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ABSTRACT 

The current study aims to examine the development of modern 
education in colonial India through British education policies and 
reform movements. While it helps to understand the ideological 
foundations of modern education in India, it has also contributed to 
the marginalisation of women reformers. However, recent research 
has recognised the role of women reformers in the development of 
education during both colonial and post-colonial periods, with 
Pandita Ramabai being one of the prominent figures. This research 
explores the life, work, and educational philosophy of Pandita 
Ramabai, one of the pioneering reformers in women's education in 
India, and how gender discrimination, caste-based stratification, 
religious practices, and colonial modernity posed significant 
challenges in her journey. The study also examines how she managed 
to overcome these obstacles and achieve her goals. Additionally, it 
highlights how the organizations she founded, such as Arya Mahila 
Samaj, Sharada Sadan, and Mukti Mission, collectively contributed 
to increasing access to education and social rehabilitation for 
marginalized women, including child widows and those socially 
boycotted by their communities. Using feminist historiography and 
post-colonial education theory frameworks, the study analyses 
Ramabai's literary works, institutional initiatives, and reformist 
visions. The findings reveal that Ramabai's contributions to women's 
education mark a significant milestone in the history of Indian 
women's education. Her work not only expanded educational 
opportunities for women but also influenced the development of early 
feminist thought in colonial India. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The nineteenth century marks a significant period in 
Indian social, political, and intellectual history. 
During this time, British colonial administration 
introduced various novel systems of governance, 
administration, and education. These systems 
necessitated substantial changes in existing social 
structures and cultural practices. Interestingly, 
colonial policies in Indian education significantly 
influenced the development of modern Indian 
education systems (Kumar 1991). Due to Western 
educational influence during colonial rule, the  

 
education system emphasized literacy, rational 
thinking, and administrative efficiency. 
Consequently, major intellectual shifts occurred 
within Indian society. Simultaneously, a revolution in 
printing and expanding missions created a broad 
platform for social transformation. Amid this ongoing 
social change, the issue of women’s status gradually 
gained prominence within reform movements. Topics 
such as child marriage, widow remarriage bans, 
educational restrictions, and gender-based social 
norms increasingly drew the attention of Indian 
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intellectuals and reformers. Prominent figures such as 
Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar advocated legal and educational reforms 
to improve women’s status. However, these reform 
efforts predominantly emerged from a male 
perspective. Against this backdrop, Pandita Ramabai 
appeared as a notable female educator and social 
reformer of the nineteenth century. Compared to her 
contemporaries, Ramabai offered a more assertive 
stance on gender inequality, largely grounded in her 
own experiences amid complex caste, religious, and 
patriarchal social dynamics. Born into a Brahmin 
family, she received education from her father beyond 
conventional norms, acquiring substantial knowledge 
of Sanskrit scriptures and religious traditions. This 
equipped her with a solid intellectual base to critically 
examine cultural and religious systems that sustained 
women’s subordination in Indian society. Ramabai 
challenged entrenched patriarchal values through her 
writings, speeches, and various institutional 
initiatives. She contended that these systems 
significantly hindered women’s intellectual growth 
and mobility. Her activism extended beyond theory, 
as she actively dedicated herself to providing 
marginalized women with educational opportunities. 
By establishing institutions like Arya Mahila Samaj, 
Sharada Sadan, and later Mukti Mission, Ramabai 
created alternative spaces for women to access 
education and other opportunities. Increasingly, 
modern scholars recognize Ramabai as one of India’s 
early feminist thinkers. Her writings address not just 
the immediate educational needs of marginalized 
groups but also explore issues of gender, religion, 
caste, and social hierarchy (Forbes, 1996; Kosambi, 
2016). This paper examines Pandita Ramabai’s 
contribution to women’s education and social reform, 
emphasizing how her work challenged existing 
patriarchal power structures and promoted women’s 
intellectual and social autonomy. Applying a feminist 
historiography and postcolonial educational theory 
framework, it situates Ramabai’s role within the 
broader context of Indian history. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the past few decades, scholarly research on Pandita 
Ramabai has increased significantly. Early historical 
studies focused mainly on her role as a social 
reformer or missionary educator, often linked to 
Christian charitable organizations. As a result, these 
studies tended to interpret her contributions narrowly, 
neglecting their intellectual and gendered dimensions. 
However, more recent research adopts an 
interdisciplinary approach that considers feminist 
historiography and postcolonial studies. One of the 
key academic works on women in colonial India is 
Geraldine Forbes's Women in Modern India (1996). 

