c7I:istence: 061 

Thus w~s born what post-colonial scholars ca ll the ' new pmriarchy' , wherein orthodox 

vie\ ... s on womcn's conduct and behavior was strongly cOlllcsted. but then again . as Judi th 

Walsh so poignantl y hammcrs home: "reforms would be allowcd to go only so fa r ~nd no 

fan hcr: ·62 The gendercd scparmio n of homc and public life was a given perimeter, not to 

be negotiated or compromised. Therefore. the teleo logy of soc ial reforms concerning 

womcn did not include establi shing her economic worth th rough employment. To break 

through the restrictions imposed by a contro ll ed reform agenda, Bengali needed the 

power and wealth of a Nawab Faizunnessa (1847-1905),63 the strength of character of a 

Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein (I 880-1932)/S4 the passionate perseverance of a Rashshundari 

Debi (ca, 1809-ca. 1900)65 or a combination of all of the above characteristics to make 

significant cracks in the glass ceiling. These pioneers are only the most illustrious and 

we ll -known of the lad ies or Bengal. There were nameless. countless others who broke all 

convention a l a time and place where sex roles were ri gidly defined and female sexuality 

was strictly contro ll ed and brought about change from wilhin .66 

r,I Amin. Sonill Nishllt. The World of MI/slim WO/llen ill G)/oflial BenKal. 1876-1939 (Leiden: E.J , Brill , 
1996). p. 31. 
6! Walsh, Judith, Dome~tic:ity ill CO/I)IIi(ll/lldia: Whlll WOmell Learned "'hen Men Gave Tllem Advice (Ncw 
Delhi: 07l:ford Universi ty Press. 2004), p. 5), 
/\J Zami ndar o f Com ilia and founder of schools. author of the semi·autobiographical book Rup}a/af in 1876. 
She was also a member of Sakhi Samiti, founded by Swarnakumari Devi . 
(,.I Born in Rllngpur, founder of the first school for Muslim gi rls, the Sakhawat Memorial School, in 
Calcutta in 19t L 
65Born in Pabna, is the aUlhor oflhe first known autobiography, Amar J1601l, first publi shed in 1868. 

66 The nineteenth century British philosopher Herbert Spencer, while explaining the evolut ion of patriarchy. 
argues Ihal the ' domestieation' of women and the dominance o f man was established as means o f socinl 
survivnl: women cnme to be protected from the necessity of production and the competition of Ihe 
marketplace: the less women worked. the better for socicty. si nce Ihe hcnlth of the future generntion would 
then improve. 1fwomen would only perceive the glory oflhe domestic sphere, thought Spencer. they would 
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In the Annual Report on Education of the Director of Public Instruction for 1880-

1881. Mrs, Wheeler, Inspcctress of Sc,hools, sounds high ly optimistic when she says, 

" ,.,everyday brings signs that the demand for female education in Bengal is surely, 

however slowly. ~dv~nci ng and extending.'.61 While keeping in mind Ihal the optimism of 

Mrs. Whee ler was probably biased by the progress registered for Calcu tta and her 

adjoining distri cts. Eastern Bengal did not lag too far behind given the agricu ltural basis 

of the economy or thi s region. History shows that it has always been the forte 

entrepreneuria l middle classes to initiate socia l reform movements. A strong middle class 

wou ld not grow in Eastern Bengal until aner the British len in 1947, Nevertheless, 

irrespective or the Calcutt a-centric development, socio-economic change was crawling on 

at its own puce. 

For administrative purposes, the province of Eastern Bengal was divided into 

three divisions: Dhaka, Chittagong and Rajshahi . The Dhaka Division consisted of 

Dhaka, Narayanganj , Barisa l, Faridpur, Tangai l, Mymens ingh, Jamalpur, Kishoreganj , 

NClrokoll3, Madaripur, Perojpur and Patuakhali. The Chittagong Division consisted of 

Chinagong, Comilla, Brahmanbaria, Chandpur and Noakhali . The Raj shahi Divis ion 

consisted of Rajshahi , Natore, Dinajpur, Jalpaiguri . Rangpur, Bogra, Sllerpur (Bogra), 

Pabna. Sirajganj , Rampur Boalia and Old Maida . Most of these places could claim to 

have possessed several gi rls' schools establi shed by the philanthropy of local landlords in 

the 1860s. When the Director of Public Instruction W.S. Atkinson wrote in hi s report for 

1864-65 thai , "A most gratifying feature in the yen r' s opern lions is that schools of all 

kinds lor girls have increased in number from 102 to 163. and in strength from 2,971 to 

4, I 85:,,6R the ri se in numbers obviously accoun t for the progress recorded in Ca1cutLa and 

its adjacent districts. but Eastern Bengal did contribute to the stati stical figures, however 

small they may be, Morc onen than not, the schools were opened by the loca l zam indars 

wish for none other. Spencer. Herbert. Tile Principles o/Sociology, Wore (OsnabrOck : Otto Zeller. 1966, 
reprint ed.), 
~1 Annual Report on Education for 1880- 188 1. Govcmment of Bengal, Gencral Department. Education 
Brllneh" A Proceedi ngs. dated 23rd November. 1882. NA. B. 
61 Report on Public Instruction in Bengal ror the year 1864-65, GO B. Ed ucation (A) Proceedings. Bundle I. 
List 18. File 5, NA. B. 
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for the education of the girls of the founder 's own family, and later expanded to 

accommodate other girls of the area and thus qualify to apply for government aid . In 

Barisal. Babu Durga Mohan Das. Government 1)leader; Babu Annada Chamn Khastgir. 

Sub·Assistant Surgeon (the girls' school Dr. Khastgir opened in Chittagong later became 

ve ry famous), and Sabu Dwarkanath Biswas, a lamindar. were the driving force behind 

the promotion of female education there . These enlightened gentlemen established two 

femllie schools in the district headquarters and one or the c leven girls' schools that were 

establi shed in the interior of the district that was reported by the Magistrate in 1864.65.69 

The fo llowing year. six more gi rl s' schools were reported to have been added to those 

ex isting in the previous year, and that three of these schoo ls received grant. in.aid whi le 

applicat ion for aid fo r the remaining three was pending.70 A tota l of 16 1 girls were 

receiving education , while the student population in the boys' schools of the di strict was 

upwards of 4,000. One girl from Barisa l passed the midd le standard in the academic year 

188 1.82. 71 All o r those schools, however, did not stand the test of time. In 1911. the 

FenH1lc Ed uc:ltion Committee (discussed in chapter 4), while taking stock of all schools 

in Eastern Bengal, recorded a Middle Vernacular School, a Midd le English School and a 

Mission Middle Vernacu lar School.72 

The 7..amindars of Mymensingh, the district which, during colonia l rule. included 

Tanga il , Kishoregm~, Jamalpur and Netrokona, have been well -known for their altruism 

and pntronage towards thc spread of education. The Magistrate or Mymensingh. in 1865, 

reports that there was one school in Mymensingh Sadar Station where eight gi rl s were 

studying. and two Illore schools in the interior whe re twenty-nine girls were studying. 

The Magistrate also observes: t • ... the nat ives of the di strict appear exceedingly ready to 

secllfc educational advantages ror thei r children ,',7J Even in present day Bangladesh. the 

!>II From C: I . lJuckhllld. Esq .. Commissioner o(the Dacca Divi sion. to the Secretary to the Govemmenl of 
Bengal. No. 653A. dated 811> AuguSl. 1866. GOB. Education Dcpartllleni (A) Proceedings for February 
1867. No. 8. NA. B. 
'!(l lbid. 
71 GOIl. General Department. Educalion Branch A Proceedi ngs. Nov~mbcr. 1882. NA, B. 
n Proceedings of lhe Femllie Education COlllmiuec. 9'" June. 1911 . Educlltion (A) Proceedings. 
Governmem of Eastern Bengal and Assam. Assam Secretariat Sylhel Proceedings. the month of January. 
19 12. File No. E·25· E. Nos. 53-56, NA, B. 
1) Report of the Commi ssioner o f the Dacca Division. GOB. Edu. Branch. February Proceedings. 1867. 

80 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Bindubashini Girls' School of Tangail and Ihe Bidyamayee Girls' High School of 

Mymensingh arc famous as well-functioning schools that have the honor of having been 

founded in the nineteenth century. The Bindubashin i Girls' School was established in 

1882, two years after the Bindubashini Boys' School. by Monmoth Roy. the zamindar of 

Santosh. Tangai!. The famous Roy fami ly maintained the schools entire ly from their own 

fund s. The financial reports compiled by the Female Education Committee in 1911 show 

Ihal there was a Head Pundit for the school on a month ly pay of lwenty rupees. a econd 

Pundit and an Assistant Mistress on a monthly pay often rupees each and a maid servant 

on a mont hl y pay of three rupees and eight ann ns and that the school was supported 

entire ly by the ",llmindars Oabu r ,N. Roy Chowdhuri and Babu M.N. Roy.74 

The zamindars of Muktagachha and their extended family were the soc ial leaders 

of Myl1lcnsingh fo r seven generat ions till they len their ancestra l home for Kolkata after 

the abolition of the zamindari system in 1950,75 The area known as Binodbari was 

renamed Muktagachha by Ramram, the elde r of fou r sons of Sri Krishna Acharya who 

came to live here from Bagura with th ree of his brothers and founded the zamindari. 

The ir descendents built canals, roads, charitable di spensaries, libraries, boys' schools and 

schools for girl s. Maharaja Surya Kanla Acharya, an adopted SOil of the descendents or 

the fou rth and youngest son of Sri Krishna Acharya became an extremely prominent 

zaminda r o f" Mymensingh who played host to Lord Curzon during the latter's visit to 

Mymcnsingh in 1904. Rab indranath Tagore, Mahatma Gandhi and Subhash Chandra 

Bose also stayed with the zamindars of Muktagachha when they carnc to Mymcnsingh. 

Thcy lodged at the Alexander Cast le, the house Maharaja Surya Kania Acharya had built 

ror the Czar of Russia, Alexander II , when he was in vi ted by the Maharaja to visit 

Mymensingh (The Maharaja built the house fo ll owing Russian architecture for the Czar 

10 stay in, although Ihe roya l guest never came). Mahardja Surya Kanta Acharya donated 

property Ilml wou ld yield an annual income of Rs. 2,000 to the National College of 

"' Op.Cit . 
1\ The autobiography o f Sri Jibcndraki~hore Achflryflchowdhury. the la!>t descendent of Sri Krishna 
Achllrya (Ihe founder of the r-,'Iuktagachha zamindari) 10 haye lived in Muklagachha, gives in delaillhe 
famil y tree nnd the life and limes of the ll.lmindars in, Ami. Prolhom Khot/do: Prmlffm Kollra, Diliyo 
Kh(mdo IImOl" KOIlw [Mysetf. PAn I: Story of the Past, Pan Jt : My Story) (Kotkata: Pioneer Publishers, 
Pan L 1979 lind Pan I L 1983). See also, Sallar. Muhlunmed Abdus, MYIII/!n.~ingl/ Ane/mll: /· Jall/idol"der 
Ilihosh [History of the Zaminders orMytnensinghJ ( Dhaka: Kiltharup Library. 2006). 
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Jadavpur, which has now become the Jadavpur Univers ity of Kolkata. The moSt abid ing 

legacy of this family that is relevant to this study, however, is the establ ishment of the 

Bidyamayee Girls' High choollhat is still considered as one of the best school for girls 

in Mymensingh. In 1873 Rambabu, another illustrious member of the Muktagachha 

zamindar fam ily established in his house which stood on 3.523 1 acres of land, a school to 

educate the girls of the famil y. At some point of time, the school was named Alexander 

Gi rl s School. Whether the Alexander Gi rl s' School was named aner Ihe Czar of Russia in 

anticipat ion of his visit or not. we cannot be sure until historical documents to thaI effecl 

have been found. but it is most lml ikely that it was named aner the famous miss ionary 

Alcxnllder DufT as some rescnrchers have cla imed.76 Not onl y did the miss ionary 

Alexnnder DufT nevcr vis it Mymensingh, or any pan of EaSlern Bengal, for that matter. 

the pat rons of the school were onhodox Hindu zamindars, and had no logical reason to 

name their school aner a Christian miss ionary. This school became the famous 

Bidyamayee School through the generous funding of zamindar Jagat Kishore Acharya. 

yet another philanthropist of the family of the Muktagachha zamindars. He donated finy 

thousand rupees to honor the memory of his mother Bidyamayee Dev;' To honor the 

wishes of the generous donor, the name of the school was changed from Alexander Girls' 

School to Bidyamoyee School. Later the zarn indars of Gauripur and Krishnanagar, both 

extended famil y members of the Muktagachha zamindars, donated nineteenth thousand 

rupee-s and six thousand rupees respecti vely to build a boarding house where there would 

be provision of separate accommodation for Hindus, Muhammadans, Brahmos and 

Chri st ians and separate kitchen and di ning arrangements for each community so that 

boarders would not have to fenr losing casle or face olher problems regarding socio M 

religious customs. The school was ab le to create a positive response from fhe le.ad ing 

Muslim families of My men singh. 

When the Female Education CommiLLee enquired about the condit ion of girls' 

schools in Eastern Bengal in 1911 , Bidyamayee Gi rls' School had a student population of 

150 of whom 70 were beyond the Lower Primary SWge. The Head Mistress, Miss 

' 0 Mir. Zaheda Nazneen. Bangladeshi! Nari UnnoY(lIIer Dh(lra. 19-17· /995 (The Process of Women's 
Development in 13ungladesh, 1947- 19951. unpublished Ph.D. thesis. Depanillent of History. Jahangi rnngar 
Ullivcrsity. 2009. p. 72. 
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13haktishudha Ghosh trained at Isabella Thoburn College, Lukhnow nnd was able to 

l113intain a most amiab le environment in the school as the report observes: "Teachers and 

children appear more friendly, Engli sh is spoken more freely, and drill and games have 

been introduced daily throughout the school." 77 Probably because of her superior 

qualifications or probably because Bidyamayee School was so well·endowed. Miss 

Ghosh was the highest paid Head Mistress among her contemporaries. She received a pay 

of Rs, 150 per month, whereas He~ld Mistresses of girls' schools of other di strict 

headquarters were hardly paid ha lf that amount. For example, the I-lead Mistress of 

Barisal Middle English Girls' School, the I lead Mi~tress of Pabna Girls' School and that 

of Faridpur Middle Vernacular School received Rs. 30 per month; the I-lead Mistress of 

130gra Middle Vernacular Girls' School received Rs, 40 per month while that ofNoakhali 

Girls' School rece ived Rs. 50.18 The I-lead Mistress of Faizunnessa Girls' School, 

Camilla, another well·endowed school, received Rs, 75 per month , Even the Head Master 

of Dr. Khastagir's Girls' chool in Chittagong was paid Rs. 125 per month. 79 In 

comparison. Miss Ghosh was highly paid indeed. The ten other tcachers who were 

employed there during the first quarter of the twentieth century, and a matron who looked 

after the hostel . were also paid more than the average standard sa lary of those times. 

Except fo r three, all of the teachers of the school were fema le. The patronization of girls' 

education was a tradit ion the zamindars of Muktagachha continued in the area, In 1907 

zamindar Nagendra Narayan Acharya Chowdhury, another descendent of Sri Krishna 

Acharya. founder of the Muktagachha zamindari. estab li shed a school in one of the 

houses he owned for the education the girls of his family. According to the autobiography 

of Sri Jibendrakishore. ho\\ever. the school was establi shed by Nagendra Narayan 

Acharya Chowdhury's wife Mrinalini Devi in memory of her husband. The school was 

initially established only for the girls of their family. By the 19305, daughters of the 

.t..alllinder's employees began to be allowed admission and gradua ll y the Muslim girls of 

the area werc allowcd to join also. The agendra Narayan Pilot Girls' I-ligh School is 

n Proccedings of the Fcmale Education Comm inee. 9" June. 1911 , Education (A) Proceedings. 
Government o f Eastern Bengal and Assam. Assam Secrelarial Sylhel Proceedings, the month of January. 
1912. File No. &25-E, Nos. 53-56. NA.B. 
7t Financial Statement of Zillah Girls' Schools, Procl.-edings of ,h~ Female Education Committee. 91h June. 
1911 . Government of Eastern Bengal and Assam. 
1<1 Ibid . 
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now an institution with over a thousand female students.so These schools that have made 

a considerable impact on the soc io·cultural development of Mymensingh stand proud 

today as reminders o f the social reform movement that stirred all o f Bengal in the 

nineteemh century. 

Like Mymensingh, Jessore. a southwestern di strict of Eastern Benga l presently in 

the Khulna Di vision (Jessore was first in the Nadia Division. and then in the Presidency 

Division during colonial times), was quite advanced economically and culturall y. The 

Magif>lrmC of Jessore, in hi s annual general report for the year 1865·66 reports that there 

are fifteen schools for girl s in the vicinity of the di strict headquarters, of which 5 are 

aided by Government . and there are also three schools for adult females. We would like 

to present the observations about Jessore of R.B. Chapman, the Omciating Commissioner 

of adia in 1865 in its entirety: 

"A subjeci of much inleresl is Ihe stale o f the Female School in the district. The average 

attendance at these schools is from eight 10 ten or 12 girls. They are generally established by some 

enlig.htened resident in the vi llage. who gives up a room in his house for It school. sends some of 

his female relations to be taught. and appoints his brolher or cousi n Or somc near relation to teach 

them . The gi rl s learn to read and write Beng.alee; they have not yet advanced to the point of 

receiving English instruction. Two of these schools I have inspected, and was very much 

astonished at the progress which the girls had made, and at the eagerness which they di splayed in 

wishing to learn. The answer which they gave to questions put to them, shewed an evident 

understanding of what they had read; their replies shcwed, I think, greater quickness than was 

observable in girls of the same age. To make the advantage deri vable from the schools, however 

permanent . the establ ishment of adult fem;lle schools is indispensable. lhe customs of the country 

require Ihal the gi rl s should be married m an early age ... Thcre is. undoubtedly. a desi re amongst 

the more il1lell igent o f the community 10 have their female rdations educated. and a begi nning has 

been made in Jessore. which is highly smisfa ctory,'·81 

The Commissioner regretted that because or the custom of early marriage, the education 

which little girl s receive in the short period that they stay in school is soon forgotten. 

10 Islam, Aminul. Nagelldra Nara),,, Pilot Girls ' Scllool: 101 . Star Insight: Know Bangladesh Better. A 
Fortnightly Supplement of The Daily Sta,.. June 2 1.2008, vol. 2. tssue 25 . 
I I Extract from the Jessore Magistrate's Annual Generol Report for the year 1865·66, From R.O. Chapman. 
Ofliciating Commissioner of the Nuddea Division, GOB, Education (A) Proceedings for Februnry, 1867, 
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That is why he sees the necess ity of adult female schools. He reiterated the necessity o r 

female teachers and lamented the lack of them. The Commissioner a lso insisted in his 

report on the desirabi lity and o f the introduction o f sewing and needlework in the 

curriculum. Kusht ia. which is presently in Bangladesh, was a district of the Nadia 

Division in co lonial times. As early as 1854. in Kumarkhali of Kushtia, Kangal Hari ns th 

Majllmder established s vernacu lar schoo l adjacent to the local temple, where the Hindu 

girls of the area presumably studied with the boys.82 Nothing e lse is known about the 

schoo l. The Kumarkhali area truly pioneered girls ' educmion in Kushtia. In 1873 the 

loca l landlord Babu Ramls l established a girls ' school wh ich has remained till today as a 

legacy of the ph ilanthropy o r the loca l zamindars. It is a government high school today 

and is ca lled Charulata Government High Schoo l.83 

The Bamabodltini Pofrika (Journal for the Enlightenment of Women)84 also 

reported in its October issue or 1865, citing Dacca Prakash8j that girls' schoo ls were 

establi shed in Dlirgapur, Dhanputa, Manga lpaut, Azmatpur, Mathurapur, Agrail , Khajura, 

Majial i. Gohcrpu r and Nebulals o f Jessore district. and that each school had an average of 

len to fiOeen students. ix teen ladies were said to be s tudying in Ihe adul t female 

schools.86 The Amri/a Bazar Pa/rika. an innllential daily newspaper published from 

Calcuua s ince 1871, had begun its journey from Jessore in February, 1 868. ~7 From its 

very first issue it began strongly advocating for gi rl s ' education and zenana educat ion as 

Ihe onl y ava ilab le So lUlion short o r rai sing the age ro r marriage . The paper praises the 

financial assistance given by Babu Raj Kri shna Mitra, a C lerk at the Faujdari Court. for 

I: Al i. Shawkat. Kushriar Irj}u:uh (History of Kushtia) (K ushtia, 1978). cited in Nazneed. Mir Zaheda, 
• Brmg/adcsllc Nori UnllaY(JfI(:r Dhara '. p. 73. 
S) Ibid. 
~4 The most popu lar monthly journal for women published from Cal cutta. Edited by Umeshchandra Dutt. it 
WIIS in circulation from 1863 to 1922. the most long-lived of all journals thrlt begrln publication in the 
nineteenth century. 
8) Dacca Prakash was the first weekly newspaper published in Bangia which began publicalion in 1861 . 
III> 8amab(){lhrni Palrika. October, 1865. cited in Bnsll. Swapnn . Sfllllbncj-Samayikpaire Unish Shalakcr 
lklllgali~'(JI'/(Ij: 1'0/. /I [Bengal i Society o r the Ni neteenth Century as Depicted in Newspapers and Joumals] 
(A Selection of news and articles from 19th Century Journuls compiled and edited by Swapan Basu). 
(Calcutta: WeSt Bengal Uanglrl Academy. 2003), p. 293 • 
• , The paper was edited by the brothers Sisir Ghosh and Moti Lal Ghosh, whose mothcr·s n:une was 
Amrita. Their father. Hari Narayan GhOSh. who funded the p,'per, was a rich merchant of Jessore. 
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establishing the Jessore Hindu Girls' School in the town of Jessore in January, 1867,83 

The land for establishing the school was provided by Babu Madan Mohan Majumdar. It 

started with six girls. but within a year, had twenty girls on its roll . studying at the Lower 

Primary level. The students did not pay any fees; the expenses of the school were 

complctely managed through the patronage of the local merchants and rich landowners 

whose daughters and relatives attended the schoo l. The Inspector of Schools C.B. Clarke 

and Ihe Collector J. Monroe visi ted the school and expressed sati sfact ion with the 

perlormancc of Ihe students and gave thcm prize money of five rupccs.89 

In Rajshahi. in 1868. Raja Promoth Nath Roy, of the wealthy Dighapauia 

zamilldari. provided an endowment of Rupees 4,500, so that the Rajshahi Aided Girls' 

School could survive.90 It was to be a permanent endowment, paid in Government 

Promissory Notes, yielding an annual profit of Rupees 180 which would meet the entire 

amount of private or loca l contributions and keep the school running. In honor of this 

contribution, the school was renamed after the Raja. By 19 11 the school was housed in a 

good building and there were eighty-five girls on the ro ll , three of whom were beyond the 

Lower Primary stage. There were several British ladies residing with their husbands in 

the Raj shahi district headquarters and they were willing 10 serve on the school 

Committee. The schoolloday is ca lled Government Promoth Nath Girls' High chool. 

Like the Roys of Dighapattia. Raj shahi , in Pabnn we find mention or Babu 

Harishchandra Sharma in the November, 1862 circulation of Sompl'llkash. He set up a 

girl s' school in his own house. at his own expense in that year. ')! Harishchandra Sharma's 

wife Bamashundari helped her husband by teaChing the gi rl s. Within a year of the 

estab lishment of the school, there were twent y-five girls studying there, a ll daughters of 

the Hi ndu landowners and wealthy merchants or the town. The Pabna Girls' School, as it 

I. Amri/(l Oa:ar Patrikll , March 26. 1868, cited in Swapan Basu. Som/xulSomoyilcpalre Unish $hata/t.e, 
8allgali~amaj. pp. 296-297. 
"Op Cit .. p. 297. 
00 Memorandum f!'(lm \V.S. Atkinson. ESQ., DireCtor of I)ublie Instruction, No. 1686. duted Fon William. 
the 7" /\pril. 1868. GOB. Branch Edu .. (A) Proceedings Nos. 8)-84 , NA. O. 
Q I Sumpraka.\h was a weckly ncwspuper staned in Noverrnber. t 858. by Dwarakanath VidYAbhusan(1819-
886), n pro fessor of Sanskrit College. The ncwsp"per used to be published rrom his home al Changripola 
village, ncar $onarpur. southeast of Calculla (now Kolkala). 
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\\(lS ca lled, received a government grant of thirty.five rupees per month . Babu Prannath 

Saha \\a5 the Secretary of the school ::md his sister (her name is not found in any record) 

was a teacher there. Sri mati Bamashundari, wife of I-Iarishchnndra Sharma. was the Head 

Mistress and drew a salary of twenty rupees per monlh.92 By 1911 the pay of the Head 

Mistress had increased 10 thirty rupees_ There was n I-lead Pundit for the school on a pay 

of twenty.five rupees per month. Female Educ3Iion Committee (FEC) reports show 

District Board and Municipality contributions of twenty·two rupees and eight rupees 

respectively. Private sources contributed twenty.five rupees to the monthly income of the 

school.9J There were seventy-six children on the roil as of 1911 , of whom 12 were 

beyond the Lower Primary stage. Government sanctioned Rs. 12,000 for acquiring land 

for the school and construct a nc\\ building complete with mistresses' quarters. FEe 

reports say this school is one of the best in the Rajshahi Division. Of the other schools of 

the Division. the Rangpur Aided Gi rls' School owed the entire cost of construction for 

the building il was housed in , to the generosity of Babll Ananda Mohan Roy Choudhuri , 

zmnindar of Tepa. As of 1911 . the school had sixty children on the roll , of whom six 

were beyond the Lower Primary stage. Babu Ananda Mohon Roy Choudhuri had 

promised to pay another sum of Rs. 2,287 to carry out improvements to the schooL 

Another zamindar, Raja Sural Chandra Roy Choudhury of Maida. promised Rs. 5,000 in 

1911 to acquire a new building for the Barlow Aided Girls' School, Maida. There were 

nearly 100 children on the roll. The Head Pundit. a second pundit and the Head Pundit's 

wife nmdc up the tenching staff. There were two European ladies in the Maida station, of' 

whom one was .1 doctor and both of them were on Ihe managing committee of the school. 

The Aided Girls' School in Jalpaiguri was one other school where there was a I-Icad 

Mistress and she enjoyed a salary or fo rty· five rupees per month and a there was a second 

mistress on a salary of twenty rupees. The school had fifiy·four students on its roll. The 

wife of the Commiss ioner, Mrs. Monahan sat on the school Committee. The FEC found 

fifiy·four girls in the Dinajpur Aided Gi rl s' School of the Division of whom two were 

beyond the Lower Primary stage and sixty girls in the Bogra Aided Girls' School seven 

9! Dacca PraktlSII. 3 1 December, 1863. cited in Swo.pan Basu. 2003. 
9} Finanei,,1 Stalcments of Zillah Girls' Schools, Proceedings of the Female Education Commillee. 9'" June. 
1911 . Government of Eastem Bengal 3nd Assam . 
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of whom were beyond the Lower Primary stage, but there were no secondary schools for 

girl s in the Division yet. 

Till now we have secn that the Hindu landowners and merchants and other 

profess ionnls have come forward with their will. their money and their labor to better the 

lot of the womcn of thi s region , In Sirajganj of the then Rajshahi Division, we find a 

Muslim philanthropist who made a name for himself not only as an au thor94 but also as a 

founder of many boys' schools in Pabna, Dhaka, Faridpur and Mymensingh, the places 

that his work took him. Munshi Mohammed Mcherullah hirajganji was a Municipality 

Commissioner and also Member of the District Board and loca l Union Board, In 1895 he 

foundcd a girls' school in hi s own village Hossa inpur. in Sirajganj, now a full-nedged 

district. and there worked, Khairullnessa Khatun (c, 1876- 191 0). whom researchers 

identify as the first Muslim professional woman of Eastern Benga1.9s From the inception 

of the school in 1895 till her death in 1910. Khairunnessa Khntun spent the last fifteen 

years of her life working for the school in Sirajganj while her husband Asiruddin. with a 

transferable job as Sub-Registrar, moved from one district to another, As the founder of 

Ihe school did not have the means to provide a large endowment, Khairunnessa Khatun 

took it upon herself to contribute to the school funds from her own income and appea l to 

the men and women of the village help bear the expenses of the school. The story goes 

that she implored the womenfo lk to set aside a little bit of rice before cooking everyday 

so that she could coll ect them, se ll the rice, and buy provisions for the school as it d id not 

charge fees from the students and they had to be provided with books, paper and 

penci ls,96 Her failure to induce the wealthy people of the surrounding areas led her to 

\\fite a scathing criticism of such people in an essay in the monthly journal Nahllflul1
, 

"'" Mllnshi Mohammed Mehrulhlh Sirajganji wrote didacti c tracts aimcd at social rc fom' and moral 
~Jucntion . A fe w of them arc: Isla",; Ooklraamal(j ILcclurcs on Islam) (I 897?); 00/)'0 Bihoher Bi,fh",oy 
PlIO/I rhe l)oi5Onous Results o f Child Marriage) (1909): UptI(k s/unala I String of Advises) (1909), 
MOI!(lhjlhol1er Korlohyo [Duties o f Mankind] nnd O(h~r books, 
91 See Maksud. Syed AbuL POlhileri! Noribod; Xhoinmnt!.fSo Klulflm IKhnirunncssa Kh:Hun, the Pioneer 
Feminist) (Dhaka: Shahitya Prakash, 1992) p, 54, 
'16 Ibid .• p. 22. 
"" The monthly Nabanllr staned to be published from Calcutta (now Kolkata) in 1903 . Syed Emdad Ali 
was the editor. II was the first journal edited by a Bengali Muslim which carried write·ups by Hindu and 
Muslim Indies in every issue. Azizunncssa Khalun and Rokcya Sakhawal t·lossein wrole regularly for 
Nabollllr. 
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which was published in 1904 under the title 'Amtuler Sikshar AnUlray'. which, translated 

into Engl ish, means, ' the obstacles to our education t:~B She wrote with anguish how the 

Hossainpur Balika Bidyalay of Sirajganj established by Munshi Mohammed Meherullah 

and supported entirely by him was languishing for lack of fund s; the school needed desks 

and choirs and teaching material : repealed appea ls to the Rajahs, nwabs, zamindars and 

wea lthy people of the counlry did not yield any financial help for the school ; if such was 

the case, then how would a worthy calise like women ' s education nourish?99 She 

compared u li fe without educa ti on to a world wi thout the sun. An uneducated person was 

like an animal, she "aid. Irlearning increase!) OJ man's quality, wouldn 't it do the same for 

n woman. she 'Isks. An educated \\oman can increase the quali ty of family life mani fo ld . 

she says, Finally, she invokes Islamic and Hindu scriptures 10 show how re ligion does not 

have any conflict with educating women. tOO The Hossainpur Girls' School did, finally 

receive a negligible amo unt of aid from Ihe gove rnment and a little aid from the District 

Board. In answer 10 a question placed in the Bengal Legislative Assembly of August, 

1914, by the I lon'ble Maulvi Mazharul Anwar Chaudhuri as to Ihe number, location and 

amount of aid given 10 girl s' schools exclusive ly for Muslims, Miss Brach, the 

Inspcctress of Schools, provided a complete lisl of all schools for Muslim girls and there 

it was mentioned that Hossainpur Girls' School received Rs. 3 as government grant-in­

aid and Rs, 5 from the District Board as aid. tOt 

Khuinlllncssa Khatun was not only active 10 spreading the light of education 

among womcn in u backward village of Eastern Benga l; she was al so among thc earliest 

Muslim women to actively participate in politics, She was an activist of the Congress 

I)arty and published another essay in Nabanllr ( 1905) in support of the Swadeshi 

'4 Khawn. Khairunnc.~a .. Amadcr hikshar Anlarny' (The Obstacles 10 our EducI1tionJ. in Nohal/tIr. Year 
2, \10. 8, Agl11hll)an. 13 II (8S), (1?04 according to the Gregorian Calender ) . 
... , Op.Cit ., p. 21. 
tOO Two essays by Khairunncssa Khatun. 'AII/ader Slti4sllOr An/amy' and ·SII'(I(/(o.r/wflllrag· hilS been 
reprimed in in full in Akhtar, Shaheen and Bhowmik. Moushumi (cds.), Bo"gali /1111$01"'011 Lek.hikadcr 
N"ba~hira RlI~h{m(l. 1904-/938 Ian anthology ofselcctcd writings of Bengali Muslim women, 1904· 
1938/. (Dhaka: The Universi ty Press Limited, 1998), pp. 39·46. 
lO t Answer givcn by the "Ion'blc H,F. Samman to Ihe qucstion asked by the Hon'ble Maulvj Mnharul 
Anwar Chlludhuri li t the meeting of the Bengal Legislative Council held on the 5111 August. 1914. GOB. 
Gencrnl Dcpanment Education Bmnch (A) Proceedings, Novcmber, 191 4, File No. 11 ·c/66, Nos. 91-93, 
NAn, List 18, Oundle42. Oct-Mllrch. 19 14· 191 5. 
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Movement, urging women to boycott foreign goods. She published anti·8rit ish political 

articles under the pseudonym Khoyer Kha Munshi. Some of the extant art icles are: 

' Rajnaitik Andolon 0 Musalman ' (Polit ical Movements and the Muslims); ' Swadeshi 

Mangal ' (Swadeshi Welfare), ' Swadeshanurag ' (Patriotism) and 'Amir Ali Shaheber 

Probondho ' (The Essay of Mr. Ameer Ali). She a lso wrote a didactic manua l ca lled Satir 

Pari Dhakti (The Devotion of a Chaste Wife) which was first publi shed in 1908. The 

second edition of the 61 ·page booklet was published by her husband Mr. Asiruddin in 

1911 after her death . La ter two more ed itions came out. prov ing the populari ty of the 

manua l. It con tained advice ilbout conjugal rdationship. child-rea ring and the importance 

of a woman's place in the fa mily. Khairunnessa Khat ll n combined the qualities of 

polit ica l and socia l activism with idea lism which, as a Muslim lady li ving in a remote 

village removed far from the soc io·economic and polit ica l hub of Dhaka or metropolilfln 

Calc:uua, was a rare phenomenon in that time and age. The school she so loved and gave 

up fo llowing around her husband in the dis tricts he served fo r has been devoured by the 

mighty Jamuna rivcr, but her legacy remains as the pioneer feminist and educationist of 

Eastern Bengal. 

Another brilli ant legacy len. by a woman who was a lso a 7.amindar is that of 

Nawab Fa izunncssa of Camill a in the Chiuagong Division. The impression of the 

Magistrate of Camilla in 1863 was: " About nine-tenths of the inhabitants are 

Mahomcdans. und these. as a class . evince not onl y to the scheme of Government 

Ed ucation, but arc positive ly hostil e to it." Within a decade of the submission of that 

report. Nawab F'aizunnessa was moving mounta ins to ga in support for female educat ion 

among that " hostil e" community. In 1873, Faizunnessa Chaudhurani , established at 

Kandirpar in Comilla town, a primary school for g irls which today still proudl y stands as 

the lasti ng legacy of a great patron of learning and is call ed the Nawab Faizunnessa Girl s ' 

High School. Camill a. By 19 11 , when the Female Education Committee was taking stock 

of the girl s' schools of Eastern Bengal . it wns found that the school consisted of two 

branches. a Middle Engli sh branch and a Lower Primary branch. In the Middle Engli sh 

branch there \vere fi ve teachers. all of them female, and all we re do ing "rcmarkabl y 
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\ ... cll:· I02 One of the teachers was trained at the Eden High chool which had begun the 

tcachers' training program in 1907. The Lower Primary bronch was taught by three 

pundits. Nawab Faizunnessa' s claim to fame is not just as a Muslim lady who 

administered her own zamindari (albeit from behind strict pure/ah). nor is it only because 

she was a philanthropist, establishing schools and madrassahs and hospitals, but in 

addi tion to all her achievements, she still remains the first published female author known 

to us. Faizunnessa' s on ly extant literary work Rupjalal was published in 1876 in Dhaka. 

The other book she wrote was titlcd Sangeel Lahar; (Waves of Music) bu t is not 

avni loble anymore. Rupja!a! is a love story written as a long poem interspersed by 

pu ,suge, \\fiucn in prosc. The protagonists of RupjalaJ arc Prince lalal and Princess 

Rupbano and the story revolves around their yearning for each other. It is said to be 

partially auto-biographical .lo1 

Where Tangail could boast ofa school such as Bindubashini School , MYlllensingh 

had its Bidyamayee School, and Comilla the Faizunncssa Girls' School. Chittagong too 

was at the forefront of local initiative and philanthropy in the person of Dr. 

Annadncharan Khaslagir, the leader of the Chittagong Brahmo Samaj. In 1878, Dr. 

Khastngir establi shed a Middle Vernacular School for girl s in hi s native Chittagong 

town.I04 True to the sp irit of Brahmoism regarding the en lightenment of women, he 

educaled nil his four daughtcrs in English. His fourlh daughler, KUllludini , became an 

illustrious lady in her own right. She passed the En lmllee exam ination from Bethune 

School and got her B.A. degree from Bethune College in 1887. Thereby she became the 

first female gmdllule of Chiltugong. In 1890 KUllludilli Khastagir joined the Bethune 

School as a tcachcr. and lhen moved to the Bethune Co llege to become a lecturer there. In 

1902 she became the Principal of the college and served till her retirement in 1913 . After 

thai, she came to Dhaka and worked as Assistant Inspectress of Schools of the Dhaka 

Division. She created quite a buzz in the conservative society of Eastern Bengal by 

refusing to marry her father chose for her and marrying for love when she was thirty-two. 

