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   Pandita Ramabai: On Patriarchy  

 

Source.    http://www.revival-library.org/catalogues/1904ff/dyer.htm,Accessed on 20.9.2014 at 6.15pm 

 

 

Introduction:  The social setup in the nineteenth century 

India  

                      The nineteenth century India set against the background of modernization 

infused by the British colonial rule, provided an ideal setting for social change. The new 

Indian intelligentsia imbibed with the progressive ideas of the west, took up the challenge of 

reforming the hitherto Indian society, deeply rooted in traditional discriminatory practices 

and beliefs. However the norms of the Indian society were deeply ingrained in Hindu 

religious practices that any reformation of the social setup had to be within the existing 

framework. However the wave of modernization had very limited access to position of the 

females tied with the prevalent social norms. Pandita  Ramabai a great philosopher of her 

time devised her independent path of freeing women from decades of bondages to self-

esteem. The social milieu was such where the females had to obey the prevalent norms of 

the society. 

 

 

http://www.revival-library.org/catalogues/1904ff/dyer.htm,Accessed
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Topic 1: Reformative Measures Undertaken by Educated Male 

Reformers  

 

 The efforts of the reformers in reforming the traditional caste based, patriarchal society had 

to be in conformity with the predominance of religion and customs. Given the set of norms, 

the reformation of the women in India had to be within the existing framework. The system 

of education introduced by the British in India not only produced a class of western 

educated elite but also provided an opportunity to the oppressed Indian women little 

flexibility in their otherwise closed space. However confined within the boundaries set by 

traditions, the Indian men with western education wanted to impart English education to the 

women folk. The English education would be of great help to them in their domestic sphere 

of managing the household efficiently. Training and knowledge through English education 

would bring about development in an otherwise acclaimed by the west in a traditional 

underdeveloped country.  Gender inequities which formed an important pivot of reform were 

predictably addressed and redressed by public men whose relatively liberal ideas were 

clearly circumscribed by the patriarchal ideology.1 

 

Value-Addition:   Surf And Know 

Thakkar Usha, Puppets on the Periphery: Women and Social Reform in 19th Century Gujarati 

Society, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 32, No. 1/2 (Jan. 4-11, 1997), pp. 46-52, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4404966 

 
 

1.1 English Education as a Modernizing factor  

The onus of ameliorating the condition of women till now, was on the shoulders of the newly 

awakened male reformers but the system of education introduced by the                          

British rule was most intelligibly utilized by a great female social reformer of this time period 

Pandita Ramabai , through her rigorous and bold efforts leashed a ray of hope in the lives of 

the oppressed Indian women. Ramabai not only brought relief from the discriminatory 

rituals and practices to the women in India but also to raised them to the level of self 

realization. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4404966
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Value Addition;Surf and Know  

Kosambi,Meera,òMultiple Contestations: Pandita Ramabaiôs Educational and  missionary 

activities in late nineteenth-century India and abroad, Womenôs History Review, Vol. 7, 

No.2, 1998  

http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rwhr20  

  

1.2 Pandita Ramabai -  zeal for transforming the existing structures of the society  

Maharashtra provided an apt canvass to Ramabai to reform the condition of the women 

subjected to the vagaries of rigorous caste and patriarchal system. The upper caste 

Brahmins were purportedly the leaders and reformers of the society but at the same time 

were the preserver of the orthodox conservative religious practices thus subjecting the 

women of their upper caste to be submissive to the domination of the men folk. She was 

shrewd enough to gauge the impact of reform process carried out by the elite male in 

Maharashtra on improving the condition of womenôs life. She found such reforms operating 

as an effective agency but lacking the strength and vigor to be a transformative agency.2 

Knowing the caliber and vigor needed to bring in the structural change in the already 

existing patriarchal system, Ramabai distanced herself from it and explored alternative 

reformist measures that would grant women the agency to change the structures that 

exploited them or suppressed them.3  Thus the hierarchal patriarchal system so maintained 

could be questioned by a female reformer who would withstand the outcry generated by the 

men, who had taken up the task  of the reformation of the women without transgressing the 

boundaries set by the dominant caste and patriarchal system. 
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Value addition - Did you Know  

Patriarchy: 

Patriarchy refers to the subjugation of women to male in public and private spheres. Sylvia 

Walby in óTheorizing Patriarchyò calls it ña system of social structures and practices in which men 

dominate, oppress and exploit womenò (Walby, 1990). Over a period of time it has developed 

into a system of male dominance whereby men hold position of dominance and women of 

submission. However the nature of control and subjugation has not been uniform, it has varied 

from one social set up to another and within a society domination is dependent on the variations 

of caste, religion, region etc. 