She argues that many women in the nineteenth 
century, who were excluded from formal education, 
gained opportunities through institutions founded by 
Pandita Ramabai. Institutions such as Sharada Sadan 
and later Mukti Mission not only provided academic 
training but also helped women develop vocational 
skills and offered support as widows or socially 
marginalized women. Forbes emphasizes that these 
institutions played a crucial role in providing women 
with educational opportunities and challenging 
societal norms about women's participation in public 
life. Another notable contribution on Ramabai is 
"Pandita Ramabai Through Her Own Words" (2016), 
edited by Meera Kosambi. This book critically 
examines Ramabai’s intellectual life and writings, 
situating her within a broader tradition of Sanskrit 
learning and Hindu religious thought. Kosambi 
argues that Ramabai’s familiarity with Sanskrit 
scriptures enabled her to question the religious 
foundations of women’s subordination in society. She 
states, "It was her learning that gave Ramabai the 
intellectual confidence and courage to challenge 
patriarchal norms,” and notes that Ramabai 
"demonstrated that patriarchal norms were not divine 
commandments but human constructs." Feminist 
theorists see Ramabai as an early and influential 
figure in Indian feminism. Chaudhuri (2018) places 
her at the core of Indian feminist history, showing 
that her writings addressed issues now central to 
feminist scholarship. Chaudhuri contends that 
Ramabai’s critique of gender inequality extended 
beyond child marriage and widow remarriage, raising 
vital questions about women’s intellectual freedom 
and social engagement. Her writings and lectures 
emphasized that education is essential for women’s 
liberation and empowerment. Ramabai’s intellectual 
contributions thus helped shape feminist discourse, 
challenging colonial and indigenous patriarchal 
systems. Besides the feminist perspective, Ramabai’s 
work is also examined through postcolonial theory. 
Mani (1998) suggests that in colonial India, women’s 
status became a symbolic battleground for broader 
debates over cultural identity and political power. She 
argues that colonial officials often used women’s 
situation as evidence of Indian society’s supposed 
backwardness, while Indian reformers aimed to 
reinterpret tradition to reform society without losing 
cultural continuity. In this context, Ramabai's work 
exemplifies a fusion of tradition and modernity: 
adopting aspects of Western education while 
reinterpreting indigenous traditions to advance 
women’s rights and education. Her renowned 
monograph, “The High-Caste Hindu Woman,” 
exemplifies this approach, criticizing the social order 
and analyzing religious and cultural traditions 



International Journal of Trend in Scientific Research and Development @ www.ijtsrd.com eISSN: 2456-6470 

@ IJTSRD   |   Unique Paper ID – IJTSRD125024   |   Volume – 10   |   Issue – 3   |   May-Jun 2026 Page 962 

