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spects of feminist thought of Ramabai,
lﬂSﬂWﬁonﬁipmsmtsby Réﬂiéﬁa’i for women’s emancipation.

to be the only female personality whose ideas and practices

on ameliorating the conditions of women in India place her in
league with other socially awakened thinkers of the country. For
instance, like Jyotirao Phule, for whom the cause of Dalits became
his mission for life, Ramabai remained engrossed with the cause of
the women’s emancipation throughout her life. The efforts for the
amelioration of the conditions of women in India have, no doubt,
been made by a number of social reformers. But what was unique
in the case of Ramabai was her personal resoluteness to not only
preach and act for the emancipation of women but also to become an
example for other women by herself doing first what she preached.
Hence, the life and works of Ramabai reflect an uncharacteristic
crusade of a brilliant woman to break the barriers of women'’s
emancipation at a time when even not many men of high calibre
and social-consciousness could think of doing so.!

In the realm of Indian political thought, Pandita Ramabai seems

A LIFE IN PILGRIMAGE FOR
THE CAUSE OF WOMEN

Given the pace of her life seemingly being ahead of her times,
Pandita Ramabai appeared bound to live a life of perpetual strug-
gle. Her birth in the home of a very progressive Brahman Anant
Shashir Dongre in 1858 ensured that Ramabai was saved from the

in curses of lack of education and child marriage.? However, the
adverse material conditions of her family resulted in the death of her
Parents and her sister. Eventually, Ramabai, along with her brother,
Moved to Calcutta in 1878, which proved to be a turning point in

e life. Here, she was not only conferred with the titles of ‘Pandita
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and ‘Saraswati’ in recognition of her intellectua] atta
was also introduced into the realm of social reformg
the Brahmo Samaj, with the focus on the emancipati
Soon, the death of her brother in 1880 presumabl
marry a non-Brahman lawyer Bipin Behari Das M
become mother of a daughter, she lost her husband in Jegg than tyy,
years time. Subsequently, she moved to Pune in 1882 to get up the
Arya Mahila Samaj to work for the cause of women. Yet, her quest
for knowledge led her to visit England where under circumstantia|
difficulties, she converted to Christianity.® After staying for abo
three years in England, she went to the United States of Americ;
(USA) in 1886. Her sojourn in the USA helped her concretise her
plans for opening a home for high caste Hindu widows in India by
raising funds under the aegis of The Ramabai Association of Boston.
In the end, she returned to India in 1889 and remained busy with
activities aimed at fostering the cause of women till her death in
1922. For her social reform activities, she was conferred with the
Kaiser-e-Hind gold medal in 1919 by the British government.
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ASPECTS OF FEMINIST THOUGHTS OF RAMABAI

of patriarchal privileges of men. Crucia

rigid and asymmetrical gender relatioxlxlz 'i:l"etll';xaos:lre Eo ﬂliltf::
further sharpened her perception of gender disons. | Cotern soci e
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ES' but d ora &
ed by aﬂdew (chakravar 1998: 7).
E?en SUESSe atiallys the thrust of the feminist ideas of Ramabai was
.a\: to , discer am.i.e_raduf:ate the structural inequalities and circum-
n &g gantal dlsfabﬂmes of women. As such, a predicament was most
1p th(e) authonta.twely Symbohsed by none other than the high caste
Ques; Findu wldf)ws, who turned out to be the test case for feminism
antig] of Bal’{‘f}bal- She, theffi'f({re, argued for rescuing them from their
o s cant status within the domestic sphere and restore them
nerica their p.ubhc sphere through empowerment techniques such as
se her Jjucation, training and skill development. Strategically, she called
dia by fﬂf  frank exchange of opinions on the issues Of women’s plight
oston. inorder to arouse public opinion on such issues on the one hand,
7 with and to bring the reality in the face of the social reformers, o1t the
ath in other. The theoretical base of her fexinisim lied in providing an
th the Objective critique of the Hindu social and religious order t0 unravel
its overtly patriarchal nature leading t0 multifarious disabilities
and all round marginalisation of the women. To her, the logical
conclusion of such a perceptible analysis of the gendered nature of
\| the Hindu society and religion could be to evolve concrete policies
and programmes for emancipating the women and ensuring the
ced to equality of status for them (Kosambi 1998: 47).
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1;0 the 1I’nandita Ramabai’s distinction ;s the t}i’:ggeerld fr;nl\iinifsm &i\n
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:e face views gn the status of woment in India, e hac ec: UP Uy S
1ess Mahila Samaj int 1882 in e-to mobﬂmg fmd urutf: women to sgek
.1"3 i social ref Bu with 2 yeiled opposition to this by people like
Clen.e Tilak reforms- own voyage to foreign countries did not allow
ndi? i as ngl :BD o to become the epicentre of women's movement.
1pulsef ng:%g;“sﬂ:e zeal of Ramabai for women's emancipation not only
vils :j)e ; ; eclriritﬂf-t durin: her overseas stays, sh.e looked for arr.anging
n;:mg 10[g1sx'lautical 1 sﬁPPort to make such an enterprise more effective and
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autonomous.* Resultantly, the initiatives Su_ch as The p,
Association of Boston produced handsgme financia SUPpoy
the schemes of Ramabai to be launched_m India,

