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                                           ABSTRACT 

The expansion of women’s education in India during the 19th and 

20th centuries marks a turning point in the intellectual and 

sociocultural history of the nation. The various phases of this 

growth were critically examined in this essay, starting with the early 

colonial era when social taboos, religious conservatism, and deeply 

ingrained patriarchal standards mostly ignored and opposed female 

education. The study chronicles the first notable phase of 

advancement, which was the slow rise of reform-oriented initiatives 

spearheaded by social and educational reformers. It emphasizes how 

women's education gradually gained support among different 

societal segments and grew entwined with larger social reform 

movements and nationalist goals. Critical analysis was also done on 

how organizations, laws and growing middle-class awareness 

shaped women's educational chances. This study examined how the 

development of women's education in India was a contentious and 

changing process influenced by reformist fervor and colonial policy, 

rather than being linear or uniform, by using a historical and critical 

viewpoint. In this article, a critical analysis of different stages at the 

growth of women’s education in India towards 19th and 20th 

century with special reference to some of the women educational 

reformers has been discussed.  

Keywords: Women, Education, Reformers, Ishwar Chandra 

Vidyasagar, Raja Ram Mohan Roy. 
 

 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

An important part of India's sociocultural development during the 19th and 20th centuries was the 

expansion of women's education. Indian society was firmly rooted in patriarchal traditions at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, with women mostly restricted to household duties and denied 

access to formal education. Women's intellectual and personal growth was further constrained by 

social customs like child marriage, purdah, and prohibitions on widow remarriage. Women's 

education was frequently seen as superfluous or even detrimental, which perpetuated social 
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stagnation and gender inequity. But during this time, a strong reformer movement that opposed these 

beliefs also emerged. A number of social and educational reformers started promoting women's 

education as a way to advance society after being influenced by Western education, colonial 

practices, and indigenous intellectual awakening. Women's educational advancement was 

inconsistent and uneven. Rural and marginalized women were frequently left out of educational 

changes, whereas metropolitan and upper-caste women profited more from them. Furthermore, there 

was constant discussion on the nature and goals of women's education, alternating between 

traditional roles and contemporary goals. With particular attention to important female educational 

reformers, this study critically examined the many phases in the development of women's education 

in India over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It looks at the sociocultural limitations, 

institutional advancements, and ideological discussions that influenced the course of women's 

education in addition to the efforts of these reformers. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF WOMEN’S EDUCATION IN INDIA: 

Status in Ancient and Medieval India: 

From antiquity until the Middle Ages, women's education in India experienced substantial 

developments that mirrored broader sociocultural, religious, and political shifts. Women in ancient 

India had access to education and a comparatively high status in society, especially during the early 

Vedic period (c. 1500–600 BCE). Women engaged in academic and spiritual endeavors, according to 

references from Vedic literature. Philosophy-savvy women like Gargi Vachaknavi and Maitreyi 

participated actively in academic discussions. Women were entitled to study philosophy, the Vedas, 

and other subjects, as well as to undergo the Upanayana, or initiation into education. The majority of 

education was provided informally through Gurukul systems, which occasionally taught both boys 

and girls. A rather equitable approach to gender and education is seen throughout this time. However, 

women's educational position started to deteriorate in the later Vedic era and the centuries that 

followed. Women's access to formal education was steadily limited by patriarchal standards, tight 

caste systems, and growing social inequality. Women's participation in intellectual life was restricted 

as texts and practices began to emphasise domestic roles. The state of women's education 

progressively declined during the Middle Ages (c. 8th to 18th century). This fall was caused by a 

number of sociopolitical circumstances, such as the consolidation of traditional social practices, 

invasions, and the formation of feudal structures. Educational prospects were severely limited by 

customs including child marriage, purdah (the seclusion of women), and prohibitions on women's 

mobility. Women's access to formal education was mostly restricted to aristocratic and royal homes, 

where some of them were taught music, literature, or religion. There were some remarkable outliers 

in spite of these limitations. Education and cultural sophistication were occasionally obtained by 

women from royal or noble origins. For example, Razia Sultan was renowned for her administrative 

and intellectual prowess as the sole female monarch of the Delhi Sultanate. Similar to this, Mirabai 

rose to prominence in the Bhakti movement by expressing herself spiritually and artistically through 

devotional poetry. A small but significant contribution to the advancement of spiritual equality was 

made by the Bhakti and Sufi groups, which gave women some room to engage in religious and 

intellectual pursuits. While women's education was somewhat progressive in ancient India, 
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particularly during the early Vedic period, it significantly declined during the mediaeval era as a 

result of sociocultural constraints and patriarchal rule. Later reform initiatives in the 19th century that 

aimed to revitalize and advance women's education in India were made possible by these historical 

processes. 