comprehensively. It also sought to raise international 
awareness of women’s position in Indian society and 
build support for her reform efforts. Recent studies 
highlight the political aspects of her work, noting that 
her trips to the UK and US facilitated connections 
with international women’s organizations. These 
connections not only provided funding but also linked 
her to the global women’s rights movement. In 
conclusion, Ramabai’s work was part of a broader 
movement of ideas and social change that redefined 
women’s roles in Indian society. By integrating 
religious study, feminist critique, and new 
institutional ideas, she opened new avenues for 
women’s education and participation. Her enduring 
legacy underscores the importance of her 
contributions to the history of women’s education and 
feminism. In this larger context, Ramabai’s work 
remains highly significant. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a qualitative historical approach, 
emphasising close reading of texts and the 
interpretation of historiography to trace the 
intellectual impact of Pandita Ramabai and her 
educational endeavours. It relies on both primary and 
secondary sources of information. Among the 
primary sources, Ramabai's works are particularly 
significant, notably her book "The High-Caste Hindu 
Woman," which offers a comprehensive view of the 
social conditions faced by upper-caste Hindu women 
in colonial India. Secondary sources play a crucial 
role in the methodological framework of this study. A 
broad range of books and articles related to colonial 
education, women’s reform movements, feminist 
historiography, and the history of social reform in 
India has been consulted. Analyzing both primary and 
secondary sources helps to position Ramabai’s 
contributions within the broader intellectual, social, 
and political context of colonial India. This study also 
undertakes a historiography that examines the 
evolving understanding of Pandita Ramabai's 
contributions over time. Earlier historiography often 
portrayed her simply as a religious reformer or a 
missionary educator. In contrast, contemporary 
perspectives recognize her as a feminist intellectual 
and the founder of women’s education in colonial 
India. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study employs two analytical frameworks to 
explore the life, works, and educational initiatives of 
Pandita Ramabai: feminist historiography and 
postcolonial theory of education. These frameworks 
are instrumental in understanding the historical 
significance of Ramabai's contributions within the 
social and political context of colonial India. By 

integrating these theories, the study assesses how 
Ramabai's works and projects challenged not only 
patriarchal social structures but also the complexities 
of colonial modernity. 

Feminist Historiography 

The goal of feminist historiography is to rediscover 
and reclaim the contributions and voices of women 
who have been historically ignored and excluded. 
Traditionally, history and historiography focused 
primarily on political events and developments, 
which left the roles and contributions of women 
unrecognized. Feminist historians aim to rewrite 
history by placing gender at the centre of historical 
analysis, considering it a key concept for 
understanding historical narratives. One of the most 
significant theoretical contributions to this field 
comes from Joan Scott, who, in 1986, argued that 
gender is a crucial aspect of studying history. She 
emphasized that gender is not merely a matter of 
biological differences; rather, it is a socially 
constructed phenomenon that reflects power relations, 
significantly influencing the formation of political, 
cultural, and social structures. This relational 
understanding of gender has enabled historians to 
better interpret power dynamics across various 
historical contexts. The application of feminist 
historiography to the life and work of Pandita 
Ramabai illustrates how she challenged the 
patriarchal values of nineteenth-century Indian 
society. Ramabai's work went beyond simply 
discussing the lack of educational opportunities for 
women; it critically examined the social structures 
that restricted women's social and intellectual 
participation. Her renowned book, “The High-Caste 
Hindu Woman”, is an exemplary expression of 
feminist critique within the historical context of 
colonial India. In it, Ramabai scrutinized social and 
cultural practices that perpetuated the subjugation of 
high-caste Hindu women, particularly regarding child 
marriage and widowhood. By emphasizing women's 
lived experiences and their struggles, along with a 
critical exploration of the structural factors 
contributing to their subjugation, Ramabai challenged 
dominant narratives that legitimized women's 
subordination based on religious and cultural 
traditions. Similarly, feminist historiography 
highlights women's agency in history. Rather than 
portraying women as merely passive victims of 
patriarchal societies, feminist historians document 
how women actively participated in social reform 
movements and intellectual debates. In this context, 
Pandita Ramabai is viewed not only as a critic of 
patriarchal structures but also as an agent of social 
change who opened new avenues for women's 
education. 
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Postcolonial Educational Theory 