Source 

Walby, S. 1990. Theorizing Patriarchy. Blackwell Publishers Ltd.: Oxford, UK and Cambridge USA,p20.  

   

1.3 Her  Questioning of reform measures  

Pandita Ramabai Saraswati (1858-1922) took up with great spirit the cause of these 

marginalized groups of women in an erstwhile Maharashtra society bounded by the rules 

laid down by religion. She was perhaps the first óautonomous feministô of the new era of 

colonial modernity, and she acted throughout her life with the priority of saving Indian 

women from exploitation.4 Her conversion to Christianity to fulfill her mission and her bold 

and affirmative stand challenging the deep rooted social fabric of India created fur ore 

amongst the torchbearers of social reform, that her feminist stand was relegated to the 

background of history for a long time. 

 

Topic 2 .  Her Life Experiences  

Pandita Ramabai was the daughter of chitpavan Brahman Anant Shastri Dongre a Sanskrit 

scholar inspired by the wife of Peshwa Bajirao II learning Sanskrit that he wanted to 

democratize the sacred language while adhering strictly to Brahamanic life. He was, as Uma 

Chakravarty has pointed out, a reformist Brahaman very different from the educated liberal 

elite Brahmans:òa very orthodox Hindu strictly adhering to caste and religious rites.ò5His 
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dream of woman imbibing knowledge of Sanskrit language was fulfilled when his second 

wife Lakshmibai showed signs of learning and proved to be an able pupil. His move invited 

the wrath of the fellow Brahmans and was threatened to face dire consequences. However 

he tried to overcome the annoyance of the Brahmin community by quoting chapters and 

verses from the sacred books which granted such rights to the women.Amidst such 

vindictive atmosphere he moved to the forest along with his family. He built an ashram 

where he had the freedom to teach according to his belief. It was here that the youngest 

child to the Brahmin family, Ramabai was born. 

  

Value addition - know it more  

 

 

Pandita Ramabai  

was born in the forest of Gungamal  

in Western Maharashtra on the  

23rd April, 1858. Her parents gave  

to her the name of Rama, which  

signifies "bright". Ramabai had a  

brother and a sister who lived until  

early adulthood.  

Source: Ramabai, Pandita, Autobiography: Pandita Ramabai Woman of the Millennium, 

Nasik,Genesis Books,2008,p3. Accessed on 16.5.2014 at 6:43am. 
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2 .1 Her Learning during hardships  

 Ramabai was still an infant that the Brahmin family moved out of the forest and took to 

pilgrimage, reciting verses from the puranas and other sacred texts thereby making a 

subsistence living by the gifts and other offerings received from the people. It was while 

travelling from one place to another in search of mukti, that Ramabai was given lessons in 

Sanskrit by her mother as her father had become too old by that time. She ingrained the 

value of knowledge, from her parents which became a powerful instrument in attaining self 

respect and dignity in her life.  

2 .2 Her pragmatic approach  

Ramabai realized that the Knowledge and values imparted by her parents are not sufficient. 

Anant Shastri however could partly succeed in renouncing the oppressive order as he 

married his elder daughter as a child, which ended in a tragedy. This had a profound effect 

on Ramabaiôs life as her father defied the Brahaminical order of not getting her married in 

her childhood.  

 

Value addition ï Know it more  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ancient Indian social set up during ancient times was divided into four classes. It was 

believed that each class worked together like parts of the human body, with each class 

having an important role to play in order to provide equilibrium in the society. The four 

classes symbolically denoted the four organs of the human body:  
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Brahmans- represented head, were priests and the most important class. 

Kshatriyas- represented arms, these were the rulers and warriors. 

Vaishyas-represented legs, were the farmers, traders and merchants. 

Shudras-represented feet, were servants and laborers. 

Untouchables were the people that do not belong to a particular class, were at the bottom of 

the social order and did the meanest job. 

 Source 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Indian _caste _system .Accessed 0n26.11.2014 at 

8:10AM  
 

 

However the hardships for the family continued as famine struck the Madras presidency 

where the family was residing, and were left with no means of living. Her parents had 

become too weak and died of starvation. Months later her elder sister also passed away, 

and with the continual of hardships, led Ramabai to questions the beliefs of following 

puranas, worshiping god and adhering to traditional faith. She described her questioning: 

ñI cannot describe all the suffering of that terrible time. My father, mother, and sister, all 

died of starvation within a few months of each other. My brother and I survived and 

wandered about still visiting sacred places bathing in rivers and worshipping the gods and 

goddesses in order to get our desireé.For three years after the death of our parents and 

eldest sister we walked more than 4000 miles on foot without any sort of comfort, but the 

gods did not appear to us After years of fruitless service we begin to lose our faithò.6 

However both her brother and Ramabai continued to travel by foot across the country. 