Immediately after her return to India, she set Up the S,
Sadan (Home of Learning) to provide §he1ter to the widows of hj
caste Hindus at Mumbai. However, in order to gain

o 1 more dip,y
access to the orthodox Brahman families when she shift

ed the Sadan
to Pune, she came under severe attack of the conservati

of the Hindu society like Tilak, for motive of covert pro

Consequently, high caste Hindu widows started distancing thep.
selves from the Sadan, forcing Ramabai to increasingly alienate he;

from the Hindu society and exposing her bonds with Ch}'isﬁalwity.S
This led her to open a new Christian body, the Mukti Sadan, to
house the victims of the Gujarat famine of 1896. With the native

support dwindling progressively, now she depended almost ex-
clusively on the overseas donatio

ns to run her Sadans which were

eventually amalgamated into an overtly missionary body called
the Christian Mukti Missions. Quite evidently, this created an un-
bridgeable gap between Ramabai and the high caste Hindu com-
munity of Bombay Presidency.

Significantly, the institutiona] intervention of Pandita Ramabaiin
ameliorating the con, itions of Women demonstrated the perceived
duality of hP:r activi.ties. The Christian Mukt Mission (later renamed_
as "Ramabai Mukti Missjon’ d Subsequently ‘Pandita Ram‘"_’baJ
S ne out to be the women bastl%r(‘i’
out. Moreover, the st:nu:tm-eS“an:;:l s.empowermen_t Weremcg.g 50
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I . s
the cause of women's emancipation. However, the

sionary for ;
. mstantial upheavals of life forced her to tread such paths which
would not have been her preferred course, given the contemporary

drcumstances in which she rose to prominence. For instance,
though Ramabai’s initial and favourite objective was to €xpose the

gructural inequalities and functional marginalisation of the high

caste Hindu widows, this cause was absolutely lost, probably due
{0 her infatuation with Christian missionary activities in the later
art of her life. Nonetheless, her sincere effort in making women

aware of their socio-political role in contemporary society paid-off

in due course. For instance, what she sought to accomplish with the
a time when there was

formation of the Christian Mukti Mission at

hardly an effective voice against the well-entrenched patriarchy,
was carried forward in independent India with the creation of ‘All
Women Police Station’ or 'Self-Employed Women's Association’
(SEWA). Given the hegemonic influence of primordial social
values opposed to gender—equality, Ramabai’s radical departure

from the conventional thinking may not have gained prominence;
t critical in the articulation

nonetheless, her pursuits remain mos ( ;
in the nationalist discourse. In this sense,
inking in post—colonial

of a feminist perspective
she remains the precursor of new wave of thinkin
India championing gender-sensitive issues and concerns.

NOTES

1. For a lucid account of the life and works of Pandita Ramabai, see Sengupta

g S;Z?;.of e - e have been narrated by Ramabai herself in her
5 . 4y Women (2007)-
- 'II;Z\I; :{gah-Castebf:;Zdi:dﬁ a1 brush with Christianity was eloquently articulated in
her nt:merous Jetters written 1 friends; see Geraldine (1977).
N s ] of her sojourn in the United States, see Dyer (2004).
5 Fo: i?r.‘acnk nd vivid account of the views of Pandita Ramabai on her fondness
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