Socio-Cultural Restrictions and Gender Norms: 

Rigid gender norms and sociocultural constraints that have developed over centuries are the 

historical foundation of women's education in India. Even though women in ancient India, such as 

Gargi Vachaknavi and Maitreyi, were renowned for their intellectual achievements, access to 

education was mostly restricted to upper-caste women and steadily decreased over time. The 

consolidation of patriarchal ideals, religious rigidity, and customs like child marriage and purdah, 

which restricted women to household roles, made the situation worse by the Middle Ages. Women's 

educational chances were significantly restricted by sociocultural norms. Women were seen by 

society's patriarchal framework as dependents whose main duties were taking care of the home, 

raising children, and maintaining family honor. Women's education was sometimes seen as 

superfluous or even detrimental because it was thought to go against moral principles and 

conventional gender norms. Social taboos prevented women from entering public places, such as 

schools, and practices like early marriage limited the opportunity for formal education. By creating a 

clear division between the duties of men and women, gender norms further strengthened these 

limitations. Women were expected to be obedient, modest, and domestic, while men were viewed as 

intellectual actors and providers of income. The absence of women from formal education was 

justified by these deeply ingrained social norms and theological beliefs. Since girls were expected to 

marry and join another household, education was seen as an economic burden in many societies. But 

with the rise of social reform groups throughout the colonial era, the 19th century was a watershed. 

Reformers like Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar and Raja Ram Mohan Roy fought for women's rights, 

especially education, and questioned conventional wisdom. The founding of ladies' institutions and 

missionary endeavors also started to dismantle conventional barriers. Conservative segments of 

society fiercely opposed these initiatives, but they eventually changed perceptions about women's 

education. Gender norms and sociocultural constraints have historically impeded women's literacy 

and empowerment, as evidenced by the historical trajectory of women's education in India. Even 

while reform movements brought about change, these restrictions' impact persisted in affecting 

educational opportunities well into the contemporary era (Dharmalingam, A., & Rajan, S. I., 2019). 

GROWTH OF WOMEN’S EDUCATION IN THE 19TH CENTURY 

Impact of Colonial Rule and Modern Education: 

The arrival of colonial rule and the establishment of contemporary educational systems had a 

significant impact on the expansion of women's education in India throughout the 19th century. 

Western educational methods with an emphasis on liberalism, science, and rationalism were 

progressively adopted under the leadership of the British East India Company and then the British 

Crown. Although initially intended for males, policies like Wood's Despatch and Macaulay's Minute 

on Education set the groundwork for an organised educational system that also provided 
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opportunities for women to pursue higher education. Particularly in cities like Calcutta, Bombay, and 

Madras, the colonial administration and Christian missionaries were instrumental in the 

establishment of girls' schools. Conservative segments of Indian culture frequently opposed 

missionary initiatives that emphasised practical skills, moral education, and basic literacy. 

Nonetheless, these programs assisted in challenging social conventions that limited women's 

educational opportunities. Indian social reformers like Raja Rammohan Roy and Ishwar Chandra 

Vidyasagar, who promoted women's rights and education as a way to advance society, played an 

equally important role. In particular, Vidyasagar strived to create curricula appropriate for women 

and encouraged the creation of girls' schools in Bengal. In a similar vein, pioneers in western India, 

such as Jyotirao and Savitribai Phule, opened schools for girls and underprivileged groups. The 

public's perception of women's roles steadily changed as a result of new concepts of equality, 

individual rights, and social reform brought about by modern education. Additionally, English 

education produced a class of educated Indians who started to challenge customs like child marriage 

and denying women access to school. As a result, women's education started to be viewed as both an 

instrument for national progress and a moral requirement. The growth of women's education in the 

19th century was spurred by colonial control and contemporary schooling. The basis for the wider 

expansion of women's education in India was established by the joint efforts of colonial policies, 

missionary missions, and Indian reformers, even if the process was slow and encountered resistance. 

Role of Missionary and Government Initiatives: 

The combined efforts of Christian missionaries and colonial government initiatives greatly 

influenced the development of women's education in India throughout the 19th century. Despite 

considerable social opposition entrenched in orthodox practices, missionaries played a pioneering 

role by founding some of the first girls' schools, especially in urban areas like Calcutta, Bombay, and 

Madras, where they fostered female literacy, teacher training, and curriculum development. Certain 

segments of society first accepted female education because missionary organizations placed a strong 

emphasis on moral training, vocational skills, and basic reading. Concurrently, the colonial 

administration began to acknowledge the value of women's education, particularly with the Wood's 

Despatch (1854), which officially promoted public assistance for female education. Financial grants-

in-aid, the creation of government schools for girls, and assistance for private and missionary 

institutions were among the subsequent initiatives. These programs established the institutional and 

conceptual groundwork for the growth of women's education in subsequent decades, enabling a 

progressive shift in society attitudes regarding women's responsibilities and rights, even though 

development remained sluggish due to social conservatism and scarce resources. 

Early Reform Movements and Their Influence: 

Early social reform groups that questioned established conventions and promoted gender equality 

were intimately associated with the expansion of women's education in the 19th century. Reformers 

like Raja Rammohan Roy emphasized the importance of female education as a method of advancing 

society and vehemently condemned customs like sati. In a similar vein, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar 

established schools for girls in Bengal and encouraged widow remarriage. By establishing schools 
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for girls and implementing contemporary curricula, missionary initiatives also made a substantial 

contribution. Progressive views on women's rights and education were promoted by groups such as 

the Brahmo Samaj. Together, these reform initiatives assisted in overcoming social opposition, 

thereby legitimizing women's education and establishing the groundwork for its growth in 

subsequent decades. 