10: Ibit/. 
10J Amin, Sonia Nishal, The World a/Mllslim Women in Colonial Bl!flgill. 1876-1 939 (Leiden : EJ . Brill , 
1996). p. 2 16. 
1001 Rizvi. S.N.H. (cd.), East Pakistull Di~'tricl Gu::eteers , Government of £ast Pakistan , Services and 
General Administration Depanmelll , 1970. p. 3 15. 
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AnOlher one of Dr. Khastagir"s daughters was Mohini . The Bra/"no Puhlk Opinion" the 

mouthpiece oflhe Bmhmos in Kolkata, published in ils edition of2517/ 18781hal Mahini 

Khaswgir, Dr. Khastagir'S second daughter. was educated in the ative Ladies' Female 

Normal School founded by the Indian Reform Association and that she was appointed as 

Governess to Her Highness the Maharani of Kuch Behar (Keshab Chandra Sen's 

daughter) on a salary of Rs. 50 per month. IO
.5 Later she got married to the son of the 

Brahmo leader Keshab Chandra Sen. Dr. Khastagir' s third daughter Binodini was 

married to the lawyer Jatra Mohan Sengupta ill 1876. Jotra Mohan Sengupta was an 

advocate and later became a member of the Bl.:ngal Legislative Council. Binodini and 

J8tm Mohan Sengupta's SOil latindra Mohan Sengupta became a barrister, married and 

English Indyl 06 and became an active Congress politician from 19 11 , becoming President 

of the Bengnl Swarnj Party in 1925. He was also elected to the Bengal Legislative 

COllncil. His mother Binodini died a premature death in 1906. The bereaved latra Mohan 

Sengupta donated a large piece of land and a house for his father-in-Inw" s school to honor 

the memory of his wife. Situated on Jamal Khan Road. Dr. Khastagir"s Government High 

School, as it is known today, is sti ll the premier institution for girls' education in 

Chitlagong. The governmenl took over managcment of the school and made it a high 

school in 1907. 

According to the information gathered by Ihe Female Educat ion Committee of 

1908. by 191 1 Dr. Khastagir's school had on its ro ll 11 0 gi rls, of whom 30 were above 

the Lower Primary Stage.I07 The authorities of Dr. Khnslagir's Government High School 

fCit lhat it was rcady to send up gi rl s for the Matriculation Exn.mination, and, as such, the 

school should be provided wilh a staff similar to that in Mymensingh, and a hOSleI , "us 

thc hostels both in Dacca and Mymcnsingh arc now ovcrcrowded." los The large number 

I," Citcd in Basu. Swapnn (cd .). Sambad-Samayikpatre U";.fh Slwwki!r Bang/ai.mmaj: Vol. lilA Selection 
o f news and aniclcs from 19111 Century Journals). published by West Oellgalllangla Academy. 2003, p. 
520. 
Hilt After hlindra Mohan's dealh in 1933, his wife Nellie actively participated in the nationalist s truggle. 
She was elected 10 the Bengal legiSlative Assembly in 1940 and :"Isain in 1946. In 1954 she was elected to 
the East Pakistan legislature. Nellie died in Kolkata in 1973. 1111.' Depanrnent of Posts. India.. brought oul a 
commemorative stamp of Jatindra Mohan Sengupta and his wife Nellie Sengupta on 2210711985. 
101 Ibid .• p. 22. 
IOI /bid. 
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of girl s enrolling in the school made a newer. bigger school bui ld ing necessary in place of 

its double·storied brick build ing. 

The branching out of the Brahmo Samnj into all the major d istricts of Eastern 

Benga l (Mymensingh. Faridpur. Bogra. Barisal. Dinajporc, Jamalpur, Rangpu r, Kusht ia. 

K; shoreganj. Sylhet. Comi lla nnd Dhaka) made a large contribution to the spread of 

female education in thc region in general and Dhaka in particular. T he pro li femtion of the 

Brahmo Samaj and its impact on spread ing the " Benga l renaissance" from urbanized 

Kolkatu to the esscnl itl il y rura l Eastern 13engal was observed by David Kopfthus: 

" Wherever a Ornhmo Samaj was established, there followed an institutional complex dedicated to 

social and religious refonn. Whether in Mymensingh, Bansal, Chittagong. Comi lla. or Sylhet. 

there was invariably the mandir or community prnyer hall and meeting place. a gi rls' school and 

boys' school on various levels. possibly a college. a Sangs! Sabha or discussion society for the 

youth. a charitable hospital , a librnry. a pnnting press for newspapers and tracts. n night school for 

workers and peasants. and a ladies' society:· t09 

Dhaka. as Ihe most important city of Eastern Bengal (made the provinc ia l capital twice. 

once in 1905 and again in 1947 in the twent ieth century unlil it became the capital of 

independellt Bangladesh in 197 I), naturall y was looked upon 10 lead in terms of 

deve lopment. The o ldest reco rds to mention a girl s' school in Dhnka is prov ided by the 

earliest newspaper in Dhaka, the Dacca New ..... an English week ly edited by Alexandcr 

Forbes. It began publication in 1856 and in its fi rst issue mentio ned the estab li shment by 

indigenous e rTorts of a girls ' school in 1856. Shari f Uddin Ahmed writes: 

"'To the emergi ng group of progressives and social refonners of Dhaka the cause of female 

education became primary objecti ve. The move to ~e l up girls' schools was fi rsl made in 1856 by 
a small group of Urahmos, In that year Ammda Mohan Das and Babu Dina Bandhu Mallick. the 
Principal of the Dhaka College. W, Brennand and Head Master F, Tydd of the Collegiate School, 
opened a girls' school at Bangia Baz,1r with twenty-two students, The school soon receiv('d a 
government grant and financial suppon from a eTOSs-section of Dhaka 's inhabitants. In the same 

10'1 Kopf. David. The Brahmo Samaj (II/() ,he Shoping oj,he Mudel'll 111(#(1/1 Milld. p. 226. 
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y~ar anoth~r girls ' school was establish«l at Lalbagh, chiefly suppon~d by Dina Sandhu Mallick. 
Within the n~;(t f~w y~as more such schools were founded ." lItI 

Government records of 1872 mention The Bangia Bazar Girls' School as considered to 

be "one of the best girls' school s in Eastern Bengal. II 1 According to those same 

government reports, the Bangia Bazar Girls' School had forty-one gi rl s on the roll in 

1872. The Secretary of the school was the Chri stian missionary Mr. W.B. Livingstone, 

but the !'ochool was conducted without any missionary objects . There was a I-lead Pundit. 

OIl C mi !)tress. and a third pundit. Thc girls usuall y dropped ali t of school at thc age of ten 

or twelve. B) that time they learn to read anJ wri te and in most cases are capable of 

retaining literacy. The Bangia Ba7 .. "lr School enjoyed a Grant-in-Aid of thirty rupees and 

eight annas. The report of 1872 also corroborates the existence of Ihe Lalbagh school but 

mentions it as a branch of Bangia Bazar School, ..... at the north end of the town. in 

La lbagh so that girls of that area could attend school .,,112 Usually it was not nonnal for a 

girl to traverse a long distance LO attend school. The La lbagh Girls' School, as it was 

called. did not, however. enjoy any grant-in-aid. It had twenty-five girls on the roll s. 

The Brahmo Samaj of Dhaka, before they establi shed the soon-to-be famous Eden 

School named nller Lieutenant-Governor Ashley Eden, maintained a girls' school at Dail 

Bazar. AboUl fifteen g irl s nllended that school. lIJ Other than exclus ive gi rls' schools, 

infant girl s used to attend the town Palsha/as. In 1873 the Dhaka Brahmos estab li shed a 

school for adu lt females ca lled the Dacca Adult Female Schoo l. In 1878 the Brahmo 

Pllhiic Opinion publiShed with great gusto Ihe news of the procurement of the famous 

Urahmica Manorama Majumdar, wife of Babu Girish Chandra. mini ster of the Barisal 

Brahmo Samaj and a teacher in the Barisal Government School as its second mistress."4 

Manorama Majumdar was the first lady in EaSlern Bengal to conduct Divine Service and 

110 Ahm~d. Sharif Uddin. Dlwktl: A Study in Urban II/story and [kl'elopme",. 18-10-191/ (2 .... edition, 
Dhnka: Academic Press and Publishcrs Limited, 2003). p. 73 (first published: Cur7.on Press, London, 
19K6). 
I I I Educiltion (A) Proceedings for ~" arch , t872. General Dl!par1ment. Educlltion IJranch. May 1872. 
Proceedings Nos. 93 to 102. WcstlJengal State Archives. India . 
n ! Ibid. 
IJJ 1111(/ 
! 14 Swap.'m lJasu. SIJl/lh(u/·SamoyllqxlI1'1! Uni.fll Show/(/!r Banl:lIfi.WflllIj. Vol. II. I A Selection of news find 
llr1iclcs rrom 19t1t Century Jounl,ll s). p. 520. 
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deliver sennons in public before a congregati on o f men. She was orda ined a miss ionary 

of the Brahmo Samaj in May 188 1. In the same year 8 S thi s remarkab le lady Manorama 

Maj umdar joined the Ad ult Female School in Dhaka, in 1878, was turned in to n regul ar 

girl s' school and renamed Eden Female School in honor of the then Lieutenant-Governor 

of Benga l. The history of the genes is of thi s most famous school of Eastern Benga l 

which, with Bethune chool, was the only High English (it was recognized as a high 

school in 1887-88) school managed by the gove rnment well in to the twent ieth centu ry 

was pa instakingly unea rthed by Sonia Nishat Amin in her seminal work The World of 

Muslim Women. The origins o f the school lay in the endeavors of the Dhakl.l Brahmos 

led by Nabakanta and Brajasundar Mitra, li S The other Brahmos were Dinnat h Sen, 

Abhay Dult and Kal i Prashanna Ghosh. The establ ishment o f the Adult Female School 

( 1873) mentioned above came about under the auspices o f the Shl/hllo Sadhini SahJw 

(Ph ilanthropic Society) whi ch the Brahmos had estab lished in 1870 with the aims of 

curb ing alcohol consum ption, spread ing female education and spreading knowledge 

through di stribut ing news j ournals at affordable prices. 116 The Society brought out a 

month ly news j ounlal Slll/hllo Shodhini to spread their ideas of re form. Although the 

Society ceased to exist after 1876, it had put in motion a noble deed th at ult imate ly 

culminated in the creation o f an institution li ke the Eden Female Schoo l. In 192 1 the 

school opened a co ll ege section that opened the doors for the spread of tertiary education 

among Ihe wo men o f Eastern Bengal. It is the co llege section thai later retained the naOle 

of Eden. The school section was merged with Ka mrunnessa School in 1948,117 The 

Kam runnessa School retained its name after the merger, whil e the name o f Eden Female 

School was lost forever. The name, however, in anolher form, lives on as the 

Intermed iate section o f lhe Kamrunnessa School merged with the Eden Co llege at the 

same ti me. It is today's Eden Government Girl s' Co llege. 

II ) See Amin, Sonia Nishnt. The World of MilS/lin Womell. pp. t51· t52. 
I II' See Swapnn Bnsu, Sa",bad-ScmwyikpatflJ Unish Shatakcr B(l lIg(l/is(mwj: Vol. II. p. 690. 
II ~ Merllioned by Dr. Ayesha Klmtun in Stltab(/ir SomlhikhllOlle E.dell College {Eden Coll ege at the Juncture 
of Two Centuries l (Ohflkn : Eden Mnhiln Coll ege, 1999), p. 42 . 
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Two decades after the estab lishment of the Eden Female Sc.hool. it had had an 

enro lmenl of one hundred and thirty girls out of whom on ly one was a Muslim.ll • One 

hundred and five of the pupils be longed to the Hindu faith and twenty of them to the 

Bmhmo faith. There were four girls who came from Oengali fa milies converted to the 

Christian faith .1I9 Two decades after the inception of the school, two girl s passed the 

Upper Primary and two g irls the Lo\-ver Primary exami nations. l2o The school had no 

candidate for any higher exam ination. Of the 6,800 Rupees o f expendit ure that the 

Government Imd incurred for the year 1898, the sum of 176 Rupees was co ll ected as 

school fees. The Annual Report thus noted with frustrat ion that the Governmenl 

expenditu fC was " hard ly j ustified.,,121 To encourage girl s from outside Dacca to take 

advan tage of studying at the onl y Gove-rn ment Il igher Engli sh School in Eastern Bengal, 

Dr. Martin. the then Director of Publ ic Instruction. on his lour of the school in 1897, fe lt 

that there shou ld be a boarding house attached to the school and he believed that there 

were grounds "for hoping that the board ing house wi ll be a success."122 The boarding 

house cou ld be opened on February I. 190 1, on ly when loca ls came fOf\.va rd with 

donations and subscriptions. m The boarding house opened wi th seven girl s stayi ng there. 

Immediate ly a fter it opened, the President of the Mnnag ing Committee of Eden Female 

School Mr. H. Savage, Commiss ioner of the Dacca Division. with support from Mr. A. 

Pedlar, the then Director of Public Instruction, applied to the Government for a grant of 

fi ve Rupees per month to every boarder and resident mistress of the boarding house as 

the boa rd ing house could not be expected to be self-supporting. The Government, in a 

letter to the Drl dated May 25, 190 1, sanct ioned the grant which was to be charged on 

the yearly Education Budget. l24 In the Narinda area, there was a school ca ll ed the 

I\araindia Circle Girl s' School which had on its ro ll s twen ty-five girls. 

III Bengnl Educat ion Depar1mcnt (A) Proceedings. GCIJcr(l/ R('porl em PllbUe Ins/rllc/ion in Bengal for 
1898-99 (Calcuna: Ikngal Secretariat Press, 1899). p. 128. 
II' Ibid. 
1:0 The age group of the pupi ts of the Lower. Upper Primary and other classes has been discusscd in 
Chapter 3. 
III Ibid., p. 128. 
m Benglil Education Proceedings (A) for the month of May. 190 1. File I-W8. No 49. National Archives of 
Bangtadcsh. 
l%l lbid. Lellcr from the DircClor of Public Instruction. Ilcngat. No. 139 ,.. dated the 6'" May. 190 1. 
m Bcng.al Education (A) Proceedings for the momh of May. 190 1. File I-H/8-2. No. 50. NA.B. 
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Thus it happened that it was not government initiative that spread female 

education in Bengal. It was the private initiat ive of local philanthropists, T,N, Siqueira 

makes a pertinent statement when he says: "' Indian philanthropy - Hindu or Muslim, 

I'arsi or Christian - is wonderfully sensitive to popular confidence and averse to State 

interference. Large hospita ls and schools are munificently maintained by privatc 

bencfactions: as soon as the Government takes charge the sources of charity begin to dry 

Up.'·l lS 

A Oivisiol1-Wise Statistics of Schools in Easlern BClIg:11 

According to Government reports, in the academic year 1881 -1 882, the Eden Female 

School passed eight candidates at the primary. and four candidates at the lower 

vernacular scholarship examination. 126 In other schools of the Dacca district, eighty 

candidates appeared at the Primary scholarship examinati on. of whom sixty-nine passed 

by the lo\\cr vcrnacular standard .127 Among other districts. in Faridpur. five girls passed 

by thc primary standard. In Mymensingh one gi rl passed by the lower standard whi le four 

more passed by the primary standard. us 

A Division-wise statistical account of the state of female education in \880-8\ in 

Eastern Bengal published by The Balf/abodhin; Palrika (Baishakh. 1290 B.S.) shows that 

the Dacca Division had one hundred and thirty-two primary schools in \880-1881 in 

which 2,441 gi rls attended. In the academic year 1881 -1882. the number of schools 

increased to two hundred and thirteen and the number of pupils also increased to 3,4 18. 

Unfortunately. only four of them passed the Upper I)rimary and eighty-five of them 

passed the Lower I)rimary level. In Rajshahi Di vision, in 1880-188 1, there were th irty­

one schools where students 548 studied. The next year, in 188 1· 1882. the number of 

schools rose to thirty-four and the number of students increased to 749. Yet . none of them 

passed the Upper Pr imary level and only one gi rl passed the Lower Pri mary examination. 

I:S Siqueira. 1110ltl llS icholas. 5 .1 ., Modern I/u/ia/l £lJllcalioll (Cl1lculta: Oxford Uni versity Press. 1960). p. 
71 . 
m~ Government of Ben gil l. General Department. Education Braneh A Proceedi ngs. November. 1882, NA,B. 
1:1 Ibid. 
m lbid. 
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In the Chittagong Division the situation is closer to that of Dacca. One hundred and thirt y 

schools in the Chittagong Division had on their rolls 1,558 students in 1880· 1881. The 

foll owi ng academic year the number rose to 2,161 students studying in 3 total of one 

hundred and eighty three schools. The pionee r in girls' education in the Chittagong 

Division was the Faizunnessa Girl s' School in Com ilia. The school received in grant· in­

aid forty rupees per month . As the school requested an additional govcmment grant of 25 

rupees per month for the pny ofa mistress in 1901. the District 130ard ofTippcrah (now 

Comilla) was ob li ged 10 supply the altendance of students for the prev ious live years. The 

attendance was 5R in the academic year 1896-97. 69 in 1 !:'~7-98 . 63 in 1898·99, 73 in 

1899- 1900 and 77 in the academic year 1900. 1901. 129 As the Part ition of Bengal was 

repealed in 1911 and the government was taking stock of the condition of schools in 

Eastern Bengal. the Faizunnessa School was reported to have on its ro ll 104 girls 

combined in the Middle English and Lower Primary branches. The Lower Primary 

branch contained 70 girls and the rest were in the Middle English branch. lJo In Comi lla 

(previously known as Tripura and spelled Tipperah in co lonial records), one girl passed 

the middle vernacu lar examination. Nine girls passed the primary scholarship 

examination, of whom one gained a scholarship . In Noakhnli , five students passed by the 

primary swndard . In Chittagong. seven g irls passed the primary standard . while three of 

them ga ined scholarship. It is "orth mentioning here that in the public exal11inat ions. g irl s 

competed on equal terms with the boys. [t is to be noted that although a very small 

nUlllber of pupils are passing examinations, a large number o f pupils arc attending schoo l. 

Female education of the secondary level and higher tertiary levels did not pick up 

before the second decade of the twentieth century in Eastern Bengal with the inclusion or 

a college section at the Eden High School in 1921 and the establishment of the University 

of Dhaka in the same year which opened its doors to women from the very beginning. 

The stale or girls' secondary education in Eastern Bengal was in a poor state compared to 

West Bengal. In Dacca, the newly created capital , the Eden Female School was onl y one 

I:" Bengal Education (A) Proceedings for the month of July 1901 . Fil e 2-012. 1-2. Nos. 49, NA B. 
no Government of Eastem Bengal and Assam. Education (A) Proceedings for the month of January 191 2. 
rile no. EI2 S-E. Nos. 53-56. AO. Assam Secretariat Sri he! Proceedings. Serial No. 75. Bundle No. J. List 
No. 4. 
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Government High School , and there was one other Baptist Midd le Vernacular school. In 

Mymensingh, there were two secondary schools. hittagong had the distinction of hav ing 

a Government High School. Table 2.3 in page 73 illustrates in fi gures the percentage of 

girl s that were studying in various level from the Lower Primary to the High School stage 

in the quinquennial review of 1907·08 to 1911·12. 

Awareness about the di sparity between socio·ecol1omic advancement among 

Hindus and Muslims had grown manifold during the Part ition of Bengal in 1905 and the 

communaltens iOIl surrounding its annulmen t in 1911. Questions began to be asked what 

the government has done and can fu rther do for the betterment of the demograph ically 

powerful but financ ially weak Muslims of Eastern Benga l. Social organizations like the 

Muhammedan Literary oc iety and a political party (the Muslim League, formed in 

Dhaka in 1906) was formed to voice the demands and concerns of the Muslims and the 

Benga l Legislative Assembly was a platform to rnake them heard. The condition of 

existing fac il ities for Muslim girls' education carne to be known from one such question 

raised in the Bengal Legislative Assembly by the Hon'ble Maulvi Mazharul Anwar 

Cahudhuri at the meeting of the Benga l Legislative Council held on 5th August. 1914 

where he wanted to know exactly how many school for Muslim gi rl s there were in the 

Benga l Presidency and how Illuch they were aided by the Government. The o ffi cial rep ly 

was that the Ed ucat ion Departmen t never drew any sharp dema rcation between Muslim 

and non·Muslim schools. The following table (fable 2.4) shows the Ilumber of schools 

attended wholl y o r mainly by Muslim girl s. the locati on of those schools and the amount 

of grant recei ved, if an y. To avai l a grant the aspir ing recipient had to show a s izeab le 

student populati on. a secu lar curri culum proscribed by the Education Department , and the 

ex istence of trained teaching sta ff. A sim ilar table for Hindu girl s was not avai lab le in the 

records. What could be found was a di stribution of gi rls in primary and secondary 

schools among Hindus, Muslims, native Chri sti an and other minoriti es during the first 

decade of the twentieth century. Table 2.5 on page 102 carries the illustration of thut 

distribution . 
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Table 2.4 : I'he number of schools for M uslim girls in Eastern Bengal at the end of the 

Part;I ;on of Bengal (1905-1 9 11 ). 

Numb(' rof Na m('o flll (, 
Schools Type of 5<'hool plae(' or dislricl Re mAr ks 

Maintained wilh Rs. 330 per month from 
Aided by Government and In Ihe Dhaka government and Rs. I 10 from the 

22 Municipal funds town area Municipal gront. 

Aided by Ihe Dislricl Dhaka Monthly granlS from Ihe Hoard grant varied 
308 Board from Rs. 1-4 10 Rs.5-S. 

361 Aided by the Oislnct Mymcnsingh Monthly Board grunts varied from Rs. 1 10 
Board Rs. 6 per month. 

36 Unaided schools Mymensingh 

03 ,\ ided b) Government Mymensingh Received Rs. 39 per month. 

Monthly grants from the Board varied from 
109 Aided by the District Board r andpur Rs. I to Rs. 5. 

00 Aided by Government Faridpur Monthly gmnt varied from Rs. I 10 Rs. 3. 

7. Unaided Maktabs Faridpur 

Board g rants varied from Rs. 9 10 Rs. 55 
233 Aided by the Dislrict Oarisal during Ihe yeaf 19 13- 14. 

Board 

Government granls varied from Rs. 60 to 
08 Aided by Government Barisal Rs. 96 during Ihe year 19 13· 14 . 

81 Unaided schools Barisal 

Board grunlS varied from Rs. 1-8 10 Rs. 5 a 
99 Aided by the District Ooard Raj shahi month. 

04 Aided by Government Rajshahi 

0 Unaided Maktabs Ra'shahi 

44 Aided by the District Board Di najpur GranlS varied from Rs. 2 10 Rs. 6 per month 

O. Unnidcd schools Dinnjpur 

03 Aided by Government Dinajpur 

Bonrd grants varied from Rs. 2 to Rs. 9 per 

9' Aided by the District Board Rangpur month 
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Table 2.5: Pupi ls in Secondary and Primary Schools for Girls in Eastern Bengal according to Race or Religion. 

190 1-02 1906-07 1911-12 
Ract or Rdigion 

Secondary Secondary Primal) Stcondary Secondary Primary Secondary Steondary Primaf) 
English Vtmacular English Vemacular English Vtmacular 

Nos. % Nos. % Nos. % Nos. % Nos. % Nos. % Nos. % Nos. % Nos_ 

Hindus (Brahmins 108 44.1 468 96.5 14.845 69.9 3 13 96.0 530 80.3 29,489 63.1 818 90.3 498 75.8 46.333 
& non- Brahmins 
Muslims 00 00 08 1.7 5.007 23 .6 09 2.8 17 2.6 16.135 34.5 49 5.4 19 2.9 55.503 

Native Christians. 117 47.8 9 1.8 1,025 4.8 03 0.9 11 3 17. 1 657 1.4 37 4.1 140 21.3 1.099 
Europeans & 
Eurasians 
Others 20 8.1 00 00 35' 1.7 0 1 0.3 00 00 489 1.0 02 0.2 00 00 672 

Toeal 245 100 485 100 21.23 I 100 326 100 660 100 46.770 100 906 100 657 100 103.607 

Source: Compiled from the Rtport on the ProgrtSs of Educalion in Easttm Bengal and Assam During the Years IC}()7-08- 1911-12. Vol. II , Appendix Table 
XCIX, Calcutta: Ekngal StcTetarial Book dtpot. 191 3. National Archiv~. Bangladtsh. 

102 

% 

44.7 

53.6 

1.1 

0.6 

100 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Table 2.6: A Comparison of the Number of Institutions for Male and Female Pupils in the Towns 
and Vi llages of Eastern Bengal. 

Year Number of Number of Percentage Number of Percentage 
Towns and Institutions for Insti tutions for 
Villages Males Females 

1906-07 68.012 19.153 28.1 2,960 4.3 

1907-08 68.102 17,587 25.8 3.45 1 5.0 

1908-09 68,102 18,348 26.9 4,1 81 6. 1 

1909-10 68,012 17,559 25.8 4,196 6. 1 

1910-11 84,647 17,282 20.4 4,537 5.3 

1911-12 84.647 17.600 20.7 4,987 5.8 

Source: Compiled from the Report on the I>rogre ss of Education in Eastern Bengal and Assam 
during the years 1907-08 to 1911- 12, Vol. II , Append ix Table 111. 
Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat Book Depot, 191 3, National Archives, 
Bangladesh. 
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The Oirccior of I)ublic Instruclion. Mr. W. W. 1·lomell. with the assistance of the 

Inspcctres~ of chools Miss Broch. provided the statistics for the li st of 3,031 Muslim 

girls' schools in the Presidency of Bengal of which 1.233 were in the Dacca Division. 

70 1 were in the Raj shahi Divis ion , and 639 were in thc Chillagong Division. The reSt of 

the schools ',-,cre in thc Burdwan and Presidency Divisions which comprise present day 

\VeSI Bcnga l. Mr. Hornc ll and Miss Brach both stress, however. that the list includes not 

only schools specifically and exclusively for Muslim girls. but also those schools in 

which the number of Muslim girls in attendance was considerable. The aversion of the 

Muslim communit y towards the adoption of wc~tcrn educat ion had waned by the end of 

the nineteen th century as Sufia Ahmed and others huve shownlJ'
! but the ratio of Muslim 

gi rl s go ing to school in comparison to Hindu girls was huge ly disparate. A glance at 

Tublc 2.5 on page 102 givcs a bird 's eye vicw o f thc disparity that was most acutely felt 

"hen Mus lim felllule tcachcrs were urgently needed to stafTthe schools for Muslim girls 

as Iheir nlll1lbcr~ bcgan to grow steadil y in the twcntielh century. The di sparity between 

the school·going g irl s of the Hindu and Muslim communities continued Ihroughout the 

period of this study. There was also a disparity between the number of educated males 

und females, which has been illustrated in Table 2.6 of the previous page. 

The gradua l ri se of a Muslim middle class aOe r the partit ion of Ind ia in 1947 

translated into the rise of the number of Muslim girl s in primary schoolS, high schools. 

The establ ishment of the Univers ity of Dacca opened the door for tertiary education for 

the girl s of Eastern Bengal , both Mus lim and Hindu. The push that the Musl im 

communi ty needed for them to become aware of the backward posit ion they had fallen 

into because of their late entry into thc rocc to acquire the new education of the co lonia l 

ruler. was provided with the formal ion of a new province comprised of the Muslim 

majority population of Eastern Bengal with ils capi tal in Dacca. The province was called 

Eastern Bengal and Assam and had a short life.sp.m of s ix yea rs (1905·19 11). But the 

III See Ahmed, Sulia, M,ts/im Community In &ngall884·1911 (Dhaka: Univcrsity Press Limited. 1996. 
2nd edition. First edition published by Oxford University Press. Pakist,m. 1974); De. Dhurjati Prasad. 
Bengal Mllslim.f in St!ar'CIl of Social Itkntity (DhAka: The Un iversity Press Limited, 1998); Ahmed, 
Raliuddin. Umlcrsla//(Iillg Ihe Bengal Muslims: IIIICrpr('f(II;I'C Es!1·tlys. (Dhaka: lllC University Press 
Limited,2001). 
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impact those six years had on the politics and the psyche of the people of Eastern Bengal 

was far-reaching. 

From our viewpoint the most enduring result of the creation of the eastern part of 

Bengal as a separate province was the production of a huge vo lume o f information 

specific to thi s region resulting from a Female Educat ion Comm ittee was formed to 

advise Government 0 11 how to improve the condit ion of girl s ' educat ion in thi s 

agric ultural hinterl and o r Benga l. The Committee was required to formu late 

recommendations on the basis of :111 opinion poll that had taken place prior to its 

formation as an advisory body. The responses that eame from the opinion poll prov ide 

highly interesting insider views as to how the di scourse of colonial modernity played 

itself out on the actual fie ld. The following chapter deal s with thi s aspect of rhetoric 

versus reality in the age of high imperialism. 
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Chupter 3 

T he Parti t ion Interlude: Wor k o r Ihe Female Educa tio n Comm illee 

Aner the initiatives described in the prev ious chapter, female education in Eastern Benga l 

rece ived additional impetus during the interlude of thc Partition of Bengal from 1905 to 

19 11 when an unprecedented spate of activity developed in this fi eld . What resulted from 

the Partition was a heightened acti vi ty mnong thc Muslims for more political and 

economic participation, coupled wi th aspirations for advances in education and culture. 

On his pre-Partition tOllr o f Eastern Bengal. the Viceroy Lord urzon had touc-hed the 

pulse of the people o f the region by stressing the need to rega in Muslim pride through 

greater educationa l attainments. This would lend to political and economic 

achievcmcnts.' As the ad min istration of the new province o f Eastern Bengal and Assam 

set Ollt to justify its creation through giving fresh impetus to various soc ial uplin 

schemes, the question of the state of female education in thi s region eventually came up 

for discussion, The cause or female education, in Eastern Bengal , it was found, lacked Ihe 

kind of public. government and private support it had enjoyed in Calcutta and its vicinity. 

It was the backwardness of Eastern Benga l that had continuously contribu led to the 

gloomy picture o f the s low nne of progress shown in the fi gures compiled annuall y by 

the Director of Public Instruction in the of the Gove rnment o f Benga l. The new 

Licutcnunt-Governor for the new province Lancelot I-I arc and the newly appointed 

Director of Public Instruct ion Henry Sharp reso lved to attempt a breakthrough by 

inaugurating <'1 Ilmssive enquiry into female educat ion, to be fo llowed up with well­

funded innovat ions. The grand reform plan involved the sclling up o f a powerful 

representative body called the Female Education Commillee which was entrusted with 

the complete overhauling of the backward condition of fema le education in the region. 

I Speech given by Lord Curzon in Dacca on Fcbruary 18. 1904, Spel!clle,y by 1.{Jrti Cur-on of Kcdle:iton, 
Vol. III. (CalcuIIB: 1906. 302-03), cited by John R. Mclonc. ' Pan i,ion of Bengal 1905:;\ Political 
f\rml )sis' in Ishlm , Simju! (e<I .). History of Bang/odesh I ":'().j- / 97 / . vol. I (Dhllka : The Asiatic Society of 
Oang lade~h , 1992. second cd., 1997). p. 167. 
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The Female Education Committee. already mentioned in Chapter I. was set up to 

lay do\\n general guidelines and suggestions for the progress of femllie education for the 

govcrnmentlO consider. Sub-committees of the Female Education Committee were set up 

all over the province. The Lieutenant-Governor Lancelot Hare sough t to activate a 

comprehensive reform program involving the local authority, the local members of the 

community. and nlso the Christian miss ionaries who had already bccn endeavoring in this 

fi cld for more than half a cen tury. Hare made the Female Education Committee a 

slnncling body to inauguro.te proposals. watch their dTect and advise Uovcrnment On their 

progrcss. To do that, the Committee was to meet at rcgular intcrvals to consider reports 

from local administrati ve officers. instiwtions. and local sub-committecs and submit 

rccornmcndutions to Government for implcmcntation .2 The membcrs of thc Committee 

" .. erc cho~n by Ihe Government. loyal ty to the Raj being a crucial criterion for serving on 

the Committee. The Christian miss ionaries had a not iceable presence on the Committee. 

It was headed by Robert Nathan, Commiss ioner of Dacca Division. Among the other 

members, six were government offiCials, three big z.nmindars known for their interest in 

the cause of educmion, two public figures known for Iheir loya lty to the Raj . three 

Christian missionary organizations and four Christian missionary fem ale leachers.) 

The concept of such a body to advise Government was not entirely new. A similar 

advisory committee was set up in the United Provinces in 1904 by Sir Harcourt Butler, 

Education Secretary of the UP government to devise methods for improv ing the state of 

fema le education in Nonh Ind ia. The composit ion of that committee was different from 

! Lt. Governor·s noles on ··Consideration ofa Commiuee to Consider and advise Government upon the 
question of Female Education in Eastern Bengal and Assam". Bengal Education (A) Proceedings. ASS-1m 
Secretariat (Sylhel Proceedings). File 1:.-349 of April t908. No. ' 25. pp. 1·2. National Archives. 
Bangladesh (henceforth NAB). 

1 Apart from R. Nalhan who was the President o f the Female Education CommiHee. the other members 
included Mr. 1-1 . Sharp. the Director of Public Instruction. NAwab Khwaja Salimu lt ah Bahadur. Khan 
Oahadur Sycd Nawab Ali Chowdhury. S.C. Mukherjee, Babu Jagat Bandhu Laha. Maulvi Ahsanulla, Rev. 
Guru Oas Chakravani . Babu AnaMa Chandra Rai , Babu J3t ra Mohan Sen. the Roman Catholic Mission. 
Dacca, Miss Williamson of B:tplist Zen:tna Mission. D:tcca. Oxford Mi ssion. Barisal. Miss Moore, Baptist 
Mission School. Barisa!. Miss E. Lloyd. Head Mi strl"SS. S ilehar Mission School. Mrs. P. Cauerjce, J.N. Roy 
and the Inspectres5 of Schools (Secretary of the Committee). 
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that of the comm ittee formed in Eastern Bengal four years later. The Female Education 

Commi ttee of UP was mostly composed of persons of middle class ori gin. educated 

urbanized men who were known to have contributed, in their own capacity, towards the 

cause of female education. This committee had prepared a detailed quest ionnaire to 

assess public opinion as to how to go about the business of educating girls, and had it sent 

out to 200 civ il society members which action was clearly 3 deviation from standard 

imperial praclice.4 The Lieutenant-General of Eastern Benga l and Assam acqui red thi s 

questionnaire. modified it s li ght ly to suit the requirements of Eastern Bengal and had it 

senl out to one hundred and nine 'soc iall y cunscious' persons in May, 1907. At the first 

meeting of the Female Educati on Committee held in Dhaka at Northbrooke Hall on 26 

February, 1908. the members rev iewed the answers that had arrived from the recipients 

of the questionnaire, There were twen ty-four questions in all. The Committee was 

required to formulate recommendations based on the replies to those quest ions, 

Historians have not paid much attent ion to th is questionnaire save a passing reference 

frolll M.K.U. Molia .s But this was in actuality a significant step and the first of its kind . 

We can term the questionnai re an important hi storica l document illustrating a recorded 

officia lmcnsure vis-!\-vis female education in Eastern Bengal. 

The Qucstionnuirc 

The relat ionship between governing authorities nnd ideas about formul ati ng nn 

education system suitable for the colon izers and satisfactory to the coloni zed has been a 

perennia l theme runni ng throughout the Bengal co lonial experi ence. The ea rlic.st 

Orientalist debate on education policy goes back a long time, beginning from 1820 and 

ending in 1835 with the triumph of the Macaulean policy. This waS the time when the 

great Ocngnl inte llectuals and activists like Mirza Abu T'llib Khan . Rammohan Roy. Raja 

Rad hakanta Deb, Bhavanicharan Bandopadhya. Ishwar Gupta and other luminaries took 

up the Herculean task of socia l reform. But none of them was ca ll ed upon to join the 

, For detaits sec Minault , Gail , Seclllded Scholars. Womell 'or Eeillca/iem (mel MIlslim Social Reform ill 
Colomal liuJin (Oxford: Oxford Un iversilY Press, 1998), pp. 167· 
S Molla, M.K.U .. 'Women ' s Eduealion in Early Twenliel h Ccmury Oengal', Bel/gal Studies (East L:lIlsing: 
Uni versi ty of Michigan. 1985). 
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offic inl debate. It was un-imperial to consult a 'subject' for deciding imperial quest ions. 

With imperial arrogance the Macaulean ideo logy was adopted and the subjects accepted 

that in s ilence. But times changed, One finds a complete reversal of imperial altitude 

when. in 1907.3 representative survey was conducted among 109 ind ividuals on the basis 

of a qucstionnaire consisting of twenty-four questions to decide on how to formulate an 

education policy for the girls of the newly created province of Eastern Bengal and 

Assam. The Brit ish regime had , since the 181h century. re lied on the gathering of 

info rmnt ion to understand the dynamics of the society they rul ed over. The gamut of 

information the colonial state g3thercd. howeve r. was concerned about how to extract the 

maximulll amount of revenue and how best to administer law to maintain the colonia l 

order .6 The nineteenth centu ry ushered in the age of social reform which made women 

visible for the first time in the discourse of co lonial India. It is within thi s di scourse of 

' engagement ' with the colonized that one must view the questionnaire. The twenty-four 

qucstions that are under discussion here were prepared exprcss ly for use in the Muslim 

majority area of Punjab ( 1904) and the province of Eastern Bcngal and Assam (1907). 

The intention here, it can be presumed, was to avoid jeopardizing the new-found 

friendship with the Muslim communit y. The Muslim community was more protective of 

its domestic space and caut ion regarding legitimrlcy of acl ion secmed 10 be paramount in 

the psyche of the administrat ion of the new province. The impe ri nl stale opted for 

prudence and practical understanding before engaging il self with the sensitive issue of 

fema le education, 

The questions suggesting various modes of female educat ion were circu lated 

among 109 ' soc ially consc ious' persons. that is. those who had received an amount of 

western education and were driven by a des ire to reform society. Onl y two female 

respondents chosen and they were Chri stian missionaries. Socia l reality was that it was 

the men who wou ld dec ide whether or not their women members of the family would gel 

education provided by the colonial Slale, and ifso. how. Among the respondents. 64 were 

" f or 11 d;SCII~SlOn on how British ofli ei:lIs in early colool1'll Bengal ~\tlempted to gather information on 
Bengali society. see Jon Wilson. 'The Making ofa Colonial Order: tn forma tion, Uncen1linl), and Law ;n 
Early Co\oni[l\ Bengal'. JOllma/ oil//(: Asiaric Sociel), ojBallg/m/el'" (ll ulllanitics). vol. 49. number I. 
June. 2004. pp. 61-80. 
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Ilindus. 22 Europeans and 19 Muslims.7 All of them replied at length. Their observations 

make a large printed volume.8 The observations arc historically imponant, because they 

renect the socia l thought and ani tude to female education. both generally as well as 

communall y. They also capture s ignificant nuances in attitudes of Europeans and 

Bengalis and att itudes to female education in various districts of Eastern Bengal. Salient 

points from th is public opinion poll of son s must be considered in order to attempt an 

evaluat ion of the degree of consenSllS, disagreement . enthusiasm and skepticism 

prevulent among the focus group that attemptcd to shape tbe future progress in the field 

of \\OnH':I1'~ educat ion. The questionnaire abo highlight s the issll cs that were important 

then . It is given below for the con';enience ol'subsequen t 'lIlalysis: 

I. Whether il is possible to open with success gi rl s' schools in large towns provid ing 
in some part. conveyance and female servants for bringing the girls to the schools. 