While feminist historiography provides valuable 
insights into gender relations, a comprehensive 
understanding of Pandita Ramabai's contributions 
necessitates considering postcolonialism and its 
implications for education. Postcolonial educational 
theory examines how colonialism has influenced 
education, knowledge, and culture in colonized 
nations. Scholars like Chatterjee (1993) argue that 
colonial educational policies were rooted in 
epistemologies that favoured Western knowledge 
while undermining indigenous knowledge. The 
primary objective of colonial education was to train 
an administrative class, rather than to promote 
education or social empowerment. Consequently, 
colonial educational institutions perpetuated existing 
inequalities based on class, caste, and gender. In this 
context, discussions about women’s education are 
deeply intertwined with broader issues of cultural 
identity and social reform. Colonial officials often 
pointed to the status of women in Indian society as a 
sign of cultural backwardness, thereby justifying 
colonial intervention in this area. Conversely, Indian 
reformers sought to reinterpret cultural and religious 
texts to facilitate social reform while preserving key 
aspects of cultural identity. Within this complex 
cultural landscape, Pandita Ramabai’s educational 
initiatives can be viewed as efforts to navigate and 
integrate these diverse elements. Although Ramabai 
was influenced by Western educational theories—
such as curriculum development and formal 
schooling—she adapted these concepts to meet the 
needs of women in India. Through institutions like 
Sharada Sadan and Mukti Mission, she created a 
comprehensive form of women’s education in 
colonial India. From a postcolonial perspective, 
Ramabai’s work can be seen as a creative reworking 
of both colonial and indigenous intellectual traditions 
to address local social issues. Her scholarship was not 
simply shaped by Western educational concepts; 
instead, it was reframed as a tool for empowering 
society and promoting gender equality. Thus, Pandita 
Ramabai’s educational philosophy embodies a hybrid 
approach that engages with both global and local 
intellectual traditions. The theoretical frameworks of 
feminist historiography and postcolonial educational 
theory serve as comprehensive analytical tools for 
assessing the historical significance of her 
scholarship. Through this lens, it becomes evident 
how Ramabai's contributions were crucial in 
challenging patriarchal structures, ensuring women's 
access to educational opportunities, and enriching the 
discourse on gender and knowledge in colonial India. 

 

 

RAMABAI’S EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES 

The educational initiatives led by Pandita Ramabai 
are considered some of the most important efforts to 
improve opportunities for women’s education in 
colonial India. During a time when formal education 
for women was quite limited, and social issues like 
child marriage and widowhood restricted women's 
social mobility, Ramabai focused on creating spaces 
where marginalized women could access education 
and work towards self-transformation. Her efforts 
went beyond mere intellectual discussion; they took 
concrete forms that addressed the social challenges 
faced by women in nineteenth-century India. The 
Arya Mahila Samaj, Sharada Sadan, and Mukti 
Mission are among the most significant initiatives 
established by Ramabai, all of which reflect a broader 
understanding of the potential for education to serve 
as a tool for social reform (Tharu & Lalita, 1991). 

Arya Mahila Samaj 

Among the early reform activities initiated by Pandita 
Ramabai, the founding of the Arya Mahila Samaj in 
1882 stands out as a foundational move in the realm 
of social reform. The primary goal of the Arya Mahila 
Samaj was to promote women’s education and raise 
social awareness about practices that contributed to 
the marginalization of women in Indian society. 
While various social reform movements emerged in 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, addressing 
issues such as widow remarriage and child marriage, 
the participation of women in these movements was 
notably low. The Arya Mahila Samaj aimed to change 
this situation by encouraging women to actively 
engage in discussions about social reform and 
education. The Arya Mahila Samaj played a crucial 
role in fostering awareness about the inequalities 
faced by women in Indian society. Through a series 
of lectures and social activities like meetings and 
gatherings, the organization challenged the patriarchal 
mindset that had deeply entrenched itself in society 
and hindered women's intellectual development. 
Furthermore, the Arya Mahila Samaj highlighted the 
importance of social solidarity among women in 
India. By mobilizing women as a collective group, it 
created a social platform for them to contest the 
patriarchal norms and strive for a vision in which they 
could be agents of social change, rather than mere 
objects of reform. 

