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Abstract 

Objective: Through my research paper, I want to highlight how women were given some important 

rights even in the pre-independence era. These rights given to them helped in their advancement 

and progress, which led to many key revolutionaries being women in the Revolt of 1857. Since 

then, their position in the society has continuously been rising. More and more people are vouching 

for their rights and equality. They have their current position because of these efforts which are 

almost going unacknowledged by the people. So I would like to throw some light on those efforts 

through my research paper. 

Key Findings: Between the years 1820 CE and 1870 CE, India underwent a period of significant 

social reform, particularly regarding the status of women. One of the most notable reforms was 

the abolition of sati, a practice in which widows were expected to self-immolate upon their 

husband's death. This was stopped by the Bengal Sati Regulation Act of 1829, largely due to the 

efforts of social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy. 

Furthermore, there were efforts to promote women's education during this period. Figures like 

Pandita Ramabai advocated for the education of girls and the establishment of schools specifically 

for female students. In the Education Dispatch of 1854, a huge pressure was built on female 

education which led to many girls’ schools being set up in India for education and literacy of 

women. 

 Additionally, movements against child marriage gained momentum. Reformers such as Jyotirao 

Phule campaigned against the practice of marriage of girls at a young age, highlighting its adverse 

effects on their well-being and development. 

Overall, these reforms represented significant progress towards women's empowerment in India. 

Despite facing resistance from traditionalist elements, these initiatives led to social reform in India 

and the restore of women’s dignity in India. 
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 Introduction 

The 19th century in India was marked by significant social, cultural, and political transformations, 

as various reform movements emerged to challenge deep-rooted inequities and injustices (Roy). 

Among the central themes of reform during this period was the empowerment of women, seeking 

to address longstanding practices of discrimination and oppression. This paper aims to explore the 

reforms and movements focused on women's empowerment in India between the 1820 and 1870, 

examining key initiatives such as the abolition of sati, promotion of women's education, and 

campaigns against child marriage. 

These efforts unfolded within a complex socio-cultural landscape, shaped by factors such as 

colonial rule, religious traditions, and caste-based hierarchies. Despite facing resistance from 

conservative elements and enduring systemic challenges, reformers and activists advocated 

tirelessly for gender equality and social justice. Their endeavors laid the groundwork for broader 

social change and contributed to shifting societal attitudes towards women's rights and roles. 

By delving into the historical context, socio-cultural dynamics, and impacts of these reforms, this 

paper seeks to illuminate the multifaceted journey towards women's empowerment in 19th century 

India. It underscores the significance of past struggles and highlights the ongoing imperative of 

advancing gender equality and women's rights in contemporary Indian society. 

Discussion 

Contextualizing Women's Status in 19th Century India 

Before delving into the specific reforms and movements, it is essential to understand the socio-

cultural context in which they emerged. In 19th-century India, women occupied subordinate roles 

in society, largely confined to domestic duties and subjected to discriminatory customs and 

practices (Cush et al.). Education opportunities were limited, and child marriage was prevalent, 

depriving girls of their childhood and autonomy. Women, especially widows, were considered to 

be inferior and economically dependent, while social customs like purdah  

 



restricted women's mobility and public participation. Despite these obstacles, women actively 

engaged in social and religious movements, advocating for their rights and challenging oppressive 

customs. The 19th century also witnessed the emergence of women's organizations and literary 

movements, providing platforms for women to voice their concerns and assert their agency. While 

women's status in 19th century India was marked by inequality, it also saw resilience and the 

beginning of progress towards greater gender equality, setting the stage for future movements for 

women's rights and empowerment.  In the mid to late nineteenth century, there was a national form 

of resistance to any colonial efforts made to 'modernize' the Hindu family. This included the Age 

of Consent controversy that erupted after the government tried to raise the age of marriage for 

women. (Gangoli) 

 Abolition of Sati: Legislative Measures and Social Reform 

Sati represented one of the most outrageous manifestations of gender-based violence and 

discrimination in Indian society. Widows were expected to self-immolate upon their husband's 

death, often under societal pressure and compulsion. However, efforts to abolish sati gained 

momentum during the early 19th century, fueled by the advocacy of social reformers like Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy (Roy). Roy, a prominent figure in the Bengal Renaissance, condemned sati as a 

barbaric practice contradictory with the principles of reason and human dignity. His relentless 

campaigning led to the enactment of the Bengal Sati Regulation Act in 1829, which prohibited the 

practice and imposed penalties on those involved in facilitating sati. The practice of Sati was 

prevalent in some parts of India which were not under British control at that time, like 

Bundelkhand (Bundelkhand). Later, these parts were also annexed and the inhumane practice of 

Sati was put to an end in those parts. 