2. Whelher il is des irable to open in one or Iwo importan t centers like Dacca, 
Mymensingh, Chittagong, etc., boarding schools in which education up to a 
higher standard th an in ordinary schools may be imparted and in which classes for 
the training of teachers may also be provided? 

3. Whether it is possible to have small centers in each mal/allah or in private houses 
where the girl s o f that mal/allah or family may meet to rece ive instructions from 
peripatetic governesses? 

4. Whether it is desirable to limit attendance in these schools and centers to gi rl s of 
particular castes and classes? 

5. To what extent should private agency be re lied on, and lInder whnt conditions as 
to inspection? 

l The overwhelming majori ty were Muslims in Eastern lknga1. The selection of on I)' 19 people for 
responding 10 the questionnaire is intriguing. One explanation for such a choice may be the geneml apathy 
of the Muslim (IS/Ira/against female education. Both oral and documented histories suggest. while 
ordinary ruml Muslims were too poor to afford education. the ashra/ or elite Muslim families were 
ideologically against women education. While confimli ng 1"loll 'ble Syed Nawab Ali Chaudhury. a large 
zamindar. as a member on the Comm ittee on Female Education, the Lt Governor made a margin note 
remarking. " ' S)'ed Nawab Ali Chowdhury) is very keen on education. but I am not sure how far this 
extends \0 femllie education." Eventually he turned out to be very enthusiasti c. Notes on Education - I\ 
Proceedings. April 1908, A. B. For Muslim ashraf's auidue to zenana education, see Sonia Nishat 
Amin. op. cit.; and Golarn Murshid, op. cit. 

' Governmcnt of E1lstem Uengal and Assam. Education - A. April 1908. File- E/349 of 1908. os. 125-
143: . Answc~ 10 Questions Relating to Female EducatiOn' . 
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6. Whether it would serve a useful purpose to give grants·in·a id to persons who 
open schools under proper guarantee as to enrolment and attendance'? 

7. Whether scholarships may be given to girl s who study at home and do not attend 
any school, and, if SQ, the standa rd Lower Primary of Upper I)rimary that Ihey 
should pass, and the amount which Ihey should get? 

8. Will the fo llowing subjects of instruction be suitab le fo r schools? If not, what 
additions or alterations would you propose? ...... Reading. writing. arithmetic, 
household accounts, hygiene, and domest ic economy, geography. hi story and 
needlework? 

9. Should arrangements be made for ~ducat i ng Hindu and Mohammedan girls 
separate ly for the present? If so, whether it is necessary to have separate schools 
even for gi rl s who pass beyond the primary stage and wish to rece ive higher 
education? 

10. Whether it is desirable to im part general rei igious instruction in these schools, and 
if so. what shou ld be the lines On which it should be given and under what 
conditions of superintendence and contro l? 

II . Is there any way of making the Normal School more attracti ve and efficient? 

12. How can teachers of the ri ght stamp be recruited? Should the recruitment be 
confined to certain classes and castes? 

13. Will the appointment of an inOuential committee to advise and help in the 
management of the schools, add to its popularit y? 

14. In what way can Peripatetic Governesses be recruited, and how best can they be 
educated and trained? 

15. Whether it will ass ist the cause of female education to Secure widows to be 
educated and trai ned . and if so. by what agency could Ihi s be done? What 
scho larship should be given to them and what cond iti ons as to qualifications 
shoul d be insisted upon? 

16. Whether e lderl y or retired male teachers wou ld be found sui table to make a Slart 
wi th in the case of small gi rl s? 

17. Whether wives of v illage school teachers may be g iven an allowance from the 
Distri ct Board to keep a small girl s' school in connection with the boys' school 
wherever it is poss ible to do so? 

III 
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18. Whether as an alternative to this, mixed primary schools of boys and girls under 
respectab le pand its drawing a special allowance for the girls at school, are likely 
to bc popular and sllccessfu l? 

19. Under what cond itions mllst women teachers in Model and District Board schools 
li ve in order to enjoy public confidence? 

20. What establ ishment must be provided on the premises to secure such conditions? 

21. How far enn Ihe co·operalion of Indian lad ies be secured. and in what way? 

22. Whether it wi ll serve a useful purpose to have Committees of Ind ian gentlemen 
under the presidency of the Distric.; t Officer, if necessary, in each district and large 
towns to superintend and further the education of girls? 

23. Whether there are otiler ways of enlisting and organizing public help? 

24. Whether you have any suggestions to make that would furth er the educat ion of 
girl s? 

Source: Government of Eastern Bengal and Assam Education Proceedings (A), 
File No. E-349 fo r April 1908, Nos. 125·143, National Archives and Library of 
Bangladesh. 

When the Female Educat ion Committee sat for the fi rst time in February, 1908, they had 

before them the large volume of answers that had been compiled and summari zed by 

Babu Joy Gopal De, the Assistant Inspector of Schools. Dacca Division. The 

questionnai re and the responses can be discussed under essentially five sections: purdah, 

communal attitudes, non-avai labil ity of teachers. finan ce and management of girls' 

schools. and. recommendations. The questions related to zenana education have been 

dealt willl in chapter one and thai of curriculum has been discussed in chapter four. 

The Ques tion or Purda h 

From the answers to question one (whether it was poss ible to open with success gi rl s' 

schools in large towns providing in some pan, conveyance and female serva nts for 

bringing the gi rl s to the schools), it call be discernible that whether or not girl s should be 
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educated was not the question, The bigger question was. whether arrangements cou ld be 

made so that the gi rls could observe purdah whi le attending school. In this regard, Maulvi 

$yed Abul Futtoh. Secretary to the Mahomedan Association Rungpur sa id: "Unless 

arrangements under strict purdah be made for the conveyance of girls to schools under 

the supervision of elderl y and rel iable female servants. sllch schools will not meet any 

success.'·Q From the catcgory of' locally influential priva te Hindus, Babu Kishori Mohan 

Chaudhury, 1>leader. Judges COllrt. Rnjshahi opined: "There ha~ been now-a·days a 

demand for Female Education everywhere. If conveyance, fema le servant, special 

requ irements and observance of neces::>HrY class distinctions can be arranged for, there 

wil l be a rapid growtl1 ."'o The 'special requirements' suggested by Kishori Mohan 

Chaudhuri were observance of' purdah, undoubtcd ly. The same sent iment was shared by 

Maulvi Yaquinuddin Ahmed, Government Pleader, Dinajpur, " It is possib le to open girls' 

schools with success if conveyance be provided to take the gi rls. Em ployment of female 

servants to take the girl s walk ing through the streets of the town wou ld not make the 

school successfuL "" 

It appears f'rom the majority of the answers that when the nineteenth century came 

to its glorious end in Bengal. the storm surrounding the question of whether WO men were 

to be given an educa tion had settl ed in its favo r. The Cha irman of the District Board or 

Rajshahi , whose name has not been mentioned in the records went so far as to confidently 

say while responding to the questionnaire that, "The days of opposi tion to f'emale 

educat ion are gonc.',12 The only objection was girls walk ing through the streets, which 

was, in the eyes of conservative society. violation of' purdah. All persons consulted, 

European officers and missionaries. Hindu and Muslim gentlemen alike. thought it 

possible to open girls' schools in large towns with success, if conveyance and femal e 

servants were employed as chaperons. The Magistrate of Dacca Mr. B.C. Allen alone 

thought that in spite of all these f.1ci lities, the Muslims would not send their daughters to 

0;1 • Answers.o Questions RcI:lIing to Pemale Education'. in Government orEa~tcrn Bengal and Assam 
(henceforth GEBA) EduCIl\ion (A) Proceedings. April 1908, File·fj349 or 1908. nos. 125- 143, p. 12. 

10 Ibid. 
II tbid .. p. 17. 
,- . 8 - tbld .. p. 1 . 
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school. Reverend P.H. Moore. a missionary worki ng in Nowgong. Assam, stated that 

there are serious objections to free convey~lnce of students at public expense, though he 

acknowledged Ihat if provision of conveyance contributed to bringing more girls to 

school, the advantages migh t outweigh the object ions. 

The problem of girl s walking in the streets every morning could be solved by 

providing for board ing schools where utmost purdah woul d be maintained. Question two 

elaborated the above (whether it was desirab le to open in one or two importan t cen ters 

like Dacca, Mymensingh, Chillagong. etc., boarding schools in which education up to a 

higher standard than in ordinary schools may be imparted and ;n which c lasses for the 

training of tcachers may also be provided). The solution regarding the training of teachers 

was unanimous. All the respondents recogni zed the need for trai ni ng classes for female 

tcachers. As for the necessity of boardi ng schools, opin ion varied. In a conservative 

society where even the idea of girl s attending a school near home was a matter of huge 

considerati on on the part of the guard ian, send ing a gi rl to live far from home was a lot to 

ask indeed! The respondents felt that onl y Brahmo or Chri stian girl s would consider 

going to a boarding school and thei r number was very limited. The six missionary 

respondents, however, advocated boarding schools because they hoped that such 

insti tut ions would he lp to break down the purdah system and caste prejudices of Muslim 

a[ld Hindu girls. The unan imous view was that boarding schools for gi rl s would not be 

success fu l in Assam us caste prejudices in that region were very strong. It may be 

mentioned here that on an experimental basis. on February I in 190 I. a boarding house 

\\irl S opened in connection with the Eden Female School ill Dacca with seven girls as the 

first boardefsY 

The perce ived threat of women as sexual beings is ever present in the male 

psyche, thus the con trol over women's sexuality lies at the very core o f patriarchal 

domination. The creation of the notion of ' respectabil ity' is an importan t componenl of 

., Lettcr from A. Pedlar, Esq .. Director o f Public Instruction. Bengal. to the Secrctary to the Gov!. of 
Bengal. solici ting sancti on 10 1\ gr;ml of Rs . 5 a monlh for each bollrder and residcnlm istrcss o f the 
boarding house a[lachcd to the Eden Pemale School. General Dept., t:ducation Branch, Education A 
Proceedings for the month of May. 1901 . File I·H/8. no. 49. NA B. 
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dominmioll as it putS considerable restra ints o n woman's mobili ty. Under colonial rule. 

p3lriarchy is strengthened by the co lon ized malc's loss of power in thc public sphere.14 

That leads to a heightened exert ion of power on his part, in the private sphere. As 

Ashworth Georgina puts it. "Male con tro l of the female becomes more and more 

significant in the search fo r a pol it ica l identi ty that will be headed by power-holders. It 

requires women to express submiss ion in order to ' belong' to, or to 'deserve' the 

protect ion o f: the comm unity,',IS The respecwbi lity or acceptability of teachers was of 

utmost importance, which was the reason why question nineteen asked: 'Under what 

conditions must women teachers in Mode l and District Board schools li ve in order to 

enjoy publ ic confidence?' A government pleader and Member of the Legis lative Council , 

Eastern Bl!ngu l and Assam, the Hon'ble Ra i Oula l Chandra Deb Bahadur of Sylhet 

considered ' chastity' as the highest parameter by whi ch to j udge a fema le teacher. The 

teacher. he says, ifshe be a married woman, mllst live with her husband. He also added 

thai chast ity in a wo man was the on ly way for her to win public confidence and that he 

did not know any means which could be devised to make a woman chaste if she did not 

wish to be SO.16 Babu Ka li Prasanna Chakravarty, a ta lukdar, fe lt that female tcachers, in 

order to enjoy public confidence, mll st live in lhe style in which other respectable or 

orlhodox ladies of the Mahalia lived." Babu Navanath Barua, Si ristadar of Nowgong, 

Assam al so lhought that teachers shou ld li ve in such a manner as will create least 

suspicion. They shou ld not allow ma le visitors 10 vis it their houses under any 

circumstances. Male vis itors visiting the schoo l should be allowed under strict rules. Itt 

The Secretary o f Tczpur Gi rl 's High chool (of Assam). Babll Ma n Mohan Lahiry 

commented Ihat the female teachl!rs must live in decent style . They must not free ly mi x 

14 Sec C'hakravrlrty, Dipcsh, Provillciali:ing Ellrope: Po.~t·Cololliul Thollght ami fli~'torical Differencc 
(New Delhi: Oxford Univers ity Press. 200 1). Majumdar. Rochona. Marriage alld /11m/emilY: Family 
Vailles ill Colonial f)cngal (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2009.) 

I) Ashworth. Georgi na (cd.), A Diplomacy of tile Oppressed: New Directions in Intemat ional Feminism 
(London: Zed Books Ltd., I 995, p. 20. 

10 ' Proceedings of the mecting of thc Fcmale Education Commiuec for Eastem Bengal and Assam', p. 225. 

17 Ibid , 
Ii Ibid .. p. 226. 
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with men and must not move publicly from house to house on foot. 19 It was the Secretary 

of Alexander Gi rl s' High School of Mymensingh, Mr, J.M. Das who presented a we ll· 

ba lanced judgment when he opined: ·' It is purity of character and not any particu lar mode 

of liv ing Ihal the people require. Such malterS muSI be left 10 be determined by the school 

commi ttee \\ ilh reference to Ihe circumstances of each local ity,":!O 

In Ihe miss ionary historian Ruth Brouwer's21 opinion. the Chri stian miss ionaries 

who came to India from the Uni ted Kingdom, USA or Canada, irrespecti ve of 

denominat ion. were transfo rmed by Ind ian cullU re and adapted themselves to the needs of 

the people they served. The missionaries did not embark 0 11 bringing radical change in 

socia l customs, concentrating just on personal beliefs. Thus their answers to the question 

on how female teachers could ga in respectability did not differ from the answers given by 

local patria rchs. Miss E.M. Lloyd, a miss ionary working in Si lchar, ASs.1m. 

wrote that if the teachers d id not li ve with their parents or guardians, a house should be 

provided for them on the school compound. 21 The Rev. P.I-1. Moore of Nowgong agreed 

thaI li vi ng with a husband, a parent, or other re lati ves was the best safeguard aga inst the 

suspicion Ihal pervades society at large. Here one encounters the outright mention that 

society was deeply sll spicious regarding the intent ions of women. Reverend J. Pengwern 

Jones of Sylhct wrote that if the fema le teachers lived with any respectable person in 

charge, or, better still , n man and wife in charge, the public would be sat is fied. Miss E.M. 

Williamson of the Baptist Zenana Mission of Dhaka gave her opinion: "In towns women 

teachers should li ve together in a tOWI1, con tro lled by a responsible local committee. In 

the villages, only marri ed WOmen whose husbands are free to wke the oversight of the 

home. and hold a respectab le position in the commun ity, wi ll be employed:·2} The 

responses of the Christi an miss ionaries from Europe demonstrates a sympathetic 

understanding of the society they were working in and shows how careful they were not 

I' Ibid .• p. 224 
:0 Ibid .. p. 225. 
21 Brouwer, Rulh Compton. Nell' Women/or God: COl1at/km Prc~·b)'lcriall Womcn and I" dia Mis.fI·QfI.~, 
1876-19 /4 (Toronto: Uniycrsil)' of Toronio Press, 1990), 

~: Op. cit .. p. 224. 
II Ibid. 
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to upset the delicate balance between their mission to prose lytize and yet maintain a 

secular position as far as social reforms were concerned, 

The general response from the nine Muslim gentlemen 24 who were se lected to 

give their op inion was that female leachers ..... should live with at least some members of 

their fnlllilies in quarters provided for them in or near the school compound , They may 

also live in the house of some relati ve if an y, or respectable person of the loca lity, but in 

no case must they li ve 310ne:·15 The Magistrate of Dhaka, B.C. Allen , Esq. ICS. summed 

up the predicament of the female teacher: " If they li ve as they do in the Eden Girls' 

School in a body together under a respectable lady superintendent Ihey enjoy every 

confidence. It wou ld al so do if Brahmos or native Christians li ved in some respectable 

Hindu family,',26 What was apparent here was that a woman living alone could never be 

an opt ion if she sought respectability. 

Question twenty somewhat overlapped with the previous question as it asked: 

' What establi shment must be provided on the premises to secure such condit ions? ' Most 

of the answers were similar 10 th at of the answers to question nineteen. The final verdict 

was that femal e teachers must li ve under purdelll, in free quarters attached to the school 

with female servants or in the house of respectable fam ilies under the con trol of the 

Managing Committee. Only by restricting the movements of women who ventured out 

into the public space and by placing them under strict surveillance cou ld society hope to 

restrain the ' new woman' created by colonial modernity . Women who broke the shackles 

of the 'old patriarchy' by acqui ring education fell vict im to a ' new patriarchy' that 

:~ They \~ere. the Hon'ble Khan Bahudur Syed Nuwab Ali. a zam indars and Member of the Legislat ive 
Counci l ofEast~rn Bengal and Assam. Nawab Syed Abdus Sobhan Chowdhury. Nawllb of Bogra. Maul vi 
Sycd Abdul Majid. President of Anjll/lwn Islamia. Maul vi Musharruf Hossain, Pleader and Vice·Chairman 
of the Jalpaiguri Municipalit)'. Maul vi Nuruddin Ahmed. Member of the Local Board, Nowgong, Maul vi 
Ynquinuddin Ahmed. Government Pleader. Dinajpur. Maulvi FnzJull~aq. who in 1923 wou ld become Ihe 
first Indhm EdUClition Minister of Bengal . and subsequently Chief Minister. M,mlvi Kutubuddin Ahmed 
and Maulvi Momtazuddin Ahmed . 

:, . Answers to Questions Relating to Female Education', p.228 . 
!~ Ibid., p. 2 18. 
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insi sted on women being maintained in a dependent and subordinate status within Ind ian 

soc iety.27 

T he Commull ullssue 

A non-confrontational communal relation between Ihe Hindus and the Muslims, the two 

major communities had always existed in the socia-cultural life of Bengal. However. 

religion di stinguished these twO communities Md each communit y had its own class 

strllcture. its own rites and rituals, literature and philosoph y.28 As indigenous educat ion 

deve loped under the auspices of religioll s institUlions like the temple and the mosque. 

edllcational insti tutions of the Iwo communities deve loped on segregaled communal lines 

as wel l. There were Pathshalas find Tols for Hindus ,md Madrassahs and MDktabs for 

Muslims. They foll owed entirely diflerent curricula , taught in the Sanskrit language by 

Hindu pllndils in the former and in the Pers ian and Arabic languages by Muslim mlm~'his 

and mall/vis in the latter.29 One of the drastic changes that were introduced by the 

education system of the colonial period was the one where Hindus and Muslims came to 

study under they same roof, with the same curriculum and were taught by the same 

teachers. The western style schools were the firsl site where the Hindu and the Muslim 

congregated together. 1·lence the question (question no. 9): ;Should arrangements be 

Illude for educating Hindu and Mohammedan g irls separately for the present? If so, 

whether it is necessary to have separate schools even for gi rl s who pass beyond the 

primary stage and wish to receive hi gher education?' 

Opinions arc almost equally divided regard ing separate arrongcmcnts for the 

educat ion of Hindu and Muslim girls. The miss ionary response unanimously opposed 

:7 For details on the discourse of woman's agency and identity formation , see Judith Walsh, Domeslicily in 
Coloniol India' Whol Womell Leomed Whell Men GlIW: TIII:m AcMce (New Delhi : Oxford University Press, 
2004). 
=- Scc Islam. Siraju1. 'Communal Relations' in Islam, Sirajul (cd.), Ballglapedia: NOllonal EncYc/OPNJia of 
H(mx1mll!sh, vol 3, pp. 81 ·S5. 
l"I ror dctai ls see Shahidull ah, Kazi . Pal.l'halru 11110 SchOQ/~" Thc Ift!l't:lopmCIIf of'"digt' IIoIiS Efrmt'lIlaty 
t.'llllcmiOlI In IJ('IIgal. 18j-l·19()j (Kolkata: Firlllll KLM Pri vate Limited, 1987) and. Md. /\ bdullah AI 
Masum , 8ll/lglM Muslim S(lfl/ujcy A(Jlllmik Sikshur Agrtlgoti (Thc Sprcnd of Modern Education in the 
Benga li Muslim Society. 1885. (92 1), Dhaka; Bangnl Acadcmy. 2007, 
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separation tl S that \\-ould. in their op in ion, only serve to emphasize the difference already 

existing between the two comm unities. The missionaries noted that hitherto they found 

no difficu lt y in teaching Hindus. Muslims and Christians togcther. But then agtlin . we 

must keep in mi nd that the miss ionaries could not bri ng Hindu and Muslim gi rl s of the 

upper classes to the ir schools. The desi re to maintain spatial difference was most 

profound among members o f the aristocrat ic class. However, British officials were 

div ided in thei r opin ion. The Commiss ioner of Raj shahi , F.C. Henniker, the Magistrate of 

Dacca, B.C. Allen, the Magistrate of Noakhnli , J.G. Dunlop, the Magistrate of Rungpur. 

J. Vas and the Commissioner o r Assam Valley and Hill Distri cts were of the opinion that 

Muslims wou ld prefer sepa rate schools. Accord ing to Dun lop, separate schools should be 

provided . Musli m girl s would seldom attend a school beyond the primary stage more 

specially if the teachcr be a male and a Hindu. he added.1o The Magistrate o f Tipperah 

(presen t day Com illa) F.W. Strong sai d. " Muslim gi rl s rarely mtend schools and will 

genera ll y have to be provided for in private houses. When they nrc willi ng to attend a 

school Hindus and Mus lims can, I think, be taught together without inconvenience,',)1 

Other British offic ials who saw no reason for separate arrangements were the Deputy 

Commiss ioner of Kamrup, Assam, Major D. Herbert, Deputy Commiss ioner o f Cachar, 

Assam, F.C. French, The Commissioner of China gong, H. Luson and the Magistrate of 

Dinajpur, F.W. Sirong. There were thirty-three Hindu and four Muslim officia ls among 

the respondents. What Dr. P. Chatterjee, Inspector of Schools on pecial Duty, the 

in nuential phys ician felt was that the difficulty in educating Muhammcdan girls did not 

lie bringing them to schools where Hindu girls preponderate, but in bringing them to 

schools at a l1.32 Most of the Hi ndu officials agreed with Dr. Chatterjee, showing that they 

understood the root of the problem. A liberal view was proffered by Babu Srijul Nava 

ath l3aruah , SirislClr, Criminul Court, Nowgong, Assam when he said that separate 

arrangement Illay not be necessary in large centers. It was not advisable to roster 

separation between the two races and in the case of higher education gi rl s of both Hindu 

and Muslim communiti es shou ld receive instruction in the same institution.)) An oppos ite 

)0. Answers 10 Questions Relnting to Female Education' . p. 10 l. 
JI Ibid. 
)2 Uabu Joy Gopal Dc's Report on Female EdUClltion, GEBA A Proc.:edings. Apri l 1908. No. 125. p. 3. 
)J Op Ci t.. p. 108. 
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pragmatic view. given the circumstances. was held by Bnbu Paramanonda Biswas. a 

respondent in the private Hindu gentleman cmegory who opined that in small centers and 

Ma/wllas it would not be cas) to bring Hindu and Muslim gi rls together, So separate 

arrangemcnts ,,"auld be more suitable, )" 

Among the nine persons in the private Muslim gentlemen ciltcgory, Maulvi Fazlul 

llaq, who was to become the Chie f Minister of Bengal later in life, thought that there 

should be separate schools for the twO communities beyond the primary stage, The 

I lon'ble Kha n Bahadur Syed Nawab Ali, zaminder of Dhnnbari, Tangai l and Member of 

the Legislative Council of Eastern Benga l and Assam. along with Nn.wab Syed Abdus 

Sovan Chaudhury, the Nawab of Bogra and Maulvis Musharruf Hossain and Nu rudd in 

Ahmcd of Jalpaiguri and Nowgong respectively. 53W no need for separate schools. 

Prcdiclabl) . Ihe President of Anjuman /s/amia Maulvi Syed Abdul Majid opted for 

separate schools. as did two other respondent s. Ana lysis shows that among the total 

number of respondents, 29 were for separate arrangements at all stages, 23 for separate 

arrangemcnts at primary stages only, 2 for separate arrangements beyond the primary 

stage, and 54 were opposed to separate arrangcments nltogether. A simi lar problem was 

to arise on the question of zenana education. 

As a sllccessful alternat ive to institut ional education that suited the social-cultu ral 

necess ity of Bengal, the zenana education system had received the greatest impetus from 

government in 1903-04. That was when the Ma/llIl1ah system. a lso ca ll ed the Centra l 

Gathering system was irllroduced whereby girls of a ma/wllah (or neighborhood) would 

g.mhcr at a privalc house in that area to reccive instructi on from u peripatetic governess. 

The idea was to minimize the cnort of the peri patetic governess and maximize the 

outcome by hav ing many girls to teach on one visit That led to the question (question 

number four) whether it was desirable to limit allendance in these schools and centers to 

girl s of p .. rticulm castes and c1asscs. This qucstion w .. s nuanced in a very sensi ti ve 

manner because it alluded to not just the caste division among the Hindus, but also the 

class sensit iveness among the upper class Muslims. Thus all but two Musli m respondents 

J~ Ibid" p. 109, 
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said that girls from onl y the respectab le classes should be allowed in the center where 

gi rl s would gather to study. Question number four has been presented in summary fonn 

while discussing zenana education in Chapter I. lIere we shall discuss it from the 

perspective of communal relations among the two major communities of Hindus and 

Muslims in Bengal. 

As we have learned earlier. forty-s ix opi ni ons were In favor and tiny-two 

opinions were opposed to any restriction being imposed upon the admission of Hindu and 

Muslim girl s to the same school. The Horl"ble Khan Bahadur Nawab Ali Chowdhury 

(Choudhuri in colonia l documents) was very diplomatic with his answer. He and three 

other gentlemen op ined that the matter could be left to the joint discretion of the master 

of the house a.nd the peripatetic governess. On the other hand, the District Magistrate of 

Dacca. tak ing into account the concentration of the Muslims of the higher lIshrlljclass in 

the city. and some other European and Muslim gentlemen thought that the Muslims want 

their gi rl s to be taught separately and would even object to the presence of low class 

Muslim girl s in the same school. The District and Sessions Judge of Raj shahi and a few 

other Muslim gent lemen did not agree with them on thi s point. 

B.C. All en, the Magistrate of Dacca WllS of the opinion that Mus lims wanted their 

girl s taughl separate ly from Hindus, and would object to the presence of low class 

Muslim girl s. It was hi s op inion that Hindus we re to lerant and would not Object 10 

Muslim and even low class Hindu giris.JS This opinion was not substanti ated by the 

Hindu respondents. Directly opposing B.C. Allen, Babu Jogindra Chandra Chakravarty, 

Pleader of Dinajpur replied that female education, to be made popular and attractive. 

should be so nrranged that there might be separate arrangements for Muslim and Hindu 

girl s. ot onl y that. in the case of Hindus again , there ought to be separate arrangemen ts 

for higher class and lower class Hindu gi rls.J6 Sim ilarly. another respondent from the li st 

of private Il indu gentlemen answered, •• .. . respectable people will certainly object to their 

U 'Answers to Questions Relating to Female Education ', p. 42 . 
.If! Ibid., p. 50. 
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girls being educated with those orlow class,I.n Bubu Kishori Mohan Chaudhury. Pleader, 

Judges' Court, Rajshahi had a more nuanced suggestion: "Class prejud ices and en-stc 

distinction should have to be looked after and suitable arrangements shall have to be 

made, as the circumstance of each case may require.")S 

The Magistrate of Dinajpur F. W. Strong, who was also offici ating as Magistrate 

of Tipperah joined the magistrate of Dacca by say ing that Hindu and Muslim gi rl s 

should be kept separate . No olher di stinction would be necessary. except to include 

sweepers and others of the lowest c1:lsses.J9 The most persuasive a.nd clear reply came 

from Rai Kali Prasann3 Ghose, Bahadur, author and landholder, Dacca, who says. "The 

low cI;:ISS girl should not be allowed to take admission into private I'athshalas and to sit 

with girls of the three respectable castes in Eastern Bengal. i.e., Brahman, Kyestha and 

Buidya.',4o It might be noted here that not a single member of the lower classes or Hindus 

or Muslims were consulted ror their opin ion. 

Religion was the most readily identifiable criterion for distinguishing between the 

two major communities and their mutual relations in Bengal. It gave the two communities 

their di stinctive socia-cultural systems and sub-systems, their rites and ritual s, thei r 

literature and their philosophy. It gu ided fami ly values and social norms, Hence it was 

pertinent to ask (quest ion 10) whether reli gious instruction would be impm1ed at schools 

as the school go ing years are the formative stage of a person's life. The answers have 

been analyzed in the rollowing chapter which deals with school curriculum . 

Thc Non-Avai lab ility or TC:lchcrs, Traincd or Unt rained 

Bengal Education Department records throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century are rep lete with rererences or Directors or Public Instruction (DPI) and Inspectors 

of schools stating the lack or trained fema le teachers a major impediment to the spread of 

n Ibid .• p. 49. 
" Ibid. 
,~ Ibid .. p, 44, 
->0 Ibid .. p, 51. 
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girls' eduemion in Bengal. An assessment by Mr. Henry Sharp found thai the lack of 

mistresses. trained or untrained. no training arrangcmcnts for mistresses and no 

InSpt'Clrcss of chools waS ··the most urgent question of all and one which must be dealt 

with at oncc .,,41 A teachers' training facility would be attached to the Eden Female 

School. the only government funded Eng lish High School in Eastern Bengal, in 1907, 

Prior to that, the work of training, in whatever fOfm that might have been, was undertaken 

entirely by the variolls missionary bodies working in Bengol, for placement in mission 

schools. The Director of Public Instruction Mr. A.W. CroO hod noted in 1878 that the 

social classes from which teachcrs could be recruited were limited to two: Native 

Christians and I3rahmos. chieOy the former.42 The situation had remained unchanged 

aOcr more than 1\\0 decades of that statemenl . As carly us 1863, a Female Nonnal School 

was opened in Dhaka 10 train female teachers.4J After operating for ulmost a decade. on 

Ihe recommendation of the then Inspector of Schools in Bengal for the South-East 

Division. C.B. Clarke, who would later become the Director of Public Instruction. the 

govcrnmcnt closed the training school for female lcachers on 31 st July, 1872 on the 

grounds that no trainees were available.44 Yet. the Report on Public Instruction for 1869-

70 records Ihnt twenty Hindu widows. of whom fifteen were from the "lower ranks" and 

five were from the "middle ranks" had trained in that institution."s As far as records can 

Irace, Radhamani Debi, one of the first graduates of the Dacca Female Normal School, 

was appointed as a tcacher at Shcrpur Girls' School in 1866, on a monthly sa lary of thirty 

rupecs:") Even before that. one of the first recorded instances ofa lody in Eastcrn Bengal 

~ 1 Leiter from H. Sharp. Esq .. M.A., DireclOr o f Public Instruction. Eastern Bengal and Assam. to the Chief 
St..'Crctary to thc Gov!. o f Epstern Bengnl and Assnm. dated Shillong. the t) th September. 1906. General 
Dcpar1ment, Education Branch A Proceedings (ASS-1m Secretariat), List 4. Serial 73. Bundle I. January. 
190610 March. 1908. NA,B, Dhaka. 

~! Letter from A. W.Croft . Esq .. OO'g. Director of Public InstnJclion to the Sccrelary to the Govi. oflkngal, 
General Dcpar1ment Educntion Consultations. A Proceedings, July 1878 to July 1879. 

~J Ahmed, Sharifuddin, Dhaka: /tilws a Nagar Jiboll. 18-10-/91/ (Dhaka: History and Urban Life. 1840-
19211 (Dhaka : Academic P~s & Publishers Ltd .. 2001). p. 82. Training schools for teachers werc called 
Normal School. 
4' Government of Bengal. General Department Education Branch A Proceedings for 1872 Nos. 60-6 1. Wcst 
Bcngal St:lte Archi ves, Kolkata. 
4' General Rcpon on Public Instruction in the Lower Provinces of the Bengal Presidency, 1869·1870. p. 
222. cited in. Meredi th BOr1hwick. The Cllallging Role o/ Women ill Bel/gal. 18-19- / 905 (Princcton: 
Princeton Univcrsity Press. 1(84). p. ) 15. 
~ BOl1hwicl. .. Mcredith . The Changing Role of Women in Bengal , p. 3 t 7. 
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taking up a teaching job was that of Bamasundari Debi of Pabna,47 She also trained other 

girls to become :enOlw teachers, Another pioneering lady of the early generation who 

took up teaching as a profession in the I 860s was Monorarna Majumdar who worked in 

I3nrisaL She had to face a great deal of hostility on account of being a preacher in the 

Brahmo Samaj, the first woman preacher, according to avai lab le records,48 In 1878 she 

look up the position of second mistress at the newly established Eden Government 

Female School in Dhaka, 

When question number twelve asked how teachers of the ' right stamp' could be 

recruited and whether the recruitment should be confined to certa in classes and castes, it 

was obvioll s that the fact that options were extremely limited was not taken into account. 

In answer to this vital question. B.C. Allen, the Magistrate or Dhaka summed up the 

problem thus: "Teachers are very difficult to gel. Hindus are pract ica ll y out of the 

question. Brahmos nre qui te sui table, but supply is limited. Native Christians are fai rl y 

numerous, Something might be done by buying liule Christi an girls from their parents 

and trai ning them up at Boarding schools. Muslim remale teachers might possibly be 

obtained rrom Behar,',49 The suggestion or "buying little Christian girls from their 

parents" is appa ll ing to the senses, But conversions into Christianity happened mostl y 

among the poorest of the poor. How the Christi an conversion wo rked and to what extent 

the missions went to procure such conversions has not been looked into in this study. 

A. W. Botham, Deputy Commiss ioner of Sibsagar noted that while supply was so small , 

very liberal time should be offered for suitable tcachers and recruitment need not be 

restricted to any particular class or castc,SO It wns quite understandable that the Europcan 

respondents would have no cla.ss and caste prefcrences. blll that kind of Icniency could 

not be expected of the morc orthodox Hindu and Muslim respondents. Maul vi 

Ahsnnllilah, Officiating Inspector of the Chiuagong Division claimed that preference 

~ 7 Ray. Ohnra!i (ed.) Sekaler Narishiksa: Bamabodhinl Patrika, J 270·1 119 Bangabda [Women 's Education 
of Those Times: Oamabodltini Palrika. 1270· 1329 Bengali CalendarJ, Ko lka!a: Kolknta Uni versity 
Women 's Studies Research Centre., 1994, p. 29. One h:ls to add either 606 or 607. depending on the 
Bcngali month or date 10 the ycar of the Bengali Calendar to fi nd the corresponding year o f the Gregorian 
Calendar (AD), 
~a Meredi th Borthwick, p,316, 
49. Answers to the Questions Relrlted to Femalc Educat ion', p, 137. 
so Ibid .. p, 140, 
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should be given to candidates of the same caste to which the majority of the girls under 

instruction belonged.51 A well thought opinion was ofTered by an officer of the Education 

Department, Bubu Rajeswaar Gupta who was the Head Master of the Rangpu r Training 

School. In hi s opinion, teachers o f the right stamp could be recruited if: (a) the pay was 

attractive: (b) schools were set up in selected places: (c) the female teachers were allowed 

to be ubsenl during the time o f inspection by male Inspectors.52 Liberal pay was 

suggested by the Deputy Commissioner of Kamrllp, Major D. Herbert as well. The retired 

Assistant of Schoo ls fo r Dacca, Bahu KUlnud Bandhu Bose al so thought that adequate 

remunerat ion would bring in a fair supply of qualified female teachers. As a retired 

school Inspector, it can he asslimed that he was speaking from the position of an 

informed respondent. However, his colleaguc, Bahu Nava Kishorc Sen, retired Deputy 

Inspector of Schools fo r Brahmanbaria thought that for the present, the Christian and 

Brahmo communities were the on ly communi ties where female teachers cou ld be looked 

for.S) Reverend Mr. Hamilton of Raj shnhi considered Vaishnm1is most unsuitable for 

tcaching posts. Conservative society was suspicious about the mora lity of the Vaislmavis. 

They wcre considered too libertarian for the taste of orthodox Hindus and Muslims. The 

Commiss ioner o f Raj shahi, Mr. F .C. Henniker advised palienl search and enquiry to find 

teachers of the ' ri ght stamp'. He proposed recruitment of European lad ies trai ned in 

England and retired male teachers of ' good c harac ter' for teaching gi rls ' schools. 

The most pragmatic way of solving the problem of the dearth of teachers was to 

look for alternatives to trained teachers. Thus whether it wou ld ass ist the cause o f female 

educat ion to secure widows to be educated and trained, and if so, by what agency 

(q uesti on 15) and, whether elderl y o r retired ma le teachers would be round suitable for 

the job orteach ing small chi ld ren (question 16) were issues brough t on the table . That the 

';crvices o f widows and retired ma le teachers \.,.ould be of great value was acknowledged 

by all the respondents. Regarding widows, however, most respondents thought that under 

Ihe present state of Hindu and Musl im societ ies, no widow would come fo rward in se:uch 

of work and vo lunteer fo r training. As for the service of e lderly male teachers. the Head 

) 1 Ibid . 
}2 Ibid .. p. 141. 
)J Ibid. 

125 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Master of the Dacca Madrnssah Maulvi Zahirul i-Illq rightl y pointed out that that was in 

fact the agency by which the girl s have traditionally rece ived religious instruction in the 

numerous madrassahs all arou nd the province, so there shou ld be no objection in using 

the option in formal schools. 