Sharada Sadan 

One of the most significant and impactful educational 
initiatives undertaken by Pandita Ramabai was the 
founding of Sharada Sadan in Bombay in 1889. 
Sharada Sadan primarily served as a residential 
school for child widows. During the colonial era, 
women who had lost their husbands faced 
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considerable social stigma and economic insecurity. 
They were often denied access to education and faced 
severe restrictions within their own homes. As a 
result, widows struggled with economic illiteracy, 
which hindered their ability to achieve economic 
independence. Sharada Sadan addressed this issue by 
providing both formal and vocational training to these 
women. They received education in reading and 
writing, mathematics, and general knowledge, in 
addition to training in various skills that would enable 
them to attain economic freedom. The establishment 
of Sharada Sadan represented a significant effort to 
challenge traditional and conservative social norms. 
By providing education and training for women, it 
contested conventional ideas about women's roles in 
society. Additionally, the founding of Sharada Sadan 
underscored the vital role that education can play in 
instigating meaningful societal change. 

Mukti Mission 

The most extensive and ambitious endeavour 
undertaken by Pandita Ramabai was the 
establishment of the Mukti Mission, located near 
Pune. Over time, the Mukti Mission grew into a 
colony of women dedicated to restoring the lives of 
women and children living in extreme social and 
economic conditions. It was founded in response to 
the rising number of destitute women and children 
lacking basic facilities and educational opportunities. 
The Mukti Mission provided women with a wide 
range of services, including education, vocational 
training, and social support. Women were allowed to 
acquire practical skills in areas such as agriculture, 
weaving, and handicrafts, while also receiving 
literacy education and other forms of learning. At 
various times, the Mukti Mission housed thousands of 
women and children, making it the largest women's 
welfare institution in colonial India. More than just a 
school, the Mukti Mission functioned as a self-
sustaining colony where women could build new 
lives within a supportive social environment. It 
embodies Ramabai’s holistic approach to women’s 
education, focusing not only on academic learning but 
also on social, emotional, and economic well-being. 
Ramabai understood that education alone could not 
lead to the liberation of women without supportive 
social conditions. Her educational initiatives 
represented a significant shift from the traditional 
forms of women's education in colonial India. By 
creating opportunities for women, Ramabai’s 
institutions provided a new direction for education 
and challenged the prevailing patriarchal social 
norms, advancing the goal of gender equality. 

 

 

RAMABAI’S FEMINIST CRITIQUE 

Pandita Ramabai’s literary works and activism 
provide a powerful critique of the patriarchal social 
structures that characterized nineteenth-century 
Indian society. During a time when women’s voices 
were often confined to social discourses, Ramabai 
utilized her scholarship, writing, and activism to 
address the institutional nature of gender inequality. 
Her works critically analyze how social constructs, 
religious interpretations, and cultural traditions 
collectively contributed to gender inequality, 
particularly among upper-caste Hindu women. A 
significant part of her feminist critique is found in her 
renowned treatise, “The High-Caste Hindu Woman”, 
published in 1887. In this work, Ramabai critically 
examines the condition of women, especially young 
married women and widows, in nineteenth-century 
Indian society. Her analysis is grounded in her 
personal experiences and observations. She argues 
that practices such as child marriage and stringent 
regulations on widows forced many women into lives 
of psychological, social, and economic hardship. 
Ramabai views these practices not merely as social 
phenomena but as deeply embedded within various 
social structures that together perpetuate gender 
inequality. A crucial aspect of her critique is her 
challenge to dominant religious traditions cited to 
justify gender inequality. As a scholar of Hindu 
scriptures and Sanskrit literature, Ramabai was well-
positioned to contest prevailing interpretations of 
these texts. Unlike many religious scholars who 
viewed religious traditions as monolithic, Ramabai 
demonstrated that they are historically and socially 
constructed. By distinguishing between religious 
ideals and social realities, she contended that gender 
inequality is not an inherent feature of religious 
traditions. 

