
International Journal of Trend in Scientific Research and Development (IJTSRD)  
Volume 7 Issue 5, September-October 2023 Available Online: www.ijtsrd.com e-ISSN: 2456 – 6470 

 

@ IJTSRD  |  Unique Paper ID – IJTSRD60003   |   Volume – 7   |   Issue – 5   |   Sep-Oct 2023 Page 903 

A Historical Perspective: Tracing the Footsteps of 19th-Century 

Women in Higher Education to Empower Today's Female Scholars 

Powel Bhattacharyya Roy1, Dr. Aniruddha Ray2 

1Research Scholar, Department of Education, Swami Vivekananda University, Bara Kanthalia, West Bengal, India 
2Professor, Department of Education, Swami Vivekananda University, Bara Kanthalia, West Bengal, India 

 

ABSTRACT 

This research paper delves into the historical journey of women in 
higher education during the 19th century and its profound 
implications for empowering today's female scholars. With a focus 
on the struggles, achievements, and the relentless pursuit of 
knowledge, this study employs a historical perspective to highlight 
the challenges faced by women in their quest for higher education 
during a pivotal era in history. Drawing upon primary sources, 
including diaries, letters, and first-hand accounts, as well as 
secondary literature, this research reconstructs the footprints of 
pioneering women who defied societal norms to access higher 
education. Through a comprehensive analysis of key events, 
institutions, and prominent figures in the 19th century women's 
education movement, we explore the evolving landscape of 
opportunities and barriers faced by female scholars. By examining 
the historical context, legal changes, and societal attitudes, we 
uncover how women's access to higher education evolved over the 
course of the 19th century. This research underscores the inspirational 
stories of trailblazers such as Emily Davies, Elizabeth Blackwell, and 
Mary Lyon, whose tireless efforts led to the establishment of 
women's colleges and laid the foundation for progress in gender 
equality. 

Furthermore, this paper connects these historical narratives to 
contemporary issues in higher education, shedding light on the 
persisting challenges that female scholars face today. It explores the 
implications of historical progress on women's participation in STEM 
fields, leadership roles, and the broader academic community. 
Through a synthesis of the past and present, this research paper seeks 
to empower today's female scholars by providing insights into the 
enduring legacy of 19th-century women in higher education. It offers 
valuable lessons on resilience, determination, and the importance of 
continued advocacy for gender equality within academia. In a world 
where women's voices and contributions are more vital than ever, this 
historical perspective provides a roadmap for understanding the path 
traversed by women in higher education, offering inspiration and 
guidance for the next generation of female scholars who strive to 
shape a more inclusive and equitable future. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Throughout history, the pursuit of higher education 
has been a transformative force, shaping not only the 
individuals who engage in it but also the societies 
they inhabit. While this journey has been marked by 
the efforts of countless visionaries and scholars, it is 
an irrefutable fact that women, in particular, have had  

 
to overcome numerous obstacles to claim their place 
in higher education. The 19th century, in many 
respects, stands as a watershed moment in the story of 
women's education, characterized by perseverance, 
determination, and a relentless quest for knowledge. 
This research paper, titled "A Historical Perspective: 
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Tracing the Footsteps of 19th-Century Women in 
Higher Education to Empower Today's Female 
Scholars," embarks on a journey through time to 
unearth the trials and triumphs of women who defied 
societal norms, laying the foundation for gender 
equality in academia and inspiring present and future 
generations of female scholars. 

The 19th century was a period of immense 
transformation, marked by industrialization, social 
reform, and the spread of enlightenment ideas. Yet, it 
was also a time when gender roles were strictly 
defined, relegating women to domestic spheres and 
leaving the halls of higher learning largely closed to 
them. Despite these formidable challenges, women of 
the 19th century displayed unwavering commitment to 
intellectual growth and the pursuit of higher 
education. 

This paper takes a historical perspective to explore 
the lives and experiences of these pioneering women. 
Drawing upon a wide range of primary sources, 
including diaries, letters, and first-hand accounts, we 
retrace the footsteps of these extraordinary 
individuals who navigated a world where 
opportunities for higher education were rare and often 
restricted. We delve into their stories, their struggles, 
and their achievements to understand how they paved 
the way for future generations of female scholars. 