Quest ion seven teen was concerned abou t whether wives of vi llage schoolteachers 

may be givcn an allowance from the District Board to kcep a small girts' school in 

conncction wi th the boys' school wherever it was possiblc to do so. To that. the 

responden' .. ri ghtl y pointed Ollt that wive!:> ur vi ll age school masters were not necessarily 

educated. However. where the wives werc cducated, the majority of opinion was in 

favour of giving them an allowance to keep a small girl 's school in connection with the 

boys' schoo l. The miss ionary ladies and gentl emen unanimously vetoed th is idea. Some 

Hindu and Muslim gentlemen also did not approve of the scheme on the grounds that it 

involved either the neglect of house-hold duties or of the school, usually the latter. When 

the matter was presented to the Female Educat ion Committee for II solut ion to be found ~ 

the Committee decided that the greatest hope of obtaining village school mistresses was 

to be found in the male teachers' female relatives. To enti ce male teachers into training 

thei r female re latives to qualify for a teaChing job. a reward of 100 rupees was to be 

award ed for every successful cand idate. A trai ning school was to be opened in Comilla at 

a monthl y recurring expenditure of 800 rupees. The Committee al so recommended that 

fema le teachers be paid more than ma le leachers because she would have to make 

arrangements for a ma le or elderl y female relative to li ve with her and that would mean 

addi tional expenditure. 

Another altemative solution to the prob lem was, mooting the idea of mixed 

primary schools of boys and gi rls under respectable pundits who \ .. ou ld draw a special 

all owance for the girl s (question 18). Most of the private Hindu and Muslim civi lians 

opposed the idea. The officials of the Education Department , on the other hand. not 

unsurpri singly. supported it wholchcortcdly. as they were acutel y aware that ground 

realities would not chongc overnigh t, that the girls' schools could not be staffed entirely 

wi th female teachers in the immed iate future. The supporters of the idea, however, 
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insisted on separate rooms for the girls 50 that pure/ah could be maintained . Any 

suggestion that did not comply with the soc ial norms of the times was bound to fail. 

Fina nce a nti M un:lgc l1I cnt 

In lhe final analysis, norms and attitudes apart , the economic aspect of prov iding for 

female educat io n is a crucial factor. Mr. A. Majid. District Sessions Judge o f Rajshahi , 

correctl y pointed out Ihat female education on a large scale was ultimately a question of 

fund s. A large allotment from government fo r the purpose was essentially required . 

Another respondent to the questionnaire, Babu handra Kishorc Kar, Honorary 

Mligislrllte o f Ilazidpur. Kishoreganj persuasive ly fel t : "There arc at present several 

org'lIli zat ions such as Mymensingh Sanmilan i, Tippcra Sanmilani, etc., under the 

absol ute con tro l of the educated Hindus and Muhammcdans, by which fema le education 

is being s lowly pushed forward . but these noble institut ions lack proper encouragement 

and patronage from the Government, and if these institutions are liberally financed and 

patronized by the Government and the promoters of these institutions are taken into 

confidence and be given freedom of action, then these pioneer organizations of female 

education may thrive and be remodeled and their stability insured .,,54 The all-important 

question of how to finance female education was virtually le ft out o f the purview of (he 

survey. In the wo rds of the Commissioner of Sibsagar, Assam, " Female education is a 

de licate plant. and every concession which wou ld tend to encourage it should be made.'.ss 

It W,15 unce rtain . however, from where the concess ions for Ihe "delicate plunt" would be 

forthcoming. if coming at all . 

The management o f female educat ion. on the other hand, found importance in lhe 

survey. An imponant pan of management was the maintenance o f the proper standards of 

educalion and regular inspection. It has been mentioned earlier that the 

institutionalization of7.enan3 education in a standardized form was one o f the priorities of 

the new government o f Eastern Bengallll1d Assam due 10 the popularity o f this form of 

'" Ibid .. p. 278 . 
U Ibid" p. 24. 
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education in thi s region. Zenana education had proliferated for man y decades without any 

governmen t control. Taking advantage of the lack of inspection. Chri stian missionaries 

had conccntmted on proselytization through Bible studies in the zenana instead of any 

real form of education. There was also no slructured cu rricu lum. no standard primers and 

consequently no real progress in education. The lack of inspection also gave rise to the 

uncontrolled growth of private peripatetic agencies whcre the teachers employed were of 

ext remcly low standard. and in some instances with no qualification whntsoever to teach. 

The heighlened attention towards zenana education was manifest in the government 's 

intention to pay grant-in-aid to private zenana agencies and ex tend scholarsh ip to zenana 

pupils, thus subjecting them to supervision and inspection. Thus question five of the 

questionnaire was a very pertinent one as it asked to what extent should private agency 

be rdil.!d on. and under what conditions as to inspection. 

The majorit y of the respondents. not surpri singly. were of the opinion that private 

agencies C<ln be allov.ed to manage schools. conduct examinations and perform other 

such work as are genera ll y performed by managing committees of schools, but they must 

perform under the full control of the Education Department and their work must be 

supervised by government Inspecting Officers. By the end o f the nineteenth cenlLlry 

nationalist and anti-Christian sentiment had become quite strong in Bengal. The 

nati ona listic bias came through in Srijut Krisnapran Cangkakol i's statement. He was an 

Iionorary Magistrate of Sibsagar, Assam, and held posit ions li ke Revenuc Superintendent 

of the Deputy Commissioner's Office. Sibsagar, Member of the Loc<ll Board, Sibsagar 

and, President of the Temple Commi ttee of Sibs:lgar, among others . Cangkakoti felt that 

in order 10 nmkc female education popular. everything that h<ld a dcnationalizi ng 

tendency should be avoided. No Miss ionary should be ."Iowed to teach in school s. The 

officers of the Education Department , he strongly felt , should always be in touch with the 

public opinion. S6 

Question 13 of tile questionnaire asked whether an in nuential comm ittee to advise 

and help in the management of the schools would aid the cause o f fema le education. The 

~ Ibid., p. 277. 
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missionaries strongly opposed thi s. By ' innuential committee' , it was clearly understood 

that it would be composed of local gentlemen. Thus the Reverend Dr. Mead of Faridpur 

pleaded that the MagiStrate should have the power of nominating the managing 

commi ttee; otherwise. his genuine concern was that missionaries would nowhere have 

any chance of getting involved in the management of any scllool. Another missionary. 

Miss Lloyd of il chnr. Assam. would not consent 10 placing any mission school under 

such a committee. Except for the opposing vo ice of the miss ionaries, there was un an imity 

of opin ion regarding an influential committee among Hindu and Musli m respondents. 

The issue of managing committees of Ind ial! gentlemen was raised again in question 

number 22 and aga in the vote was almost unanimously in favor. Babu Asvini Kumar 

Dutta, a zamindar of Bari sal, however, pointed out that despite the usefulness of such 

committees, these gentlemen should not visit these institutions.57 The norms of purdah 

would not allow such liberty. 

Recommendations 

Answers to the questions 21, 23 and 24 came pouring in with recommendations about 

how to secure the co-operation of Indian lad ies, enlist public help and advance the 

progress of female education in this region. It may be noted that no Indian lady or 

representative of the minority communities or any pcrson from the non-hhadralok class 

was selected to participate in this significant survey. This points to the gendered and 

elitist nature of the survey. 

Most of the responde nts considered it doubtful whether female cooperation could 

be secured but the few offi cers who were opt im istiC about securing the cooperation of 

Indian ladies suggested various means to do so. Among these were: (a) making the 

bIIadramahill ls honorary visitors of schools and members of the school Committees; (b) 

)1 Letter from Babu Joy Gopal De. Assistant tnspector of Schools, Dacca Division, to the Director of Public 
Inslruction. Eastern Bengal and Assam . OEDA. Education A Proceedings. Apri l 1908, No. 125, p. 5, NAB. 
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inviting the bhlu/rat1ll1itilas to different ceremonies. like prize distribution;SII (c) holding 

meetings of bhadramahilas from time to time to di scuss the cond ition of female 

education and ways of progress; (d) approaching husbands or male relatives of 

pllrdanasltin ladies to induce them to take an interest in the spread of female education;S9 

(e) seeking cooperat ion of the wives ofzaminda rs and Ranis who were zamindars in their 

own right. The wivcs of officers shou ld be asked likewise; and. fin ally. (f) remunerating 

the hlwdramllhilas for' thei r service wou ld prov ide an inccntive. 

rhc Commissioner of the Chittagullg Division hud a correct understand ing of the 

socia -econom ic and cultural situation of Eastern Bcnga l when hc sa id that much could 

not be expccted of the genera l public. It was mainly the job of thc Government to 

estab lish schools and manage them or grant gencrous aid packages to develop female 

education. Some othcr suggestions which were not necessaril y we ll thought oul or 

practical ones were as follows :6O 

(a) forming committces of elderly women to look aner the improvement of female 

education; 

(b) giving pri zes to ladies who take interest in female education; 

(e) fo rm ing committees of gentlemen interestcd in thc advancing of female educat ion 

to manllge girls' schools; 

(d) impos ition of an educat ion ta x and glVll1 g la;t(-payers the ri ght to cOl1lro l the 

schools; 

(e) holding periodical meeting for distribu tion of prizes; 

(I) publication of literature on subjects relating to female education and free 

di stribution of such literature through the school inspectors, 

As pointed out above. the deve lopment of female education depended on two viml 

elements: a large allocation of funds from government , and, the removal of social 

prejudices and customs such as, the earl y marri age of gi rl s and the strictness of 

SI The presence of Mrs. P.K. Roy can be seen in re-cords of reports o rthe Inspcclors (lnd Inspectresses, 
W It was the prerogative or the husbands and male relatives to allow ladies to contribute in the pu blic arena, 
110 Leiter from Bubu Joy Gopal Dc. Assislant Inspector of Schools. Dacca Division. 10 lhe Director or Public 
InSlntction, Eastern Bens ul und Assltm, pp. 5-6, 
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purdah . To stop the "pernicious" custom of early marriage. withholding of 

scholarship to boys who married early was proposed. The Commissioner of the 

Rajshahi Division urged that providing employment for educated women wou ld be a 

powerful if indirect stimulant to education. 

By 1907, when the survey was conducted, official intervention in the matter of 

fem ale education seemed natura l of a Bengal that had experienced 3 hundred years of 

social reform initiated by the middle class. It was up to the Female Education 

COtnlllillce to formu latc specific n,:cOll1mendations and up to Government to 

implement them. 

T he Work of the Fcmale Edue~lfio n Committce 

Armed with the backing of a referendum of sorts, the Commillee could take up the work 

of reorganizing the system of female education with the knowledge of full support from 

all quarters - government and non-government. All sub-committees had their work 

spelled out for them and on the basis of the reports they compiled, the FEC sat every 

year, in 1909, 1910 and for the last time in 1911 to review and formulate concrete 

recolllmendations for the improvement of female education in Eastern Benga l. The 

scheduled meeting of 1912 could not be held because the I>artition hnd been annu lled in 

1911 . The Commitlee took note of all the recommendations that the survey had produced. 

Basically these may be categorized under the following heads: financial incentive for 

teachers, suitable curriculum and primers for students, financial incentive and better 

management of zenana education, fund allocations for model schools and, assurance of 

the maintaining of purdah . As the previous chapter has di scussed zenana educat ion and 

the following chapter takes up the issue of the curriculum and text books, here it we sha ll 

look into the matter of female teaching staff and financial assistance for estab lishing new 

schools. 
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T he Quest fo r Fema le Teaching t:lrr 

The demand for leachers greatly exceeded the supply in the first half of the twentieth 

century. The Female Education Committee had recommended 10 the government that at 

least ten new primary schools of an improved type in each di strict and one good 

secondary school at the headquarters of those districts, either a middle vernacular school 

or an Eng li sh sc-hool be set up on an urgent basis. Immediate ly then. the problem of how 

to staff those schools became a major concern. Hiring elderl y male teachers was a 

plausib le option initia ll y, but t!ventually all gi rls' schools had to, on principle, be entirely 

statTed by female teachers. The Female Education Committee, to make do wi th the 

availab lc rcsources at hand. decided not to raise the qua li fication bar high. To qualify lor 

the post of a head mistress in a secondary schoo l, a very suitable mistress would be. the 

Committee decided. a lady who had read up to the Middle Vernacular standard and had 

preferably rece ived training in a special training school.61 She shou ld be paid 40 rupees, 2 

allnrlS and 50 paisas a month. As for the rest of the female teaching stafT, the ordinary rule 

to be observed was lhat, the mistresses should have stud ied at least one stage higher than 

the gi rl s they we·re to lcach. Accord ingly, the second mistress should have read up to the 

middle vemacular standard or its equ ivalent and would be paid 30 rupees per month; the 

th ird mistress should have read up to the upper primary or its equivalent and be paid 25 

rupees a month and the fourth and fifth mistresses should have read up to the lower 

primary or its equivalent. and be paid 20 rupees a month . There was no provision for the 

teaChing of Engli sh at a Middle Vernacular schoo l and special arran gement wou ld have 

to be made should the demand for English teaching ari se.62 

The more tcnaciolls effort had to go into creat ing an environment that would 

allmct women to join as pril1ltlry school teachers as the greater demand was at the 

primary level education. The task of recruiting teachers entailed a three-fo ld procedure . 

~I The Middte Vernacular course consisted of classes V. VI and VII. 
(11 Proceedings of the meeting of the Female Education Committee for Eastern Bengal and Assam. held ot 
Dacca on the 26'" of February. 1908, Assam Secretariat (Sylhct Procecdings), Education Department. File 
No. E1946 of 1909, NA,O. 
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First. enqu iries needed to be made to ascertain whether womcn cducatcd up to the upper 

primary standard6J or its equivalent were willing to take serv ice in schools. Secondly, the 

prospects and the probable terms of employment needed to be prepared specially needed 

in a manner udvantageous to the candidates. Thirdl y, it remained to be considered 

through what agency the concerned authorities should make it known that mistresses 

were required and how the particulars rcgarding applicallls were to be ascertained. 

Crc<lt ing a pool of prospective cand ida tes for teaching was a challenging task and 

thc Educn lion Department cou ld not afford to make class distinctions under the given 

ci rcumstances, Therefore. the FEe recommcnded thai gove rnment grant li beral stipends 

to women of all classes for completing their cducation to the end of the middle vernacular 

stage on the condition that they would serve for two years as a teacher. The rate of 

stipends should be 8 rupees per month in class V, 9 rupees in class VI and 10 rupees in 

class VII of tile Middle Vernacular course. However, though the stipends were attractive, 

the Commillee feared that unless the middle ve rnacular schools were entirely st<'tffed with 

fema le tcachers, guardians would not allow grown up gi rl s 10 attend thosc schools. But 

where \\cre such tcachers to be found? It was acknowledged that special training schools 

afforded the best agency for the recruitment of tcachers. 13efore the teachers' training 

school was establi shed in Comilla on the recommendation of the FEe, the training 

classes attached to the Eden School was the only training facility for teachers in the 

whole of Eastern Bengal. That institution had trained 2S pupils by 1911.64 Of them. nine 

were Brahmo, s ix were Hindu, seven were Christian , two were Musl im and one was a 

Pars i. Seven of the trainees were widows, four were married and the rcst were young 

girls. At the end of their train ing, all of them were employed in government and miss ion 

schools in Dhaka, Barisa l. Fa rid pu r, Mymcnsi ngh Md Cam illa. After the ann ulment of 

parti tion, a nc\\ Female Educ-ation Committee was formed and the Committee took stock 

to) Jnlhe Education Pol ic)' of 1904. the primary stage was diVIded into two seclions: the Upper Primary 
Section. which conSlfluled classes III and IV, and Ihe Lower Primary Section, which conSlituted classes I 
lind II. Sec:. The Indian Education Policy. Bengal Education Proceedings (A) for the month o f June 1904. 
File 10·0/ 16, Nos, 50·5 1, NA,S. 

~ • A Note on the Trai ning Class Attached to the Eden High School For Girl s. Dacca', GE BA, EducaliOIl A 
Proceedings, File No. EI2S·E. January 1912. Nos. 53,56, NA, B. 
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of the situation regarding the number of female teachers in proportion to the students. 

The tables that were prepared for Eastern Benga l provide a grim picture of the teacher­

student rat ion in thi s region in the first decade and a ha lf of the twentieth century. The 

first tab le shows the number of students in various educational institutions. The second 

tab le shows the number of women teachers employed in varioll s institu tions. Table 3.3 is 

a list or womcn tcachers. trained and untrained. 

Table 3. 1: Nu mber of Studen ts in Variolls Institutions for Gi rl s. 

Types of Institu tions No. of InSlilutions No. of Pupils 

Co lleges 00 00 

High Schools 04 684 

Middle English Schools 05 573 

Middle Vernacular Schools 09 745 

Primary Schools 4,951 105,573 

T raining Institutions 02 43 

Source: Government of Benga l Ed ucation Branch A proceedings, March 1915, Fil e 4-
0/49/ 1-2. Nos. 77-81 , National Archives of Bangladesh. List 18, Bundle 42. 

134 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Table 3.2: Statement of the Number of Female Teachers Employed. 

Oil' isions Priml.'ry M idd le High 

Dacca 197 03 09 

Raj shahi 130 20 07 

Chittagong 188 II 06 

Total 515 34 22 

Total number of\\oman teachers: 57 1 

Source: Governmen t of Benga l Education Branch A proceedings, March 191 5, Fi le 4-
0/49/ 1-2. Nos. 77-81, Nat iona l Archives of Bangladesh, List 18, Bundle 42. 

Table 3.3: Statement of Female Teachers, Trained and Untrained. 

Primary Schools 

Divisions Trained Untrained 

Dacca 15 182 

Raj shahi 13 11 7 

Chittagong 04 184 

Tota l 32 483 

Total num ber of trained teachers: 44 

Total num ber of untrained teachers: 509 

Middle Schools 

Trained Un tra ined 

02 01 

00 20 

05 06 

07 09 

High Schools 

Trained Untrained 

03 06 

00 07 

02 04 

05 17 

Source: Government of Benga l Educati on Branch A proceedings, March 191 5, File 4-
0/49/ 1-2. Nos. 77-81 , Nat iona l Archives of Bangladesh. List 18. Bundle 42. 
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The tables sho\\ the glaring disparity between the demand and the supply of teachers. If 

female education was to progress, priority was nceded to be given to the production of a 

corresponding number of teachers . The projected increase of the number of schools in the 

following ten years required an estimated number of 7.000 primary school teachers and 

300 secondary school teachers. 

In the meantime, the quest fo r fema le teachers remai ned tenacious as a lack of 

Muslim trai nees was a perenn ial matter of concern fo r the authorities. The Hon ' ble Khan 

Rahndur Syed Nawnb Ali, ZSl1l illUCr of Dhnnbnri, Tangai l, who wou ld later be 

instrumental in the estab li shment of the University of Dhaka, mentions: "As a matter of 

principle. teachers shou ld be always women. It wou ld certain ly be extremely difficult to 

attract Muslim girl s to school which will not only have. out and out, nn entire stafT of 

lady teachers, but which would not maintain. due regard to Purdah."os The minimum 

qualificntion for app lying for a teaching job was a primary school certificate. Even that, 

however. was not forthcoming in the foreseeable future. 

Other Schemes for Progress 

At the initiati ve of Khan Bahadu r Syed Nawab Ali Chaud huri , 7..ami ndar of Dhanbnri, 

Tanga il , special preferences we re proposed specifica lly for the encouragement of 

education alllong Muslim girl s. The Muslim members of the sub·coJnmitlee headed by 

him recommended sett ing up schoo ls for Mus lim gi rl s at di strict or sub·divi sional 

hcadqutlrtcrs, and thc setting up of Board schools for Muslim girls. The sub·commillee 

also recommended the revision of text·books in order to omit any portion that was 

ofTensive to the reli gious sentiment of thc Muslims. They also recommended separate 

Readers for Muslim lentllla classes. It al so suggested that pending a separate training 

school for Musl im teachers, the training class that was auachcd to Eden Girls ' High 

School should teach Urdu as an extra subject. A proportion of the scholarships were also 

to be reserved for Mus li m gi rl s. A request was placed with the Director of Public 

., ' Answt:fS IO Qut:Stions Reltlling to Ft:mtlle Education', p. 144 . 
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Instruction to send an I"spectress to Hyderabad to visit the zenana schools there and 

examine the methods and system of female education in the estate including the teaching 

of Urdu. Among Other recommendations were granting of scholarships to zenana students 

on a ha lf-yearl y bas is, instead of the current yearly one. tbe establishment of a cen tral 

fema le mudrassa in Dacca wi th a training class allached to it to train Muslim mistresses. 

It was to have a middle venlacular curriculum and run by four or five mistresses under a 

well-trained Superintendent who wou ld be paid a salary of Rs. 250 a mon th . The medium 

of instnlction here wou ld be either Bengali or Urdu. The Female Education Cornmillee 

included all the i:;sues raised by the sub-com miltee in the Comm ittee's final 

recommendations. 

The Committee proposed to provide scholarships 10 give financial incentive to 

deserving students. wilh immediate effect. There would be 100 Primary scholarships of 

Rs. 4 each: twenty Middle Vernacular scholarships of Rs. 5 each; 40 Middle Engli sh 

scholarships of Rs. 6 each. In an ticipation that women wou ld one day move towards 

tertiary educat ion, the Committee suggested 6 junior scholarShips of the va lue of Rs. 20 

and six senior scholarships of the value of Rs. 25, The junior and senior scholarships may 

be held in any co llege recognized by a University, or any other institut ion with the 

sanction of its Di rector. The Eden High School became the first institution for girls' 

terti ary education when a co llege was attached to it in 1921. When the Director of Pub lic 

Instruct ion objected to the great expense of carrying out such lofty plans, the Committee 

resolved 10 limillhe recommendati on of scholarships to 100 Primary scholarships at Rs. 3 

each. 12 Middle Vernacular scholarships at Rs. 4 each and 8 Midd le Engli sh scholarships 

at Rs . 5 cach.66 

Improvement on the existi ng system of inspection tlnd the widening of the control 

of the Education Department on all educational institutions got high priority in the 

recommendations of the FEe. Recommenuations were also made to lessen the number of 

offices through wh ich the bills fo r the payments of mistresses' sa laries were processed so 

116 "Recommendations of the Female Education Committee', June 1911. GEBA. Education (A) Proceedings, 
January 1912, File No. EI25-E, Nos . 53-56, NA B. 
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that delays in disbursement wou ld not occur. Thirty new urban schools were to be 

established in three years at a cOSt of Rs. 36,400 (whereas only Rs. 7000 was provided in 

the budget for capital expenditure).67 

An Appraisa l of the Fema le Educa tion Committee 

j\ general revicw of girl s' education in Bcngal made in 1905 had revealed that 

..... everything points to the fact that we are on the eve of a large expansion of education 

for women :md girl s. The people are wi lling to we lcome such an expansion provided that 

progress proceeds on lines that are not antagonistic to their conservative instincts. with 

which sympathy should be shown. The pol icy must not be destructivcly radical, but 

progressively conservntive.,-68 The composition or the Female Education Committee and 

the people selected for lhe survey conducted with the questionnaire ensured that 

recommendations coming out from thai Committee wou ld be "progressively 

conservative", yet not "destruct ive ly rad ica l." 11le lasting contribution of the FEe stems 

from the exhausti ve reports of the myriad of sub-commillccs appo inted to enquire into 

every ftspect of fema le education in Eastern Bengal. This detailed corpus of documents 

provides invaluable information that no report of the Director of Public Instructions for 

und ivided Bengal had prov ided before. The problem of the trai ning of teachers, the 

necessity l"or increasing the sa laries or fe male teachers, the impol1ancc of bringing the 

l.)ccol1unodation facil ities or leachers into considerat ion. etc. were aspects that hitherto 

had fa iled to attract the necessary attention. 

However, an inherent wea kness of the Female Educat ion Committee was thai, it 

was en trusted with the task of making recommendations onl y, with no power or 

mechanism for implementing them. The fund s that wou ld be needed sounded so 

staggering that the Chicf Secretary wrote to the Licutcnant·Governor: "These estimates 

of the tOlnl cost of the recommendations of the Felllale Education Committee are 

interesting muthcmatica l exercises. But they need not di sturb us. I think. as they represent 

It) Ibid .. p. I. 
61 Report on Public Instruction in Bengal ror the yellf 1905-06. Nos. 138-139. File 8-R-1I5. Calcutta, dated 
S'h November, 1906, p. 6 . 
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merely an ideal 10 which we may aspire. but which we cannot hope to reach , and it is 

probable that the scheme now set ou t. will be modified in many respects, long before we 

come within reasonable di stance of its realization.·069 

Although the idea of a representative body to guide govemment policy was an 

altruistic one, the rhetorical aspect of the whole operation of the Female Education 

Committee was overwhelming. Even before the Committee went into session, the 

gove rnment att itude towards the whole enterprise was that it wo uld not be very hard to 

summon the Committee and arrive 31 a plausib le scheme that would look all right on 

paper. but the resul ts might be as futile as the many other similar endeavors made to 

promote female education in the cOlintry. 1O Sadly. the entire work of the representative 

body was overshadowed by the imperiali st political rhetoric that gripped the scene as the 

first decade of the 20th century drew to a close. The deci sion to wrap up the partition was 

already made in administrat ion circles by 1909. So implementations of ambitious plans of 

the government of Eastern Bengal during the partition interlude carried no meaning for 

the government. The members of the FEC. however, worked with convict ion amidst this 

turmoil. The various sub·committees worked extremely hard , investigating every aspect 

of education and preparing extensive reports for the Committee. The Commiuee in turn 

made detailed suggestions for the consideration of the government. Bul much of the work 

was futile, The proposals were rendered va lueless. Nevertheless, the detail ed reports 

prepared by the sub·commiuees for the Female Education Committee has remained as 

invaluable documents for the condition of female education in Eastern Bengal. Whereas 

IllOSt education reports were Calcutta·ccntric. the period during partition produced 

significant data exclusive ly for the region of Eastern Bcnga l. 

The Marxist historian 's explanation for the fai lure of the Female Education 

Committee to oversee the implementati on or the ambit ious plans it had laid out for the 

government would be Ih ut such failures were a recurrent phenomenon of colonia l rule 

~ ' Report on female education in the Province of Eastern Bengal and Assam'. Educnlion Depllrtment A 
Proceedin~. ASSam Secrct:lrial (Sylhel Proceedings), Pite No. E-946 of 1909. April 1910, Nos, 1·8, NA,B. 

7~ 'Constitut ion ora Committee to consider and advise Government upon the question ofFcmalc Education 
in Eastern Bengal and Assa m'. GEOA , Education (A) Proceedings. Pile No. E·349 of 1908. No. 125 . NA B. 
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cvcrY'~hcre . In the.: Marxist context. the failure of the FEe was nothing but the essential 

inability of a nnscent middle class to bring about soc ial transformation within a 

hegemonic co lonial structure." Any such attempt would have to rely heavily upon thc 

backing of the colonia l ruler. In the case of the FEe, the whole cause turned in to an 

intellectual exercise that fell victim to the complex interplay of co lonial rhetoric and 

po litica l expediency. The Female Education Committee ceased to exist when the partition 

of Bengal was ann ull ed in 19 11. Neverthe less. wi thin that short period. the emphasis 

placed on the importance of teachers had much to do with transforming the o ld deep· 

senled disda in for woman's paid work into complacent acceptance. The partition 

interlude opened new avenues for members of the asl/raj class like Syed Nawab Ali 

Chaudhuri 10 play nn ~Ictive role in the cnmpnign for the extension of female education 

among the Muslims. The most positive legacy of the experiment of the Female Education 

Committee, howcver. wou ld be the new efforts to consult widely on controversial aspects 

of educational po licy and to encourage female participation on central and local 

committees and boards. The contributions of individual women on these committees later 

laid the foundation for the participation of the New Woman in the socio.political arena in 

a more worthwhile manner. 

By the first quarter of the twentieth century changes were not discernible in the 

previous century began to manifest themselves in man y ronns. One of those was the 

prolong ing of childhood for both male and female children. As the first generations of 

educated gi rl s begun to emerge ns mothers. they made sure that their fema le offspring 

\\-cnt to school and stayed there longer than the mother had had a chance. The transition 

from childhood 10 adolescence began to grow Icss traumatic as thc instances of chi ldhood 

marriages bcgOlll to decrease in numbers. The rollowing chapter explores this 

phenomenon and discusses the contentS of' female education. 

71 Sec Chllltcrjcc. Panha. Empire and Na/iOn: £w~nti{JllYriling.f, 1985-]005 (New Delhi: Pemlanenl 
Black. 2010). p. 96. 
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Charl ier " 

T hc Structure and Contcnt of the ew Educa tion 

In the preceding chapters we have attempted to trace the steps that were being taken to bring the 

womcn of Bcngal into the fold of the colonial modernity that had been breaking down old taboos 

nnd creating the environmcnt for the emergence of the New Woman. I If education was the site 

where the not-so-opposing dichotomil:-!l of patriarchal domination and colonial subordination 

manifested themselves on the questions centering on the method. nature or objecti ve of that 

education. it was a lso the cmalyst that ushered into thc life of a Bengnli woman something she 

had not experi enced before --- a childhood. 

Since the publication of Philipe Aries' seminal work Cemllries of Childhood: A Social 

Hisfory of Family LiJe2 in 1962. the historiography on the discourse of family and childhood has 

grown remarkabl y. Nevertheless, Aries' work remains the classic text where it was claimed for 

the first time Ihat chi ldhood was nOl a biological given but a socially constructed concept and 

thnl the modern systcm of education and an awareness of its importnnce hnd essentially created 

the experience of childhood. The school systcm, Aries nrgucs. introduced a sharp divide between 

adult and child worlds. The development or the school curricu la relied on age-based 

dcmarcmions from the infant levcllo the upper leve ls, thus speci fyi ng the stages of a child's life. 

As the conccpt or schoo ling spread and was extcndcd across gendcr and class lines, childhood 

itselr las ted longer. 

Critics of Aries question hi s method of infcrential history and use of atypical examples 

like fnmily portraits as evidence taken out of conlext. However, there was nothing inferential 

about the lack of childhood innocence in the girls of Bengal where, until the nineteenth and early 

I Th~ new womcn are those modem. educated gentJe·women who emcrged in colonial Ikngal as products of the 
greal social refonn movements of the nineteenth century. For detllils, loec Amin. Sonia Nishat, The World 0/ Muslim 
Wml/lm II! C(I/{m;uIBengal. 18i6·/9J9 (Lcidcn: EJ. Brill. 1996). See "Iso, Meredith Borthwick. The Changing Role 
o/lI'mlll.'1I1II 8I'n~al. 189./-1905 (Princeton: Princeton Universi ty Press, 1984) and Ghulam Murshid. The Reiliclanl 
[JehUlfllII R('~ponse of Bengali 11'01111.' 11 10 Modcrm;aflOll. 18./1)-1905 (Rajshahi: Snhitya Snnlsnd , 1983). 
~ Originally published in French, in 1960 with the title L' £n/ulIl /!lla "ie/amilial SOliS f' anciem ref:ime, it was 
Iranslatcd into English by Roben Bliidick and published by R(lndOIl1I'louse Inc. in New York in [962. 
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t\",entieth centuries. in general . g irls were married o lT between ages seven and nine. Thus. the 

instant nn infant daughter \\ as \ ... eaned from the mother she became a miniature adult. learning 

domestic skill s li ke cooking, washing. sewing and cleaning, waiting for her impending depanure 

from the parenta l home to the marital one. A staggering number of these gi rl s also senled into a 

widow's lifeless existcnce before they could reach puberty,) 

An early init iat ion into the world of ad ult work, genera ll y by the age of seven was al so 

the norm for boys prior 10 the new education in Bengal introduced by the Despatch of 1854. 

Studies on the transformation from the indigenous method of pedagogy to the new education on 

th l: Europenn model and a compari son of the curriculums show that the content of traditional 

educati on \\as geared townrds the quick imparting of practical skill s fo r joining the work force. 

whereas that o f the European model was to transmit ' knowledge' aimed at moving on to higher 

educati on. The new curriculum and methodology thus prolonged school life which was favorable 

for the well-to-do but detrimen tal for the poor who needed thcir children to begin earning as 

quickl y as poss ible." The indigenous pathshala or madrassah allowed girl s and boys to stud y 

together until the girl was removed and quarantined at home to wai t and prepare for her wedd ing, 

The introduction of the modem school system was a major deviation from the indigenous 

mode of educat ion on three significant counts. First of all , student stratifi cation system was 

introduccd wh ich grouped students in specific classes accord ing to thei r age. Such stratifi cat ion 

did not ex ist in a strict form in the ind igenous system. In the indigenolls Pallisa/a, Tol, Maklab 

and Madrassa. children of different ages sat together in the same room or open space with one 

pundit o r maulvi and recited after the pundit whatever lesson he chose to give.s Secondly. a 

structured curriculum was introduced for each c lass or age group. In the indigenous system, there 

, JU5t for the purpose ofillustrttting how upper class girls shared the same fate as lhe ordinary classes: Kamala Debi, 
daughter of Ashulosh Mukherjee. Chief Justice of Calcutta !-l igh Court and Vice-Chancellor of Caleulta University, 
was married althe age of eight in 1904 and was widowed the following year, when she was nine ),ears old, Kamala 
Debi got remarried in 1908 at the age of 16 bUl the majority of the child widows bore the life of widowhood from 
their teenage )'ears, like Girijasundari Debi , born in 1894, got widowed at the age offineen and never remarried. 
She was the aunt of Dr. OImrati Ray, historian and Pro-Vice-Chancellor of Cal CUllS University . 
• For an extensive study of tile indigenous form of education. see Kazi Shahidullah, Pal.fhala.' Into Schook The 
(Jew!IQpment of in dig en ow elementaryedllcation in Bengal, 1854- 1905 (Calcuttn: Finna KLM Private Limited, 
(98 7) and Md. Abdullah At Masum, Bangiar Mus lim Somojey Adhw.ik Silt.fllllr Agrago/i (The Spread of Modern 
Education in the Bengnli Muslim Society: 1885·1921). Dhakll : BangIa Academy. 2007. Sheelll Bose, ' Indigenous 
Education in Bengal: 1835 10 1882 (unpublished Ph.D. dissertnti on. Jadllvpur Uni versity, Calcutta). 
~ See Ka1.i Shahidulillh. Patshala.f IlIfo Schools (Calcutt a: 1987). 
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"as no structured curriculum for separate levels of education. The discretion of the 

pundi tlmaulvi was exercised on how much to teach an individual chi ld . Thirdly. primers were 

prepared to meet the specific requircments of the curriculum. In the indigenous system there was 

no fixed curriculum and no presc ribed text books. The Scottish miss ionary William Adam 

repons that. "Normally no printed books were used in the palslw/as and even manuscript text 

books were unknown to most of these (indigenous) institlltes.,,6 The pundit or maulvi gave 

lessons according to hi s own discretion. The process of secularizing education through a secular 

curriculum had the most enduring impact in the process of modernization during colonial ru le 

and after. 

The missionaries contributed to the modernization of the system of education in Bengal by 

introducing. for the first time. the concept of a fixed curriculum and prescribed text books , 

Before thut. indigenous educat ion followed a more practical line where children we re taught 

"what was then considered to be essential in meet ing the practical demands of life,'·7 The 

pmsha/a (a lso spelled plllilsa/a) was the indigcnous school for elementary education , They were 

set up through the benevolence of the local zamindars and were statTed chieny by Hindu 

teachers. POlsha/as were attended moslly by Hindu students. but Muslim chi ldren were not 

burred from entrance. There was no restri ction for gi rls to attend eithcr. The makfabs and 

II/adrassahs were exclusively for Muslim students. Whereas the II/aktabs offered Koranic 

education through rote learning only, the madrassahs were devoted to the study of Arabic, 

Persian and the vernacular. These indigenous institutions did not fo ll ow any fixed curriculum 

and. consequent ly, did not have a set of designated primers to follow. Young scholars passing 

out from these traditional institutions were Ilot awarded any degrees or ccniticates. Colon ial 

modernit y was s13mped on young minds through the introduction orull organized and stnlctured 

pedagogicnl system that wns layered with different levels and rewarded with degrees on 

completion of the designated program. 

OW. Adam. Reporu on tlu! Stalc o/Edllcation in Bengal (1835 lmd 1838), cd .• Analhllnmh Dasu. Universil)' of 
Cnlcullll. Cntcuua. 1941 . cited in Kazi Shahidullah. OIJ.cit., p. 14. 
J Kazi Shahidullah, Palshalas Into Schools: The del'eiopment of indig~ /Ious t!1t!m~nlary edllcllrioll in Bengal, 1854· 
19M (Catcuua: Finna KLM Private Limited. 1987). 
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W. Adam's third report of 1838 and all subsequent education reports show that village 

girls of very young age nuended the maktabs and nuu/ras.<;ahs along with the boys unti l they got 

married starting from the age afnine or even earlier. To/s were the higher institutions of classical 

learning and. as such. \\ere out of bounds for girls. The little scholars usually entered the 

pathshala at around the age of five and generally spen t s ix years to nine years in different stages 

of learning. depending on the individual student' s ability and requirement . In his study of the 

development of indigenous elementary education in Bengal. Kazi Shahidullah presents detailed 

accounts of the paIl/sImla course and method of study . There were fou r di stinct stages. Girls 

were removed from the palhs/wlas somewhere between the fi rst fi nd second stages. As described 

by Shnhidullah, in the first stage. scholars spent about eight to ten days trac ing vowels and 

consonan ts of the Bengali alphabet on the ground with a stick." In the second stage. which lasted 

between two and a l13lfto four years, scholars graduated to wri ting on pa lm leaves and learned to 

join vowels to consonants, formed compound letters, learned the tables of numeration and gOI 

acquainled with the units of weight and measures. The third stage comprised of two to three 

)'ears of study. Girls usually did not reach this stage . Scholars were promoted to writing on 

plantain leaves and arithmetic. s imple cases of mensuration of land and commercial and 

agricultural accounts were taught. In the final stage scholars were elevated to the status of 

wri ting on paper and were further instructed in agricu lt ural and commercial accounts, 

composi tion of d ifferent types of business lellers, petit ions, grunts, leases, acceptances, and il 

litt le bit of Sanskrit grammar.9 The contents of pathshala education show how extremely 

practi ca l and job-oriented indigenous education was. The maklah and the madrassah however, 

had a less secular cu rricu lum. 