WOMEN EDUCATIONAL REFORMERS OF THE 19TH CENTURY 

Contributions of Pioneers in Women’s Education: 

A number of trailblazing reformers emerged in the 19th century, and their contributions to the 

advancement of women's education in India were revolutionary. Their efforts set the stage for social 

reform and gender equality in education. 

• Savitribai Phule: 

She is recognized as India's first female educator and a trailblazer in the field of women's education. 

In 1848, she founded the first school for females in Pune with her husband, Jyotirao Phule. She 

strongly opposed gender and caste prejudice and strove to educate females, particularly those from 

underprivileged backgrounds. 

• Pandita Ramabai: 

Pandita Ramabai was a well-known supporter of social reform and women's education. To encourage 

education among widows and impoverished women, she established organizations like Mukti Mission 

and Arya Mahila Samaj. Through literacy and career training, she aimed to empower women. 

• Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar: 

A significant personality in Bengal, Vidyasagar was a fervent advocate for widow remarriage and 

women's education. In order to make education more accessible, he simplified the Bengali alphabet and 

founded a number of schools for girls in Bengal. Because to his efforts, women's education is now more 

widely accepted in society. 

The growth of women’s education in India during the 19th and 20th centuries evolved through distinct 

stages, with pioneering contributions from reformers such as Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who played a 

crucial role in promoting female literacy and advocating widow remarriage in colonial Bengal. The early 

stage (early 19th century) was marked by missionary initiatives and the efforts of social reformers like 

Raja Rammohan Roy, who challenged orthodox restrictions on women’s education. The mid-19th 

century witnessed institutional expansion, as Vidyasagar established numerous girls’ schools and worked 

to normalize female education within Hindu society, alongside reformers such as Jyotirao Phule and 

Savitribai Phule, who opened the first school for girls in Pune. The late 19th and early 20th centuries 

marked a phase of consolidation and wider participation, with increased involvement of women reformers 

like Pandita Ramabai and Sarala Devi Chaudhurani, who emphasized higher education and women’s 

empowerment. By the early 20th century, women’s education became linked with nationalist aspirations, 

supported by organizations and leaders who viewed educated women as essential to nation-building, thus 

transforming it from a reformist agenda into a broader social movement. 
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• Raja Ram Mohan Roy: 

Often referred to as the "father of modern India," Roy fought for women's rights, particularly in the 

area of education. He fought against social evils like sati and highlighted the value of contemporary 

education for women, which inadvertently promoted women's emancipation and educational 

opportunities. 

The growth of women’s education in India during the 19th and 20th centuries evolved through 

several important stages, beginning with early social reform movements led by pioneers like Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy, who challenged practices such as sati and advocated for women’s rights and 

education. The first stage (early 19th century) focused on raising awareness and breaking orthodox 

resistance, supported by reformers like Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who promoted widow 

remarriage and girls’ schooling. The second stage (mid to late 19th century) saw the establishment of 

formal institutions for female education, significantly advanced by women reformers such as 

Savitribai Phule, who founded the first girls’ school in Pune, and Pandita Ramabai, who worked for 

widows’ education. The third stage (early 20th century) marked expansion and institutional support, 

with increased participation of women educators and organizations, alongside nationalist leaders 

promoting female literacy as part of nation-building. By the late colonial period, women’s education 

gained wider social acceptance, leading to greater access, professional opportunities, and 

empowerment, thus transforming women’s roles in Indian society. 

• Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain: 

Rokeya was a trailblazing Muslim woman reformer who encouraged female education among 

Bengali Muslim women. Through her works, she promoted women's academic advancement and 

established the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in Kolkata in 1911. 

• Keshab Chandra Sen: 

As a Brahmo Samaj leader, Keshab Chandra Sen advocated for social changes and women's 

education. He supported progressive views on women's roles in society and promoted female 

literacy. 

• Swami Dayanand Saraswati: 

Education is crucial for both men and women, according to Swami Dayanand. He supported equal 

access to education and the creation of schools that included girls through the Arya Samaj 

movement. 

Reform Initiatives and Institutional Developments: 

The nineteenth century saw the groundbreaking work of female educational reformers who were 

instrumental in overcoming patriarchal limitations and increasing girls' access to education. 

Reformers like Savitribai Phule, Pandita Ramabai, Kadambini Ganguly, and Begum Rokeya started 

revolutionary initiatives like the founding of schools for girls, the encouragement of widow 

education, and the development of female literacy among underprivileged groups. Institutions like 

Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School, Arya Mahila Samaj, and Bhide Wada School became important 
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turning points in the institutionalization of women's education. Broader social reform movements led 

by individuals like Jyotirao Phule and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who promoted widow remarriage 

and female education, frequently backed these reform endeavors. Together, these initiatives not only 

made it easier for women to receive formal education, but they also helped to gradually change 

societal perceptions, setting the groundwork for gender equality and the advancement of modern 

education in India (Kalyani, S.A.L. & Kumari, S.K., 2019). 