The journey of women in the 19th century seeking 
higher education was a multifaceted one, 
encompassing legal changes, societal attitudes, the 
founding of women's colleges, and the relentless 
determination of key figures like Emily Davies, 
Elizabeth Blackwell, and Mary Lyon. Through their 
remarkable efforts, these women not only shattered 
glass ceilings but also established institutions and 
movements that continue to shape the landscape of 
education today. 

Furthermore, this research paper aims to connect 
these historical narratives to the contemporary 
context, revealing the ongoing challenges that female 
scholars face in higher education. It underscores the 
enduring impact of these 19th-century trailblazers on 
women's participation in STEM fields, leadership 
roles, and the broader academic community. 

In a world where the voices and contributions of 
women are more vital than ever, this historical 
perspective serves as a source of inspiration and 
guidance for today's female scholars, emphasizing the 
importance of continued advocacy for gender equality 
within academia. It is our hope that by understanding 
the path traversed by women in higher education in 
the 19th century, we can empower and embolden the 
next generation of female scholars, enabling them to 

play a pivotal role in shaping a more inclusive and 
equitable future. As we journey back in time and 
bridge the past with the present, we uncover a rich 
tapestry of resilience, determination, and the enduring 
legacy of those who sought knowledge against all 
odds. 

Objectives: 

 To Explore the Historical Context: Examine the 
societal, cultural, and legal conditions that 
prevailed during the 19th century, which 
influenced women's access to higher education, in 
order to provide a comprehensive understanding 
of the challenges they faced. 

 To Identify Pioneering Women: Highlight the 
lives and accomplishments of women who defied 
social norms and sought higher education during 
the 19th century, focusing on key individuals such 
as Emily Davies, Elizabeth Blackwell, and Mary 
Lyon. 

 To Analyze the Evolution of Women's 

Education: Trace the development of women's 
education institutions and movements in the 19th 
century, considering how they impacted 
opportunities for female scholars and contributed 
to the broader narrative of women's rights. 

 To Connect Past and Present: Draw parallels 
between the experiences of 19th-century women 
in higher education and the challenges faced by 
contemporary female scholars, shedding light on 
persisting barriers and disparities. 

Methodology: 

The research methodology for this paper employs a 
multifaceted approach that combines historical 
research and qualitative analysis. The primary 
research method involves an in-depth examination of 
historical documents, including diaries, letters, 
autobiographies, and other first-hand accounts from 
the 19th century, shedding light on the experiences 
and challenges faced by women in higher education 
during that era. Secondary sources, such as scholarly 
works, academic publications, and historical texts, are 
utilized to provide a comprehensive context and 
theoretical framework for the analysis. The research 
methodology also incorporates a comparative 
analysis, drawing connections between the historical 
findings and contemporary challenges faced by 
female scholars in higher education. By triangulating 
these sources and employing qualitative analysis 
techniques, we aim to reconstruct the historical 
narratives of pioneering women in education, analyze 
their impact on gender equality within academia, and 
provide insights to empower and inspire today's 
female scholars. 
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Examine the societal, cultural, and legal conditions 

that prevailed during the 19th century, which 

influenced women's access to higher education: 

Exploring the historical context of the 19th century is 
essential to understanding the challenges that women 
faced in accessing higher education during this era. 
The societal, cultural, and legal conditions prevailing 
during this time significantly influenced women's 
opportunities for educational advancement: 

1. Societal Factors: 

 Gender Norms and Roles: The 19th century was 
marked by deeply entrenched gender norms and 
roles. Women were generally expected to fulfil 
domestic responsibilities as wives and mothers, 
with their primary duty being the care of the 
home and children. Pursuing higher education 
was viewed as a deviation from these roles, and 
women who did so often faced social stigma. 

 Opposition and Scepticism: Women who sought 
higher education often encountered resistance 
from their families and communities. Many 
believed that women's intellectual capacity was 
inferior to men's, reinforcing the notion that 
academic pursuits were a male prerogative. 

 Lack of Supportive Infrastructure: There were 
few educational institutions that catered to 
women's needs, and existing facilities were often 
underfunded and offered limited programs. The 
overall lack of infrastructure for female education 
made it challenging for women to access higher 
learning. 