Alt hough it was not possib le for girls of ordinary families to receive the type of education 

imparted in the palhslla/a. women of the land-owning class were educated and trained in the 

legal nnd finnnciol aspects of running a =amindari so that she could take over the task in case she 

\\as widowed or did not ha ve a male heir. There nrc several instances of Bengali women looking 

after every dewil of their respective =amindaris from behind the purdah. Of the noted fema le 

zami"dars of Eastern Benga l, mention has been Illude of Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani (1834-

I lbid .• pp. 16· 17. 
9 Adllm. pp. 143- 145, cited in K, Shllhidul lnh. p. 17. 
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19(3) of Comilla who would have been remembered for the publication of her allegorical 

autobiography RupjaJa/ (published in 1876) but also performed an immense amount of charitable 

work, earning her the title of ' Nawab' from Queen Victoria in 1889. The di strict of Rajshahi had 

a number of female =amindars who operated their estates from behind the purdah with the help 

of their male staff. Rani Bhavani (17 16-1795) of Rajshahi was among the most influential of the 

Eastern Bengal =amindars as it was the second largest =amitldari of the Rajshahi Division.lo The 

Dinajpur estate was managed in the 18th century by a string of female =a/1/indars Rani araswati , 

Ran i Tripuri Sundari and Rani Shyam Mahini , II Rani Bishwmnoi of Nadia and Begum 

Monnujan of Khulna were well-"nown for their charity and management sk ill s. The land on 

which the Khulna Government Girls' School stands today was donated by Begum Monnujan. 

Janhabi Chaudhurani was a famou s land-owner of Mymcnsingh who was notable not only for 

her charitable work but also for her power, strength and tyranny. 12 

When the Department of Education was established in 1855, it made formal divisions of 

the stages of instruction for girls. as for boys, according to the age range of the scho lar. I) The 

stages of instruction. according to the descending order, were divided into (I) Intemlediate 

College Stage. (2) High Siage, (3) Middle Stage, and . (4) Primary Stage." The curriculum had 

to be developed for each of these stages. The primers had to be freshl y prepared also because the 

traditional institutions did not have text books that the educational officials found wort h 

following. Of the four different stages of education. the Intermediate College stage consti tuted n 

two-year program. The high stage consisted of classes VII , VI II . IX and X. The middle stage 

consisted of classes V and VI. The primary stage was divided into two sections: the Upper 

Primary Section, which constituted classes III and IV. and the Lower Primary Section, which 

constituted classes land II. There was also a Preparatory Section for infants. 

10 See emry on Rani Bhabani by ABM Mahmood in Banglapt'dia Notional f./K')'CIopcdw o[Ballg/(I(it-sh (Dhnka: 
ASlIU te SoclI:ty of Bangladesh. 20(6). 
11 See /ioll}!hllH!t/w 
I~ Bonh ..... iek. Til(.' Changing Role of iJloml!n in Bel/g(ll. p. 21. 
1\ " Improvement of the arrangement of the annunl rCpOn on "Education in Ind ia" published by Ihe Educalionlll 
Commissioner with the Government of India on the basis of the plan of "Ann un I Survey o f Education in Canada, 
1929", Education Department, File No. 3 1·SI32.E, 1932. National Archives of India. New Delhi . 
u Ihid" p. 72. 
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The Department o r Educat ion. in addi tion to demarcating the stages or instruction. 

recognized two ma in streams or education: Engl ish medium education and education through the 

vernacul ar. Thus, there were English High Schools and English Middle Schools and there were 

Vernacular lI igh Schools and Vernacular Midd le Schools. More o ften then not, Primary sections 

would be attached 10 the English High and Middle schools. As ror the primary education o r the 

general popul ation en masse, the Department of Educat ion recognized those ind igenous maktabs 

and pMlls/talas that taught the secular eurriculunl prescribed by the Department. The Department 

also gave its nod of approva l to girls ' Madrassas l.l nd Koran schools where only reciting the 

Kuran was taught. At the cnd o f the year 1906·07. the Inspectress o r cha o Is Miss Garret 

reported that there were 40 Or 50 such Koran schools in Dacca. 15 

These diverse streams or education were quite d ivisive ror society in the long ru n and 

resulted in rurthering class distinctions rather than creating a homogeneous society through a 

un irorm system o r education, under the guidance or a secul ar curriculum. 

The Hunter Commiss ion on C urriculum: 

Fro m the second half of the nineleenth century o nwa rds. the Government began to graduall y take 

control o f the field o f educalion by form ulating policies and regulating and supervising diffe rent 

educalional activiti es. To be mOrC precise, it wns in 1854 that the Court o f Directors o f the East 

India Company de finitely accepled the systemalic promotion o f general education as one of the 

dut ies of the State.,16 This mealll the establi shment of govemmcnt contro l over what was to be 

taught to whom. Regard ing curr icul ar development for gi rls ' scbools. the Ind ian Education 

COlllmiss ion of 1882 hnd to consider what gi rl s should or should not bc taught. Should they be 

given the same education as the boys? What wou ld they do with the same education as boys? 

Did their vocation in life call fo r the same curriculu m that boys had? Didn' t a girl 's fu ture ro le as 

wife, mother and house keeper disqualify her fo r an education curriculum that was designed to 

prepare boys fo r the job market? What good wou ld a general education do except making her 

" Eximci from the Proceedings of the Lieutenant· Governo r of Eastern Bengal and Assam in the Education 
Dep;Ir1ll1cnt. AssiUn Secrc1nrial (Sylhel Proceedings) Education ,\ Proceed ings. Fi le No. E·946 of 1909. Nos. 1·8. 
NLA .Il . 
I ... Thc Indilln Educll l ion Policy. Bcns tal Education Proceedings (A) for the month of June 1904. File 10·0/ 16. Nos . 
.50·5 1. National Archives. Oangladcsh. 
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unsuitable as a house keeper? Were Hindus arld Muslims to fotl ow the same curriculum? The 

Commission recommended that ' the standards o f instruction for primary girls' schools be 

simpler than those for boys' schools, and be drawn up with special reference to the requirements 

ofholllc life, and to the occupations of women. ' 17 The Education Commission clearly aniculated 

the primary assum ption of the age that female education was intended as a latent function as 

opposcd to the manifest function of boys' education. The functionalist perspective was directly 

related to the education system as it most necessari ly determined the type of curriculum to be 

followed.11I The reference to the special requirements of home life and selective occupations 

suitable for wOlllen prompted the Educa.tion Commission to recommend that ' the greatest care be 

exercised in the se lection of suitable text-books for girls' schools, and that the preparation for 

such books be encouraged . I I,) If the standard of instruction for girl s were really to be lowered in 

primary schoo l. then . fo r all logical and practical purposes, standards had to be lowered in the 

higher leve l also. This fact did not evade the Commiss ion. It recommended that 'an al ternati ve 

subject in examinations suitable for girls be established, corresponding in standard to the 

Matriculation examination, but having no relation to any existing University course.' Thus, as far 

as governmenta l guidance was concerned, the stage was set for attempting to steer the course of 

curricu lar development for female education on a different direction than boys' education, Thirty 

years down the road, a Partition ( 1905) and an Annulmenl (1912) later, Ihe Governor-Genera l in 

Council was s till echoing a lmost the same words as Ihe Education Commiss ion 

recommendations: ·the educat ion of girls should be practical with reference to the position they 

will fill in social lifc '; ' it should not seek to imitate the education suitab le for boys nor should it 

be dominated by examinations': 'special attention should be p.lyed to hygienc and the 

surroundings of schoollifc' ,2o 

IJ Report of the Indian EduClllioll Commission Appointed by the Resolution o rlhe Governmem o r India daled 314 

February 1882, Calcutta: Printed by the Superilllendent orGovernmcm Printing. India. 1883, Chapter X. 
~ ,"I cnccforth referred to as Education Commission Report). 
I Sociologist Robert Merton explains thAt the manirest ftlnction of education is to provide people with information. 

skills and values. whereas the latent function of education keeps young people Ollt oflhejob markel, provides a 
'baby-sitter', and perpetuates differences between highly qualified and less qualified people. See Merton, Robert K., 
Social Theory and Social Structure (New York; Free Press, 1%8). cited in Gel les, Richnrd J. and Levine, Ann 
(cds.). Sociology: An IlItN)(lliction (New York: McGmw-Hill Inc .• 5" edition, 1995). p. 65 . 
• , IMd . 
• '0 Rcsolulioll by Ihe Government of India. 8th March, 191 3. No. 1237 E. Proceedings orthe Department of 
Educ:uion (A), Assam SecretAriat (Sylhet Proceedings), File No. E-261-E of 191 3. NAL, B. 
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Ocbllte on the Conten t of Ed ucation for Girls: 

Long after the issue of whether women needed institutional education at all was seuled in its 

favor in the nineteenth century, the content or that education remained a polemical issue till the 

early twen tieth century. Sonia Nishat Amin categorizes the ideological debate that was fought 

out in the leading contemporary newspapers. periodicals and journals as conservative, centrist 

and libefal. l l The monthly periodical Al-£slam wh ich had begun publication from Calcutta in 

19 15. was the mouthpiece of the conservat ive viewpoint of the Muslims, the majority population 

of Enslern Bengal. In its fifth year of publication. a small piece titled 'Shikshar Villi (The Basis 

of Education) was published in which the author Sheikh Abdur Rahman says that it would never 

do for Muslim girls to get an education of the western model. He also thought that Muslim girls 

should not leave the house in a carriage, wearing chemise, kamecz and study in schools till "old" 

age.ll Western education, according to the author resulted only in the reading of cheap novels, 

wri ting love letters. developing an unhealthy obsession for adorning themselves in peculiar 

clothing. th ings that were not desirable in girl s. The author was though tful enough to suggest 3 

primary education curri culum for the Muslim gi rl s of Bengal which was as fo llows:23 

Class I --- The Quran. Bangia, arithmeti c, oral test on subject lessons. hygiene. character 

formation, handwrit ing. 

Class II -- - The Quran. Urdu , Bangia , arithmetic. oral test on object lessons. hygiene, character 

rormation. hundwriting. 

Class III --- The Quran, Urdu. Bangia . se lect topics on hi story and geogroph y. arithmetic, ora l 

tC3t on Object lessons. hygiene. character formation. handwriting. 

Class IV --- Urdu, Bangia . select topics on history and geography, mithmctic, ora l test on object 

lessons, hygiene, character formation. handwriting, drawing, need lework. 

21 Amin, pp. t8S-2 10. 
Z2 Sheikh Abdur Rahman. 'Shikshar Vitti (The Basis ofEducll lion), AI-Eslmn, Slit yellr. 8th number. Agrahayon. 
1919, cited In Mustafa Nurul tslam, Samayikporre Jiban O .lollomal, /90/ - / 910 (Life and Public Opinion in 
Periodicals). (Dhaka: Bnngla Academy. 1977). p. 22 . 
n Mustafa Numl Islam. p.22. 
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Class V -- Urdu. masala masaylere book, Bangia, history and geography. arithmetic. object 

lessons, lessons on hygiene and character building, art work, needle work. cooking. child care. 

family care. home management. handwriting. 

Class VI --- Same as Class V. 

The need for establishing a separate identity for Muslims was felt acutely by conservatives who 

lamented the loss of power to the Christian aliens and resented the advancement of the Hindu 

population that had taken advantage of thc ncw education and held exalted positions in the 

colonial bureaucracy by the carly twentieth centu ry. The view Abdur Rahman articu lated 

represented the general conservative view. 

The centrist point of view had a certain ambivalence, as Amin points out in that the 

centrists marc often than not vacillated from conservative to liberal and back. They insisted that 

Nature had made males and females biologically and temperamentally different and had ordained 

for males and females different functi ons in the greater scheme of the universe. The educational 

contcrll of males and females should be organized arollnd the functions they were supposed La 

play in life - service outside the home for the male. home-making for the female. One 

representati ve document wou ld be Ismail Hossain Shiraji's Slree Shiksha (Women's Education) 

published in 1907 from Calculla. Writer, orator and pca ... ant leader, Shiraji himself did not have a 

co llege educat ion, but was a self-taught enligh tened man .24 In hi s writ ings, Shimji advocated the 

necessity to harmonize religious tradition with secular thought so that a ba lance could be struck 

where the physical and mental growth of women cou ld be assured. Although he stressed moral 

education for the ladies in the undarma/w/. he also supported the imparting of scientific 

knowledge to women and advocated for their participation in public life provided purdah was 

obscrved.2s 

The liberal section of Bengali SOC iety, almost all of them English-educated men who led 

the soc ial reform movement in the nineteenth century and oversaw the ideological construction 

of the New \Vonmn. al so contributed to the creati on of the experience of childhood for women. 

2. See the entry on Shimji by Rana Rauak in Baflglape(lIa (DhakA: 2006). 
:) Amin, The lVorld q/""/uslim Women. p. 196. 
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This was done by lending fu ll suppon 10 the movement for women 's education and the delaying 

of the age of marriage. The liberals had to be carefu l not to hun the sentiment of the conservative 

Muslim population of Eastern Benga l. thus resoning to the rationalization of religion and seeking 

sanction from religious scriptures for advocacy of equal education for boys and girl s. Among the 

advocates in the efforts of rationa lizing Islam with moderni st interpretations, Amin mentions 

Syed Ameer Ali , a lawyer by profess ion. founde r of the National Mohammedan Association in 

Calcutta in 1877 find the London Branch of the Mus lim League in 1909. Sycd Ameer Ali was 

known to ha ve been particularly in terested in women 's property legislation. women' s suffrage 

and women's right to education.16 Huweve r, when he was ca ll ed upon by the Hunter 

Commission 10 give his views on educat ion in Indin, he fai led to raise the question of female 

educat ion and did not comment on a s ingle one of thc six questions that were related to girl s' 

education.21 In hi s deliberations in the Central National Mohammedan Assoc iat ion (CNMA) 

Syed Ameer Ali advocated an education for women that wou ld be sati sfactory to both 

' conservatives and progressio ni sts. ,28 

By far the most voca l propagandist for female agency was undoubtedly Rokeys Sakhaw81 

Hossein (1880·1932) who is considered the first feminist o f Bengal. Not resol1ing to just 

rhetoric. Mrs. ItS. Ilossein wen t into action to implement her views on women' dght. never, 

howcver. relinquiShing purda h. She was the ep itome of the picture the liberals were try ing to 

imprint on soc iety what an educated would be like: not one who would be idle and indolcnt and 

promiscuous. but one who wo uld know how to make the home an abode of happiness, a house· 

keeper who would know how to keep accou nts and spend wise ly. a mother who would be ab le to 

raise he:tlth y children in a hygienic environment . Although Mrs, Hossein 's conj uga l life was cut 

shol1 by the death of her husband and she was ch ildless, she was the surrogate mother to the girl s 

who she brought to her school , begging the parents to let her have them. 

Government finally stepped in to take a morc active role in settl ing thc content of female 

education through the questionnaire circulated in 1907 discussed in Chnpter 3. Two of the 

~ For an extensive ansl)'!.i!. ofSyetl Ameer Ali's work. sce Avril Powell. · tslamic Modernism and Women's Stalus: 
The Innuence ofS}ed Amecr ,\Ii ' in Powell and Lamben -Hurlcy (eds.), Rhetoric cmd Reafiry(New Delhi: OUP, 
2006). pp. 282·)09. 
!J Ibid. p. 299. 
,. Ibid . 
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questions In thc questionnaire deah with the curriculum. The syll ab us formulated for gi rls ' 

schools in the Education Policy of 1904 was mostl y approved by that opinion po ll. But is still 

interesting to sec what the respondents of the questionna ire were thinking on the question of 

female education curric ul a. 

Settl ing the Question of Content throuJ:.h Pub li c Opinion: 

Question number 8 and 10 were concerned wilh curriculum. Question 8 was: " Will the following 

subjects of instrllction be suitable for schools? ••. Readi ng, writing. arithmetic, household 

accounts. hygiene, and domestic economy, geography. history and need lework?,,29 Question 10 

was: " Whether it is desirab le to impart genera l religio us instruction in these schools, and if so, 

what should be the lines on which it should be given and under what conditions of 

superintendence and contro l?"JO 

In question number eight, the nature of the question le ft little or no scope for original 

thoughts to be vo iced. The question was formulated on the basis of the subjects already be ing 

taught in the schools and the curri culum finalized by the Education Department in 1904 which 

was being fo ll owed in West Bengal. J ' Question number ten may appear to take the question of 

Hindu-Muslim communal sensiti vity into consideration, but at the same time, it may also have 

been ai med at address ing the dichotomous relationship between Chri stian miss ionary acti vity 

and the spread of female education in Benga l. While on the one hand Christian missionary 

soc ieties provided education to the largest number of femu les in the schools and in the zenanas 

combined. their proselyti zHtion allempts were not welcome to the members of ge nteel society. 

A perusal of all the answers to question eight reveal that the majority agree that the 

subjects mentioned in the question are suitab le fo r gi rl s' schools. The six missionaries who were 

among the responden ts accepted all the subjects mentioned in the question as suitable for girl s 

and did not suggesl any change. But there were others whose di sagreements and suggestions 

!9 Govcrnment of EaSlern Bengal and Assam Education Proceedings (A). Fil e No. E-349 for April 1908. Nos. 125-
143. Nationat Archivcs find Library ofBflngladl:sh. 
10 Ibid. 
)1 See Resolution No, 1028 T.G .. datcd Ihe 10'" June. 1907. by the Governmenl o f Bengal. 4"" cdilion (Cil1cuua : The 
Bengfll Secretariat Book Depot. 1908). The Nflti onal Archives of India. New Delhi. 
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about the girls' curriculum make for ve ry interesting study on the soc ial attitudes towards female 

education. Except the group of missionaries. almost all the other groups that consisted of civil 

servaniS and Education Department o fficers and socia l leaders from the Hindu and Muslim 

commun ities recorded that knowledge of History and Geography was hardl y necessary for girls. 

A Sub~Deputy Collector of Mainagury, Babu Balaram Das commented: " A good knowledge of 

History and Geography appears scarcely necessary for gi rls. Selected portions from the religious 

and mora l texts etc" may be read by Hindu girls and extracts from Koran Shariff by Muslim 

girl s:,J2 Inspectors. Assistant Inspectors and Deputy Inspeclors of chools from Rajshahi , 

Chitlagong. Brahmanbaria and Dacca and some Hindu and Muslim gentlemen echoed the same 

disdain for teaching History and Geograph y to girl s. " 1 would rather omit Geography and History 

and in their place recommend such practica l and industrial education as spinn ing. weaving, 

knitting and even where practicable. cooki ng", says Mau lvi Nuruddin Ahmed, Member of Local 

Board. Nowgong.H ursing and midwifery were also suggested as subjects that should replace 

history and geogwphy. The choice of such subjects was apt ly justified by F.C. French. Esq .• 

l.C.S .. Deputy Commissioner of Cachar. as he feels that the standard of instruction should be 

drawn up with special reference to the requiremen ts ofhome~life and to the occupations open to 

women,)· Another Brit ish officer. Major H.M. Ha ll iday, Deputy Commissioner of Darrang 

opined that the study of History and Geogmphy in Lower Primary Schools may be discarded 

from the curriculum. cookery being introduced in thei r stead . Halliday also thought that the study 

of biographies of great men and women would be of great imp0l1ance to fo rm the character of 

gi rls.H Character format ion :md high mora ls was nn imponant part of teaching in the girls' 

schools in England in the nineteenth century and drawing. music. dancing. needlework etc. were 

included in the curriculum as 'basic subjects' .16 

Music . drawing and painting were subjects that most private Hindu gentlemen wanted 

added to the curri culum. Because of the prominent place music. dmwing and painting holds in 

the Hindu religion and Hindu cultural tradition, it is not surpri sing that oul of twenty~nine Hindu 

J2Govemment or Eastern Bengal and Assam Education Proceedings (A). File No. E·]49 ror April 1908. Nos. 125· 
143. p. 91. Nalional Archi ves and Library of Banglad~h. 
JJ Ibid., p. 98. 
H tbid .. p. 89. 
H tbid .. p. 89. 
JfI See Michael Sanderson, Edl/cation. ecollomic change {J/ld society ill Ellgland: 1 780~/870. prepared ror the 
Economic History Society (Cambridge: Cambridge UniversilY Press. second ed ition. 1995), p. 56. 
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respondents. twenty-s ix should suggest the inclusion in the curricu lum of those subjects. Nor is it 

not surprising that not a s ingle Muslim respondent proposed them. A Christian missionary, 

Reverend J.P. Jones. mentions. ,,' would suggest s inging in addition to the li st mentioned. I find 

that nil the girls arc extremely fond of singing. and have a talent for music:·37 Maulvi 

Yaquinuddin Ahmed. Government Pleader. Dinajpur is the lone Muslim respondent who 

mentions the need to teach drawing. The cultural factor set aside, suggestions for additiona l 

subjects to be considered for the curriculum illustrates how deep ly the idea of domesticity 

pervaded the minds o f the pat riarchs. 

The answers re nectcd the ideas of a time and age when serious doubts were cast on the 

capacity of women to exerc ise thei r minds in the pursuit of an intell ectual kind. The Magistr3te 

of Hangpur. Mr. J. Vas. Esq .• I. C.S. took the opportuni ty of the survey of 1907 to suggest taking 

a pmgmatic attitude towards female education in Eastern Bengal. He says, "The course of 

instmction for girls should not be the same as thm for the boys. They have not many years to 

devote to stud y. and it is not necessary in their case to make the instruction imparted in the first 

few years merely the foundation fo r higher study. As much know ledge should be imparted in 

these years as poss ible and it should be extens ive rather than intcnsivc:·38 

Question num ber ten, which asked whether it was desirab le to impart general religioll s 

inslruction in the schools seems on the one hand to recogni ze the deep seated communal divide 

in Benga l in genera l, while on the other hand, it add resses the great contri bution o f the Christi an 

miss ions to the building of girls' schools th roughout the Prov ince and their desire to impart 

lessons from the Bible in some form or other. However, it can be noted here that. on the 

question of reli gious instructions. the Despatch o f 1854 is quite clear as it says about the studen ts 

in paragraph 32 that " ... there will be an ample field for thei r labours unconnected with any 

instructi on in the tenets of the Hindu or Muhammadan religions. We should refuse to sanction 

any such teaching as directly opposed to the princip le of religious neutrality to which we have 

always adhered.'·)9 Although thi s assertion was made in relation to the Universities, the 

)J Ibid ., p. 95. 
]I Ibid., p. 98. 
J'l Bengal Education Proceedings (A) for the month o rI)ccembcr, 19 14, Fi le )·S/80/l·7. Nos. t2· t8, National 
Archivc:s, Bangladesh. 
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generality of the rule encompasses education as a whole. The Government of India, Resolution 

No. 199-211 of 11 m March , 1904 had pronounced firml y that in Government institutions the 

curriculum is, and must continue to be. strictly secular. However, institutions enjoying 

Government grants-in-a id had no such restriction on reli gious teachings. 

The six miss ionaries responded negativel y to introduc ing geneml religious studies in 

school curricula on the ground that Government position o f neutrality precludes religious 

instruction in state schools. lIowever, the miss ionaries unanimously opined that in aided schools 

Government intervention regarding religious instruction is most unwelcome. Thus, the 

missionaries, in no uncertain terms, sought to protect their right to spread Chri stianity through 

the numerous schools they built. The Commissioner of the Rajshahi Divis ion, F.e. Henniker, 

Esq., voiced the opinion of the majority when he insisted on imparting some form of religious 

instruction in schools whether for boys or girl s. In hi s opinion. no education can be complete 

without knOWledge of a subject of such importancc.""o But the practical difficulties of making 

armngements for imparting religious instruction in public schools was acutely felt , hence most 

respondents felt that broad principles of morality and religion would suffice in the school 

curriculum. Some Muhammedan gent lemen held the view that a large number of Muslim girls 

will be attracted if arrangements can be made for the teaching of Muhammedan religion . TI,ey 

advocated separate schools for Muslim girls."1 Simi larly, some Hindu gen tl emen preferred 

schools of the type of the Mohaka li Patshala ofCaicutla where instruction in Hindu religion was 

imp3l1ed along with secu lar education.42 

The Committee on Female Education convened under the Resolution of the Government 

of Eastern Bengal and Assam, No. 360E. dated the l7'h February, 1908, met for the first time on 

February 26. 1908 and subsequently met once a year every ycar till the annulment of the 

Partition o f Uengnl 111 191 2. The sub-committees met morc frequently. and prepared 

recommendations for thc fin al approval of the Female Educmio n Committee (FEC). In the 

mcant ime. \\hen the Committee met in 1909. fo ur new members. ladies who were extreme ly 

010 Proceedings of the meetings of the Female Education Commitlce. Education (A) flroceedings. Eastern Bengal and 
Assilm Sccrcl"rillt (Sylhct Proceedings), April 1908, No. 125. p. 3 . 
• 1 Ibid .• p. 3 . 
• 2 Ibid .. p.3. 
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active in matters pertaining to female education were added to the Committee. They were Miss 

M.E.A. Garrett, InspeclresS of Schools, Mrs. P.K. Roy (Mrs. P.K. Roy was the former Sarala Das 

and daughter of the famous Sadharan Brahmo Leader Durga Mohan Das. Her sister Abala Das 

was married to the famous scientist Jagadish Chandra Bose.). Mrs. J.N. Roy and Miss L. Sorabji, 

Lady Superintendent, Eden School, Dacca. The sub-committees and the FEe took into 

consideration the opin ions from the survey of 1907 regard ing what to teach or nOI to leach the 

gi rls, The curriculum that was finally approved by the Government of Eastern Benga l and Assnm 

in October, 1911 "US to go into effect from 1912:11 

The Victorinn principle of high morality nnd the domesti c ideology of the ' perfect wife' 

and 'wise mother ' innucnccd the Hunter Commission and is manifest in the guiding principles 

for designing the curriculum for girl s. It must not be overlooked, however, that in the colonial 

context, the need to shape the mind to creale loyal subjects was also an important philosophy 

behind formu lating a guideline for education, In the Rules and Orders of the Education 

Deportment oj Bengal formulated by the Education Department of the Government of Bengal , it 

was stated clearl y that building of character and preparing for the work of life was the chief 

purpose of an education:u Moral training, according to the Rilles and Orders, was something 

that could not be left to chance. but carefull y inculcated. -111e curricu lum must be designed so 

that each pupil internalizes the qualities of obedience, loyalty, courage, strenuous eOort and 

serviceableness.4s All of these were considered the qual ities of good citizenship, The 

development of qua lities of individuality and independcnce of thought, which was synonymous 

to modernity in the Western cultural context was notably absent in the designing of curriculum 

for the colonial population , 

Great strcss was laid in the Rules (lnd Orders formulated in 1904 on the right conduct of 

teachers for giving moral training to students, Patience, kindness accompanied by fi rmness and 

fairness, thoroughness, industriousness etc , were traits Ihat were required in (I teacher who was to 

.. I ProgrtSs of Educlllion in l3~ngal, 191 2-13 10 19 t6-17, Fifth Qumquenn ial R~view, W W. Hornell , C.I .E., 
Catcun:l. Bengal Secrelari:lll3ook Depot, 19 18. 
4~ Resoi lition No. 1028 T.G .• dated the 10'" June, t907, by the Government o r Bengal. 411> edition (Calclilla: The 
Benga l Secretarial lJook Depot. 19(8), The Nl1tiomll t\rchive~ or India, New Delhi , p. 385. 
4S Ihid" p, 385, 
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give moral training.46 The teacher would have to be punctual. possess good manners, be clean 

and nen! , conduct duties cheerrully, be considerate and respectful towards others and be 

honorable and truthfu1.47 Children observe the conduct of the teacher and imitate what they see 

and hear, thus, punctuality, order, neatness and gentleness cannot be taught through stories in 

readers designed to inculcate morals, but can be impressed upon the children through the 

persol1nl examples set by the tcachers.48 

The Curriculum J>rep:lred for the Province of Easlern Bengnl and Ass~lm : 

The curriculum thut was formuluted for E~lstern Bengal after the l)artitiol1 of 1905 aimed 

to "give a truer education to children than more antiquated methods. based on principles which 

have now been discarded".49 The curriculum was prepared Miss Garret, the lnspectress of 

Schools, and Mr. Henry Sharp, the Director o f Public Instruction , The curriculum that was 

fonnulatcd ror Eastern Bengal after the Partition or 1905 aimed to "give a truer education to 

children than morc antiquated methods. based on principles which h~1Ve now becn discarded".~ 

The curriculum was prepared Miss Garret, the I nspectress or Schools, and Mr. Henry Sharp. the 

Director of Pub lic Instruction. 

Curriculum for Vernnculll r C irls' Schools: 

As regards the course of stud y, the Female Education Commillcc recommended that there 

shou ld be onl y two departments in girls' Vernacular schools: (i) a primary course or rour years, 

consisting of classes I to IV. and. (ii) a middle vernacu lar course of three years, consisting of 

classes V to VI l.s1 Existing Upper Primary schools may teach the primary course and the course 

for the lowest middle vernacu lar class but they should be classed as primary schools. Two 

certificates only should be given, the one ending the primary and the other the middle vernacular 

course. A girl on completion of the primary course may continue her studies either in a middle 

* IbM .• p. 386 . 
• , Ibid .• p. 386 . 
.. Ibid .. p, 386 . 
• 9 Ibid .. p. 61. 
)Q Ibid .. p. 61 . 
, . Enclosure No. I. Rcconullendalions of the Female Education Commillce, Education Department (A) Proceedings. 
Assam SecrelMial (Sylhcl Proceedings), File No. E-946 of 1909. April 1910, Nos. 1·8. NLA .B. 
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vernac ular or in an Engli sh school. This new di vision of classes was to be brought into e ffect 

from I SI January, 1910. Sl 

Classes I and II of the primary course was classified as infant classes. In infhnt classes the 

number of hours· wo rk allocated per day was Ih ree. Classes III and IV were classifi ed as primary 

classes. The num ber of hours' wo rk for those two classes was four. The curriculum in the in fant 

classes included reading, writing, arithmetic, some needlework, drawing and painting. music and 

singing. Muslim gi rl s were not required to draw the human figure if objection came. Si mi larly, 

singi ng was optional for Muslim gi rl s. Elementary history, geography. domestic economy and 

hygiene and sc ience were introduced in classes III and IV. Engli sh as a subject was introduced in 

the middle vernacular course with simple reading, writ ing and some conversation. 

The fo ll owing co lumns describe in detai l the course of study for the primary classes: 

Class Reading Writing Arithmetic Domestic Geography History Science Needlework Drawing 
Economy sod 
"d Music 
Hy~iene 

Class Recognition Making Counting Pricked Drawings 
I of alphabet. ofleuers & making cards of figures 

simple and numbers "d 
reading and numbers with seeds objects. 
recitation of with in sand Action 
20 lines of seeds in and on songs 
easy verse sand. and slates up and 

drawn on to 10. simple 
slates Addition e)(ercise. 

and 
subtraction 
up to 10. 
Tables· 
5x 1O. 

Class Reading Copying Counting Hemming, Drawings 

" accurlltely of upto top-sewing, offigures 
at sight sentencc:s 1.000. canvas and 
with from Thorough work. objects. 
explanation primer menial knitting. 
"d on slates practice in 
mcanmg. addition 
Recitation and 
of 40 lines subtraction 
of verse. up to 50. 

Tables-
10x10. 

}~ Ibid" p. 8. 
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CIMS 

Class III 

Class IV 

Reading Wntmg Arithmetic Domestic Geograph) IIi story Science NI.-~dlcworl Omwif'\g ond 
Economy ~d Mu.sic 
Hygiale 

Recitation of 40 Copying of Meuning . r 1=0" .. "" Pion . r 'h' Biogt.lphies ., Simple objcct Running ... Working with 
lines of verse with sentences from nUllIbers """" furn iture of the classroom ,. '" mCldents from the lesson" rrom fellmg. sti tching. ,J., brush. 
explanation. p",,, primer on paper. 1.000. Writing of ho~ ond ,J., drawn ,. scule. primer. Simple p :e5eribed Si mple 
of Speech orally the """'. school. with PointS of 'h< descnptions or the R"""'. exercises ,. 
taught. Readif'\g of Addi tion ""d special refer«loc compas$. manners "d mU~le. 

",,,. ""Y !>ubtraetion. to cle:mlinc$S. Introducing <he custOfns or 
manuscri pt. Tables 16)( 10: globe. ditli:rcnt times and 

10"'.; l and I Yo. peoples. 
Indian tables 
(Karo. Gonda, 
/'011 and Chouk. 

Recitation of 60 Simple lener- The four simple Simple lessons on "" village . , Stories from 'h' Simple objet1 Marl(lng . simple Working with 
lines of verse wi th \-\-Titing. rules .r 'h' school. ~, town taught on :I Reader about lessom rrom lett~. sewing on , J., brush. 
cxplnnation. p,,,, [kscriplions or arithmetic. Tables hom' ond ~ plan. \1ap of the manners "d Reader. buttons:lfld tapes. Simple 
of speech. gcnder. simple C\eI1tS .r 16x16 ""d human body with Province. special customs or ~ercises ,. 
number and case. dai l) life. compound special reference emphasis being dilTerent times and mnsic. 
oml1y taught. addi tion "d to nC3lJ1ess. order. laid '" r.astem peoples. 
Readi ng of sImple ~ubtrneli()n. c1eanlil"lCSS "d Bengal '" .. 
mnnuscnpl. Tables 16xi. i. t. diet. As""" districts. 

II. .1 ""d 2!. depending •• 
Indian tables location or 
(Bllri. Serk.i)'o. school. Pans of 
d'. Mental land and W8ICT. 

application of the Causes of day and 
aoo\e rules and nigtlt. Mflp 
prnetice ,. dr1l.\~ i n8 or\'il1age 
SlIbh(lIIfmri '" lown "d 
((lfmula. Province. 

Source: Enclosure No. 1. Education Department (A) Proceedings. Assam Secretariat (Sylhet Proceedin~). Fi le No. E·946 of 1909, April 1910. 
Nos. I -8, National Archives, Bangladesh. 
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The number of \\orking hour was five hours. s light ly more than that of boys ' Middle 

English School. The girl s had the addi tional curricu la of nmural science. hygiene and sewing 

which thc boys' curricu la did not have. hence the additiona l hours. Additional mathematics was 

introduced in the seventh grade and was optional for those gi rl s who were st riving to go up for 

Matriculation. History and Geography was included in both Vernacular and Eng li sh schools. 

Before the scheme could be intrOd uced, howcver, Miss Garret insisted on preparing a 

detailed manual for the use of teachers. The manua l had to be prepared in a manner that would 

nppcal 10. and be rcndi ly understood by Indian children. Miss Garret look the responsibility of 

preparing the I11nnual after consultation with members of the sub-comm ittee formed for the 

purpose which consi sted of members Babu Ananda Chandra Rai . the Rev. Mr. Gurudas 

Chakrnvani . and Khnn Bahadur Syed Nawab Ali Chaudhuri . to decide which stories and lessons 

which would be popular. Two persons from the Education Department, one Hindu and the 

Muslim. wou ld be placed on duty under Miss Garrett for preparat ion of the manual. The manual 

wou ld be ready for adoption by January I , 19 10. It had been the imperial practice s ince 1877 to 

place Education Department officers on special duty for the purpose of preparing text books and 

manuals.5J Other than thi s practice, the Imperial Government had no suitable machinery at its 

disposal to prepare an 'imperial series' of text books. 

The FEe was acutely aware of the re ligious sensiti vi ty of Benga li soc iety. Therefore, 

clay modeling and drawing was not required of Muslim gi rl s. The Muslim members of the FEe 

al so insisted on remov ing 'Mythology ' froillthe proposed curriculum of Miss Garret. The rest of 

the members respected the sentiment of the Muslims, as. after all. Eastern Bengal was a Muslim 

majori ty area. 

The curriculum for the Middle Engli sh schools in Eastern Bengal were the same as the 

Middle Vernacular schools after English had been included in the curriculum for the latter. 

Whi le consideri ng the mcthod of tcaching English. the Female Education Comm ittee were 

generally in favor of tile "direct method" which involved the teaching of Engli sh in that language 

on l)'. Ihat is. not expla ining anything in the vernacular. Engl ish. it was agreed, wou ld be taught 

jl Government o r Bengal. Home Department Resolut ioll No. 101 . d3lcd 23fd of April . 1877. 
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, 

as a "foreign language" The missionary members of the Committee strongly recommended 

introducing English earlier than the class III but it clashed with the Government of India's 

declared policy that the medium of instruction in first three classes wi ll be exclusively 

vernacu lar. 

The Teaching o f Hygiene as Part o f School Curricula: 

The curricululll for girls' schoo ls in Western Benga l incl udes a syllabus for hygiene and 

domestic economy beginning fro m class I up to the s ixth standard . It was compulsory for girl s' 

schools in Western Bengal 10 follow this sy llabus throughout the fi rst s ix years of a girl 's 

ed ucation . Easte rn Benga l. on the other hand, did not introduce hygiene into the curriculum until 

the studenl s crossed the primary slage (classes I to IV) and had progressed to the middle stage 

which began wi th class V. Hygiene was ([lught in classes V to VII and the syllabus consisted of 

subject s such as cleanliness. ven tilat ion, exercise, filtered water. drains etc. In classes VIII and 

IX the care for the s ick and care of children was added to the sy llabus on hygicne .S4 There were 

primers coverin g the syll abus called SlIsrllsita (hea lth care) and Sanlanpa/lm (child care) which 

were to be used. It appears from the report of schoo l inspcctresses that generally Chri stian 

missionary schools took the matter of hygiene seri ous ly and treated the subject accord ingly. 

chao Is under loca l management, however, failed to impress the schoo l inspcctress regarding the 

teaching about hea lth and hygiene.s5 

The importance given to the teaching o f hea lth and hygiene was made morc pronounced 

by the introducti on o f a medal for thi s subject offered by Her Excell ency the Countess of 

Ronaldshay in 1920. Her husband. Lord Ronaldshay was Governor of Bengal from 1917 to 

1922. An examination was held for the first time in that year in the Dacca Circle. The medal was 

for Eastcrn Benga l onl y. In West Bengal, because the subject ofhygicne was not so popular as a 

component of the school cu rriculum, a com plete course of hygiene. First Aid work and 

elementary nursing was drawn up in 1920 and it was made part o f the trai ning course for all 

)4 Prosress ofEdUC81ion in Bengal, 191 2-13 to 1916·17, lhe Fifth Quinquennial Review. by W. W. Hornell, C. I. E .. 
iCtlICUIlIl: Bengal Secretariat Book Depot, 1918). pp. 112· 11 3 . 