Wandering throughout India gave her an opportunity to have the understanding of the 

Indian society particularly the position Indian women. She writes: 

ñWe had a god opportunity of seeing the sufferings of Hindu  women and were much 

touched by their sorrowséit was the same in the Madras Presidency, Bombay Presidency,  

Punjab ,the North-west Province, Bengal, Assam, etc. This made us think much of how it 

was possible to improve the condition of women and raise them out of their degradation.ò7 

 

 Topic  3 . Visit to Calcutta  

 After years of pilgrimage throughout India the brother sister duo arrived in Calcutta. The 

visit to Calcutta proved momentous .Ramabai and her brother met the intellectual elite, 
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including pundits and reformers, and was welcomed and feted by them. These were as Uma 

Chakravarty describes the ñhalcyon days of Ramabaiôs public lifeò.  

3 .1 Admiration for her in depth Knowledge  

She became an icon for the new progressive Bengalis; taken up and patronized as a woman 

who could be considered ña living embodiment of their perceptions of ancient Indian 

womanhood.ò8 

Value addition-Did You Know                                                       

  

During her visit to Calcutta she took the city by surprise over her in depth knowledge of 

the Sanskrit language and sacred texts which greatly influenced the learned community 

of the Calcutta and honored her by conferring the title of Pandita (scholar) and Saraswati 

(Goddess of Learning). 

Source 

 M. Kosambi (1988) Women,emancipation and equality: Pandita Ramabaiôs contribution 

to the womenôs cause, Economic and Political Weekly , XXIII, No.44, pp. WS 41. 
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Ramabai easily fitted into the space as an ancient womanhood thus came alive in her 

person. She stepped into that already prepared frame and captured the public gaze.9 In her 

later years she recounted her journey to Calcutta as it was here her progressive ideas found 

expression as she lectured on women emancipation. 

Insert Question no.4 

3 .2  Ramabai Account of the Sacred Texts  on the position of Women  

 Her ideas on the position of the women were formed when her friend and Brahmo Samaj 

follower Keshub Chandra Sen motivated her to read the sacred texts of Vedas, so far 

forbidden for the women. However the objective behind motivating Ramabai to read the 

Brahamanic sacred text was to uplift the position of women as glorified in the past. However 

the faith imposed on a learned scholar to apprise herself and others of the celebrated 

position of women according to the Vedas could not be achieved as the more she read the 

sacred texts the more questioning of the patriarchal society would follow. She writes: 

there were only two things on which all these books, the Dharam Shastras , the sacred 

Puranas and the modern poets, the popular preacher of the present day and orthodox high-

caste men, were agreed: that women  of high and low caste as a class were bad, very bad, 

worse than demons, as unholy as untruth.10 

The readings of Dharam shastras had a profound impact on her about the place accorded to 

the women and lower caste in the Indian societal division. 

While in Calcutta she lost her only family member and this time her brother who had 

undertaken rigorous tapasya to please god. Left on her own and she defied the norms of the 

oppressive caste system by marrying a learned Bengali scholar of shudra caste. However 

her marriage was short lived as her husband passed away within two years of their 

marriage leaving behind an infant daughter. 

Value Addition-Surf and Know 

www.epw.in/authors/meera-kosambi 30, July 26, 2008 | Meera Kosambi ... 49, December 07, 

1996 | Meera Kosambi ... Women,  

Emancipation and Equality-Pandita Ramabai s Contribution to the womenôs cause, 

Economic and Political Weekly , XXIII, No.44.   

 

http://www.epw.in/authors/meera-kosambi
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Topic 4 . Ramabaiôs deep anguish over the prevalent Patriarch al  and 

Caste System in India   

With patriarchy being the dominant ideology prevalent in the Indian society, women 

continued to occupy an inferior position to men. The subjugation of women has been 

primarily due to the structure of family expressed in terms of paternal dominance, has been 

successful in establishing the position of dominance and subordination vis-a-vis men and 

women. 