2. Cultural Factors: 

 Cultural Expectations: Cultural norms of the 
19th century reinforced traditional gender roles 
and discouraged women from pursuing higher 
education. Society placed a premium on women's 
roles as nurturing and domestic figures, further 
restricting their opportunities for intellectual 
development. 

 Marriage as the Ultimate Goal: Marriage was a 
significant cultural expectation for women during 
this era. Young women were often expected to 
prioritize finding a husband over pursuing an 
education or career. 

3. Legal Factors: 

 Legal Barriers: Legal restrictions posed 
significant obstacles to women's access to higher 
education. In some regions, laws explicitly 
prevented women from enrolling in universities or 
obtaining certain degrees. These laws further 
marginalized women's academic aspirations. 

 Limited Property and Legal Rights: Women's 
limited property and legal rights made it difficult 
for them to secure funding for their education and 
to gain economic independence. In many cases, 
women's access to resources was subject to male 
control. 

 Lack of Legal Protections: There were generally 
no legal protections against gender-based 
discrimination in education during the 19th 
century. As a result, women had little recourse 
when faced with discrimination in academic 
settings. 

In this historical context, women who aspired to 
higher education in the 19th century faced 
multifaceted challenges rooted in societal norms, 
cultural expectations, and legal restrictions. 
Overcoming these barriers required immense 
determination and resilience. The women who defied 
these constraints and pursued higher education during 
this era were trailblazers, paving the way for progress 
in women's access to education and influencing the 
evolution of gender roles and rights in the decades 
that followed. Their endeavours laid the foundation 
for the empowerment of female scholars in the 
modern era. 

Highlight the lives and accomplishments of women 

who defied social norms and sought higher 

education during the 19th century: 

Highlighting the lives and accomplishments of 
pioneering women who defied social norms and 
sought higher education during the 19th century is 
essential to understanding the significance of their 
contributions. Here are brief profiles of key 
individuals, including Emily Davies, Elizabeth 
Blackwell, and Mary Lyon: 

1. Emily Davies (1830-1921): 

 Emily Davies was a British suffragist and 
women's rights activist who played a pivotal role 
in advancing women's education. 

 She was the founder of Girton College, 
Cambridge, which became one of the first 
residential institutions in England to provide 
higher education to women. 

 Davies's tireless advocacy for women's admission 
to university examinations in the 1860s and her 
work in establishing Girton College marked a 
turning point in women's access to higher 
education in the United Kingdom. 

2. Elizabeth Blackwell (1821-1910): 

 Elizabeth Blackwell, a trailblazer in the United 
States, achieved the remarkable feat of becoming 
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the first woman to earn a medical degree from an 
American medical school in 1849. 

 She co-founded the New York Infirmary for 
Indigent Women and Children, which provided 
medical care and educational opportunities for 
female physicians. 

 Blackwell's pioneering achievements shattered 
gender barriers in the medical field, opening the 
door for women to pursue careers in medicine. 

3. Mary Lyon (1797-1849): 

 Mary Lyon was an American educator and the 
founder of Mount Holyoke Female Seminary 
(now Mount Holyoke College) in 1837. 

 She established one of the first institutions in the 
United States dedicated to providing higher 
education for women. 

 Lyon's vision of rigorous academic training 
combined with moral and religious development 
laid the foundation for women's higher education 
in the U.S., influencing the subsequent growth of 
women's colleges and women's participation in 
academia. 

These remarkable women defied societal norms and 
overcame significant obstacles to advance the cause 
of women's education during the 19th century. Their 
contributions extended far beyond their individual 
accomplishments; they laid the groundwork for 
greater access to higher education for women and 
challenged deeply ingrained prejudices against 
women's intellectual capacity. The legacies of Emily 
Davies, Elizabeth Blackwell, and Mary Lyon 
continue to inspire female scholars and serve as 
reminders of the enduring impact of their pioneering 
efforts in the field of education and beyond. 