EXPANSION OF WOMEN’S EDUCATION IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

Nationalist Movement and Its Role in Promoting Female Education: 

The rise of the nationalist movement, which connected education to social reform and nation-building, 

had a major impact on the expansion of women's education in India during the 20th century. While 

Rabindranath Tagore advocated comprehensive and liberal education through establishments like Visva-

Bharati University, leaders like Mahatma Gandhi stressed the importance of fundamental education for 

all, including women, in order to create a self-reliant society. In order to empower women and enable 

them to participate in public life, reformers such as Sarojini Naidu and Annie Besant vigorously 

promoted women's access to education. The need for female literacy and higher education increased as a 

result of the nationalist discourse, which pushed women to leave the home and participate in the freedom 

movement. Establishing schools, influencing politics, and advancing educational reforms were all made 

possible by groups like the All-India Women's Conference. As a result, women's education became 

crucial to India's modernization and democratic goals as the nationalist movement not only opposed 

colonial structures but also changed societal attitudes (Bhat, R. A., 2015). 

Policy Changes and Educational Reforms: 

Progressive legislative changes and educational reforms implemented in India throughout the late 

colonial and post-independence eras greatly influenced the growth of women's education in the 20th 

century. Although the colonial administration had already established a foundation towards reformers like 

Jyotirao Phule and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, deliberate state intervention increased female education 

in the 20th century. Important legislative initiatives like the Wardha Scheme of Basic instruction focused 

on universal and practical instruction, especially for females, while the Government of India Act 1919 

decentralized education, allowing provinces to prioritize girls' education. Following independence, the 

Indian Constitution's provisions that guaranteed equality and encouraged free and compulsory education 

gave rise to historic programs like the National Policy on Education (1968, 1986) and subsequent changes 

that prioritized gender parity. Women's education became a crucial part of social justice and national 

development as a result of initiatives like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, which 

increased access, decreased gender gaps, and promoted girl enrolment and retention. 

Rise in Female Literacy and Institutional Growth: 

Female literacy increased significantly during the 20th century, and women's education institutions 

expanded significantly as well. Women's access to education increased steadily in both urban and rural 

areas due to social reform movements, nationalist goals, and progressive government policies. New 

educational and career prospects were made possible by the founding of girls' schools, women's colleges, 

teacher training facilities, and eventually universities that were solely or mostly for women. Particularly 
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after independence, when planned educational reforms and constitutional guarantees prioritized universal 

education, missionary efforts, indigenous reformers, and official measures all worked together to reduce 

gender gaps in literacy rates. Female literacy rates consequently increased significantly over the years, 

and the rise in female enrolment in secondary and higher education was a reflection of a larger shift in 

societal perceptions of women's roles, which in turn promoted social mobility, economic participation, 

and empowerment. 

PROMINENT WOMEN REFORMERS OF THE 20TH CENTURY 

Leadership and Advocacy in Women’s Education: 

Through their visionary leadership and persistent activism, notable women reformers of the 20th century 

significantly advanced women's education. Prominent individuals like Sarojini Naidu, Annie Besant, 

Pandita Ramabai, and Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay highlighted the significance of female literacy as a 

basis for advancement in society and the country. They founded schools, encouraged the growth of 

institutions, and fought against societal obstacles that prevented women from obtaining an education, 

such as child marriage and gender discrimination. These reformers connected women's education with 

empowerment, independence, and engagement in public life through organizations, speeches, and policy 

impact. The foundation for greater gender equality in contemporary India was laid by their efforts, which 

not only expanded educational opportunities for women but also changed societal attitudes (Chakrabarti, 

A., & Ghosh, S., 2018). 

Case studies of Influential Reformers: 

• Sarojini Naidu: 
 

➢ Sarojini Naidu, also referred to as the "Nightingale of India," was a well-known freedom 

warrior and supporter of women's rights. 

➢ Actively took part in the movement of civil disobedience. 

➢ Became the Indian National Congress's first female president. 

➢ Promoted women's political inclusion and suffrage. 

➢ Integrated women's political empowerment with nationalism.  
 

• Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay: 
 

➢ A trailblazer in cultural revitalisation and socio-economic transformation 

➢ Encouraged small enterprises and handicrafts. 

➢ Played a significant part in the post-Partition rehabilitation of refugees. 

➢ Established organisations such as the All-India Handicrafts Board. 

➢ Empowered women economically by preserving native crafts and fostering self-sufficiency. 
 

• Aruna Asaf Ali: 
 

➢ A social activist and radical nationalism contributed significantly to the Quit India Movement. 

➢ During the 1942 movement, they raised the Congress flag. 

➢ Promoted social justice and civil liberties after independence. 

➢ A representation of female leadership in large-scale movements and resistance. 
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• Durgabai Deshmukh: 
 

➢ A prominent social worker and champion for policy. 

➢ The Andhra Mahila Sabha's founder. 