This inferior status of women had been defined by the Brahminical texts whereby the role of 

women was seen primarily as a producer of an heir and confined throughout their lives 

within their family serving as wives and mothers. The readings of the Dharamshastras made 

her realize the low position accorded to women in the society. In her book The High Caste 

Hindu Woman (1887), she has written in detail the treatment meted out to women in the 

various stages of her life. A girl occupies an inferior position before and after marriage. As 

she writes, ñSubjected toéhumiliation, most girls become sullen, morbid and dull.ò11 Married 

during childhood the woman occupied the lowest rung of the hierarchal order, subservient to 

paternal order and dedicated to the family and her husband in order to attain the Moksha. 

However the curse of widowhood would make womanôs life miserable, a life not livable. 

Value Addition - did you kno w   

Moksha or liberation is a cardinal value in the Hindu philosophy and religion. It means 

liberation from all sufferings and pain which can be achieved if one has a complete 

understanding of the world and the self. In Indian tradition it is held that in the world the 

actions of an individual determine the path to liberation. Good deeds take a person to 

liberation whereas bad actions are hindrances to attain salvation or moksha- the release of the 

soul from all its bonds of the world and body. 

Source 

www.holycrossjustice.org/.../ThePhilosophy ofLiberation accesad on 14.12.2014 at 7:30 AM  

 

 

http://www.holycrossjustice.org/.../ThePhilosophyofLiberation%20accesad%20on%2014.12.2014
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The lower castes, like women were treated with contempt. They occupied the lowest place 

in the hierarchical division of the society. They were forbidden to perform the religious rites 

and rituals. They had to serve the upper caste with much dedication and by truly committed 

in their duties life after life there were chances of them attaining salvation and to be reborn 

into upper caste.  

Topic 5 . Ramabai as a liberal Feminist  

Touched by the condition of the women in India she undertook the mirage task of the 

upliftment of women rooted in the oppressive patriarchal system. Rejuvenated by the 

treatment accorded to her scholarly intent in Calcutta she accepted the offer from her fellow 

Brahmin friends to return back to Pune in 1882. Here she gave a concrete form to her 

feminist idea by setting up the Arya Mahila Sabha, an institution designed to provide space 

to the woman to meet and discuss the problems confronting women at large. Thus Ramabai 

had laid the first step to do away with the dominance of men. She aroused the hostility of 

the conservative male reformers. The Kesri commented: 

ñ In reality, it is the task of men to eradicate these and other evil customs  

in our society. Women cannot interfere in it for many years to come -  

even if they are ópanditasô and have reached the ultimate stage of reform 

... Our women will have to be under the control of men for a long time to  

come. 12  ñ 

Value-Addition:   Surf And Know 

Kosambi,Meera,òMultiple Contestations: Pandita Ramabaiôs Educational and missionary 

activities in late nineteenth-century India and abroad, Womenôs History Review, Vol. 7, 

No. 2, 1998. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09612029800200171 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09612029800200171
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Value Addition ïknow it more      

Feminism has evolved into three strands: liberal, social and radical. Liberal feminism 

the earliest in feminism seeks to pursue for equality between men and women, by 

reforming the existing liberal institutions. It seeks to give equal rights to both men and 

women and ameliorate their condition. Its proponents are Mary Wollstonecraft. S. Mill, 

Betty Friedan and Carole Pateman. Socialist feminism argue that society is divided not 

only amongst the capitalist and the workers but men also dominate women. According 

to Engels it arose with the advent of private property that established patrineal 

descent. With the establishment of a socialist society private property would be 

abolished removing not only the division on the basis of wealth but also sexual 

inequality. Radical feminism arose in early twentieth century calls for overturning all 

gender oppression by focusing on women to resist male domination Its proponents 

include Virginia Wolf,Sigmind Freud,Shulamith Firestone and Kate Millet.  

Source 

Kymlicka,Will, Contemporary Political Philosophy-An Introduction,New Delhi,Oxford 

University Press,2005,pp238-286 

 

 

5 .1 Overseas aid to Ramabaiôs Cause 

 

 However her challenge to the supremacy of the male order proved challenging, to pursue 

her goal as she had no financial and moral support to carry on the activities. In a male 

dominated world and being the sole champion of the womenôs cause she decided to get 

support from outside India and made up her mind to go to England along with her daughter 

Manorma. Her idea of bringing about reforms in the life of woman clearly underlines her role 

as a feminist. She prepares the ground not only for the upliftment of women but also of self 

cultivation within their prescribed role of wives and mothers. In England she carried on with 

much fervor her feminist activity. She appealed for help from the former Governor of 

Bombay Presidency, Sir Bartle to publish The Cry of Indian Women.13originally published in 