Trace the development of women's education 

institutions and movements in the 19th century: 

The evolution of women's education in the 19th 
century was a transformative period marked by the 
establishment of institutions and movements that 
significantly impacted opportunities for female 
scholars and contributed to the broader narrative of 
women's rights. This analysis explores the key 
developments in women's education during this era: 

1. Emergence of Women's Colleges: 

 Women's colleges, such as Mount Holyoke 
Female Seminary (1837) founded by Mary Lyon 
and Vassar College (1861) founded by Matthew 
Vassar, were established during the 19th century. 
These institutions aimed to provide rigorous 
academic training to women, challenging the 
prevailing notion that women were unsuited for 
higher education. 

 The creation of women's colleges offered women 
access to comprehensive education and paved the 
way for female scholars to excel in various 
academic disciplines. 

2. Coeducation Movements: 

 Some educational movements and institutions, 
like Oberlin College (1833) and the University of 
Iowa (1855), were early proponents of 
coeducation, allowing women to study alongside 
men. These institutions played a significant role 
in breaking down gender barriers and normalizing 
women's presence in higher education. 

 Coeducation contributed to the broader narrative 
of women's rights by challenging gender 
segregation and fostering gender equality in 
educational settings. 

3. Advocacy for Women's Admission to 

Universities: 

 Women such as Emily Davies in the United 
Kingdom and Sophia Jex-Blake in Scotland were 
pivotal in advocating for women's admission to 
university examinations in the 19th century. Their 
efforts eventually led to legislative changes 
allowing women access to university education. 

 This advocacy contributed to the broader 
women's rights movement by asserting women's 
intellectual equality and challenging the 
systematic exclusion of women from higher 
education. 

4. Suffrage and Education: 

 The 19th century was a critical period for the 
suffrage movement, advocating for women's right 
to vote. Education was seen as a cornerstone of 
women's ability to participate effectively in civic 
life. 

 Women's suffrage leaders like Susan B. Anthony 
and Elizabeth Cady Stanton recognized that 
access to higher education was crucial for women 
to engage in political activism and contribute to 
social reform efforts. 

5. Expansion of Women's Opportunities: 

 The growth of women's colleges and 
coeducational institutions broadened women's 
opportunities for careers in education, medicine, 
and various other professions. 

 The recognition of women's achievements in 
these fields helped challenge stereotypes and 
change societal perceptions about women's 
intellectual capabilities. 

The evolution of women's education in the 19th 
century played a pivotal role in empowering women 
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and advancing women's rights. The establishment of 
women's colleges and advocacy for women's 
admission to universities created pathways for female 
scholars to access higher education. The coeducation 
movement and the inclusion of women in previously 
male-dominated fields further challenged traditional 
gender roles and advanced the cause of women's 
rights. As women gained access to education, they 
became better equipped to participate in social and 
political movements, contributing to the broader 
narrative of women's rights and paving the way for 
future generations of female scholars and leaders. 

Draw parallels between the experiences of 19th-

century women in higher education and the 

challenges faced by contemporary female scholars: 

Drawing parallels between the experiences of 19th-
century women in higher education and the 
challenges faced by contemporary female scholars 
reveals the persistence of certain barriers and 
disparities, despite progress made in women's 
education and rights. Here are some key parallels: 

1. Gender Bias and Stereotypes: 

 19th Century: Women of the 19th century faced 
deeply entrenched gender bias and stereotypes 
that questioned their intellectual abilities. Society 
often believed women to be inferior to men in 
academic pursuits. 

 Contemporary: Contemporary female scholars 
continue to grapple with gender bias, albeit in 
subtler forms. Stereotypes about women's 
competence in STEM fields, leadership positions, 
and certain academic disciplines persist, affecting 
their opportunities and recognition. 

2. Underrepresentation in Leadership Roles: 

 19th Century: In the 19th century, women's access 
to leadership roles in academia was extremely 
limited, and they were often excluded from 
administrative positions. 

 Contemporary: Women in academia today still 
face challenges in achieving parity in leadership 
roles and administrative positions. Gender 
disparities in university leadership and pay gaps 
persist. 

3. Pay Equity: 

 19th Century: Women in the 19th century 
typically earned less than their male counterparts, 
even when they managed to access higher education. 

 Contemporary: The issue of pay equity remains 
a significant challenge for female scholars in 
academia. Studies reveal persistent gender pay 
gaps, with women earning less than men in 
similar positions. 

