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Women's participation in National Movement :
Role of Socio-religious Reform Movements

Dr. Ankush Bhardwaj

ABSTRACT

he entire story of the freedom movement is replete with the saga of bravery,

sacrifice and political sagacity of great men and women of the country. In the
long tale of the struggle for freedom with political and social reform activities had
their part to play. It may be that some leaders might have emphasized one while
others laid stress on the other, but generally the consciousness of their mutual
impact on the effort towards independence was present all the time. The reform
movement in nineteenth century was hastened by Western impact but its inspiration
was indigenous, and it was but a continuation of the earlier reform movements
which derived their inspiration from the essence of ancient Indian cultural
traditions. Abuses in the religious and social spheres at everytime in the history of
India have been sought to be remedied by recourse to the purity of the teaching of
Vedas and Upanishads and the great treasure of our cultural heritage. Therefore, in
this paper, an attempt has been made to understand the inter-relationship of socio-
religious reform movement and struggle for freedom.
Keywords: Social reforms, Nationalism, Asharam, Society, Struggle, Freedom.

The passion for all round reform which had animated a host of medieval
saint-reformers in India and many centuries earlier had inspired the Buddha and
Mahavir to strive for the regeneration of man, manifested itself again in the
nineteenth century.' The effective interpretation of India by the West, alike on the
social and economic plane, may be said to have begun about 1800.> And the
intellectual awakening in India which was one of its primary result and which in its
turn was to produce far-reaching changes in Indian society, became distinctly visible
shortly thereafter.’

The 19th and 20th centuries witnessed the beginning of many socio-
religious reform movements in different parts of India. As part of the national
renaissance, movements like Arya Samaj, Brahma Samaj, Prarthana Samaj and
Theosophical Society spearheaded the social reformation in the various parts of
India. Along with the generation of a national feeling, such movements fought
against the evils like sati, infanticide, child marriage and other kinds of
discriminations like caste system and untouchability.

Social reform and nationalism were but two facets of the Renaissance that
began to convulse Indian life from the beginning of the Nineteenth century. One can
broadly agree with “Zacharias” that movements for social reform and political
emancipation were closely connected, that it is impossible to understand Indian
political aspirations and activities if one divorces them from that nations great new
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spiritual urge towards truth, Justice and Love of which the one and the other alike are
but outward manifestation. Raja Ram Mohan Roy was a true representative of the
spirit of this age."

Raja Ram Mohan Roy, founder of Brahmo Samaj in 1828 at Calcutta stood
for the cause of women. He believed in a society which was free from social
inequality and oppression. Raja Rammohan Roy was opposed to all sorts of social
mal practices. He believed in a society based on fraternity of interdependent
individuals, unity and equality. He first made an organized movement against one of
the malignant disorders of popular Hinduism, Sati. He was conscious about the
property rights of women, which was reflected through his writings “Modern
Encroachments on the Ancient Rights of Females according to the Hindu Law of
Inheritance”. He was well aware of the evil effects of polygamy, Kulinism and
practice of selling girls in marriage.’ As an advocate of equality between men and
women, he openly spoke that woman was not a weaker sex and in no way inferior to
a man morally and intellectually. He condemned polygamy and wrote against
widow burning.’

Keshav Chandra Sen was perhaps the most outstanding after Ram Mohan
Roy. He started a normal school for girls, an industrial school for boys, the Victorian
Institution for women and the Bharat Ashram, a home in which a number of families
were gathered together for cultivation of a better home life and for the education of
women and children.” Sen suggested and wanted to adopt such measures as may tend
to establish a pure system of social and domestic economy on the principles of true
religion." He further said it is not true that social reformation can be thorough and
complete without religious advancement.’

Swami Dayanand established Arya Samaj and tried to restore the vedic
socio-religious order. Swami Dayanand gave a slogan of “Back to Vedas”.
According to him, Vedas, being the knowledge imparted by God for the benefit and
guidance of mankind, contained germs of knowledge of all kind useful to man in his
life, germs of various science and art which we see developed in the world today."
They invited both men and women to study the vedas, prohibited child marriage and
allowed virgin widows and widowers to remarry."” They had their women's Arya
Samaj and they did a lot for the education of girls. The Arya Samaj was against caste,
child marriage, priestcraft, pilgrimage and self-torture in the name of religion. Arya
Samaj stood for Indians and started a revival current of thought which may be called
“Indian Nationalism”. National reconstruction on National lines was the
fundamental cry of the founder and his Samaj.