.s Ib id., p. 113. 
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VCnl3cuiar Icachers so that they could imbibe the students about the necessity of hygiene.S6 

Hygiene and first-aid lessons was al so to be undertaken in the zenana classes under the aegis of a 

lady doctor beginning from 1920.s1 

Fi rst Aid and hygiene became part of the curri culum in high schools under Government 

management. A lecturer was appointed in the 1919- 1920 academic year spec ially to lecture on 

first-aid and hygiene to the senior pupil s of the Eden High School, Dacca.s8 In the same 

academic yea r lessons on first-aid and infa nt-rearing were a lso started in the Vidyamayee High 

School, Mymcnsingh. T he Inspectress of Schools Miss Brock was frustrated about the lack of 

teachers able to teach domestic sc ience, san itat ion. physica l education, art work and science in 

the High Engli sh and higher secondary schools which were aided and a lso schools managed by 

the Government. She strongly recommended Ihat two State scholarships be introduced to enable 

two female teachers to trai n at the Gloucester School of Domestic Science in England.59 

Physical Exercise : 

The report of 19 19-20 of the School Inspectress Miss Brock vo iced total fnl stration about 

the lack of awareness abo ut the necess ity of physica l exercise and phys ica l education in the 

school curricul a. She mentions that in severa l high schools there is not even a centra l hall where 

girls can take exercise if outdoor exercise is no t possible for reasons of p urdah. The Miss ion 

schools are said to be r..1r better off as they have large hall s where phys ica l exercise is possib le. 

Cookery: 

In the academic year 1920-2 1, in Eastern Bengal. a d iploma in cookery was started.60 The 

course in cookery included theoret ica l aspects of cooking like the nutrit iona l va lue of different 

food groups and the wn y to preserve nutrition during cooking. etc. with practical demonstrations. 

Examinations were taken on both theoretical and practica l aspects. It was much more popular 

so Report 0 11 Public InSlrucliOI1 in Bengal for 1920·21 (Calcutta. Th~ Ikngs l Sccr~taria t Book Depot, 1922), p. 16. 
SI Report on Public tnstruction in Bengal for 19 19·20 (Cnlculla: 111~ Ocngnl Se<:rctnriol Book Depot. 1921), 
compiled by W.W. Hornell . Director of Public Instruction, Bengal. p. 18. 
Sl lbid., p.17. 18. 
SQ Ibid .• p. 18. 
iIO Op. Cit., p. 16. 
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than health and hygiene. Years later, cookery, along with health and hygiene fanned the 

curricu lum of Home Economics. 

Annulment of the Pa rt ition of Benea l and irs Impact on Cur riculum : 

Aller the partition of Bengal was annul led in 191 2. the Education Department woke up to 

the reali7-3ti on th at the same curriculum has to be followed for Hindu and Muslim gi rls. Hitherto, 

Hindus and Muslims fo llowed a different course ofstlldy. There was. al so in the post-annulment 

period. more concern from the government as to what the content of female education present ly 

was and whal it should be. The general impress ion was that the existi ng Education curriculum 

was not suitable for girls. In a government circular of 1916. a very genera lized but keen 

observation regarding society, the family, gi rls, and education was made. The circular observed 

that there was an increased demand in society for female cducation.6 1 But the second observation 

in that circular summed up the whole philosophy of what purpose female education should serve, 

and, as such. had a direct bearing on the issue of how the curriculum for girls should be 

formu lated. The Government of Ind ia observed that: 

"Apart from the geneml reason for the increasing dcmand for female education, it may be 

observed Ihat where the join t-fmnily system has hitherto preva iled in India it is now breaking up. 

Families composed of only the father and the mother and their children are becoming marc 

common. Gi rls and young women are therefore becoming the heads of fami lies without being 

able to rely, ns in former days, upon the advice and care of older rel at ions and the duty of 

bringing up the children devolves upon them. The health and physical efficiency of the latter is a 

nalional concern and it cannot be secured withoul the edueOltion of mothers and their co­

operotion.,,62 

Thus. the general offic ial stance in 19 16 completely ignored the necessity of an education geared 

10 obwin ajob and work outside the constraints of the family and the home, regardless of the faet 

Ihat the Uni versity of Cal clitia had produced female graduates by then and the Campbell Medical 

School in Calcutta and the Mi tford Medicn l School in Dhaka had produced lady doctors. It is 

b l Educntioll Dcpanmcnt Circular No. 838·849. Assam Sccrt"lari(l l. Educmion A Proceedings. Oclober 1916, File 
No. E·230· E. o f 1916. NAL.I3. 

~l Ibid .. p. 2. 
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true that those numbers were extremely limited, but that some women were tak ing large strides 

towards preparing themse lves for the job market was what mattered most. However. regard ing 

the curriculum for primary education: 

"There is, in many places, a general desire for relig ious education, and for education in 

music. It is also generall y felt that women should be educated in a ll that concerns 

enl igh tened mothering. a good standard of maternal physique, better care of in fancy. 

appropriate feeding. care and management of ch ildren , effecti ve attention to children 's 

diseases. tlnd general ly their physical condition. good sanitary environment, and other 

mallers of domestic concern. Many, again , thin k that girl s should also receive English 

education. ,.6J 

The choices expressed above rcgnrding the nature of educati on imparted to g irls resuhed from 

the survey the governments of Punjab and Bengal had conducted with the questionnaire 

contai ning the twenty-four questions to determine what the attitude towards education was 

generally. 

The Female Education Committee had begun with high ambitions. The effort the 

members put into while making recommendations to improve fem ale education were 

commendable as they we re we ll-thought out and would have brought about real change if thei r 

plans h~d been implemented. But before any of the recommendations could be adopted for 

implemenlation, the Partition of Bengal was annulled . The separate Education Department for 

Eastern Bengal and Assam was aboli shed. The Female Education Committee became defunct 

and the vo luminous fil es bearing the work of the Committee gathered dust on the shelves and 

eventually the whole exercise turned into nothing more than rhetoric. The members had no ' rea l' 

power to bring about change. At the height of imperia lism, the colonial bu reaucrati c machine 

was unperturbed by the hugely ambitious projects that the Female Education Committee wanted 

to take up but failed. 

School primers: 

(oJ Ibid. TIle circular was from Ihe Hon' ble Sir E.n. MacJagan. Secretory to the Government of India, to the 
Secretaries of the Depannu: nts of Education o f Bengal. Bombay, Madras. the United Provinces. Punjab. Burnlo. 
Bihar and Oriss:"! . Chief Collllllissioncrs o flhe Central Prov inces. Assam, Coorg, and Delhi . Chief Commissioner 
and Agent to the Govemer-General in the Nonh·Wcst Frontier Province. 
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Three groups cooperated among themselves to fonn the Calcutta School Book oeiety in May, 

1817. The three were: (a) government officials who were entrusted with the work of forming an 

education policy and implementing il ; (b) Well-to-do local gentlemen who were well known 

alllong government circles and showed an interest in the dissemination of knowledge of the kind 

the ruler approved of; and , (c) Christian missionaries whose aim it was to achieve Prose lytizalion 

through educating the masses. The objective of the Calcutta Book Society was: ' the preparation, 

publication and cheap or gratuitous supply of works useful in schools and seminaries of 

learn ing. ,64 

The Female Educat ion Committee wanted to ensure that readers in gi rls' schools were 

thoroughl y suitable for girl s. we ll got up and prepared in as attractive a manner as possible. A 

seven-member Sub-Comm ittee \Vas formed to dea l with thi s question . The ub-Commiuee was 

headed by Mrs. Chatterjee. while the ec retary was a miss ionary, Miss Williamson oflhe Baptist 

Zenana Mission. Dacca, who was to be assisted by another missionary, Revd. Mr. Noble. There 

were two more miss ionaries in the group of seven. They were Revd. Mr. Guru Das Chakrabal1i 

and the Revd. Mr. Teignmouth Shore. The decorati ve members were the Hon ' ble Khan Bshadur 

$yed Nawab Ali Chowdhuri and Rai Kali Prasanna Ghose Bahadur. The Provincial 

Muhammadan Associat ion was to nominate a member. There was a signifi cant lack of Hindu 

representation in the Sub-Committee. The func tions of the Sub-Committee was: (a) to select 

books or passages rrom existing educational or other works; (b) to suggest what text-books and 

renders should be written specially for the purpose of girl s' schools; and , (c) to suggest the 

nalll es of writers for those books, and generally to adv ise as 10 thei r contents and to the manner 

in which they should be prepared. The Sub-Committee was to report to the Director or Public 

Instruction while he \\ou ld then so licit the advice of the Bengal Text-Book Committee and the 

Text-Book Committee for the Province o f Eastern Bengal and Assam regarding the final reading 

li st.M 

"N.L. Basak. 'Origin and Role o rlhe Calcutta School Book Society in Promoting the Cause or EduclIt;on in India. 
Especially Vemacular Education in Bengal (1817.1835)" Bengal PaSI and Presen' , vol. 78. No. 145 (Jan.-June 
1959). p. 36. ci ted in Kazi ShllhiduJlah. Paul/alas InfO Schools: Tile de\'elopmen, of indigenous demenlOry 
ceiucorion ill /kngal, 1854·1905 (Calcutta : Firma KLM Private Limited). 1987. p. 25. 
6' Proceedi ngs orthe Mectings o rlhe Female Education Committee, EaSlcm l3engal llnd Assam. held al Dacca on 
the 26'" to 29" FebnHlry 1908. 
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eparate text- book comm itlees were maintained in Calcutta and Dacca to adv ise the 

Education Department in the approva l of text- books for use in the West and Eastern Bengal. It 

had been was standard practice s ince the Home Department Resol ution No. 10 1 of April, 1877 

and it was again advised by the Educat ion Commission of 1882 that each province should have 

its own books suitab le to its own req uirements. However, a reso lution passed in 190 1 stated "that 

it was never intcnded that the text -books committees should themselves prescri be the text-books 

to be adopted in schools. Thei r function was mere ly to advise Government. The ult imate 

authority was the Local Government and the Local Government should retain the right o r 

presc ribing a text on any part icular subject for use in a ll schools."Mrhe Calcuua Committee 

recei ved 424 books, or which 162 were approved, 205 were rejected, 3 books were submitted to 

thi s office (o ffice of the director of public instruction) lo r d isposoal and the rema ining 54 books 

were leli over for the consideration of the committee in Ju ne 1920. The Dacca Committee 

exami ned 423 books. o f which 16 1 were approved. A committee consisting or o fficia ls and non­

officials was appo in ted in 19 19 to advise Government on certain matters connected wi th the 

consti tut ion and functions of tex t-book committees in Bengal.67 

The C urri culum for Zena na C lasses: 

The Female Education Committee, after long deliberations, prepared the following curriculum 

fo r zenana classes:68 

Class I-A: 

Reading: Bengali Pr imer. Part I. by Macmillian & Company. 

Wri ting: Leiters and words of two or th ree lellerS. 

Ari thmatic: Analysis o r num bers 1-20 with the help of concrete material and pictures. 

Need lcwork: Runn ing, hemm ing and sti tching. 

Hygiene: Elcmentary practica l hygiene to be taught orall y. Simple rules of hea lth . 

66 Government of Bengal, Education (A) Proceedi ngs for the month of June, 1907. Fil e )·P/4, Nos. 17·1 8. NA L,B. 
67 Ibill, p. 25. 
f4 Government or Eastern Bengal and ASS:'II11. Education Department, Education A Proceedings. January t9 12, Nos. 
53-56. p. 60. 
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Class I-B: 

Reading: Bengali Primer, Pan I!. 

Writing: Transcription from the Reader, Dictation. Handwriting from copy book. 

Ari th metic: Comprehension of concrete numbers 1-100. Simple work in the four simple fu les, 

totals not exceeding 100. Multiplication and division to proceed aI first by a series of addit ions 

and subtractions. 

Needlework: Button holes. patching. darning. 

Ilyglenc: Elementary pmctical Hygiene to be taught omll y. Simple rules orhealth. 

Class II : 

Reading: Naba ShikJllI by Srinath Chanda (50 pages). Prose and poetry. 

Writing: Dictation, simple leller writing, easy compositions, gist of lessons. 

Grammar: Parts of speech. 

Arithmet ic: Comprehension of concrete numbers up 10 1.000, Four simple rules with greater 

difficulty. TOiais not exceeding 1,000. Muhiplication and Division to proceed by factors, 

bui ld ing up of and memorizing tables up to ten by sixteen, kara, ganda and pon. Ideas of half 

and one-fourth taught by concrete examples and afterwards with reference to nbstmet numbers. 

Needlework: Kurta. Chemises, Drawers (pyjama), petticoat. 

Class-III: 

Reading: Charll Slwhi(ya. by Abinash Chandra Gupta (half the book). 

Writing: Gist of lessons, easy essays. Simple expression of thoughts. 

Arithmetic: Comprehension of numbers up to 10,000. Indian money tables. Compound addition 

and subtraction. Tables 16 by 10. 10 by y... 10 by ~6, 10 by 3/4• 10 by I y... 

GnHnmar: Sandhi and analysis. 

Necdlc\\ ork : Jackets and rrocks. 

Class-I V: 

Reading: PrtlbandJw KlIslim (80 pages). 

Writing: Essay writing on different subjects, such as nurslllg, home management , children 

training. etc . 
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Arithmetic: Fractions. 

Grammar: Parsing. 

Needlework: Fancy work , such as crochet. embroidery. 

Instructions in reading. writ ing. arithmetic. needlework and hyg iene were taught throughout class 

I to IV. As the instruction advanced. Grammar was added. 

Zemma education had made much progress in Eastern Benga l and it was fell in ofticial 

circles that morc should be done to improve it.69 It was thought thm some kind of industrial 

education should be given in the zenana classes so that women could utiliLe their education to 

eam a li velihood if necessary. Handkerchief making. pillow lace knitting, crochet lace mak ing, 

drawn thread work etc. were thought to some industries that could be introduced in the zenana 

classes to make it more attracti ve for those who were interested in achiev ing higher levels of 

skills. Instead of simple education those additional sk ill s would allow poor widows to earn their 

living to some extent. Meeting the special needs ofa locality was also thought to be a necessary 

prerequisite for zenana centers. Also, the prevalent system of the vis it of a zenana mistress to a 

center on ly twice a week was felt to be fairl y inadequate. 70 

Concluding Re1llarks: 

The di scourse on what girl s should be taught was the nalllral outcome when the di scourse on 

whether gi rls should be given education !tt all ended in the West in favour of recognizing that 

gi rlS have equal right to receiving an education. Jean Jacques Roussuou ( 171 2- 1778), the 

'enlightened ' philosopher of eighteenth century Europe led the di scourse by emphat ica ll y 

pointing out the differences between male and female: the former was characterized by reason, 

strength, and autonomy; the laller was emotional . weak. and obedient. 

The curriculum "as shaped and rormed in such a manner so that the prevailing notions of 

domesticity. remininity. docility, chustity and the like we re not chall enged. As expected by the 

"q Rcpor1 on the Progress o r Education in Eastern Bcngal and Assam During the Years 1907· 1908 to 191 1.1 9 12. 
vol. I . (Calcutta: The Bengal Secrctariat Book Depot. 191 3. 
70 Ibid. 
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fonnulntors of the curriculum. the soc iall y constructed notion of the 'ideal home·maker' was 

perpetuated through the curriculum. Careful consideration was given so that women's education 

would maintain, rather than challenge the status quo. As in 19111 century England ,11 so in India of 

the same period, female education was not meant to train the girls for any profession or for 

government service. "Education for girls ... was an attempt to transplant into Indian soil the 

Victorian idea l of the wom::m as ' housewife'. as the presiding deity of home and heanh, whose 

business in life was to create fro her husband a pleasurable haven when he returned home from 

each days tiring business in the harsh, competitive outside world" snys Madhu Ki shwar while 

examining the wOlllcn' s qucstion in Plinjab.n The Hindll·Muslim religio-cultural divide that was 

a unique fe rHure of Bengal in general and Eastern Oengal in particular became acutely apparent. 

Aner all is said about educational guidelines and guiding principles and philosophies, the 

ultimate test of a Government's s incerity towards a cause comes when it is time to di sburse funds 

for the implementation of policies. The Female Educalion Committee and its various sub· 

committees produced long lists of recommendations for the improvement of female education 

which were equall y applicable to the western part of Bengal after the partition was annu lled. But 

the matter of how much of the required funds could be obtained remained the ultimate quest ion 

to be settled between the rhetoric of ideology and the reality of practical implementation. 

II Junt" Purvis. "Using Primary Sources When Researching Women 's History from a Feminist Perspective". 
Women's /lis/Dry ReView, volume. I, Number 2, 1992 . 
J: Kishwar, Madhu : The Dilughlers of Aryavarta ' ill Sumit Sllrkar and Tanika Sarkar (cds.), Women (III(/ Socia! 
Reform in Modern /"dia: A Reader, vol. I (New Delhi : Permanent Black, 2007), p. )06. 
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Financing FClllalc Educat ion 

The introduction of the Western system of education in India in the nineteent h century, as 

we have so fur gathered from previous chapters, was not characterized by any pos iti ve 

nu itude. The new education system was built on the assumption that Western science and 

literature far surpassed. in superiority, the whole gamut of knowledge accumulated in the 

East, that ..... a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole nati ve 

literature of Ind ia and Arabia:" The objecti ve in the nineteenth centu ry was to produce 

locally a pool of clerks for the ever·growing colonia l bureaucratic machine. The 

indigenous system of education that ex isted in pre·colonia[ times was deemed unfit for 

thi s part icular colonial purpose. As such, the schooling of the masscs came to be regarded 

as a pai nful necessity. Thus, for all practica l purposes. in an education system that was 

born out of negative virtue, the over.riding philosophy turned out to be how to devise a 

method that would be cheap, but efficient. In addition to the quest for cheapness and 

efficiency. policy makers continued the search to find out ways for the community to pay 

for the education for its children. Education, for bOlh girls and boys, in pre.colonial 

times. was n private enterprise. In colonial times, it became a joint venture of private and 

government financing. 

In the semi·feuda l economy of prc·colonial Bengal, pllthshalas and loIs, 

educational inst itutions for Hindu children and IIIlIdr(t,twh s and lIIak tabs, institutions for 

the Muslims. were established and maintained by donations from the landed ari stocracy. 

Educational projects initiated by the genlry genera lly received grants of rent· free land, In 

some cases these institutions were set up through the subscript ion and support of the local 

community, or, by tbe teacher himself. These indigenous instillltions rarely had a school· 

I From a Minute by T.B. Macaulay, 2nd Februll ry, 1835, on ' Engli sh versus Sanskrit as a Vehicle for 
Teaching, ' in Ram say Muir, The Making of British I"dia, 1756· 1858: De.fcribed in a Serie.f of Dispatches. 
Treaties. Statutes. And Oilier Docllmems, Selecled And &iilcd Wilh I"troductions Alld Noles (Lahore: 
Oxford University Press, t969. fi rst published in Engl:md by Manchester University Press. 19 (5), p. 298. 
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house of their own. Classes were conducted in the house of the teacher or that of a 

wealthy patron. or, in the village temple or the portico of the mosque. Sometimes classes 

were held in the open air, under the shade of a tree . The little girl s of the village or the 

town were nOi barred from unend ing these paths/wlas and matirass(lhs. Fees for 

attending these institlHions were mostl y met in kind. in the form of food items and 

clothing. In some cases, where a wealthy patron could be found. the guru received 

remuneration through his benevolence and in other cases, each scholar was charged a 

monthl y fee. In the absence of any fixed rule of subscription as there was no public 

provision for the gurus, chi ldren of rich parents generall y paid more than the children of 

the poor, while the very poor were often taught gratuitously.2 The Qamm-i-hlam 

[Customs in Islam1 written in 1832 by Ja' far Sharif, a mlU1shi (or tutor), mentions how, 

accord ing to Muslim custom, the tutor is bestowed wi th g ifts after a boy Or girl fin ishes 

reading the Koran. ] Besides that, at every religious or socia l festi va l, the tu tor receives 

gifts of cloth ing or cash. 

As Benga l got caught in the co lonial net in the 18!h century and the economic and 

political basis of the o ld society was shattered, large-scale resumption of lakheraj or rent­

free land broke the en tire system of patron-client re lationships in the education sector. 

This sector languished as the colonial economy went through the first stages of revenue 

appropriation and exploitation through trade monopoly, as Bipan Chand ra analyses4
. In 

the third and fin al stage of co lonia lism described by Chandra, the state exerted intensive 

political and admin istrative control over the colony. Colonial admin istration sought to 

permeate every pore of colonia l soc iety. To win over the co lonized people, the state 

promised moderni zation. and the implementation of the promise led to state patronization 

ofedllca ti on. lIch patronization was bestowed not so much out of state ~dtr ll i sm as it was 

out of necess ity. Sociologists in interpreting the inter-relationship between state, 

economy. and educa tion , analyze why the slate in vests in educat ion. They asses that, "the 

1 S~~ Kazi Shahidullah. POlsholas into & 11001.\'. p. t2 . 
, Shllrif. JIl · far. Islam il/ II/dio or the Qa/Um-i-Mam, Irs. by G.A. t-Icrk tots. cd. by Wi tl iam Crooke. London. 
Oxford University Press, t 875, 1921, cited in Lalli. Narendra Nath. PromotiOn of Learning in India Dllring 
Moliommaden Rille. lAD Oriental Series: 14. Jdarah-l Adabiyat- l Delli, Delhi. 1973. 
~ Sec Chandra. Bipan, Essays Oil ColOllialism (Nelli Delhi: Orient Longman Limited, first published. 1999, 
reprint, 2000). pp. 58-77 . 
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economy depends on the education system to provide future workers with skills; the 

education system depends on the economy for funds!'s To bui ld an education system that 

would serve the needs of the state, the state would have to exert control over the system 

and that con tro l would have to corne through education financing. for the average male, 

education beyond the primary and secondary stage offered benefits in the form of 

increascd carn ing power and access to better jobs. The question, in the context of this 

study, however. was: wou ld investing in female educat ion provide the state wi th future 

sk i lied workers? 

In the context of late nineteen th and early twentieth century Bengal, the answer to 

the question posed above would have to be in the negative, as woman 's work in general 

was still not an acceptable social norm. Female education was an ofTshoot of the 

modernization process that was begun in the second half of the nineteenth century and 

ga ined full momentum by the beginning of the twentieth. As the concept of woman's 

work had not developed in the nineteenth century other than the option of teaching, the 

function of fem ale education remained latent. Whatever skills that were acquired through 

education were to be applied in the confines of the home, through domestic labor which 

would bring indirect benefits such as beller educational achievemen ts of her children , 

beller standards of family health and hygiene. beller care for the infant and the old, and 

possibly. a lower birth rate,6 Chances were ex.tremely low that the chi ldren of educated 

mothers would drop out of school . thus reducing the high rate of wastage prevalent 

mostly in the female population of school-going age. The personal sati sfaction, pride, 

sense of achievement and sense of se lf-worth that such indirect benefits bring a woman 

are termed by modern day economists as "psychic income.,,7 For the famil y, however. the 

decision to invest in educating a girl is inOuenced by the fact that education, even a 

rudimentary one. increases manifold the likelihood of finding a highly placed husband for 

her. Thus investment in femalc educat ion lacked direct economic gain and that 

S Getles. J. Rich:ud and Levine. Ann, Soc/ology. An fnlroouction (New York: McGraw-Hili Inc., 51/1 
edi tion. t995). p. 65. 
o S~e Woodhall. MllUreen. ' Investment in Women: A Reappraisal o f the Concept of Human Capitat', 
IIJlernmiQlwf Review of &/lIc(/fion. X tXl 1973/ t . Speciat Number: The Education of Women. The 
UNESCO tnstitute for Education. pp. 9-29. 
1 Ibid. 
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manifested itself in different form s, like, smaller a llocati on of private and state funds in 

this sector which ultimately resulted in lower pay for female teachers. fewer female 

Inspectresses, less priority towards infrastructural deve lopment and insufficient attempts 

at trai ning teachers. The average annua l cost of main tain ing a primary girls ' school, 

accordin g an assessment of 1906-07. was Rs. 33.9, of which public funds accounted for 

Rs. 26.2 and private funds accounted for Rs. 7.7.8 The average cost of educating 11 girl 

from the same sources was Rs. 1.4 and Rs. 0.4 respectively.9 The average an nual cost of 

educating a boy during the same lime period was Rs. 5. 1, although the sources of inco me 

\\ cre the same.1O 

Sonrces of Fu ncls : 

A major methodological difficulty faced while search ing for proportionate 

sources of financing for fem ale education --- central, loca l and private --- has been the 

absence of separate financial data for the region of Eastern Bengal. The minutes of the 

Female Educat ion Committee constituted during the Partition Interlude (1905- 19 11) thus 

provide hi ghl y valuable data that has been used in this chapter. Of the data presented. a 

certa in degree o f error may be allowed , although it does not affect the general argu ment 

that the actu al and desired expenditure for female education remained di sproportionate 10 

the funds made avai lable for thm purpose. This anomaly affected the growth of female 

education which had more potential than it actually achieved during the time period o f' 

thi s study. The source of funds has been categorized under four heads: (a) grant-in-aid , 

(b) endowments and fees. (c) inco me in kind , and, (d) local sources. 

(a) Grant-in-Aid : 

The Wood 's Educati on Despatch of' 1854 laid down that female education would be 

equa ll y aided by the state through the apparatus o f the grants-in-aid system introduced by 

• 'Repon on the Progress or Education in Eastern Bensul and Assam during the yellrs 190 1·1902 to 1906· 
1907,' (Shillong: Eastern Bengal and Assam $ecre1ari:lt Printing Offi ce, 1907). vol. I, p. 85. 
Q Ibid. 
10 Ibid .. p. 10. 
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the Despatch. The introduction of the system was the modus operandi through which 

Government sought to exert contro l over the general system of education, which 

ultimately resulted in the dissolution of the indigenous system of education in Ind ia. 

The grant-in-aid was the only recurring aid received by schools from the central 

government The othc-r form of central aid was the imperial gran t which was non­

recurring. The apportionment of the imperial grant was made at the discretion of the 

Education Department as it saw fit. Spending on fema le educat ion did not fealUre in the 

first grant of one lac rupees made in 1813. A hundred years Inter. in 1913. out of an 

imperial gran t of Rs. 10,00,000, Rs. 84,000 was specifically allocated for expenditure on 

girl s. and that too. for Muslim girlS." Such grants, as rece ived from time to time by 

school management committees. were mostl y spent on infrastructural development like 

bu ildings and equipment. 

The fundamental principle of the grant-in-aid system which had been successfully 

carried out in England and was introduced in India in 1854, was essentially a si mple 

contribution to the general expenses of a school set up by local initiative. Educational 

spending was a sector not traditiona lly borne entirely by government and the grrult was a 

geslUre on the part of the government to encourage and stimulate voluntary efforts of the 

people towards the promotion of education. To qualify to become a recipient of the grant, 

schools would have to subm it to government inspection, fo llow government approved 

curriculum and charge from their pupi ls some tu ition fee. however small. In the 

indigenous system. the pupils were free to pay their teachers in cash or kind 0 11 suitab le 

occasions. The requirement of paying regu lar fees in cash every 1110nth was a burden to 

parents in a social condition where the idea of educat ing girls had not yet taken root and 

where investing in a girl' s educat ion was not insurance for future support for age ing 

parents. The amount of the grant was to be detennined according to the number of pupi ls 

and the continuation of the same depended on the report of the inspectors. Schools that 

could not perfonn well in examinations and institut ions where school attendance was 

II COllncil Ques ti on by the Ho,,'ble Mr. G. H.C. Ariff. GOB. Gen. Dept. Edu . (A) Proceedings for the 
month of December 1914, File II-C/61 / 1-2. Nos. 26-27. NA. B. 
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poor were threatened with cancellat ion of the grant. Directors of Public Instruction and 

School Inspectors condemned such a practice of grant as "demora lizing." It disorganized 

the finances of schools because of nuctuulions in the grant. The rules led school 

management committees 10 sometimes resort LO unfa ir practices 10 cont inue the grant. For 

example. Mrs. Wheeler, Inspeclress of Schools. Calcutta. reported to C.A. Martin , the 

DPI in 1894, that on inspection, she found that names of gi rls were kept on the rolls. 

though they seldom or never aucnded. This was done to ensure attendance grants. 12 Most 

important of all , the prerequi si tes to receiv ing grant.in·aid were deemed as non· 

conducive to the spread of female educat ion which needed special care and 

encouragement at the nascent stnge of its development. 

The historical Despatch of 1854 was quickl y followed by another less discussed 

Despatch in 1859 aner the Brit ish Crown look ovcr the admin istration of India. The new 

Despatch re·affirmed the policy formulated in 1854 and sought to find new ways to 

relieve Government of the pressure of educat ion finances. h was suggested that local 

rales should be imposed to meet the cost of mass education. The Government of India 

modified that idea by deciding that local rates would lake the form of a cess on land 

revenue, but the income from that cess would be spent not just for education bUl for all 

objects of local utility, thus pushing the matter of education to a low posi tion in the list of 

priorit ies. However, the existence ofa permanent sett lement of land revenue in operation 

since 1793 prevented the Education Depanment of the Bengal Presidency from enjoying 

the benefits of a local fund cess as enjoyed by the other provinces. Deprived from the 

levy from land revenue, municipalities in Bengal lagged far behind in education spending 

compared to 01 her provinces with the exception of Assam onl y. The Education 

Commission gave Ihe following stat isti cs to point Out the inadequacy of spending by 

local agencies: 1J 

,~ 'Rules for the Distri bution of Grants· in-Aid to Girls' Schools .' Letter from C.A. Martin, Esq .. DPI, 
Bengal 10 The Secretary o f\he Government of Bengal , General Department. B Proceedings, Nos. 28·29. 
File 2·F/ I. I, September, 18%. West Bengal Slate Archi ves. 
11 Repoyt oftltc /"dian Education Commis.f/Oll. p. 158, cited in Nurullah and Nai k. p. 189. 
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Province 

Punjub 

M:tdras 

Central Provinces 

North·Western Province and Qudh 

Berar 

Bombay 

Bengal 

Assam 

Percentage of upcnd iture 

on ed uca tion to the tolal 

income or Munidpalilie~ 

5.29 

4.09 

3.01 

1.77 

1.33 

1.17 

0.48 

0.39 

The fi gure shown above depicting educat ion expend iture in Benga l not only includes the 

easlern and western parts of Bengal, but is also inclusive of boys' and gi rl s' educat ion. 

How little incentive fema le education got under the circumstances is easi ly d isce rnibl e. 

By the beginning of the twent ieth century, financing fema le education had become a 

major concern for government as imperial po licy became ma rc paternalistic. Greater 

demands were bei ng made on public fund s. According to the firs t quinquennia l review of 

Ihe twentieth century ( 1902-03 to 1906-07), the gra nts carved oul of public funds in 

addi tion to the imperial grant-in-aid were: (a) grant-in aid from provi ncial revenues; (b) 

primary grant through the Department in non-Board areas; (c) grants to model primary 

schools out of the imperial allotment of 1902-03; (d) fixed stipends from District and 

Munici pal funds; and , (e) subsistence and further allowance from loca l fund s. 14 

The rules of the grants-in-aid syslem required that the grant should not exceed in 

amollnt the sums to be expended from private sources and that Municipa l contributions 

wou ld be reckoned as receipts from publ ic sources, Ihus reducing the Governmen t grant 

accordingly. Dut it had long been recognized that even HI tht.: lOrn of the century. female 

education con tinued to need specia l encouragement. Therefo re. in 1907. amendments 

were made 10 relax Ihe rul es for girl s' schools so that con tribution received from a 

14 Progre$~' 0/ Educatioll ill Bengal, Third Quinquennial Review, 1902·03 to 1906-07, West l3engal Stat e 
Archives. 
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Municipality or a District Board would noL reduce the grant adm iss ible under the grants­

in-aid rules. IS However. it was still maintained that for primary. middle. trai ning and 

special schools. in which the expenditure did not exceed Rs. 40 8 month, the grant would 

never exceed the sum equal to the full amount of the income guaranteed from other 

sources. 16 For example. if we were to randomly take a few schools in Eastern Bengal 

which were in receipt of grant-in-aid to ciLe as models, we would see that the Barisal 

Middle English Girls' chool in the Dhaka Division, which had un income of Rs. 83 a 

month from subscriptions. fees. Municipality conlributions. received a Government grant 

of Rs. 50. bringing the total income to Rs. 133 a month .17 In the Rajshahi Division. the 

Bogra Midd le Vernncular Gi rl s' School hnd a monthly income of Rs, 48 of which publ ic 

subscript ion ~tccounted for Rs. 25 and Ihe rest came from a Municipal grant of Rs. 7 and 

the Governmenl grant of Rs. 16 per month , 18 The Pabna Girls' School and the Rangpur 

Girls' School. both in the Rajshahi Division received monthly Government grants of Rs. 

35 and Rs. 25 respecti ve ly. The finan cial statements of schools in Chand pur, Noakhali , 

Patuakhali, Kishoreganj , Gaibandha. Narayanganj. Faridpur, Chittagong, Barisal, 

Rangpur, Dinajpllr and Dhaka show the receipt of income from other sources being two 

times the amount of the Government grant received. As per offic ial calculation, by the 

first decade of the twentieth century. Government was aiding 2.300 girls' schools in 

Eastern Bengal at the rate of Rs. 25 It month as grant-in-aid , wh ich amounted to Rs. 

57,500 anrlll ally .!9 Recommendations by the Female Educati on CommiLlce (the 

cOlllmittee set up in Dhaka in 1908 to find ways to improve the condition of fema le 

educat ion in the new province of Eastern Bengal and Assam) to increase the monthly 

grant-in-aid to Rs. 60 a 111 0nth did not materialize. 

U 'Cenain amendments to Rules 12 & 17 of the Ru les of Grants-in-Aid to schools in order to enable the 
Educl'lt ion Department to make larger grants to girls' schools. ' General Department Education Bmnch (A) 
Proceedings for the month of De<:cmber, 1907, File 10-R/4 . Progs. 11·12, \Vest Bengal State Archives. 
'6 Ibid. 
Il · Improvement.!! in ChierGi r[s' Schools III District Headquarters. i.e., Zilla Girls' Schools: Report on 
Femafe Edllcarion. 1911 , Government of E:lstern Bengal and Assam. Edu. (A) Progs. for the nlOnth of 
January. 1912, File No. EI25-E, Nos. 53-56. p. 27. NA. B. 
I~ Ibid" p. 28. 
I~ Leiter from Henry Sharp, DPI, to Chief Secretary, GoV!. o f India. Home Dept., Bengal Education (A) 
Proceedings for the month of January, 1910. Fil e No, El203·E of 1909. NA. B. 
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(b) Endowments and Private Sources: 

Endowments are an important addit ional source of income for the public education 

system a ll over the world . In the context of Eastern Bengal in the late nineteenth century, 

endowments from loca l zsmind ft rs and wealthy patrons were morc often than not the 

prerequisite to setting up girls ' schools. The firsl known girls' school to bc opened in 

Dhaka, the Bangia Bazar Girls' School, was founded in 1856 by a small group of Brahmo 

reformers led by Ananda Mohan Das and Babu Dina S and hu Mallick and supported by 

several other patrons. The Adu lt Female chool was establi shed in 1873 in Dhaka 

because of similar patronage of the Dhaka Brahmos --- Nabakanta, Brajasundar Mitra, 

Dinnath Sen, Abhay Dun and Kall Prashanna Ghosh. This school later became the 

fa molls Eden Female chool in 1878 and was selected to be the only English High 

chool in Eastern Bcnga l which was managed by Government. However, the fact 

remains that the school would not have come into existence had it not been for the errorl 

of the loca l philanthropists. 

The philanthropy of Nawab Faizunnessa Chaudhuralli, zam illdar of Comilla and the 

zamindars of Muktagachha in Mymensingh and their zeal for the enlightenment of their 

subjects is well-known. The Nawab Fa izunnessa Girls' High School in Comilla 

(estab lished in 1873) and the Bidyamoyee School in Mymensingh (originally estab lished 

as the Alexander Girls' School in 1873) still stand today bearing proudly the names of 

their founders. Among the other famou s schools established and mai ntained by such 

endowme nts are the Bindubashini Gi rl s' School estab li shed in 1882 by Monmoth Roy, 

zamindar of 'antosh. Tanga il. unci the Khastagir Girl s' chool estab li shed in Chittagong 

in 1878 by Doctor Annaduc h a r~Hl Khaslagir. Apart from these I ~Hldmark institutions, 

dirrerent distri cts of Eastern Benga l were dotted with many other schools that were 

establ ished and maintained through endowments and donations rrom loca ls which are not 

as famous but have neverthe less played a huge part in the social amelioration of the 

region. The Bindeswari Gi rls' School in Natore, estab lished and maintained by the SlIklll 

family, the Boalia P.N. Girls' School maintained by the Dighapatia Estate and the 

Naugaon Girls' School, maintained by loca l patrons were a few such inst itutions of the 
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Rajshahi Division?O Institutions under local palronage were also set up in the nonhern 

regions of Dinajpur, Gaibandha and Jalpaiguri. and eventually came to be panially aided 

by Government.21 

The nineteenth century was the age of British overseas missionary expansion. 

New miss ions grew in England. cOl land and Wales exclusively for doing evangelical 

\\ork in the colon ies Ihal Brita in had acqu ired. Missionary bodies were also fomled in 

Nonh America and Austra lia which sent overseas miss ions to British colonies. The most 

significant fea tu re of these missions were. for the first time in the history of the 

missionary movement, women miss ionaries were inducted and sent overseas to 

proselyti ze among fellow women of the heathen communities. Subscriptions poured in 

and the missionary movement reached unprecedented heights in the nineteenth century 

before beginning to wane after the First World War (1914-1918). As the chosen method 

of proselyti zmion, the missionaries took the initiative of setting up the first formal 

educational institutions for girls which remain as their lasting legacy ;n the erstwhile 

colonies of the British Empire. Some schools of the Church of England. the Baptist 

Mission. the Diocesan Miss ion, the Free Church of Scotland. the London Miss ion, the 

Methodist Church, the Scotch Mission, Ihe Wesleyan Miss ion and the American Mission 

were aided from the Gran t- in-Aid Fund but the majority of them operated on mission 

rcsources.22 The miss ionary fac tor in the spread of female education in Eastern Bengal 

has been discussed in chapter one. 