➢ A member of the Indian Constituent Assembly. 

➢ Worked for social welfare, legal aid and women's education. 

➢ Women's progress and legal empowerment were institutionalized. 
 

• Ela Bhatt: 
 

➢ The Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA) was founded. 

➢ Organized women working in the unorganized economy. 

➢ Encouraged labour rights, cooperative movements, and microfinance. 

➢ Fought for impoverished women's financial independence. 

➢ Labour organization and economic empowerment at the grassroots level. 
 

• Pandita Ramabai: 
 

➢ Promoted women's education and widow remarriage. 

➢ Institutions for impoverished women were established. 

➢ Denounced repressive patriarchal customs. 

➢ Later reformers were influenced by the voices of early feminists. 

WOMEN REFORMERS AND NATIONALIST LEADERS 

Educational Contributions of Sarojini Naidu: 

Known as the "Nightingale of India," Sarojini Naidu made important contributions to education 

throughout the Indian independence movement by promoting women's literacy, empowerment, and 

active engagement in public life. She encouraged girls to transcend traditional household 

responsibilities and participate in intellectual and political domains, emphasizing the need of 

education for women's independence and the advancement of the country. She advocated for female 

education as a weapon for social reform and nation-building through her talks around India and her 

leadership in groups like the Indian National Congress. Additionally, Naidu backed organizations 

and programs that increased women's access to education, especially in colonial India where gender 

inequality was glaring. By supporting inclusive policies and encouraging women to pursue higher 

education, she continued to encourage educational progress as the first female governor of United 

Provinces (now Uttar Pradesh), connecting education with both empowerment and nationalist 

consciousness. 

Role of Annie Besant in Educational Initiatives: 

By placing a strong emphasis on both intellectual and moral development, Annie Besant significantly 

advanced educational activities in colonial India. She actively supported both traditional and modern 

education since she firmly believed that education was crucial to the revitalization of the country. 

Besant established the Central Hindu College in Varanasi, which subsequently served as the 

foundation for Madan Mohan Malaviya's Banaras Hindu University. She promoted value-based 
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education based on Indian culture while incorporating scientific understanding through her 

membership in the Theosophical Society. Besant connected educational reform with the larger 

objectives of social upliftment and the Indian nationalist movement by supporting women's 

education and working to make education available to all segments of society. 

Efforts of Kamini Roy in Advocating Women’s Rights and Education: 

Kamini Roy was a trailblazing advocate for women's rights in colonial India and one of the first 

female graduates of the University of Calcutta. She continuously promoted women's education as a 

vital instrument for empowerment and self-realization through her writings, lectures, and active 

participation in social reform movements. Roy stressed that women could not become intellectually 

independent or contribute significantly to the advancement of the country without access to 

education. She was also involved with groups like the Bangiya Nari Samaj, where she advocated for 

women's legal rights, social consciousness, and literacy. She promoted gender equality in both 

private and public domains, emphasizing the need for changes to patriarchal societal institutions, and 

was influenced by liberal and nationalist ideologies. She is a key character in the history of women's 

emancipation in India because of her accomplishments, which not only promoted women's education 

but also connected it with the larger nationalist struggle. 

CRITICAL EVALUATION OF WOMEN EDUCATIONAL REFORMERS 

Achievements and Limitations of Reformers: 

A pivotal period in the history of women's education in India was marked by the contributions of 

female educational reformers like Savitribai Phule, Pandita Ramabai, and Begum Rokeya. By 

opposing long-standing patriarchal norms, encouraging female literacy, and establishing institutions 

for girls' education, they laid the groundwork for gender equality in education. Breaking social 

taboos, promoting widow remarriage and women's autonomy, and educating marginalized women 

about the value of education are only a few of their accomplishments. Their efforts were not without 

restrictions, though; they frequently only reached urban or certain social groups, especially middle-

class or upper-caste women, leaving rural and lower-caste people comparatively underserved. 

Furthermore, the immediate impact of their activities was constrained by long-standing sociocultural 

resistance, a lack of early state support, and the slow rate of structural transformation. Despite these 

limitations, their groundbreaking work continues to play a significant role in determining the course 

of women's empowerment and educational reform in contemporary India. 

Class, Caste and Regional Dimensions of Educational Access: 

Despite the groundbreaking work of individuals like Savitribai Phule, Pandita Ramabai, and Kamini 

Roy, a critical analysis of women educational reformers in India shows that class, caste, and regional 

hierarchies unevenly affected the growth of educational access. Many urban and upper-caste reform 

programs benefited middle-class and upper-class women while largely excluding marginalized 

populations, including Dalit, tribal, and rural women. By encouraging education among lower-caste 

people, reformers like Savitribai Phule directly attacked caste barriers, but their initiatives were met 

with significant social opposition and remained small in scope. Regional differences were also 
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apparent, with more progressive improvements occurring in Bengal and Bombay presidencies than in 

other regions of India. Additionally, rather than completely eliminating structural inequality, colonial 

educational initiatives and patriarchal norms frequently interacted with caste and class privileges. 