Marathi. The book is on the exploitation and oppression faced by the women in her married 

life. Once in England she drew closer to Christianity and embraced the religion after being 

disillusioned with the oppressive Brahminical system. However she refuted to follow the 

dictates of the missionaries as she had escaped from one paternal order and did not wanted 

to be placed another. 
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Value addition -  Did You Know  

Conversion To Christianity: 

The early childhood experiences of Ramabai along with her family ,wandering from one 

place to another in quest of moksha and the misery continuing ,led her to question the 

religious beliefs of Hinduism, Her religious quest remained unfulfilled for a long time till 

she found a vent in the teachings of Christ even though she never accepted the paternal 

authority of the Christian missionaries. She was baptized along with her daughter on 29 

September 1883. She was now named as ñMary Ramaò. 

Justification: What appealed to Ramabai in the teaching of Christianity was that it 

brought people together to help the cause of the needy people It gave the message of 

love and service towards mankind. She saw in Christ as the messiah who through his 

example laid before the world to work for the upliftment of downtrodden. Ramabai could 

connect her cause with the preaching given in the Bible. 

Source: Chakravarti,Uma, Pandita Ramabai:A Life and a Time, New Delhi, Critical 

Quest,2007,p14. 

 

  

 

On being invited by Dr. Rachel Badley, the Dean of Medical College of Pennsylvania,to 

attend the graduation ceremony of her cousin Anandi Bai Joshi, she visited USA. Once in 

USA she was greatly impressed by the liberal atmosphere and the freedom accorded to the 

woman. 
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5. 2 Raising Funds by Writing Books   

 For her journey to England, she raised the money by writing a book. She wrote Stri 

Dharma Niti.14 (The Morals for Women) with the objective of counseling the ñhelpless and 

lacking in Knowledgeò women ñin our unfortunate country.ò15 

 

In USA she wanted to create awareness and raise support for setting up the widows home 

in India. She wrote óThe High Caste Hindu Womanô published in1887,the subject matter of 

 

 the book is focused on the miserable plight of the women from her childhood days to 

getting married and the deplorable and pitiable condition of the widows.ò It is in the 

prosecution of this one supreme object of helping her countrywomen to a better and higher 

life that this little book has been written.ò16 Her appeal to uplift the depressed women from 

their deplorable state was quite successful as the book was highly sold.  

 

 

5 .3 Setting up of institutions to help the plight of women  

 

To help the miserable plight of the widows America Ramabai Association was formed for the 

opening of Widows homes in India. During her stay in America she authored another book in 

Marathi, óUnited Stateschi Lokesthiti and Pravasvrittaô (The People of United States) which 

was published in Bombay in 1889 after she returned to India. In this book Ramabai 

highlighted the importance of the social movements and the civil society as in America for 

transforming the society into a better one, thereby creating awareness amongst the people 

of India to follow the same pattern in order to overcome oppression and exploitation faced 

by the Indians.17 

 

 After coming back to India with the support she had muster in America, Her mission of 

opening widow homes in India was eventually fulfilled when she set up a home Sharada 

Sadan in Bombay. She managed to get the praise and support of the Brahmins reformers 

and agreed to work on the nascent idea of providing support to widows. However 

controversy grew over missionary work as girls in the sadan converted to Christianity and 

the mounting pressure forced her to shift her home to Kedgaon, near Pune.However by 

setting up Mukti Sadan in Kedgaon she openly declared her missionary activity carried on in 

the sadan.In Kedgaon the focus of attention shifted from high caste woman to lower caste 

and Ramabai herself became passive in her activities and withdrew from the mainstream 
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activities. Her relentless effort as the torchbearer of women uplifment in a rigid patriarchal 

society of nineteenth India was awarded with the Kaiser-i-Hind gold medal in 1921. The 

award was accepted by her daughter Manorma. However she could not live for long to 

witness the admiration of her struggle for the rights of women as the sudden death of her 

only daughter in 1921 was very painful which left her too feeble and eventually she passed 

away in 1922. 

 

 

Value addition -  Did you Know  

Controversy with Swami Vivekananda: 

 Ramadaôs through her writings and lectures she delivered in America gave an account 

of the position accorded to women in the Brahminical system. With her various efforts 

she was able to win the sympathy of the Americans and their commitment to help the 

women in deep miseries. However Swami Vivekananda on his visit to USA in 1885 

delivered a lecture on the status of women in India whereby he spoke of the glory 

accorded to women in India incomparable in other parts of the world. This triggered of 

the controversy in America as there was a contradiction in Ramabaiôs and Vivekananda 

portrayal of the Indian woman.Vivekananda was unhappy with Ramabai in posting a 

bad image of the Indian nation to the outside world. 