Furthermore, Ramabai emphasized women's 
education as a social question that expanded the 
feminist movement's focus from specific issues like 
child marriage and widowhood to the broader 
structural aspects of gender inequality. She argued 
that restricting women’s access to education serves as 
a primary means of maintaining patriarchal 
dominance. In the absence of education, women 
cannot challenge the social injustices they face or 
actively participate in social life. Therefore, Ramabai 
regarded education as fundamental to women’s 
liberation and empowerment. Her advocacy for 
women’s education aimed to create a social 
environment where women could achieve intellectual 
freedom and confront the injustices imposed upon 
them. In addressing women’s education, Ramabai’s 
feminist movement also tackled other social practices 
such as patriarchal family structures, social customs, 
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and religious constraints that restrict women’s 
freedom and reinforce patriarchal dominance. In these 
aspects, her feminist movement can be seen as 
encompassing a wide array of social concerns, 
including the relationships between gender, power, 
and social institutions—issues that later became 
central to the feminist movement. Importantly, 
Ramabai’s efforts transcended theoretical discourse. 
Through her educational initiatives, she established 
alternative social spaces that allowed women from 
marginalized groups to gain intellectual freedom. In 
this way, her feminist movement marked the 
beginning of the feminist movement in colonial 
India's social history. Through her advocacy for 
women’s education, women started to attain 
intellectual independence, thus breaking free from 
patriarchal control. Consequently, Ramabai made 
significant contributions to the development of the 
feminist movement in India. Unlike many social 
reformers of the 1800s, who focused on changing 
laws—such as legalizing widow remarriage or raising 
the minimum marriage age—Ramabai held a broader 
and more transformative vision for improvement. She 
believed that education was the key to empowering 
women and that merely changing laws would not 
suffice. For Ramabai, education was not just about 
acquiring knowledge; it was a vital tool for enabling 
women to think for themselves and gain their rightful 
place in society (Rege, 2006). 

CONCLUSION 

In nineteenth-century India, Pandita Ramabai's work 
distinguished itself from other social reformers by 
emphasising education over legal reforms. While 
many focused on laws like widow remarriage or 
raising the marriage age, Ramabai believed education 
was key to empowering women and confronting 
gender inequality. She saw knowledge as a means of 
social and intellectual liberation, addressing women's 
exclusion from knowledge and discourse which 
hindered their challenge to patriarchal customs. Her 
institutions, such as Arya Mahila Samaj, Sharada 
Sadan, and Mukti Mission, helped marginalised 
women access education, vocational training, and 
economic self-sufficiency through skills like teaching 
and crafts. Her integration of academics with 
community support aimed to achieve long-term social 
change and empowerment. Ramabai's writings 
exposed how religious norms justified women’s 

subjugation, showing that indigenous traditions could 
fuel feminist critique, challenging colonial narratives 
that depicted Indian women as passive victims. Her 
work combined feminist analysis with institutional 
reforms, creating a model for social change. During a 
time of rigid social hierarchies, her activism proved 
education's power for social transformation and 
personal development. Her notable book, The High-
Caste Hindu Woman, highlighted the plight of 
women, especially widows and child brides, and 
critiqued patriarchal, religious, and social practices. 
Her institutions not only expanded women's 
educational opportunities but also integrated 
economic empowerment and social rehabilitation. Her 
critique of gender, religion, and power remains 
influential, inspiring contemporary debates on social 
justice and equality. Ramabai's legacy underscores 
education's crucial role in fostering inclusive societies 
and addressing social injustices, remaining a symbol 
of women's emancipation and social reform. 
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