(c) Fees and Income in Kind: 

A structured fee system in educat ional institutions was introduced in Bengal during the 

colonial period . The fce system caused the education sector to make one more break with 

tradition, However. the fee system had a dua l effect in itllHlt was detrimental to the cause 

of girls' education during the init ia l years of its implementation. Fi rst of all , the 

~ Ibid., ' Financial Statcmcnts of Zi llah Girls' Schools: p. 43. 
11 Ibid .. p. 44. 
:~ 'GencT<11 Report on Public Instruction, Bengal, for 1899- 1900,' GOB. Gcncral Dcpartment, Eduefl li on 
Branch, Fi le 8·RJ4/ 1·5, Proceedings Nos. 20-26, JAnuary 1901 . NA, O. 
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introduction of the payment of monthly fees became a prohibitive factor for a cenain 

number of fami lies who were hard pressed, financially, to alTord that amount. Second ly. 

when the question of afTordab il ity arose, naturally, the male ch ild was preferred over the 

femal e chi ld on whom the investment had some promise of retu rn , 

Income in kind included land for schools, the donation of buildings, lodging for 

teachers and stafr. the donation of furniture. books and supplies, etc. Female education. at 

the initial stage. depended heavil y 011 th is mode of income, The school s estab lished by 

the znmindars and other local patrons were in variably built On the land they donated or 

\\ere housed in their own bui ldings. 

(d) Provincial Sources of Income: 

It was never the colonial government's intention to take full responsibility for the 

education of its subjects, The Despatch of 1854 had mentioned that the introduction of 

the system of tile grants-in-aid should "foster a spirit of re liance upon local exertions, and 

should in course of time render it possible to close or transfer to the management of local 

bodies many of the existing institlltions,,,2J Oy the time the recommendations of the 

HUnler Commission were formulated , in 1882. the mechanisms for the transfer of 

responsibility had been brought in to force. 

The municipalities of Dhaka, Chinagong and Camilla had been created under the 

Municipal Act of 1864.24 For each municipality, a MuniCipal Board was created with the 

District Magistrate as the ex-officio Chairman of the Board and 17 to 21 nominated 

commissioners, of whom 7 were to be local residents. The Municipal Board was 

n ' Resolution by the Governmem of India. Home Dcpartment. Nos. 199·2 1 J. dated the II '" March J 904. 
reviewing the system of education in India and layi ng down Government policy with regard to it' , GOB. 
General Dept., June. 1904. File 10· 16, Nos. 50·5 I, NA. B, 
!, For more about the development of local self·government, see Haron·or·Rashid, 'Stages of Sate 
Formation; Colonial Peri od'. in Emajuddin Aharned and Harun-or-Rashid (cds.). Stale alld Culture, 
Cultural Survey of Banglades h Series-) (Dhaka: t\ siatic Society of Bangladesh, 2007). pp. 65-80, and, 
Barman. Dalem Chandra. ' Local Self-Governmcnt' in Sirajul Islam (00 .). History of Bangladesh. /704-
1971. volume one, Political History (Dhaka: Asiatic Society ofBangladcsh ,2'>iI edition. 1997), pp, 495-5 IS, 
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entrusted with the responsibility of generating funds for educat ion in the locality. Also, in 

187 1. District Boards were created under the District Board Act. 1871 , which was 

entrusted with function s of education administration like inspection and financial aid of 

educational institu tions in the districts. Thus, under the new financial arrangement. there 

emerged four categories of schools. The categories were: (i) those managed by 

Government, (ii) those managed by District or Municipal Boards, (iii) those aided by 

Government or by District or Municipal Boards, and, finally, (iv) unaided schools. In 

Enstern Bengal, the Eden Female School in Dhaka was the only Government institution 

for girl s. In [878. the year the Eden Female School was established, the total cost of the 

school was cstimmcd at Rs. 385 per month , of which Rs. 360 per month was contributed 

by GovcrnmenL.15 By 1904, excluding cOlltingencies and stationery, the monthly cost of 

the school came to Rs. 563 which had a student population of I [2, not even one of whom 

was a Muslim . The hOllse rent had increased frorn Rs. 70 in 1878 to Rs. [25 in [904.26 

The Municipal and District Boards were, morc often than not, starved of funds 

and natura ll y spending for the establishment of girls' schools was always at the bottom of 

the li st of priorities. Such funds as were made avai lab le were never adequate for what 

was required, as Crul be gathered from reports of Assistant Inspectors of schools: 

"Government gives but a trifle for female educat ion, nor are the District Boards very 

liberal in their support , and as it has no money value 110 great public support can be 

expected. [t is the Government that must take the initiative in the promotion or female 

education ... 27 

The Indian Education Comm ission of 1882 recommended that funding for schools 

should come from provincial revenues, district funds and munici pal funds and also 

recommended that funds should be kept aside every year for recurring expenses. As 

regards female education, the Commiss ion recommended that mun icipal and other 

authorities dcploy funds for girls' schools as they saw fit and that the government 

U Letter from \V. I. Shepherd. Chief Secretary. Government of Eastern Bengal and Assnm. Education 
Department, Assam Secretariat. Sylhet (A) Proceedings. December, 1906, Nos. 1-9, NA,O. 
~ Ibid. 
21 GenerAl Repon on Public Instruction. BengAl. for 1899-1900. Government of Bengal. EduCAtion BrAnch. 
Filc 8·R/4J1·5. Proceedings Nos. 20·26. Jununry 1901 . NA, B. 
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increase education grants for female education. Scholarships of various categories were 

recommended so th at guardians would not feel the economic burden of sending female 

wards to school. Some of the provisions were implemented. others weren ·1. These 

recollllllendations were incorporated in the Local Self-Govem ment Act of 1885 and 

greater responsibility was placed on the local Boards to finan ce education. However, in 

the census o f 190 I , it was found that only seven in a thousand of the female population 

who were of school-goi ng age in Bengal had attained a rudimentary level of Iiteracy.28 

Three decades after the responsibil ity was shifted to the loca l authorit ies, on reviewing 

the amount o f grant/aid allocations for girl s' primary education, the future of the progress 

of female educat ion under the existing circumstances came under question in the Fifth 

Quinquennial Review (19 12-13 to 19 16-17) by W.W. Hornel l. The vital question posed 

here regarding the right course for the future. was: should the Educat ion Department seek 

to extend its initiati ve and contro l. or does the fllture of the primary education of girls rest 

with the loca l education authoritics?29 Given the preference for boys' education and the 

perennial lack o f fund s, Government had to recognize that the pro blem of adeq uate 

finanCing for female education demanded and wou ld continue to demand the special 

intervention of the centra l authority. For the loca l authorities, education expenditu re itself 

took a back seat as more pressing demands on public expenditure were for roads, 

hospitals, housing, sewage, suppl y of drinking water elC. In such a scenario, it is 

understandable that the district boards and municipalities wou ld fail to devote the 

necessary attention to the subject of the education of gi rl s. When it was decided that Lhe 

cost of education wou ld be borne by loca l bodies, no statutory provision in the Municipal 

Act was made to the effect that a prescribed percentage of the tota l income o f the 

municipalities muSt be spent On education. As a result, the local bodies did not make as 

satis factory a con tribution to elementary educat ion as was hoped for or was expected of 

them. 

In four tables (Tables 5. 1 to 5.4) provided below, we present some stati sti cs 

showing the amount Municipalities and District Boards spent for female education in the 

~I Re.wlulion on Edllcation Po/icy dnted II Ih March. 1902. cited in Nurullah and Naik. p. 200. 
~ Progress ofEdllcoliQn in Bengal. /9IZ-/J 10 /9/6-1 7. Finh Quinquennial Review by W. W. Hornell. 
C. I.E. (Calcutta: Oenga! SecrctarinlOook Depot. 1918). p. 106, NA.B. 
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Dhaka, Chittagong, Rajshahi and Surma Valley Divisions in the fiscal year 1909- 19 10. It 

has been possible, because of the work of the Female Education Committee that was set 

up in 1907. after the partition of Bengal, to assess the condi tion of female educat ion in 

Eastcrn Bengal and recommend appropriate reform measures. to procure separate 

stat istics of income and expenditure for female educa tion exclusively for the districts of 

Eastcrn Bcng.d. Without these statistics compiled by the Female Education Committee, it 

would have been extrcmely dimcult. if not imposs ib le, to separate Ihe amounts from that 

SpCllt in Bengal as a wholc. Table 5.5 shows the sources of income and genera l stati stics 

o l' expcnditurc in Eastern Bengal from 1906-07 to 1911-12. At thc Sim la Confcrence of 

July, 1906, it was dccided that a special grant often lac rupees would be nwarded from 

the imperia l revenue for carrying out educational reforms in the primary education sector 

in Bengal. In view of the transfer of certain districts in October, 1905, to the newly 

created province of Enstem Benga l and Ass.'lm, it was decided that out of that grant, a 

slim of3.33.000 rupees wou ld be made over to that province.JO The grant for reforms was 

inclusive of expenditure on buildings. The major port ion of the gran t, however, was spent 

for boys' education. At the time of the Partition of Bengal in 1905, of the totnl number of 

girl s of school-going age. only 2.7 percen t were attcnd ing school and of the total 

cxpenditure on educat ion, only 2.4 percent was be ing expended 0 11 female education.31 

)0 ·F..JC pc=nditure from the spec illl grant often lakhs for Primnry Education during thc ycar 1905-06'. Bengal 
Education (A) Procccdings forthe month of February. 1907. File lo-cn. Nos. 56-61 . NA . a , 
)1 Letter from Henry Sharp, Esq., M,A" Director of Public Instruction. E.1stem Bengal and Assam, 10 Ihc 
ChiefSecrclnry 10 Ihe Government of Eastern Bengalnnd Assam, Dated ShiHong. 13'" September. 1906. 
Assam Secretariat, Sylhcl (A) Proceedings, Jan. 19Q(j-March 1908. NA .B. 
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Names of 

Table 5. 1: Statistics showing amount spent on female educat ion by Mu nicipalities in the 
Dacca Division according to the report of the Female Educat ion Committee in 19 11 . 

Percentage Percentage Amount ;n Number or Amount spent Amount spent 
Places or funds spent on fi gures spent gi rls' schools on buildings on furniture 

spent on female on female recei ving aid ro' girls' ro' girls' 
education, education educat ion schools schools 
1909-1 910 

, Dhaka Division R,. n.- p. IU . a.- p. IU. a.- p. R,. n.- p. R,. a.- p. 

Dhaka 

Nnrayangnnj 

tvlymensingh 

Jnmalpur 

K; shorgar~ 

Netrokona 

Tangail 

Faridpur 

Madaripur 

~arisa l 

Perojpu r 

Patu3k hali 

1.4 1S.7 1.120-0·0 13 .... .... 
6.4 5 8 1.173-0·0 4 4 ,560- 1·6 67 1-1 0-0 

9 .3 1 35.3 41 4·0·0 4 .... 175-0-0 

4.1 1. 1 132·0-0 1 .... 25-0·0 

25 .6 3.2 64-0-0 3 10-0-0 .... 
5.3 3 .2 288-0-0 4 .. .. .. .. 
6.4 2.8 2 12-0-0 5 .... 111 -8·0 

3.2 34.8 452-0-0 .... .. .. .... 
4.7 2.5 396-0-0 5 .... .... 
4.87 \.43 288-0-0 4 36-0-0 .... 
6.0 4.0 580-0-0 3 300-0-0 200-0·0 

.... 2.02 .... .... .... .... 

Source: Government o f Eastern Bengal and Assam, I!d ucatiOn (A) Proceedings fo r the month of Jan uary 
19 12. File No. EI25- E, Nos . 53-56, Assam Secretariat (Sylhct Proceedings), National Archives, 
Bangladesh, Serial 75, Bundle J, List 4. 
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Namt."S of 

IChittagong 
Division 
Chiuagong 

Comil la 

Tnble 5.2: Statistics showing nmount spent on femalc education by Municipalities in the 
Chillagong Division according to the repon of the Female Education Commillee 
in 1911. 

Percentage Percentage Amount in Number of Amount Amount 
Places of funds spent on fil,rures girls' spent on spent on 

spent on female spent on schools buildings fo r furniture for 
education, education fema le receiving gi rls' girls' schools 
1909- 191 0 education aid schools 

Rs. :l .• p. R,. a.· p. RS.-a.· p. R, . a.· p. RS.-3.· p. 

3.6 .4 237-0-0 3 .. .. 36-0-0 

3.2 .3 72-0-0 I .... .... 
Brnhmanbaria 3.5 .54 95-0-0 I ... . 35-0-0 

Chandpur 

Noakhali 

2,9 1.4 815-0-0 5 .... 237-0-0 

4.5 25.2 154-0-0 2 .... 22-0-0 

Source: Government of Eastern Bengal and Assam, Education (A) Proceedings for the 
month of January 1912. File No. El25-E. Nos. 53-56. Assam Secretariat (Sylhet 
Proceedings), National Archives. Bangladesh. Serial 75, Bundle 3J List 4. 
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Names 
Places 

., 
Rajshahi 

Division 

Table 5.3: tati stics showing amount spent On female education by Municipalities in the 
Rajshahi Division according to the report of the Female Education Committee in 
1911. 

Percentage Percentage Amount in Numher of Amount Amount Amount 
of of funds spent on figures girls' spent on spent on spent on 

spent on fema le spent on schools buildings furniture scholarships 
educat ion, educat ion female receiving for girls' for girls' for gi rl s' 
1909-19 10 educat ion aid schools schools schools 

Rs. a.- p. RS.--<l.- p. Rs. a.- p. Rs.-{I.- p. Rs.-----3 .- Rs.-n.- p. 
p. 

Rampur Boa lia .. .. ... . . ... ... . .... . ... . ... 
I Natorc 

Dinajpur 

Jalpaiguri 

Rangpur 

il'f>gra 

Sherpur 

Pnbn3 

Sirajganj 

Old Maida 

5.2 .... .... .... ... . . ... .... 
6.7 .17 93-0-0 I .. .. ... . . ... 
7.9 0.8 120-0-0 I .... .... . ... 

22.8 66.6 ... . .... .... .. .. .... 
12.01 2.14 84-0-0 I .... .... .... 
5.6 1. 1 128-0-0 I 60-0-0 20-0-0 .... 
.... .... .... .... .... .. .. .. .. 
... . .. .. .. .. .. .. .... .... .. .. 

2.8 6 193-0-0 2 .. .. .... .. .. 

Source: Government of Eastern Bengal and Assam, Education (A) Proceedings for the 
mOnth of January 1912. Fi le No. E125-E, Nos. 53-56, Assnm Secretariat (Sylhet 
Proceedings). 31;01ml Archives, lJangladesh. Serial 75. Bundle 3. List 4. 
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Table 5.4: Statistics showing tne amOunt spent on female education by District Boards. 

Percentage Percentage Amount ;" Number of Amount spent Amoum spem Amount spent 
Names of of funds Spenl 0" figures spem girls' schools "" buildings 0" fumiture 0" 

Districts spent 0 " female 0" female receiving aid fo, girls' fo, girls' scholarships 
educallon . education education schools schools fo, girls' 
1909·1910 schools 

Dhaka Division Rs. a.' p. "'. a.' p. R, . a.- p. Rs.-a.-p. 

Dhaka 33.3 6.8 16.660-0-0 496 .... 10·0-0 112-0-0 

Mt mcnsingh 23.2 3.7 17.677-0-0 564 Rs.4 107 Rs. 4to7 284-0·0 

Faridpur 49.4 5.6 1.118·0-0 11 7 .... .... . ... 
Baris.'ll 23.21 2.24 756·0-0 379 .... . ... 204-0-0 

Chillagong Division 

Chillagong 25 7.4 964-0-0 ... 250-0-0 .... 24-0-0 

Com ilia 39.8 4.33 10,563-0-0 476 ... .... 144-0·0 

NOllkhllli 3 1 17.5 13.338·0-0 278 2.6 15-0-0 500-0-0 280-0-0 

Rajshahi Division 

Rilj shllhi 28.22 2.26 5.388-15-0 99 .... .... 44-8- 10 

Dinajpur 12.6 8 \,931 ·0-0 31 500-0-0 .... 23-10-10 

Jalpaiguri 32.6 4.1 1.361·0·0 SI2 200-0-0 12.()-0 24-0-0 

Rangpur 22 .8 66.6 8.419-0-0 .... .. .. 30-0-0 125-0·0 

Bogrll 33.95 21.1 9.386-0-0 228 210-0-0 .... ... 

Pabna 53 3.6 5. 148-0·0 I2S .... .... 192·0·0 

Maida 
53.2 6.7 1,163-0·0 200-0-0 132-0·0 .... .. .. 

Surma Valley Di vision 

~ 

Silclmr 31 1. 77 431-0-0 6 .... .. .. .... 
Hai lakandi 37.5 4.4 2.350-0-0 9 900-0-0 4-0-0 .... 
North Syl he\ 41.5 3. 1 .... 16 .. .. .... .. .. 
Karimganj 31.9 2.04 2.004-0-0 16 ... . .... .... 
South S),lhel 39.7 3.9 1.430·0·0 10 -... 10-0-0 63-0-0 

Ilabiganj 20.84 7.25 1.070-0-0 20 10-0-0 36-0-0 .... 

Sunamg:lIIj 45.3 3.4 2.735-0-0 " 375-0-0 165-0-0 36-0·0 
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The figures shown above account for three High Schools, two Middle Engli sh Schools, 

twelve Middle Vernacu lar schools, s ixty-six Upper Primary and 2,488 Lower Primary 

girls' schools in Eastern Benga l that ex isted at the time of the COU Ilt.J2 It becomes 

difficu lt to assess income and expend iture fo r Eastern Bengal separately after the 

partition of 1905 was annull ed in 191 1 and the Female Educat ion Committee which had 

compiled all the dara, was disso lved. ep~rate stati stics become scarce and fragmentary. 

Table 5.5 presents at a glance what Ihe sources of income for fe male education were. 

what amount was disbursed for fema le education and its proportion to ta la I expenditure at 

the time Bengal became united again : 

Table 5.5: ources of income and net expenditure from those sources in 19 11-1 2. 

Sources from which expenditure 011 Net amount disbursed for female Proportion 10 lolal cost 
education is met education 

Provincial Revenues Rs, 83, 14 1 30.2% 

Oistric t or Local Funds Rs, I. 12.726 14.4% 

Munici pal Funds 
Rs,9,672 0.5% 

Fees Rs, 10,337 42.5% 

All Other Sources Rs,33. 197 12.4% 

Source: Compiled from the ' report on the Progress ofl!dueati on in Eastern Bengal & Assam during ,he 
yenrs 1907·08 to 1911 ·1 2: vol. II . Cal cutta: Bengal Secretariat Dook Depot. 19\3, Appendix Table 
XIX & XX I. 

1: Assam Secretariat. Sylhct (A) Proceedings, Education Dcpartment, February 1908, Nos, 44·47. NA,B, 
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The proportion of income to expendilUre was such that development work always had to 

take a back seat, for keeping the institution nonting became the main concern of the local 

management committees. The low provisions earmarked for primary education by 

Municipal ities and District Boards was the greutcst weakness in the system. The dismal 

situation of the poor infrastructural facilities prompted the Director of Public Instruct ion 

to comment apologetically that: .' ... The public provision of education all the world over 

is a matter of funds, a question involving all SOrts of delicate adjustment between what 

the individual can reasonably claim and the State can j ustl y give."lJ What the State could 

'j ustl y give' . however. was a sound system of education administration. 

Ed llc:l1ion Adl11in islmtion: 

The estab lishment of the Department of Education in 1855 was the first slep 

towards streamlining the administration and financing the type of education the 

Government had opted for after completely overhauling the indigenous form of education 

in Bengal. An Education Service cadre was formed that needed qua li fied personne l to 

function properly. By 1864 the Director of Public Instruction fe lt the ardent need to 

attract to the Education Service men of abi lity. To attract such men, there arose a need to 

create a work environment with future prospects of rising high in the administrative 

hierarchy. Among the three presidencies of Madras. Bombay and Calcutta. the latter 

could boast of having Ihl! most advanced slate of education compared to the rest of India. 

Consequently. it was in the interests of the Bengal Government that it secure competent 

teachers. administrators and inspectors --- persons to discharge the duties of the higher 

posts in the education service. The Government of India. in Despatch No. 13 dated 3 r.1 

June. 1864, presented the class ification of educat ional officers formulated with the help 

of the DPI of Bengal. The classi fication was to take effect from Ju ly, 1865.J4 The 

class ificat ion of Education Officers ranged from Class I to IV. One Director of Ilublic 

Instruction, one Principal and one First Inspector would form Class I. Class II officers 

Jl Progres,f a/Edllcation in Bengal. 1911-/J to 1916·17. Fifth Quinquennial Review. by W.W. Hornell. 
C.I.E. (Calcutta: Bengal Secretarial Book Depot. t91 8). p. 102. 
U Government of l3enga l. Home Deparlment. Education Proceedings, July t 865. No. 28. Nation;ll 
Arcll ivcs. Bangl adesh. 
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wou ld consist of two Inspectors. two Principals of co lleges and two Professors of 

un iversi ties, There wou ld be te n Class III officers comprising of two Inspectors, th ree 

co llege Principals and five univers it y Professors. Class IV offi cers wou ld include four 

Professors. five Ass istant Professors and two upernumerary Assistant Professors, 

totaling cleven in number. In May. 1869. a reorganization of the Education Depanment 

brough t some changes in the third and fourth classes of offi cers. keeping the first and 

second classes intact. The number of Class III o ffi ce rs was reduced from ten to nine and 

the num ber of Class IV officers was increased to twenty, Class III o fficers now 

compri sed of two Inspectors, three Ilrincipals and four Professors while Class IV 

comprised often Professors. nine Assistant Professors and one Add itional Inspector. The 

Education Department thus comprised of the Director and thirty-seven classified officers. 

all of whom were Englishmen. Loca l governments made severa l proposa ls to incorporate 

Ind ian offic ials into the c lassified hierarchy at that time. but each proposa l was rejected 

by the Government. 3S 

Education ad mi nistration took up the major share of revenue allocation for the 

sector, Govenlluent contro l over education was enforced through a strict education 

ad ministrat ion. Inspection of institutions on a regu lar basis saw to it that government 

approved curriculum was be ing followed in schools and government regulations is being 

ab ided by school management committees. Proper inspection was thus an indispensable 

charge on revenue allocation for education. Inspection of schools was a part of the 

education administrat ion that the Hunter Commission laid great stress on. But when it 

came to fema le education. the slack attitude of the adm ini strators was eviden t in many 

instances, More o rten th an not, the convenience of the inspectors turned out to be more 

imponuntthan the students, Madh l! Ki shwar ci tes an instance where the inspector of the 

Lahore ci rcle complained about the fact that the sparse ly located girls' schools made 

inspection a lengthier process than inspect ing boys' schools. Appa rent ly. his wife. the 

lnspectress, was detained fo r longer periods than himself and that caused great 

inconvenience, The Director of Public Instruction, in thi s instance. ruled that it wou ld be 

suffi cient for the Inspectress to remain in the District long enough to enable the Assistilnt 

)$ Education Consultalions, A Proceedings. July I 878to July 1879, NationA] Archives, B(lng ladesh. 
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Inspector to examine the boys' school s.J6 This was the extent to which female education 

took back-stage. 

By the time the Education Resolut ion of 19 13 was passed, the number of public 

institutions for girls in the prim:lry. secondary and special schools category in the whole 

province of Benga l had increased from 7.263 in the preceding year to 7.573.31 We seldom 

get separate stati sti cs for the girl s of Eastern Bengal from here on. The number of gi rl s, 

including those reading in mi xed schools for boys and girl s had increased from 222,749 

to 230. 729.18 Ev idently, ti ll the second half of the nineteenth century. the largest number 

of girl s reading in boys' schools was retumed from the 24-Pargannahs, while Khulna and 

Jcssore of Eastern Bengal stood second and third respecti ve ly.19 The number of 

secondary schools increased from 54 to 60; primary schools from 6,779 to 7,031 and 

special schools increased from 427 to 477 .40 The most notable development in 1913 from 

the preceding year was the increase of the number of Muslim gi rl s in schools to 6,013 

from 1.423. This increased number might have been the result of the addition of numbers 

from Eastern Benga l aOer the annulment of the Partition which took effect from 1912. In 

the fo llowing year, in 1914, the total number of girls in schools rose to 129,5 18.41 Miss 

Brock. the Inspectress o f Schools, in her report on Eastern Bengal mentions that the 

improvement in the conditions of schools for Muslim gi rls and the interest that had been 

newly generated among the Muslim community about the education of the ir gi rls was the 

most encouraging feature of her work for the year 19 13_ 14.42 Yet, despite all the 

encouraging signs, according to the census of 192 1, the year at which thi s study ends, 5 

out of 6 gi rl s of the school-going age had not yet been drawn into schools and onl y 1.54 

percent of the total fema le popUlation were under any kind of instruction .4J The following 

10 SUnl it Sarkar and Tllllika SlIrkar (cds.). Women anti Social Reform in Mmlem India: A Reader, vol. I 
(New Delhi : PcrmfUH::nt Olack. 2007) p. 309. 
17 ' Report on Public tnstruction in Ocngal ror the year t913· 14 . Ocngal Education Proceed ings (A) ror 
January 19 1 5, File 8·Rl7/ 1·4, Nos. 1)·17. Chapter V III , p. 13 . NA. D. 
n Ibid. 
J9 Public Insln/ctioll in Bengalfor 188)·84 (Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat Book Depot. 1884), p. 124 . 
.to Ibid . 
•• Ibid . 
• l Ibid .. p. 15 . 
• J Eighlh Quinquellllial Review 011 the Progress Qf Educatioll ;11 Bengal for Ihe years 1927·2810 1911-12 
by Rai Sahib Monoranjan Mitra and K. Zacharia (Calcuua: Bengal Secretariat Book Depot. 1933). 
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, 

tables (Tables 5.6 and 5.7) provide some stat istical data taken from 1901 to 1912 showing 

the increase and/or decrease of pupils in proportion to the tota l population of the school­

going age in Eastern Bengal. The statistics of Table 5.6 takes into account the number of 

girls studying in boys' schools along with the proportion of the number of girls of the 

school-going age that are actually in schools. Girls in boys' school did not indicate a co· 

educational system . The teachers in the boys' schools that admitted girls worked double 

shifts to accommodate the girl s ill a separate shift from boys. The tables arc provided in 

page 193. 
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Table 5.6: Girls in Boys' School and thei r Proport ion to the Total chool-Going Age. 

In Public Institutions for Girls In Public Institutions for Total Total Total girls 

Bo)'s girls in girls in under 

Year public private instruction 

Total pupils Boys Girls Percentage ins titu· institu· 

Girls oftOlal gi rls 
tions tions , 

191 1-1912 105.219 1.856 103.363 2l.8% 18.7 127.259 7.895 135, 154 

1906-1907 47.756 692 47,064 14,903 24.0 61 ,967 B.lSl 70.320 

Percentage of 

increase or 

decrease 120.3 168.3 11 9.6 60.3 .... 105.3 -5.4 92.1 

. 

Source: Compiled from the Report on the Progress of Education in Eastern Bengal and Assam 
during the years 1907-08 to 1911-1 2, Vol. 11 , Appendix Table XCVIII. 

Calcutta: Benga l eeretariat Book Depot, 1913. 

Tab le 5.7: Proportion of Girl s in Schools to the Tota l Female Population o ra School·Going 

Age in Eastern Benga l. 

1901-1902 1906-1907 1911-1912 

Percentag 
• of 

school-
going nge 

6 .• 

l.6 

.. .. 

Total Percentage of school· Total Percentage of Total Percentage of 

1- . 

going age school·going age 
sehool-going age 

32.753 1.7 6 1.967 l.l 127,259 

Source: Compiled from the Report on the Progress of Education in Eastcrn Bcnga l and Assam 
du ring the years 1907-08 to 1911-12, vol. II , Appendix Table XCV II. 

6.l 
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Due to the increase in the number of schools and slUdents. it became imperative to 

increase the number of female inspecting siaff, a task that was long overdue. The 

Education Policy of 1904 had made provisions to appoint 5 Assistl.mt Inspectresses and 

an add it iona l Inspectrcss, Tak ing advan tage of the imperial allotment for female 

education in 19 13, the number of Assistant Inspcctresses was increased from 5 to 10 to 

ass ist the two Inspectresses Miss Brock and Miss Garret. The Assistant Inspectresses 

were not entitl ed to vis it high schools but were responsible for the inspection of primary 

and middle schools and visi t homes to inspect and report on zenana classes. They we re 

requ ired to lour for ISO days during the year and submi t monthl y tOllr d iaries to the 

Inspectress with note on the schools they visited. 44 In addi tion to inspecting the cond ition 

of the schoo l and the attainmen ts of the pupi Is. they were to assess how the staff were 

treati ng the subjects of the curriculum. especially needlework . handwork and domestic 

sc iences.4S The Inspeclress could delegate to her Assistant . the dll ties of streaml ini ng the 

administ ration and management of the schools and classes under her charge and the 

conduct of scholarships and exami nations. An Assistant Inspectress cou ld not "sanction, 

suspend, withdraw, enhance Or reduce any gra nt made by the Department. ·,46 She could, 

however, recommend to the Inspectress the withdrawa l of grant-in-aid if the authorit ies 

of the inspected institution showed un willingness or un warrantable de lay to im plement 

her recommendations for im provement. The Ass istant Inspectress had the power to 

withd raw recogniti on from aided pri mary and midd le schools if they fai led to sat isfy 

Departmenta l req uirements, She also had the power to grant or refuse recognition to 

unaided girls ' schools under her charge. 

TC~H: h crs' Tr~lin in g: 

In Apri l of 1863, the Dacca Female Normal School was opened for the trai ning of nalive 

school mistresses wiLh a provi s ional grant of Rs. 150 per month from the Government for 

'" 'Rules regulating the functions of Assistant tnspcctresses of Schools in Eastern Bengal lind Assam: 
Government of Eastern Bengal and Assam, Education Department Proceedings (A) for the month of June 
t911 , Fi le No. E-309 E, Nos. 28-30. NA, 0 , 
U Ib id .. Rule No.4. 
~ Ibid" Rule No, 6. 
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expenses as an experimental measure for one year. It was the only one of its kind in 

Bengal. perhaps in India, at that time. In three years' time, in 1866. the officiat ing 

Director of Public Instruction H. Woodrow was writing to Ashley Eden, then the 

Secretary to the Government of Bengal, that the school had succeeded well and that it 

promised to be very usefu l. As such, the provisional gran t of Rs. 150 per month was 

confirmed by the Lieu tenant-Governor in 1866 for two more years.47 Mr. Clarke, the then 

Inspector of Schools, South-East Division. under whose jurisdiction the supervision of 

the Dacca Female Normal School was, gives an extensive report48 about the staff of 

teachers, the number of students, the course of instruction and other relevant information 

about the school to the Madras Government to repl icate sllch an institution there, some of 

which are detailed below. 

The Dacca Female Normal School was statTed by three teachers: Mohesh 

Chandra Ganguli, the Head Master, a Brahmin. twenty-five years of age, working on a 

salary of 30 rupees per month: Mistress Fanny, a native Christi an, aged forty and 

married, working for 25 rupees a month and Mistress Radhamoni Debi, a widowed 

Rrahmin lady aged sixty, working for a sa lary of 10 rupees a month. The num ber of 

students, in 1866, was twenty-threc, their ages varying from 18 to 32. Of the twenty-three 

students, twe lve were native Christians. of whom nine were married and three were 

widows. Two of the students were Khatri ya widows. The rest of the nine students were 

Bairoginees (spelt Byraginee in C.B. Clarke's document), fOllr of whom were married 

and live widowed. These Bairaginee women were not of the class who lived in AhkllllrtlS, 

but considered to be good Hindus, although they did not belong to any conventional 

caste. They foll owed the doctrine of Sree Chaitanyn and were found living in almost 

every town and vi ll age. They were infinite ly Icss prejudiced than other Hindus and 

allowed widow remarriage. In the opinion of native departmental officers, the 

Bairaginees were respectab le members or Hindu society and those native gentlemen who 

~ 1 ' £:{Iracfjrom (11(1 Proceedings offhc G'OI'emmclIl of India. illihe Fimmcio/ Deportment. NQ 1193. IInder 
(Ime II,C It~ March. 1866,' General Dcpanmcnt. Education (A) Proceedings for December, 1867, No. 36, 
NA, B. 
41 Prom C. B. Clarke. Esq .. Inspector of Schools, Soulh·East Division, 10 the Director of Public Instruction, 
No. 2809, dllted Dacca, the 20th November, 1867, GOB, General Depanment. Education (A) Proceedings 
for December 1867, Nos. 34·35. NA. B. 
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were enl ightened enough to desire governesses for their fema le wards never objected to 

taking this class of Bairaginee into their houses. Society had an unfavorable opinion of 

the other class of Bairag; and Bairagi nce who li ved in Ahkharas and took up begging fo r 

a living. 

Of the twenty-three students. five received stipends of 4 rupees each; eight 

students rece ived stipends of 3 rupees each; eight students received stipends of 2 rupees 

each, and . two studied there free of cost. In fact. the Normal Schoo! did nOI take an y lees 

from the trainees during the whole three year course. It was totall y dependent on 

government fundin g. Boarding was not provided for any of the students. A Normal 

chool housed a Pract icing School in the ground floor of same bui lding where seventy­

two girl s were enro ll ed as of 1866.49 There were many more applicants for stipends. As 

c' B. Clarke says. had there been twice as many stipends ava ilable, they would all be 

fill ed up. It was ironic, however, that when C.B. Clarke became the Director of Public 

Instruction, under hi s watch, the Dacca Female Normal School closed down citing 

unavai lability of adeq uate number of students as the cause. The Inspectors and 

Inspectresses of schools always deeply regretted that the scarcity of trained teachers was 

one of the major causes of the backwardness of womerl" s educat ion in Bengal. It wou ld 

not be before 1907 that a tra ining school would be attached to the Eden Female School in 

Dacca. Th is famo us school. the only Government school in Eastern Benga l, was, at one 

point , under the threat of closure wi thin a decade after it was founded. To clarify the 

matter further, we present here the fu ll excerpt from the General Reporl on Public 

Ins/rllc/ion in Bengal/or 1883-84: 

~Q Ibid. 

"The Eden Girls' School at Dacca had t57 pupils, agai nst 191 of the preceding year. The school 

cosl Rs. 5,880. of which Government contributed Rs. 4.910 and Rs. 970 wcre raised from private 

sources, Chiefly subscriptions. The Inspector thinks Ihat the lime has arrived for levyi ng higher 

rUles of schooling fees. so a!; 10 meet a !;ub!;lanrial share of the expend ir ure. The commissioner also 

is of opinion thallhe school " hAS bttn quite long enough supported by priVAte subscriptions, lind it 

is high time 10 st.:e iflhe school is a rcal want; ifil is, the parents of girls will readily pay the 

small fces demanded : if not. the sooner the school is closed the belter. lind the public money 
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upended on it devoted to some other purpose." Three girls rrorn the school passed at the upper 

3nd four at the lower primary scholarship examination. There were no candidates at the nliddle 

examinations. Two or three girls are preparing for the ensuing Entrance eJlaminlllion: but when 

these girl s leave school. it is doubtful whether the Entrance class will be kept up." ~ 

The same report showed that the numerical strength of Bethune School of Calcutta, the 

only other Government school, was 112, 45 students less than that of the Eden Female 

School of Dhaka. The expenditure of the school department of Bethune School was Rs. 

15, 470, of which Governllle-ni contributed Rs. 11 .920. almost three times that of Eden. 

One gi rl appeared at the Entrance examination. but failed to pass. At the middle 

scholarship exam ination two out of five girls passed in the second div ision. Al though 

statistica ll y speaking the Bethune School did not prove to be way ahead of the Eden 

FCI11;:llc chool of Eastern Bengal. the re was no ta lk of closi ng that institu tion. 

Against nil odds, the Eden Female School survived and went into the twentieth 

centu ry as the only government girls' school of Eastern Benga l. It became qui te apparent 

at the advent of the new century that secondary institutions for girls would come into 

existence within the next decade. But were there teachers to provide for that necessity? 