Therefore, even though female educational reformers had a major role in starting conversations and 

bringing about institutional change, their influence was limited by larger socioeconomic and cultural 

barriers that restricted inclusive and equitable access to education (Margaret, P.P., 2017). 

Role of State vs Individual Reform Efforts: 

A critical analysis of India's women's education reform indicates a complicated interaction between 

private initiatives and governmental intervention. Visionary reformers like Raja Rammohan Roy, 

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, Jyotirao Phule, and Savitribai Phule, who opposed long-standing caste 

and patriarchal standards, were primarily responsible for the early advancements in women's 

education throughout the 19th century. These people founded schools, supported widow remarriage, 

fought child marriage, and actively mobilised underprivileged groups—often at considerable 

personal risk. Particularly in areas like Bengal and Maharashtra, their efforts were crucial in fostering 

social consciousness and establishing a moral basis for women's education. However, its impact was 

unequal and localised due to a lack of institutional support, social resistance, and resources. On the 

other hand, women's education was structurally expanded by the colonial and later postcolonial states 

through financing, commissions, and regulations. In independent India, policies like the Wood's 

Despatch, the Hunter Commission, and subsequent constitutional clauses formalised education as a 

public duty. By creating formal schooling institutions, educating instructors, and implementing 

programs for girls' education, the state made it possible for greater access. However, there were 

frequently gaps between policy and reality since official initiatives were insensitive to sociocultural 

impediments like gender conventions, caste hierarchies, and regional differences. Therefore, the state 

served as an enabler of scale and sustainability, while individual reformers were catalysts who started 

ideological and grassroots change. A critical viewpoint contends that neither could be successful on 

its own: state measures were ineffective without individual-driven societal transformation, and 

reformers lacked reach without governmental assistance. When these forces complimented one 

another, women's education made the most significant progress, underscoring the need for a 

synergistic strategy.  

CHALLENGES IN THE GROWTH OF WOMEN’S EDUCATION 

Patriarchal Barriers and Gender Discrimination: 

Persistent gender discrimination and deeply ingrained patriarchal systems have seriously impeded the 

advancement of women's education. Traditional conventions in many communities place a higher 

priority on women's home responsibilities, which limits their access to formal education and 

perpetuates the idea that investing in girls' education is less worthwhile than that of boys. Higher 

dropout rates among girls are frequently caused by early marriage, purdah customs, and expectations 

of home duties. Female participation is further discouraged by gender bias in educational institutions, 

which takes the form of unequal chances, a shortage of female teachers, and dangerous school 

environments. Due to the fact that male offspring typically receive the majority of the family's 
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limited resources, patriarchy and economic restrictions also overlap. The achievement of gender 

equality in education is nevertheless hampered by these sociocultural hurdles, especially in rural and 

marginalized communities, despite progressive reforms and governmental measures (Patel, V., & 

Prasad, M., 2020). 

Economic Constraints and Rural-Urban Divide: 

Persistent financial difficulty is one of the biggest obstacles to women's education. Due to limited 

financial means and prevalent gender prejudices that favor investing in boys' education, teaching 

girls is frequently deprioritized in low-income households. Families are further deterred by indirect 

expenses, such as the loss of girls' labour in domestic chores or income-generating activities, while 

direct expenditures, such as tuition fees, uniforms, books and transportation, impose a financial 

strain. Girls' educational chances are frequently cut short by early marriage, which is partly 

motivated by financial concerns. Furthermore, inequality is frequently made worse by a lack of 

access to government assistance programs, financial facilities, and scholarships, particularly for 

underprivileged groups. When it comes to women's access to educational opportunities and 

infrastructure, rural and urban areas differ significantly. Better educational facilities, qualified 

teachers, digital access, and encouraging surroundings that promote girls' education are typically 

found in urban areas. On the other hand, poor school infrastructure, long commutes to schools, 

unsafe transportation, and a lack of sanitary facilities—particularly separate restrooms for girls—all 

contribute to high dropout rates in rural areas. In rural areas, cultural norms and traditional views are 

typically more strongly ingrained, which further limits girls' mobility and educational goals. In the 

context of online education, where rural girls have restricted access to gadgets and internet 

connectivity, the digital divide has further exacerbated this disparity. The gap between rural and 

urban areas and economic hardship continue to function as interrelated structural obstacles to 

women's education. In order to guarantee fair and inclusive educational opportunities for women, 

addressing these issues calls for specific policy interventions such financial incentives, the 

development of rural educational infrastructure, gender-sensitive programming, and raised 

community awareness (Paul, P.K., 2022). 

Educational Inequality: 

One of the most enduring obstacles to women's educational advancement, especially in developing 

nations, is educational inequality. It represents differences between men and women in terms of 

educational results, quality, involvement, and access. Despite advancements, girls frequently have 

less access to education than boys. Boys' education may be prioritised by low-income families 

because they see them as future earners, while females are expected to take care of the home. The 

idea that women's education is less significant is reinforced by deeply ingrained patriarchal norms. 