The Bengal Sati Regulation Act represented a significant milestone in the history of social reform 

in India, signaling the state's intervention in matters of religious and social customs. However, its 

implementation faced challenges due to entrenched beliefs and resistance from conservative 

quarters. Once, the Balochi priests of Sind complained to the British Governor, Charles 

Napier about what they claimed was interference in their sacred national custom of Sati. Napier 

replied: 

 



“Be it so. This burning of widows is your custom; prepare the funeral pile. But my nation also has 

a custom. When men burn women alive we hang them, and confiscate all their property. My 

carpenters shall therefore erect gibbets on which to hang all concerned when the widow is 

consumed. Let us all act according to national customs!”Thereafter, the account goes, no Sati took 

place. (Napier 35) 

 Promotion of Women's Education: Advocacy and Initiatives 

Access to education emerged as a key priority for social reformers seeking to empower women 

and challenge gender-based inequalities (Vidyasagar). Many famous public figures advocated for 

the education of girls, recognizing it as essential for their intellectual and socio-economic 

advancement. Vidyasagar, a leading reformer of the mid-19th century, championed the cause of 

women's education and played a pivotal role in establishing schools for female students. Pandit 

Jawaharlal Nehru once famously said that “if you educate a man you educate an individual, 

however, if you educate a woman you educate a whole family.” (Kumari) 

The promotion of women's education faced resistance from conservative elements who viewed it 

as a threat to traditional gender roles and societal norms. However, reformers persisted in their 

efforts, emphasizing the importance of educating girls to enable them to lead fulfilling lives and 

contribute to the progress of society. The establishment of schools for girls marked a significant 

departure from prevailing practices and paved the way for broader changes in attitudes towards 

women's education. (Chatterjee) 

 Campaigns Against Child Marriage: Challenges and Progress 

Child marriage, another prevalent custom in 19th-century India, perpetuated cycles of early 

pregnancy and limited opportunities for girls' personal and intellectual development (Phule). 

Reformers like Keshub Chandra Sen led campaigns against child marriage, highlighting its adverse 

effects on girls' health, well-being, and overall life prospects. They advocated for legislative 

reforms to raise the minimum age of marriage and sought to raise awareness about the harmful 

consequences of underage unions. 

 



Efforts to combat child marriage faced resistance from vested interests and conservative elements 

who sought to preserve traditional practices and patriarchal norms (Sen). However, reformers 

utilized various strategies, including public advocacy, grassroots mobilization, and legal 

interventions, to challenge the legitimacy of child marriage and promote alternative social norms. 

Over time, these efforts contributed to a gradual shift in societal attitudes towards marriage and 

the recognition of the rights of girls to determine their own destinies. According to Malala 

Yousafzai, “Girls should be students and not brides.” (Yousafzai) 

 Intersectionality and Women's Empowerment 

In addition to gender-based discrimination, women in 19th-century India faced intersecting forms 

of oppression based on factors such as caste, class, and religion (Sen). The caste system, in 

particular, imposed additional constraints on women from marginalized communities, limiting 

their access to resources, opportunities, and social mobility. However, reform movements aimed 

at challenging caste-based inequalities also intersected with efforts to promote gender equality, 

highlighting the interconnected nature of social justice struggles. 

Reformers like Jyotirao Phule, a prominent advocate for the rights of Dalits and women, 

emphasized the need to address the intersecting oppressions faced by women from lower castes 

(Phule). Similarly, leaders of the Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj sought to challenge caste-based 

discrimination and promote gender equality through religious and social reform. Their efforts 

reflected recognition of the complex interplay of social identities and power dynamics that shaped 

women's experiences in 19th-century India. 

 Impact and Legacy of Reforms: Reflections and Challenges 

The reforms initiated in 19th century India had a deep impact on societal attitudes towards women 

and laid the groundwork for future progress in gender equality. The abolition of sati, promotion of 

women's education, and campaigns against child marriage challenged entrenched customs and 

norms, fostering greater awareness of women's rights and empowerment. These initiatives 

contributed to shifting societal perceptions of women's roles and capabilities, inspiring subsequent 

movements for gender equality and social justice. However, the legacy of these  

 



reforms also reveal enduring challenges and unfinished agendas. Despite legal reforms and social 

campaigns, gender-based discrimination and violence persist, highlighting the ongoing struggle 

for gender equality in India (Government of India). Addressing societal injustices and promoting 

gender justice remains essential to building upon the achievements of past reforms and realizing 

the full potential of women in Indian society. This requires continued advocacy, education, and 

policy interventions to create a more equitable and inclusive society for women. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the 19th century in India witnessed remarkable strides towards women's 

empowerment, as reformers and activists challenged entrenched customs and norms to promote 

gender equality and social justice. The abolition of sati, promotion of women's education, and 

campaigns against child marriage represented pivotal moments in this transformative journey. 

These initiatives, although met with resistance and obstacles, laid the foundation for broader 

movements advocating for women's rights and empowerment in subsequent decades. 

However, the legacy of these reforms also underscores enduring challenges and unfinished 

agendas. Gender-based discrimination, violence, and inequality persist in various forms in 

contemporary India, highlighting the ongoing struggle for gender equality. While significant 

progress has been made, particularly in legislative reforms and educational opportunities for 

women, much work remains to be done to address systemic injustices and create a truly equitable 

society. 

Moving forward, it is imperative to build upon the achievements of past reforms and continue 

advocating for gender equality in all spheres of life. This requires concerted efforts from 

policymakers, civil society organizations, and individuals to dismantle patriarchal structures, 

challenge harmful stereotypes, and promote inclusivity and diversity. By working together towards 

a common goal, we can create a future where all individuals, regardless of gender, can fully realize 

their rights and potential in Indian society. 
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