4. Balancing Family and Career: 

 19th Century: Women in the 19th century often 
had to make difficult choices between family and 
career, with societal expectations prioritizing 
marriage and motherhood over professional 
pursuits. 

 Contemporary: Contemporary female scholars 
still grapple with the challenge of work-life 
balance and often face pressures to choose 
between family and academic careers. Parenthood 
can disproportionately impact women's academic 
trajectories. 

5. Underrepresentation in STEM Fields: 

 19th Century: Women's participation in science 
and technology fields was extremely limited in 
the 19th century. 

 Contemporary: Despite progress, women remain 
underrepresented in STEM fields today, facing 
barriers such as implicit bias, lack of mentorship, 
and a less inclusive academic culture. 

6. Intersectional Challenges: 

 19th Century: In the 19th century, women of color 
faced even greater challenges due to intersectional 
discrimination. Access to education and 
opportunities was further limited for women from 
marginalized communities. 

 Contemporary: Today, women of color, 
LGBTQ+ women, and women from other 
underrepresented groups continue to encounter 
unique challenges, including bias, discrimination, 
and a lack of representation in academia. 

The parallels between the experiences of 19th-century 
women in higher education and contemporary female 
scholars highlight the persistence of certain gender 
disparities and challenges. While significant progress 
has been made, there is still work to be done to 
achieve true gender equity in academia. This 
underscores the importance of ongoing efforts to 
address gender bias, improve representation, close 
pay gaps, and create more inclusive environments that 
empower female scholars to excel and lead in all 
academic disciplines. 

Findings: 

 Historical Barriers: The research uncovered that 
woman in the 19th century faced formidable 
barriers to higher education, including societal 
norms that reinforced gender roles, limited 
opportunities for academic advancement, and 
restrictive legal frameworks that often-prohibited 
women from entering universities. 

 Pioneering Women: Notwithstanding these 
challenges, the study revealed that several 
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remarkable women, such as Emily Davies, 
Elizabeth Blackwell, and Mary Lyon, defied 
social norms and societal expectations to access 
higher education. These individuals played 
pivotal roles in advancing women's education and 
empowering future female scholars. 

 Emergence of Women's Colleges: Women's 
colleges, like Mount Holyoke Female Seminary 
and Girton College, offered women 
comprehensive academic training, marking 
significant milestones in women's higher 
education. These institutions were instrumental in 
challenging traditional gender norms and 
establishing a foundation for women's academic 
achievements. 

 Coeducation and Advocacy: The research 
highlighted the coeducation movement and the 
advocacy efforts of women like Emily Davies and 
Sophia Jex-Blake, who challenged gender-based 
discrimination in academia. Their endeavours led 
to legislative changes and broadened women's 
access to university education. 

 Suffrage and Education: The study found that 
the 19th century was a critical period for the 
suffrage movement, with many suffragists 
recognizing the importance of women's education 
for political activism. Education was seen as a 
means to empower women to participate 
effectively in social and political reform. 

 Contemporary Parallels: Drawing parallels with 
contemporary female scholars, the research 
revealed that persistent challenges include gender 
bias and stereotypes, underrepresentation in 
leadership roles, pay equity disparities, work-life 
balance challenges, underrepresentation in STEM 
fields, and intersectional challenges that affect 
women from diverse backgrounds. 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, this research paper has provided a 
historical perspective that illuminates the arduous 
journey of 19th-century women in their pursuit of 
higher education and the profound implications of 
their struggles for empowering contemporary female 
scholars. The findings have revealed the remarkable 
achievements of pioneering women who, against 
societal norms and legal constraints, forged paths to 
higher education, establishing institutions and 
movements that transformed the landscape of 
women's education. By drawing parallels with the 
challenges faced by today's female scholars, we 
underscore the persistence of gender disparities and 
the imperative of continued advocacy for gender 
equity within academia. The indomitable spirit and 

achievements of women like Emily Davies, Elizabeth 
Blackwell, and Mary Lyon stand as a testament to the 
enduring legacy of those who sought knowledge 
against all odds. As we bridge the past with the 
present, this research serves as a source of inspiration 
and guidance, empowering female scholars to carry 
forward the torch of progress, shape a more inclusive 
and equitable future, and ensure that the footsteps of 
these trailblazing women continue to resonate in the 
halls of higher education. 
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