Source: Chakravarti,Uma, Pandita Ramabai:A Life and a Time,New Delhi, Critical 

Quest,2007,pp28-29. 

Topic 6. Ramabaiôs Crusade for the Civil Rights of W omen  

 

Source 

www.mukti-mission.org  Accessed on 15.12.2014 at 6:30AM 

http://www.google.co.in/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAYQjB0&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.mukti-mission.org%2Fmukti%2FAbout_Mukti.htm&ei=HDGOVMaxEsqRuASPm4KQAQ&bvm=bv.81828268,d.c2E&psig=AFQjCNHtrKo6XCsHYJj70NetPOgdBlVU6Q&ust=1418691122282291
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Ramabai feminist effort were not only focused on the emancipation of the women in the 

society but also to make them self reliant. She was vociferous to contest the agenda set by 

the male reformers so that women fits into the structured gender role. The arena of the 

change maker was not only to ameliorate women from the injustice and oppression but also 

to fight for the womenôs individual right to life and to accord her a place of equality along 

with the men. 

6.1 Womenôs Right to Education  

Ramabaiôs farsighted vision of providing education to the women was a revolutionary one 

during her times. It was a challenge to the gendered role accorded to the men and women 

and thereby promised to bring about major changes in the societal affairs. Ramabai saw a 

clear connection between the condition of women and the state of nation.  She was very critical 

of religious codes that denied freedom for women to express their views, and get education of their 

choice. She asserted to get women the freedom of choice and expression by creating democratic space 

that provided women the opportunity to participate in public life.18
She presented the theme that 

the society that oppresses women can never progress.19She writes: 

Those who have done their best to keep women in a state of complete dependence and 

ignorance, vehemently deny that this had anything to do with the present degradation of 

the Hindu nationé.The doctrine of ópre natal influenceô can nowhere be more satisfactorily 

proved than in India. The motherôs spirit being depressed, and mind as well as body 

weakened by the monotony and inactivity of her life, the unborn child cannot escape the evil 

consequencesé.The seclusion, complete dependence and the absolute ignorance forced 

upon the mothers of our nation have been gradually and fatally telling upon the mental and 

physical health of the mené20 

Her own life experiences about the worth of education  given to her by parents in spite of 

orthodox view of the denial of this right to women made her determined to press for female 

education. Her idea of education for girls in India symbolically expressed ótraining of hand 

with that of the head.ò21  

  She got an opportunity to present her case before Hunterôs Education Commission at Pune 

in 1882. She suggested that women to be given education in order to make them self-

reliant. She also emphasized the need of female teachers, since she was apprehensive of 

male teachers in a society which is exploitative towards woman. She also made a plea for 
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female doctors as woman in India would feel free to discuss their medical problems with 

them rather than male doctors. Due to her continual efforts the queen empress was 

impressed and led to the foundation of the National Association for Supplying Female Aid to 

the Women of India. 

Value addition -  Did You Know  

Conflict of Ideas with B.G.Tilak:  

Ramabaiôs emphasis on making knowledge democratic and make women economically 

independent provoked the hostility of the men towards the idea of the equality of the sexes. 

One such opposition came from Bal Gangadhar Tilak who vehemently opposed the idea of 

imparting of higher education to the women as it would disturb the social fabric of the family 

and the institution of marriage. All the efforts made by Ramabai to ameliorate the condition of 

women were despised by Tilak and refused to acknowledge her popularity amongst the people. 

Source- Kosambi,M., (1988) Women,emancipation and equality: Pandita Ramabaiôs 

contribution to the womenôs cause, Economic and Political Weekly , XXIII, No.44, pp. WS 44-45. 

 

 

Topic  7 . A Home for the W idows  

As a strong individual and despite facing numerous hurdles, her lecturing and writings to 

raise funds for the opening of the homes for high caste Hindu widows materialized by the 

setting up of Sharada Sadan in Pune. As a champion of widows right, at the National 

Societal Conference she argued that widowôs life should be made livable and not miserable 

by the physical disfigurement and the treatment meted out to her by baring her from all 

kinds of social activities. Making women active political participant was another objective 

and as a result of her efforts women delegates were included in the Second National 