Girls are frequently prevented from pursuing higher education by early marriage, gender norms, and 

mobility constraints. Girls' education is disproportionately impacted by poverty. Particularly in 

underprivileged neighbourhoods, the expenses associated with education—such as tuition, uniforms, 

and transportation—can deter families from sending their daughters to school. Due to a lack of 

infrastructure, schools, and skilled teachers, educational disparity is particularly severe in rural areas. 
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Due of extensive travel distances and safety issues, girls in rural areas face more difficulties. Higher 

dropout rates among female students, particularly throughout adolescence, are a result of inadequate 

amenities including separate restrooms for girls, secure school surroundings, and acceptable 

cleanliness. Unfair access to digital resources and technology in the current era exacerbates the 

educational disparity. Girls frequently have limited access to digital learning resources, mobile 

devices, and internet connectivity. Girls may obtain a lower-quality education even if they attend 

school because of underfunded institutions, gender bias in the classroom, and a lack of support in 

STEM subjects. When gender interacts with other social disadvantages like caste, class, ethnicity, 

and religion, it exacerbates educational disparity and further marginalises particular groups of 

women. Governments have enacted laws to support women's education, but their efficacy is 

frequently hampered by poor execution, a lack of oversight, and insufficient money. Many families 

avoid sending females to school, especially after primary school, out of fear of harassment, assault, 

and hazardous travel circumstances. The development of women's education is hampered by the 

multifaceted issue of educational inequality. A comprehensive strategy including regulatory changes, 

sociocultural change, financial assistance, and funding for inclusive and gender-sensitive educational 

programs is needed to address it (Reddy, V. S., & Rao, R. M., 2018). 

IMPACT ON WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT 

Education As a Tool of Social Transformation: 

By empowering women to question established social institutions and express their rights in both private 

and public domains, education plays a transforming role in improving women's empowerment. By 

encouraging women's knowledge, critical thinking, and self-confidence, it serves as a catalyst for social 

change. Women's agency and autonomy are improved through education. Women who are literate and 

educated are better able to make decisions about their professions, marriages, and health. This encourages 

gender equality in homes and communities and lessens reliance on patriarchal authority. Economic 

empowerment is facilitated by education. Women can obtain work possibilities, entrepreneurship, and 

financial independence by gaining knowledge and skills. This raises their standard of life and gives them 

more negotiating leverage in the family and in society. Education fosters knowledge of rights and social 

issues. Women with higher levels of education are more likely to be aware of their legal rights, which 

include protection from exploitation, discrimination, and domestic abuse. By promoting active 

engagement in social and political processes, this knowledge strengthens democratic ideals. Additionally, 

education aids in the dismantling of sociocultural barriers such restrictive customs, gender stereotypes, 

and early marriage. By encouraging gender-sensitive viewpoints in both men and women, it transforms 

societal attitudes and makes society more inclusive. Education also affects generations to come. A circle 

of empowerment and societal advancement is created when educated women invest in their children's 

health and education. However, obstacles like poverty, gender bias, a lack of infrastructure, and cultural 

opposition continue to restrict women's access to education despite its transformative potential, especially 

in developing nations. In addition to empowering women on an individual basis, education is a potent 

tool for social change that advances society as a whole. Therefore, attaining sustainable gender equality 

and inclusive growth requires ensuring fair access to high-quality education (Suguna M., 2011). 
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Changing Status of Women in Indian Society: 

Over time, women's status in Indian society has changed significantly, especially between the 

colonial and post-independence eras. Early initiatives, which were influenced by social reform 

movements headed by individuals like Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, 

concentrated on outlawing customs like sati and encouraging widow remarriage and female 

education. By questioning ingrained patriarchal conventions, these reforms set the stage for women's 

empowerment. The Indian Constitution ensured women's equality, non-discrimination, and 

fundamental rights during the post-independence era. Women's social and economic status has been 

improved by laws including the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, the Hindu 

Succession Act, and the Dowry Prohibition Act. Furthermore, the growth of self-help groups (SHGs) 

and government programs like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao have been instrumental in increasing 

women's involvement in economic activities and decision-making. Empowerment has been largely 

fueled by education, which has raised women's literacy rates and rights knowledge. Traditional 

gender norms are progressively changing as more women pursue higher education and careers. 

Women's autonomy and confidence have been further enhanced by economic independence through 

employment and entrepreneurship. The inclusion of quota for women in local governance under the 

Panchayati Raj system has also enhanced political empowerment. Today, women actively engage in 

grassroots democracy, impacting community development and policy. But despite these 

developments, problems including social biases, economic disparity, gender-based violence, and 

restricted access to resources still exist. The degree of empowerment that women experience is still 

influenced by the intersections of caste, class, and rural-urban differences. Although women's 

standing has improved significantly in Indian culture, true empowerment necessitates ongoing efforts 

to remove systemic injustices and guarantee inclusive growth. 