The urgency of the demand prompted a review of the whole issue of spending to ensure 

quality along with quanti ty. Before training classes were attached to Bethune and Eden, 

it was solely the Christian miss ions who trained teachers. The grant-in-aid the missions 

receivcd was enhanced because they were providing that service but the problem was 

thar their aim was to supply Christian teachers for miss ion schools whereas Hi ndu and 

Muslim female teachers were a necessity to overcome thc lack of qua lified personnel in 

girls' schools. The declarat ion of the estab lishment of a university in Dacca after the 

Partition of Bengal was annulled (19 11 ) was accompanied by the promise ofa women's 
~ 

co llege in connection with the university. In 1921 , the same year as the University of 

Dhaka began its journey, the history of female educat ion in Eastern Bengal took a turn 

towards the tertiary level with the beginning of collegiate education at Eden. ~ 

)0 General Report 011 Public t".wn/etlan in Bl:lIgal,Jor 188)·8-1 (Caleutlll : Printed at the Bengnl Secrctarinl. 
1884). p. 120. pllragraph 332. 
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Su lar), ofTcachers : 

With the removal of a lot of the social barriers (0 women's education, the demand ror 

female teachers was constant ly on the increase. Unfortunatel y, however, the unattractive 

sa laries of teachers in gencrnl and female teachers in particu lar kept the prospects or 

attracting desirab le candidates to thi s profess ion qu ite low. In pre-colonia l times, there 

was no public provision for the sa laries for the pundi/s of the palhslwlas and loIs or the 

mall/"is of the madrassahs and maklabs. They were entirely dependent on their 

benefactor's benevolence for their subsistence .sl There were some scholars who paid 

fees in cash, while others paid in kind and yet others who could not pay at all. The new 

educational system abo lished traditional methods or payment in kind and establi shed the 

system 01' a fi xed monthly sa lary ror teachers and made the payment of fees compulsory 

for students. Teachers' income. however. remained as unattractive as before. The 

anal ysis or the Cambridge HiS/Of)' 0/ India regardi ng the defects of the education system 

in general. is espec ially app licab le to female education. According to the aut hors, .. It is 

not d ifficult to find the rundamental defects from which modern Indian education has 

suffered. Government has almost always pursued the idle hope of producing a good 

system with cheap and often inefficient instruments ... ln founding a new educational 

system the provision of teachers shou ld have been the first consideration. Normal 

schools should have engaged the closest attention of government. Suitable men should 

have been attracted by good prospects of pay and promotion ... Educational sa laries were 

kepI low in order to make education cheap .. ,52 

By the second decade or the 201h century offi cial rhetoric shifted fro m report ing 

011 thc socia l impediments to education to the poignant issue of teachers' pay. "The chief 

needs al present are the provision of adeq uate rates of pay for teachers. faci lities for 

trai ning them, the strengthening of the female inspecting agency and the improvement of 

the schools themseJves ... Many schools are unab le to maintai n whole-t ime teachers; in 

others the sa laries of teachers are so inadequate that the profession offers little attract ion" 

51 See Kazi Shahidul tah, Pa'~'lwlas imQ Schools. pp. 11-1 2. 
S1 See Allan. J ., Sir T. Wolsctcy HaiS. H.H. Dodwell and V.D. Mahajan, The Cambridge Shorter HislOry of 
Indio (New Delhi: S. Chand & Co" 1969). p. 849. 
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says the report on publi c instruction in Benga l for 19 17_1 8. s3 Improvement in teaching 

capacity needed training and few teachers would undergo tra in ing unless they were 

assured of an adeq uate pay. The local bodies responsible fo r education fu nd ing, with 

inelns tic incomes and growing demands on thei r reso urces. had very limited means to 

provide proper infrastructu re li ke bui ldings and accommodation faci lit ies for teac-hers and 

pupi ls and even less financial incentive to do so. Society was yet to put an economic 

va lue on fema le education. Discrimination was practiced in the pay structure of female 

and male teachers. In 192 1 the Benga l Education Service was reorgan ized and two 

separate cadres on different rates of pay were const ituted for ma le and female teachers. 

The minimum wage fo r a female officer of the Benga l Education Service was fi xed at Rs. 

200 per month, while the maximum range was fixed at Rs. 500 a month .54 In contrast, the 

minimum and max imum for male o ffi cers o f the BES was fixed at Rs. 250 and Rs. 800 

per month respectively. Teachers outside the government service drew salaries from a 

range of Rs. 12 to Rs. 180 a mont h. 

Financing Zenana Ed ucation: 

Zenana education had received the required recognit ion and the desi red financial support 

in the Ind ian Education Commission report of 1882. Govern ment encouragemenL fo r this 

mode of education became more pronounced in the Ind ian Education Po licy of 1904. 

Zenana education was spoken about as havi ng rendered great assistance to the cause of 

female educmion and more encouragement through increased grants-in-aid was promised. 

The Director of Pu bli c Instruct ion Mr. H. Sharp made an estimate of Rs. 10.000 a year 

for zenana educat ion. which, in his report, he refers to as ' home ' education.ss Of that Rs. 

10.000. Rs. 4. 100 was allocated for Dacca. Rs. 1.800 for Bogra and Rs. 1.7 10 fo r Comilla 

) 1 Report 01/ Public Instruction ill Bengol fo!' 19 J 7-18. GOB. General Dept., Education Branch. Cal cutta. 
the 10110 Mllrch, 1919. Resolution No. 426 Edn .. p. 3. 
j4 W.C. Wordsworth. ReIJO!'t 0" Public /flstrtlcrioll ill Bengalfo!' /920-1/ (Calcutta: TIle Bengal Secrctariat 
Book Depot. 1922), p. 3. 
oS, Assam Secretarial (Sylhel Proceedings). Bengal EduclI1ion (A) Proccedi ngs, January 19 10. File No. E-
203·E. or 1909. NA L.B. 
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and Noakhal i combined.56 The remaining amount of Rs. 2.390 was avai lab le for further 

expansion of the system during the fi sca l year 1911-12. It was resolved that the amount 

could be spent to ex tend zenana educa ti on in Chiuagong. Jalpaiguri and Sylhel. The 

Female Education Committee kept recommend ing that amuent gent lemen of Dacca 

contribute to the cause of zenana education by coming up with financial support so that 

more centers could be deve loped in other towns. 

The Director of Public Instruction 's report on fema le education in Eastern Bengal 

in 1910 shows that each governess received a sa lnry of 50 rupees a month and oul of that 

she hud to provide herse lf wil h a ma id to accompany her on her visits. It was not 

respectable for a woman 10 travel alone. Conveyance cost of Rs. 25 was al lotted to each 

governess in Dhaka. However, where two visitations a day were req uired, the sum was 

not enough.S7 After the Partition of Bengal was annulled in 1911 , there was a 

redistribut ion of the imperial allotment for elementary female education. The total 

amount of grants-in-aid allotted for zenana education was Rs. 8,400.58 Out of that 

amount, Rs. 5,400 was allotted to West Benga l. Eastern Benga l received an allocation of 

Rs. 3.000. The money grant-in-aid fo r West Benga l was to be used to employ fifteen 

add itional zenana teachers at Rs. 30 per month each. Eastern Benga l. on the other hand, 

WtlS lobbying fo r the ex tension of the govern menl zenana system to Faridpur and 

MYl11ensingh. The approved gran t of 3,000 was to be used ror that purpose. The scheme 

for Faridpur and MYl11 ensingh wou ld incur the recurring cost of Rs. 1,200 a year for two 

governesses at Rs. 50 per 111 0nlh each; Rs. 480 a year for conveyance charges at the two 

centers at Rs. 20 a month for each center, and, Rs. 200 a year for conl ingency expenses of 

two centers at Rs. 100 per annum per center.59 

Attempts for the amel ioration of the conditions of the zenana governesses drew 

considerable atten tion in officia l ci rcles. Along with zenana governesses, there emerged 

another class ificat ion of peripatetic leachers who taught needle-work to the inmates of the 

Sf> }\ SSlIm Secretariat (Sylhct Proceedings). Bengal Education (A) Proceedings. January 191 2. File No. E-
25·E. Nos. 53-56. NA L. O. 
n Assam Sccretarial (Sy lhct Proceedings), Bengal Education (A) Proceedings. April 1910. File No. E·?46 
of 1909. Nos. 1·8. NAL. B. 
sa Government of Bengal . General Department . Education Branch (A ) Proceedings. File No. I-En. 
November, 191 3. Nos. 8-13. NAL. B. 
jQ Jbid. 
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zenana. Need le·work was immensely popular in Eastern Bengal. The officia l count put 

the number of peripatetic needle·work teachers as by 19 15 they, as wel l as peripatetic 

zenana governesses were being considered as ' officers ' orthe Education Scrvice.60 Alo ng 

with the mistresses and members of the Inspect ing StafT ror girl s' schools, government 

extended the rules or the C ivi l Service Regulations to give matern ity leave and also the 

opportunity to draw a minimum of Rs. 30 to a maximum of Rs. 50 per month as 

conveyance allowance to the peripatet ic governesses and needle· work teachers.61 

Aner the zenana educat ion system was aboli shed in 1933, the savings due to the 

abolition of the fourteen permanent posts o r zenana governesses in Eastern Bengal was 

calculmed by the Education Department as Rs. 12,600 yearly.62 It was decided that th is 

sum would be redirected ror the improvement of the educat ion or Mus lim girl s. After 

long deliberations. the Retrenchment Committee, which was set up to propose ways to 

spend the money, dec ided that: (i) Rs. 2,400 wou ld go to recurring grants 10 remale 

madrassahs; (ii) Rs. 4,080 would go as direct recurring grants to non·Govemment 

secondary schools; (iii) St ipends worth Rs. 1,320 would be created to be tenable at the 

Junior Madrassahs; (iv) Scholarships worth Rs. 2,760 wou ld be created to be tenable at 

non·Governmenl secondary schools, and, (v) Rs. 2,040 would be spent to create 

scholarships to be tenable in Arts Colleges.63 Thus, after running fo r almost a hundred 

years. the zenana educat ion system came to a s low end. However. even after the scheme 

was abandoned orfic ially. unofficiall y home educat ion continued, albeit in an informal 

manner. as it was a tradition that had its genesis in the ancient times. 

As a final word , we can comment from the ev idence gathered that local init iative 

played a very signi fi cant part in the spread o f female ed ucat ion in Benga l contrary to the 

popular belief that it was the colonial Government that had been the major player in that 

fi eld. By the first quarter or the twentieth century the purdah system became less strict. 

60. Amelioration of the conditions of service in the case of school mistresses and members of the tnspecting 
Staff for girls' schools. GOB. General Dept. Education Branch (A) Proceedings for the month of February 
191 5, File 3·1 / 14. Nos. 51·59, NA.B. 
61 Ibid ., p. 6. 
6: 'Schemes for utilizing the money saved by the aboli tion of zenana classes', GOB. Education Department 
Proceedings (0 ) fonhe month of July. 1934, File 1£1 17. Nos. 186 & 187. NA , O. 
01 Ibid. 
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The age of marriage had been rai sed by legis lati<!,!!.. It had considerable impact in 

restricting the removal of girl s from schools ~ an early age, The relapse into ignorance 

was reduced by a prolonged Slay at schoo l. The indi ITerence of parents to send their 

daughters to school was not so apparent in the urban population. The development of the 

phenomenon of mass education. however, remained to be achieved till the second half of 

the twentieth century. Neverthe less, it is fair to say that by the first half of the century a 

daughter's education had come to be recognized as much a part of a guardian's duty as 

the education of the son's , In fact , patriarchal society came 10 rea lize, to quote from the 

Dill 's report for the quinquennium 1907-08 to 1911-12 that, "cducation need not make 

their girls more independent of the lawful guardians or less observant of established 

customs and domestic duties .. . lndeed so great has the im provement been in this respect. 

that the absence of an adequate supply of wOlllcn teachers and the wan l of funds are now 

more potcnt obstacles to the advancement education than the social customs and 

prejudices of the people. ,.64 

By the end of the colon ial period, pedagogic ideology had been rad ically 

transformed from its traditional position in the socia l order. From a private enterpri se it 

became the responsibility of the Government. Formal schooling had acquired a new 

importance. Schools turned into formal institutions wi th full-time teachers where the 

primary target was pedagogy whereas teaching in the trad it ional rnadrassah or the 

pathshala was a part-time job of the maul vi of a mosquc or the villagc pundit. In the 

process. the family' s rote as the primary agency of cultural transfcr was reduced and 

partl y superseded .6~ 

64 Covemment of Eastern [)englllllnd Assam. Depanment ofEdueation (A) Proceedings, Report on the 
Progress olUj/clItion in & stcrn Bengal and Assam During Ihe Years 1907-1 90810 1911 -1911, vol. I 
~lcutta : The Bengal Secretariat Book Depot, 1913), p. 92, The University of Dhaka Library. 

See Bnilyn, Bemnrd, Edllcalion in the Forming of American SOCiety: Nel!dr tllld O!Jportllllitiesjor St/ldy 
(New York : W.W. Norton & Company. 1972), p. 22. 
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Conclusion 

The late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century were, by all cons iderations, a period 

of phenomenal socio·cultura l advancement in co lonial India. Major parad igm shifts occurred in 

the discourses of patriarchal domi nance over the domestic space and the require ments or strict 

purdah in this period. The New Woman who emerged as a social ent ity in the second half or the 

nineteenth century, celebrated by soc ial hi storians. came of age by the first half of the twentieth.1 

These women were forming organizations that pressed for the participation of women in pOlit ics 

and created a pressure group for morc mean ingfu l reforms related to their status and education.2 

The concept of the cons truction of a ch ildhood for girls (and al so for boys) man ifested itse lf 

through the di scourse on child marriage and was fo rmall y embodied through the Child Marriage 

Restraint Act, popularl y known as the Sarda Act, of 1929. This fixed the minimum age of 

marriage at fourteen for girls and e ighteen for boys. The passing of tile Act was more significant 

because the women's organizations that had begun to form in the first ha lf of the 20th century 

played a major role in lobby ing for its passage lhrough Legis lature. Educat ion was the catalyst 

from which all these acti vities stemmed. 

However, within officia l circles and without, it was felt that the cause of fcma le education 

should have elic ited more sincere efforts fo r its progress in the truest sense. The Director of 

Pub lic Instruction, Sir Alexander Pedlar (DPI from 1899 to 1903), who presided ovcr the advent 

of a. new century and new hopes, on the bas is of the report of the last qui nquennial period ( 1897· 

98 10 1901·02) of the nineteenth century made a precise arti culation of the condition regarding 

female education: 

1 See Murshid, Relllc/(III( Debll(allte (1983): Borthwick. The: e hallging Role o/Women ( 1984), and Ami n. The World 
oJMuslim lYomell (t9%). 
2 The Bangiya N:1ri SaOlaj c:unpaigned for the vote for women, the Bengal Women's £ducmion League (which 
became the AIl·lndia Women's Conference) lobbied for the inclusion of girls in uni versal ed ucation schemes. and 
the AII·Bengal Women's Union Pressed for measures 10 protect prosti tutes from being exploited. Although all of 
these were Calcutta·based organizations, they had considerable impact on the psychic mobility of the intelligentsia 
o f l:aslem Bengal. For detail s see Southard, Barbara, The Women ',f MOl'emenf and ColonIal Politics in Bengal: The 
Quest Jor Politic{li Rights. Education (1IIr/ Social Reform Legislalion, 192'-1936 (Dhaka: University Press Limited. 
1996). 
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"the chief causrs for the slow progress of this branch of education in this countl)' are: · (I) The 

conservatism of a 8feat port ion of the people: (2) the fact that the education of their female children is a 

mailer of great indifference 10 a large proponion of parentS and guardians, as they usually do not take the 

same amount of care and interest in Ihe education of their female wards as they do in thai of boys: (3) the 

i),stem of carly marriage which presents an almost insunnouruable barrier to education beyond the primary 

stages: (4) the WBnt of educated female leachers; (S) the want of a system for cducBting zenana ladies; and 

(6) the want ofudeqUl\1e 511\1e aid and aid from other public funds."] 

The omcial assessment ment ioned above corroborates Ran.,a Haider's research fi ndings where 

she states, in a nutshe ll. that tradition and attitude, fi nance and infrastructu ra l factors are the three 

reasons why daughters arc not sent to school and why the dropout rate is higher in gi rl s than in 

boys." 

The year 1882 was a turning point in the hi story of the development of modem education 

in Indin in genera l and Bengal in particular. The modest pace at which mission schools, zenana 

classes and private schools were mak ing progress in the field of women's education got an 

inslant boost from the grant-in-aid scheme. Capital inpu t in the education sector was inspired by 

the colonial ad ministrative philosophy o r indi rect rule where the metropolis gave the colonial 

subjects some semblance of se lf-rule. To implement the philosophy o f indirect rul e. government 

needed an educated class of bureaucrats. Th is educated middle class in turn encouraged their 

wives and daughters to get educated, The first generation of educated girls rrom middle class 

families ensured that their female offspring carry the torch and take furth er steps to attain higher 

level educati on, By 192 1, with the opcning of a co llegiatc section in the Eden Female Girl s' 

School. the only Government-managed English High School in Eastern Bengal, and the 

acceptance of women in the newly opened Uni versity of Dacca in the same year, the lack of 

access to wome n's tert iary education in this reg ion was finall y removed. 

The ollicia l declarat ion of the end or the Lenana education systcm III 1933 heralded a 

major break with pa~t trad itions. The trad it ion of giving girls religious lessons at home through 

peripatetic tcachers (ca ll ed Wi/fldn; in the vern acular) was a practice in almost all homes o r the 

J ' Report on Public tnstruction in Bengal fo r the year 1905·6,' Govcmmcnl of Den gal, Education (A) Proceedings 
fo rlhe mOllth of January 1906, Fi le 8· RlS. Nos. 138·1 42, p. 34. NA. O. 
~ Haider. Raana, A Pcrspcclil'c in Dcl,e/opment: Gentler Foclls (Dhaka: University Press Limited. 1995). p. 11 8. 
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upper and middle classes. Upper class gi rl s also acquired some reading, writing and rudimentary 

accounting sk ills at home to prepare them for their future rol e of running large house·holds. The 

arriva l of a large number of white missionary wo men in the second hal f of the nineteenth century 

co incided with the we ll·to·do families' demand for English education. The missionaries had not, 

of course. come to India to impart secular education. But their eagerness to in nucnce the women 

of the upper classes and through them faci litate prose lyt izati on among the future generations led 

the Christian miss ionaries to offer their services as educators. Through the Indian Education 

Po li cy of 1904 the Government stepped in to give more structural organiz.'l tion to this system. 

Known as the Central Gathering System, the peripateti c form was replaced with an institutional 

form whereby an Owner of a house a lTered hi s prem ises fo r the use of zenana teachers to come 

and teach a group of zenana pupils gathered there . This practice had gained popularity in Eastern 

Bengal whereby women and gi rl s of all ages met together to study in exchange of a fee. Centers 

for zenana education were opened in the various di stricts of Noakha li , Faridpur, Jessore, 

Raj shah i, Jalpaiguri , Barisal, Sylhet and Chittagong which were equall y aided as the centers of 

Dacca through the grant·in·aid system. Ultimately, however popular it may have been, the whole 

zenana educati on system came to be regarded as prohibitively expensive when more and more 

fami lies stl:u1ed to send their fem ale wards to forma l schools. In addition to that, to counler the 

prose lytizing activity of tile Christian missionaries in the andarmahal, loca l zenana agencies like 

the Hitakari Sabha. the Faridpur Suhrid Sabhu, Musalman Suhrid Sammi lani and the Dacca 

Anlahpur Stree Shiksha Sabha were founded by educated gentlemen. They provided tuition, 

drew up syllab i, wrote primers for d istribution in the zenana and took examinations.s None of 

these loca l voluntary organizations lasted long. But they made an impact on official policy· 

making by moving Govenunent to appoint, on Government sa lary. Muslim and Hindu peripateti c 

governesses to pacify strong anti·Chri stian sentiments that had grown stronger by the second half 

of the nineteenth century. 

By the second decade of the twentieth cen tury single white British and North American 

women no longer Oocked to join the Churches as miss ionaries because by then the environment 

for work had been created in their own respect ive countries. So there was a dea rth of teachers as 

we ll. The acute di sappointment felt by the Ch ri sti an Churches at the unsat isfactory rate of 

, Oookli sts. exnminntions dates and names o f the benefactors who offered to give pri zes to successful candidates 
were published in Dacca ProK(I!;h, the weekly paper publi shed from Dacca. See Dacca P/'OKash, July 24, 1870. 
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conversion caused the Church to diven their resources from Ind ia to Africa where conversion 

practices yielded better results.6 Thus the official declaration of the end of the zenana system in 

1933 onl y formalized what had graduall y staned to decline by the first decade of the twentieth 

century and had effectively become defunct by the first quaner. 

What essentially happened during the COurse of the period under stud y was that. the whole 

system of the indigenous type of education was redesigned to institute on the ruins of the old, a 

new and modem system. Changes were wrought in both the phys ical environment of education 

and in the psychologica l impact education was supposed to have on children. From the thatched 

houses adjacent to the local mosque or temple that was the madrassah/maktab or the pathshala. 

brick buildings were built as schools. Instead of sitting on the bare fl oor or on straw mats on the 

noor. children sat on benches and the teacher sat on a chair. behind a table. Blackboards and 

chalks came to be used. Books and workbooks replaced the slate . A routine was established. 

Punctuality was inculcated . Compulsory attendance was imposed. All these developments meant 

a significant break from past tradition. The introduction of examinations, cenifl cates and 

scholarships created a sense of purpose for the content of education . The scholars' psyche 

changed as less priority was placed on religion , and more stress given to history, geography. 

hygiene. arithmetic domestic economy. the keeping of accoun ts and other forms of abstract 

knowledge. As Bertrand Russe ll poinled out7
, imposing the new system may be counted amongst 

the negat ive consequence of modem education, but a civi li zed society seems unable to without 

these.s 

Through the teaching o f domesti c skill s as part of the school curriculum for girl s, the idea of 

the essent inl femininity o r thc Bengal i woman was preserved. It proffered a workable solution to 

patriarchal society's fears that westem educat ion would make a girl indolent. aggressive, 

unfeminine, amorous and generally unfit to fulfilfher chief function in life which was to be a 

home·maker. The subject of hygiene, however, was an important pan of the curriculum of both 

"See Ruth Compton Brouwer. Nell' Women/or God: Calloe/ian PrelbYferitlll Women lind Indi(1 M i$l'joll$, 1876-1 9/4 
~Toron to: University orToronto Press. 1990). p. I?I . 

Russell. 1)t: r1r3nd. Edllcalion Will Ihe Social Ordt'r (London: Routledge. reprinted in 1999). lirS( published in Great 
Britain in 1932 by George Allen & Unwi n. 
I IMel .. p. 29. 
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boys and girls. 9 The importance on hyg iene in the school curriculum was an olTshoot of the 

discourse on public hea lth that had developed throu ghout the nineteenth century in India to win 

the baute aga inst epidemic diseases. to 

Regard ing schoot primers, the previous practice was to choose from books written by private 

authors. It was the prerogative of the school management committees to do so. By 1900 and 

190 1 Government began to feel that some control should be exerc ised as to the content of 

education through the preparation o f books by Govt. education o ffi cials but was somewhat 

uncertai n. By the end of 1904, when the Indian Education Poticy was formulated , Government 

had declared the policy o f preparing model books by an agency appoi nted by Government. There 

was publiC o utcry against it, private authors resented Govt. intervention in their business, so a 

decision had to be made to phase o ut the previous primers in three years ' time and implement the 

Government approved list of primers . 

AS the nineteenth cen tury drew to an end and the twentieth century unfo lded, it was time for 

assessment of the achievements and failures of the past cenlUry. The General Report On Public 

Inslrllcfionjor 1899·1900 sounded particularly pessimistic. It reported that female education had 

progressed neither in quantity, nor in qua lity and that it had not received the encouragement it 

deserved either from Government or from the people. I I The report continued to state that it had 

become "urgently necessary" to devise some kind of scheme for the promot ion of female 

educati on. About the condition of femal e education in Bengal in 1900, the General Repor/ on 

Public "ls/ructiQn says that : 

'1 "he condi tion of tlUlI branch o f education is now what the conditiOn of English cducrltion in this counlry 

WIIS 50 or 60 years rlgo and iffcmalc education were to receive Ihc support and encouragemel1llhat Engl ish 

education had at that time it would be in a much more prosperous cond ition thrln at prcsent . Thc grant-in­

;lid system under which alone Goverl1lnelll grant IS available is wholly unsui ted to girls ' schools. There 

, Shahidullah. Kazi , Patshalas Imo Schoo/.v: The DeI't~/opmen/ of Indigenous E/ememory Educo/ion in Bellgol. 
1854-/905, (Calcutta: Finna KLM Pri vate Limited, 1987). Appendix. p. 216. 
10 See Amold, David, C%ni=ing /he Body: SItJ/e Medicine and Epidemic Disease in Nine/eel/ii, Century India 
(Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1993). 
II Government of Bengal. General Department, Education Branch, General Report on Public Inslruction for (81)9-

1900. File 8-Rl411-5. Proceedings No. 20-26. January t9OI , National Archives, Bangladesh. 
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should be model schools for girls 3t imponant centres such as district hesd-qUar1ers, and the course of 

/ s tudies for those schools should be more suited 10 the requirements of women." 12 

The scope for devising specia l schemes for improvement in the con Iii ion of gi rl s· education in 

Eastern 13engul CO me with the Partit ion of Beng31 in 1905. A separate Department of Educat ion 

/ was formed for the new Province of Eastern Bengal and Assam with Henry Sharp as the DP\. 

The newly appoin ted Lieutenant-Governor Lancelot Hare took a personal interest in 

systematizing the condition of girl s' schools in Eastern Bengal and Assam without throwing 

caution to the winds. He felt that the ex tent of Government involvement in the case of female 

education should be in the form of "'guidance and assistance on practi ca l lines which accord with 

public scntimenl." IJ Accordingly, the DP) Henry Sharp was requested to seek the opinion of 

responsible people in the government, from the Christi an miss ionaries of various denominations 

and notable men who had close ties with the government. about ways of effectively and 

comprehensively organizing the administration of female educat ion in thi s hitheno neglected 

region . ThiS was done through the circulation of a questionnaire in 1907 and formation of a 

Female Education Committee in 1908 to formulatc policy on the basis of the guidelines provided 

by the answers rece ived with Roben Nathan as the President of the Commillce. 14 

The lasting contribution of the FEe which was formed onl y to formulatc recommendations, 

wi th no power whatsoever to in nuence the Government regarding implementation was the 

exclusive data it generated for Eastern Benga l. Thus it is for the partition in terlude ( 1905-19 11 ) 

on ly thai we find separate statisti cs for the Eastern Bengal region. We come to know that among 

the small number of Europeans, Euras ians. and Native Chri stian girls that were to be found in 

E.lstern Benga l, whereas there had been 1,294 girls studying in schools in the fi sca l year 1901-

1902. the nllmbers had ri sen to 1.706 in 1906-1907 and to 2,243 in 19 11 -1912." Among Hindu 

girls. the increase had been from 17.888 to 33,841 and 53.404. Among the Muslim population, 

the proportion of gi rls actua ll y at school to those of school-going age was reall y low compared to 

al l the other communities mentioned above, Eve,1I then, the numbers do not seem to be too 

I; Ibid. 
I) E:t>:tract from the Proceeding s o f\he Lieutenant·Governo r of Easlem lJengal and Assllm in the Education 
D~panment. No. 360-1:. dated the 11" Febmary 1908, Assam Secretariat, Sylhet Proceedings, National Archives. 
Bangladesh. 
I~ For the full qW.'Slionnrlire and names o flhe members orthe FEe. please see chapter t . 
*' Repon 011 tile Progre.u of Education in Eastern Bengal alld A.uam D/l rlng the Year.~ 1907·1908 fa 1911·/912. 
vol. I (CalcutluL The Dengu l Secretariat Book Depot. 1913). p. 93. The University of Dhaka Library. 
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disappointing. From 5,564 girls going to school in 1901-02, the numbers rose to 16.468 in 1906-

07 and to 56,683 in 1911-12. 

The rapid advance of Muslim girl s' education during the Partition interlude was heanening. 

But it has 10 be remembered that the girl s in traditional Koran schools and maktahs were 

included in the figures for the period. Those traditional schools that still remained taught only 

ho" to read the Iio ly Qur"an. As for the steady decl ine in the number of Hindu and OIher 

comlllunities. it is our guess that as Bengal was partitioned into provinces based on Muslim and 

Ili ndu majority populations, it is hi ghly likely that after the Ilartition man y Hindu families len 

Eastern l3 engalto settle in West Bengal Gust as when Bengal was divided again in 1947). 

Nevertheless, Muslim fami lies had begun to take advan tage of the presence of girls' 

schools to enhance their wards' possibil ities of making better matches in the marriage markel. 

Matrimonia l adverti sements were a novel introduction to match-making practices and ritual s in 

Bcngal. According to researchers, the three factors that had caused the decline in the profesSion 

of match-making were urbanization, institutional education based on the Western model and the 

ri se of tile print media. Adverti sing in the newspapers replaced the practice of seeking help from 

profcss ionalmalch-makers. These adverti sements featured brides who could read and wri te as an 

added qualification. '() This ncw phenomenon even found its way in the quinquennial educational 

report ofthc Dill where, whi le explaining what material causes helped to di ss ipale the prejudices 

which had for long prevented guard ians from send ing their gi rls to schools. the DPI says Ihal 

guardians have, through practical experience, found ou t thOi with the progress of boys' 

education. "the selection ofa bride now-a-days depends no less upon hcr ability to read and write 

with tolerable ease, than upon the health and genera l appearance."n 

Quantitative expansion, however, did not ensure that quality wou ld increase at a similar 

rale . Good pedagogy depended on several ractors, for example, trained leachers. good 

infrustructure, good Icaching equipments, good quality primers, necessary facilities and students. 

and . lasl but not the least, proper supervision and good mQnagement. Throughout the nineteenth 

and early twelHieth centuries, the dearth , and sometimes the sheer unavailability of teachers, 

I~ Mlljumdllr. Rochona. Marriage M el Motlern ity: Fmnily Vllllle~' i ll Colollial 8ellgal. (New Dethi: Oxford 
UniversilY I)ress, 2009) p. 2 . 
17 Governmenl or Easlern Bengal and Assam. Report on Ihe Progress olEdliealion in £a.~tern Dellgal alld A S.WIIII 

Durillg Ihe Year~' 1 907-1 9fJ8 to 1911· l 9 1 2. vol. I (Calcutta: The Bengal Secretariat Depot. 191 3). p. 92. 
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trained or untrained, had always posed a huge problem in sustaining schools ror g irl s. In 1907 

teacher trai ning classes had opened in the premises of the Eden Female chool. But the output of 

trai ned women teachers was in no way commensurate with the demand. With the creation of the 

demand for women in teaching pos itions, the first steps towards women's paid work had been 

taken. The symbolic identification of personal worth was direct ly related to the wage she earned. 

Having for cen turies to iled in the domestic space unremunerated and unacknowledged. the 

worki ng woman now had establi shed her worth. IS An economic moti vation for education was 

created . The I(lck of a purpose for girls' education had for centuries been the cali se for what 

erda Lerner ca ll s the .. trained ignorance" of gi rl s. 19 Before the advent of womcn in thc 

profess ions of nu rsing, teaching and practit ioners of medicine the anilllde of soc iety to women's 

paid work was one of scorn and disrespect because paid work was genera ll y the preserve of 

women in the entertainment profession. The image of the school mistress corresponded with the 

hi ghest moral standmds of the day. She wus supposed to have good manners and be correct in 

her conduct. The persona of the school mistress enhanced the reputation of the school itself. 

Academic qualifications of a mistress were secondary to the respectability she could bring to the 

institution.2o 

/ When the soc io-economic scenario changed, the attitude to girls' education a lso changed. 

The shift in att itude resulted in the 'creation of a childhood' for the gi rl s of Eastern Benga l. In 

1960, when the French scholar Philippe Aries claimed in hi s seminal work Centuries oj 

Childhood that childhood was not a bio logica l given. but a socia ll y constructed concept, the 

wo rld of academia was taken by surprise.21 The school system. Aries argued, created a childhood 

fo r young scholars by sharply demarcat ing the ad ult and child worlds. Until the nineteenth 

century in Europe, Aries argued, boys and girl s became little adults at the age that today we 

consider as childhood, because they started apprenticeships for their future vocati on in life from 

the age of seven. Hence. there was no concept of childhood in the sense that we understand now, 

The same theory is applicable to of Benga l. The marriage ro r girls was between seven and nine. 

It For ,10 elaborate discussion of wage earning and indi vidual worth, see Hatl . Catherine and Davidoff. Leonore 
(eds.), Fumily FQl'tllne~': Men and Womell oj the £ngli,\'11 Middle Class. 1780.1850 (London : Routledge. reprint. 
1992), p. 285. 
10 Lerner. Gerda. The OWiIIon of Femill/st Ccmsci01l:itI('sS (New York. 1993). 
:'U Op,cit. , p. 285. 
!1 FOI delai lson Ihc impact o f schools in the crelltion ofa childhood for both boys and girl~, sec Aries. Ph itippe. 
Ct'n!lIri('s ojChildfwod. tr.mslated by Roberl Baldick (New York, 1962) and Cunningham. Chi/dn,:" and Childhood 
in Western Society since 1500 (London: Longman. 1995). 
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A ten or cleven year-old girl was considered toO 'old: Hav ing a daughter :tt home who had 

crossed the age of ten but could not yet be given away in marriage brought shame to the entire 

ex tended famil y. There was no childhood innocence for a girl as she began learning how to cope 

in her marital home right aner she was weaned from her mother who herself had been a chi ld 

bride. When soc ia l attitudes changed. the idea of sending girl s to school and also keeping them 

there until the end of the primary or secondary slage gained ground among en lightened families, 

This created a space of pre-adult innocence for gi rl s (and boys), an environment shared with 

Olher children of the same age amidst an almosphcre thai onl y childhood could generate. 

Finally. hav ing said that attitudes towards girl s' education had begun to change from the 

second half of the nineteenth century. the question of fund s for these en terpri ses remained a 

major obstacle. Contrary to popular belief. it was not the British who had taken the major 

init iatives to spread female education in the erstwhile Eastern Benga l (Bangladesh). True, the 

(white) Chri stian miss ionaries were the first to build schools for girl s. but the ir schools did not 

last aner Ihey left their respect ive stations, Schools built with local initiative, on land acquired 

from the philanthropists, managed by the local s were the ones that g&'ained longevity. The 

only Government managed and funded school in Eastern Benga l was the Eden Female School 

(li ke the Bethune School in Calcutta). Even thi s school was built with loca l initiative and later 

handed over to the Government for management. It was the on ly Government English High 

School in Eastern Bengal in the period of our study. 

Under the Diarchy o f 19 19, Government withdrew from the responsibility of education by 

transferring it to the loca l bodies. Unfortunately. however, the trans fer or responsibility was 110t 

complemented wi th a corresponding transfer of the control of fund s, The District and 

Municipa lity Boards were hard pressed for financing. The little money that could be spared was 

spent on a priority basis l'or boys' schools. Government did not make separate financial 

mmngemen ts for girlS' schools despite repeated requests rrom concerned quarters. When Ihe 

Female Education CommiLlee recommended the increase in teachers' pay, increase in grant-in­

~Iid for girls' schools and increase in Government scholarships and prizes as incenti ve to 

students, the offic ials responsible for implementation of the recommendat ions Shrugged 
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responsibility by saying that those were mere mathemat ical exercises, not to be bothered with .12 

The political rhetoric of development always ex isted, but in reality. the push that was needed in 

the form of inc rca sed fund allocation, was never forthcoming. 

Nonetheless. the tide of women's quest for education never lost its momentum. The new 

educatcd woman of thc twentieth century penetrated the professional world and the world of 

litcrary cu llurc. Education was a major force in redefining women' s roles in the family. in 

society <lIld al so in the political life of the State. There were s imi larities in the patterns of the 

deve lopment of women 's education which took place in the nineteenth century in England and 

America. A comparative study with the Eastern Bengal experience would be a fru ' II : se. 

Such studies would be useful for different regions or India during co lonial rule as well. Women's 

education could be an important component in the discip linc of comparative studies as every 

region has factors and forces unique to its own socio-economic and political hi story, The role of 

the vernacular press in Shaping the attitude towards female education and the formation of 

variolls organ izations to promote it has remained outside the purview of this study. It would be a 

significant contribution to knowledge if research cou ld be conducted from that perspective at 

some future date. 

;!~ See Nayecm. Asha Islam. ' Redesigning Ihe Zenana', in Powell and L1mbert-Hurley (eds.), Rltef()rlc ami Reality 
(Delhi, 2007). 
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DCPOl lNA,8]. 

Repol·t 01/ Puhlic Ins/ruction ill Bengal/or the year 186./-65, Bengal Secretari at Press, 
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Review on the Progress of Education in Bengal/orlhe years 1927-28 10 1931-32: Eighth 
QlIinquennial ReView, prepared by Rai Sahib Monoranjan Milra and K. Zacharia, 

Calcull': Benga l Secretarial Book Depol, 1933 l WBSA] . 
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Report on tlte Progress oj Education ;n Eastern Bengal and Assam during tlte years 
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O' Malley, L.S.S., Bengal Dis,r;cl Gazelleer, Faridpllr. Calcutta. 1925. 

_____ ., Bengtt/ District Gazeffeer . ./essore. Calcllua, 1912. 

_____ ., Bengal Dis/riet (ia=elf(.!cr, I'apna. Calcutta, 1923. 
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Rizvi , S.N.H., £aSI Pakistan Distriel Ga:elleel':i'. Government of East Pakistan, Services 

and General Administration Department, 1970. 
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Dhaka: Muktadhara , 1987. 

2 17 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Forbe:i. Geraldine (cd.). The Memoirs of Dr. Haimahatl Sen: From Child Widow to Lady 

Doctor. translated by Raychaudhuri. Tapan. New Delhi: Lotus Collection. Roli Books. 
2000. 
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1990. 

Kamal, Sufia. Elcole Amader Kaal [Our Times In These Times), Dhaka: Gyan 
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Ahmed, Rafiuddin (cd.), Undersumding the Bengal Muslims: Interpretative Essays. 
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2 18 

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Ahmed, Sharif Uddin. Dhaka: A Study in Urban IislOry 011(1 Developmem. 18-10·/921 
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Asfia Duza. Jnhanara Huq, Rowshan Qadir, Khaleda Salahuddin (eds.), Education alld 

Gendcr EqllifY: Bangladesh. Dhaka: Women for Women, 1992. 

Ashcroft, Bill, Griffits, Gareth and Timn, Helen (eds.), The pus/-Colonial Studies 

Reader. London and New York: Rout ledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2003, firsl 
published: 1995. 

Ashworth, Georgina (cd.), A Diplomacy of /he Oppressed:New Directions in 
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Bagal) Jogesh Chandra, Women 's Edllc(lfion in India: The Firsf rhase. Calcutta: The 
World Press Private Ltd., 1956. 
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Chakraborty. Rachana, Higher Education in Bengal. 1919-1 947: A Study of irs 
Administratioll amI Management, Calcutta: Minerva Associates (Publicat ions) Pvt. Ltd ., 
1997. 

Chakravarty. Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: Post-Colonial Thoughl and Historical 
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published, 1999, reprint , 2000. 
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Davidoff. Leonore. and Hall. Catharine, Family For/lines: Men alld Women of the 
English Middle Class, 1780- 1850, London : Rou tl edge, 1987, reprint: 1994. 
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Press Limi ted, 1998. 
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1996. 

Doren, Alice B. (ed.), Projects in indian Educatioll: Experiments ill fhe Project Method 
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Press Li mi ted, 1995. 
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J)ublishers. 2000. first edition. 1979, 

Jchangi r. K. .. Muslim Woml!n in Wesl Bengal' Socio-Economic and Polilieal Status. 
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