Congress meeting in Bombay in 1889.She laid down the platform for women entry in the 

public meetings to raise their voice on issues of their concern. In an age of liberalization 

with its stress on the values of liberty, equality and fraternity amongst the people however 

where every effort were made by the elite reformers in India not to part away with the age 

old norms. Ramabai continued, through her activities to press for the rights of women and 

strived to make them as equal partners. As Chakravarty notes, ñby integrating widows into 

society, Ramabai was reconceptualising widowhood and womanhood in a way that most 

male reformers could never think of.ò22 



Pandita Ramabai on Patrarchy 

Institute of lifelong learning, University of Delhi 

Value addition - Did you Know  

Sharada Sadan gave the widows a new lease of life. as per the rituals after the death of a 

womanôs husband, horrific treatment was meted out to the women, the Sadan made their 

battered life more meaningful and liviable.Ramabai was greatly admired and was a role 

model to the inmates. At the end of 1900, Pandita Ramabai had 2000 pupils in four of her 

institutions. She also spread her work outside Maharashtra after1900 by opening branches in 

Doddaballapur and Gulbarga now in Karnataka.23  

 

 

Source: Ramabai, Pandita, Autobiography: Pandita Ramabai Woman of the Millennium, 

Nasik,Genesis Books,2008,p27. Accessed on 16.5.2014 at 6:43am. 
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Source   stephenedison.wordpress.com  Accessed on 15.12.2014 at 6:30AM 

 

Topic 7.1 . From Emancipation to Empowerment  

She not only defied gender distinction but also discrimination on the basis of caste. The 

mark of the Enlightenment anti caste reformers was in their vision of an anti caste, anti 

class utopia; Ramabai not only added gender to this, but was the first to attempt to put to 

attempt to put the vision into practice in a real but a utopian community.24At Mukti Sadan in 

Kedgaon, women of different categories were to be included. The Sadan envisioned on 

providing liberation to the deep seated role of women carved out by the patriarchal order. It 

provided space to the women to be economically independent and empowered. Thus 

Ramabaiôs effort was to make life more meaningful for women as teachers, nurses or 

workers. At Mukti Sadan in Kedgaon her girls did everything from weaving, dairy farming, 

cooking, gardening, running a printing press and even farming.25  

 

http://www.google.co.in/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0CAYQjB0&url=http%3A%2F%2Fstephenedison.wordpress.com%2F2012%2F03%2F14%2Fpandita-ramabai-mukti-mission%2F&ei=uTCOVJKpK4KquQSQsYGYAg&bvm=bv.81828268,d.c2E&psig=AFQjCNHtrKo6XCsHYJj70NetPOgdBlVU6Q&ust=1418691122282291
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Value addition - Did You Know : 

Ramabai Admiration for the ideal of Liberty: 

America had deeply inspired Ramabai with its emphasis on Liberty and the freedom of 

atmosphere in the society. A  strong concomitant to the ideal of liberty, she gave her 

widow home in Kedgaon the name as Mukti Sadan (óAbode of Freedomô) The periodical 

published by her  had a picture of the ócracked bellô on the cover.  

Source: Omvedt,Gail,Op.cit.,p220.  

 

Conclusion  

Ramabai through her initiatives and bold efforts gave the strongest challenge to the 

patriarchal order as , guided by the religious dictates making women subservient to male in 

every aspect of life. Her own life experiences and the pain of losing her family members one 

by one, made her to take independent stand on issues quite ahead of her times. She had 

imbibed the need of self-respect, hard work and to lead a dignified life right from her 

childhood days experiences. A crusading zeal for womenôs education was an inheritance 

from her father Importantly, Ramabaiôs idea of education was comprehensive in scope. It 

was informed from the outset by her conviction of womenôs need for social awareness and 

self-improvement, which she propagated through the Arya Mahila Samaj. ñSelf-relianceò 

was her password for progress which ran through the Stree Dharma Neeti and formed part 

of the programme outlined at the end of The High -caste Hindu Woma n and translated into 

the organization of the Sharada Sadan and the Mukti Mission.26Her radical and progressive 

ideas of her time were a challenge to the male reformers and compelled the to undertake an 

introspection of the patriarchal society oppressive towards women. Her rational approach to 

the amelioration of the condition of the women materialized in various activities undertaken 

by her. 
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ñA life totally committed to God, has nothing to fear, 

nothing to lose and nothing to regret." 

.  

Source: Ramabai, Pandita, Autobiography: Pandita Ramabai Woman of the Millennium, 

Nasik,Genesis Books,2008,p 31. Accessed on 16.5.2014 at 6:43am. 