Role in Nation-Building: 

By promoting inclusive growth, social justice, and sustainable development, women's empowerment 

has a transforming effect on the process of nation-building. Women greatly enhance a country's 

human capital when they have access to economic resources, education, and decision-making 

authority. Women who are empowered and educated are more likely to enter the workforce, increase 

productivity, and foster innovation, all of which boost the nation's economic base. Additionally, 

better social indicators including health, nutrition, and education within families and communities 

result from women's empowerment. Empowered women typically make greater investments in their 

kids' education and well-being, which has a beneficial intergenerational effect and advances long-

term national development. Initiatives like self-help groups and cooperative organizations have made 

it possible for women in rural and marginalized areas to become financially independent and get 

social recognition, which has further improved grassroots development. In terms of politics, more 

representative and equitable decision-making is ensured when women are involved in governance 

and policy-making. Issues like healthcare, education, gender equality, and social welfare—all crucial 

for balanced national advancement—are frequently given top priority by female leaders. Their 

involvement fosters accountability and openness while fortifying democratic institutions. 

Additionally, women's empowerment promotes a more equitable and forward-thinking society by 
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reducing social injustices and challenging conventional gender conventions. Because women 

frequently play important roles in conflict resolution and community leadership, it promotes social 

cohesiveness and peacebuilding. Women's empowerment is a basic requirement for successful 

nation-building, not only a social justice issue. A country may achieve comprehensive development, 

economic prosperity, and a more resilient and equitable society by investing in the empowerment of 

its women (Kiran, R., & Reddy, G., 2017). 

CONCLUSION 

The expansion of women's education in India throughout the course of the 19th and 20th centuries is 

indicative of a slow but revolutionary process influenced by indigenous initiatives, colonial 

involvement, and social reform. Due to deeply ingrained patriarchal standards, religious 

conservatism, and social customs including child marriage and purdah, women's access to education 

was severely limited in the early 19th century. However, by promoting female literacy and 

challenging repressive practices, reformist groups led by pioneers established the ideological 

groundwork for change. A major change occurred in the middle of the 19th century when 

institutional structures for girls' education were established. By establishing the first schools for girls 

and underprivileged groups, reformers simultaneously challenged gender and caste hierarchies and 

played a revolutionary role. In a similar vein, Pandita Ramabai stressed the importance of women's 

education in achieving social emancipation, especially for widows and impoverished women. 

Women's education became more widely accepted by the late 19th and early 20th centuries, thanks to 

nationalist movements and governmental initiatives. The contributions of these individuals helped to 

further combine education with the principles of nation-building and empowerment. Women were 

more involved in public life, educational institutions grew, and curricula changed. Despite these 

developments, success was varied among communities, classes, and geographical areas, underscoring 

enduring structural disparities. Rural, lower-caste, and minority women's access to education 

remained inadequate, indicating the shortcomings of reform initiatives. Throughout the 19th and 20th 

centuries, women's education in India saw phases of resistance, reform, and gradual acceptance 

rather than being linear or homogeneous. In order to turn education into a vehicle for social justice 

and empowerment, female educational reformers played a critical role. Their legacy still has an 

impact on current discussions and legislation, serving as a reminder that education is still a key 

component of attaining inclusive development and gender equality. 

REFERENCES 

1. Bhat, R. A. (2015). Role of Education in the Empowerment of Women in India. Journal of 

Education and Practice, 6(10), 188-191. 

2. Chakrabarti, A. & Ghosh, S. (2018). The impact of early marriage on girls’ education in 

India: Evidence from longitudinal data. Education Economics, 26(4), 319-336. 

3. Dharmalingam, A. & Rajan, S. I. (2019). Gender inequality in education: Trends and 

challenges in India. Social Indicators Research, 142(3), 1137-1157. 

4. Kalyani, S.A.L. & Kumari, S.K. (2019). Women Empowerment Through Education. Journal 

of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research, 6(5), 9-14. 

http://www.ijamsr.com/


Vol 9, Issue 1, 2026     Impact Factor: 8.535      DOI: https://doi.org/10.31426/ijamsr.2026.9.1.9014 

           

 

 
         IJAMSR  9 (1)                    January 2026                   www.ijamsr.com                       152 

 

International Journal of  

Advanced Multidisciplinary Scientific Research (IJAMSR) ISSN:2581-4281 

5. Kiran, R. & Reddy, G. (2017). Socio-cultural barriers to women’s education in India: A 

critical analysis. Asian Education Studies, 4(1), 67-82. 

6. Margaret, P.P. (2017). Women education in India. International Journal of Development 

Research, 7(12), 17846-17848. 

7. Patel, V. & Prasad, M. (2020). Bridging the gender gap in education: Policy interventions and 

their effectiveness in India. Development Studies Research, 7(1), 1-15. 

8. Paul, P.K. (2022). Women Education in Nineteenth Century Bengal: A Critical Evaluation. 

NeuroQuantology, 20(22), 2295-2301. 

9. Reddy, V. S. & Rao, R. M. (2018). The impact of socioeconomic factors on women's 

education in India. Economic and Political Weekly, 53(34), 42-50. 

10. Suguna M. (2011). Education and Women Empowerment in India. International Journal of 

Multidisciplinary Research, 1(8), 198-204. 

  

http://www.ijamsr.com/