Value addition - Did you know  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  

In appreciation of the work of Pandita Ramabai for the advancement of Indian women, the 

government of India approved the issuance of a commemorative stamp of Pandita Ramabai in 

1989 and later named her Woman of the Millennium. 

Source : Preface in Ramabai,Pandita,Autobiography:Pandita Ramabai Woman of the 
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Millennium,Nasik,Genesis Books,2008. Accessed on 16.5.2014 at 6:43am. 

 

 Ramabaiôs effort towards the Indian women was based on her rational vision, that the 

social reforms would not give them a position of dignity and respect. What was required was 

to make women more educated to make them self reliant.  

 

Summary  

The reform measures undertaken mostly by men during the nineteenth century in India 

were in conformity with the existing religious practices and rituals. 

Pandita Ramabai herself a learned woman and influenced by the ideals of liberty ,equality 

and justice took up the cause of reforming the lives of women in India from their deplorable 

condition. 

Her long suffering with her family and wandering from place to place had a profound 

influence in her questioning the religious beliefs. 

Her journey to Calcutta laid the canvass to implement her vision of ameliorating the 

condition of women as she gave lectures on women emancipation. 

Her breadth of knowledge of the texts earned her the title of óPanditaô and óSaraswatiô 

Her reading of Dharashastras left her in deep pain over an inferior position accorded to 

women.  

Ramabai travelled abroad to find support for her mission. She wrote books on the plight of 

women which provided her the much needed financial assistance to execute her ideal. 

In India and particularly in Maharashtra she set up institutions to impart knowledge and 

skills to the women to make them economically self sufficient. 

Ramabai faced the wrath of male reformers and against all odds she had a firm conviction 

that by providing education to the women they can achieve self respect and can be 

integrated into larger society a position so far denied to them. 
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She is commended with having laid the foundation of providing women a position of self 

respect by overriding gender distinction. 

 

Glossary:  

Paternal: Relationship of dominance between the dominant and the subordinate group is 

defined in terms of duties and rights of each other. 

Autonomous: to act independently without any control of others. 

Feminism: a mode of thought which seeks to remove the discrimination on the basis of 

gender and to ameliorate the conditions of women thereby according a 

position of dignity in the society. 

Civil Rights: the rights of an individual which confers entitlements or benefits. 

Gender: Refers to the cultural construct of the biological difference between males and 

females. 

Caste system: Prevalent in India, it is a system of the division of the society into four 

varnas or classes. 

Liberalism: A set of ideas popular since seventeenth century which gives primacy to the 

liberty of the individual. 

Emancipation: to be free from certain imposed restrictions to a state of freedom 

Empowerment: to increase the capability be it economic, political, social and others. 

Convert: To change or switch over to other religious beliefs. 

Baptism: For adopting or for admission into Christianity, the ritual is performed in a church, 

by sprinkling water to purify 

 

Long question : 

Discuss Ramabaiôs liberal feminist discourse. 

Ramabai had a vision of rejecting gender discrimination in a deep rooted patriarchal society. 

Discuss. 
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Multiple Choice Question  

1.What was the challenge of reforming the nineteenth century India. 

   To set up schools. 

   To uproot age old discriminatory practices and beliefs. 

   To bring railways. 

2. Women in the nineteenth century India were 

   given qual rights as men. 

   denied basic rights. 

   given separate  set of rights. 

 

3.What was the commonly held belief in imparting western education to the women 

  To manage household efficiently. 

  To  bring about reform in the society. 

  To  make them economically independent. 

 

4.Pandita Ramabai wanted to change 

   The education system 

   The existing patriarchal system 

   The  existing political structure 

 

5.According to Ramabai women could be empowered by 

  Overthrowing the political structure 

  By imparting education and skill 

  By managing their families efficiently 
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Multiple Choice Question 

What was the challenge of reforming the nineteenth century India. 

a.To set up schools. 

b.To uproot age old discriminatory practices and beliefs. 

c.To bring railways. 

Ans. b 

 Women in the nineteenth century India were  

a.given equal rights as men. 

b.denied basic rights. 

c.given separate  set of rights. 

Ans.b 

What was the commonly held belief in imparting western education to women 

a.To manage household efficiently. 

b.To  bring about reform in the society. 
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c.To  make them economically independent. 

Ans.a 

Pandita Ramabai wanted to change 

a. The education system 

b.The existing patriarchal system 

c.The  existing political structure 

Ans.b 

According to Ramabai women could be empowered by 

a. Overthrowing the political structure 

b.By imparting education and skill 

c..By managing their families efficiently 

Ans.b 

 

 

 