Similarly, Sivanarayana Paramhansa (a minor reformer) condemned
idolatry and opposed caste, deprecated child marriage, advocated female education
and declared women to be equal with men."” He exhorted people to be equal-sighted
to sons and daughters, and to educate them equally.

The Deva Samaj founded by Siva Narayan Agnihotri on 16th February,
1887" also devoted itself to social reform. The Samaj had missionaries and also lay-
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workers both men and women. They had two High Schools, a number of primary
schools, a school for the depressed classes and a training college for mission
workers called the Vikashalya or House of Development. A good deal of attention is
given to female education.” They had a successful boarding school for girls at
Ferozepur, teaching up to the matriculation standard. They did a little medical work,
had two widow's homes and had held industrial exhibitions."”

Vivekanand also wanted social reform to be broad-based on the consent of
the masses.'’ According to Swami, weakness was the only sin in the world and so all
weakness was to be shunned as sin and death.” The Swami whole-heartedly
endorsed Manu's dictum, learn good knowledge with all devotion from the lowest
caste. Learn the way to freedom, even if it comes from the Pariah, by serving him. If
awoman is a jewel, take her in marriage even if she comes from a low family of the
lowest caste.”” Swami Vivekanand established Ramakrishna Mission on 1st May,
1897."” According to Swami ji, the tyranny of a minority is the worst tyranny that the
world has ever seen. A few men who think certain things are evil will not make
nation move. Why doesn't the nation move? First educate the nation, create your
legislative body, and then the law will be forthcoming. First create the power, the
sanction from which the law will spring. Therefore, even for social reform, the first
duty is to educate the people and (for that) you will have to wait till the time
comes.””

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar dealt with widow remarriage and women
education. He became the first Secretary of the Hindu Balika Vidyalya that Mr.
Bethune founded as the President of the Board of Education which later on
developed into the Bethune College, training young ladies in the higher branches of
learning. The school had to face great difficulty in securing its first batch of students
and parents who sent their daughters to this institution were subjected to persecution
and even ex-communication. The establishment of the Hindu Balika Vidyalya in
1849 was however a landmark in the history of women education in India.
Vidyasagar, when he was an Inspector of school with jurisdiction over several
districts, started a number of girls' school running them at his own expense.”

The socio-religious reform movements started in the nineteenth century by
liberal reformers and revivalists, made women as the recipient of social change. The
issues of women education, abolition of purdah, widow remarriage were raised. The
roots of the Indian women's movement go back to the nineteenth century's male
social reformers, as discussed above, who took up the issues concerning women and
started women's organizations. Women started forming their own organization from
the end of the nineteenth century first at the local and then at the national level.

In the years before independence, the two main issues they took up were
political rights and reform of personal laws. Women's participation in the freedom
struggle broadened the base of the women's movement. Initially women
participation was confined to highly educated group but a much wider participation
emerged in 1920 with significant changes in the organization of family as well as
changing political scenario.
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The history of India is rich with the contributions made by women from
time to time in various fields. In modern period, particularly since the beginning of
the struggle for freedom, a considerable number of women have made remarkable
contributions by taking active participation in national movements. The struggle for
freedom actually started in the 19th Century. Enough opposition to foreign rule in
early years came from the peasants, labours and weaker sections of the society than
from the educated bourgeois classes. The deliberate destruction of Indian
manufacturers and handicraft aggravated agrarian misery and economic
discontentment. The revolt by Rani of Midnapur in 1799, Kittur in 1824, rebellions
of Santhals in 1855 and war of independence in 1857 became a symbol of inspiration
and sacrifice for the coming generation in India. Begum Hazrat Mahal, Rani
Lakshmi Bai and Rani of Ramgarh were instrumental in the revolt.”

The participation of women in these earlier years (1872-1905) was hardly
noticeable, but there are a few references to some women social reformers like
Maharani Tapasvini, Swarn Kumari, Rama Bai Ranade, Francina Sorabji.The year
1897 advance the women movement in India. Two permanent provincial
organizations for furthering social reform arose this year. The Bombay Presidency
Social Reform Association and the Madras Hindu Social Reform Association.
These bodies began to hold annual Provincial Conferences.”

Pandita Ramabai in 1889 opened the Sarda Sadan or Home of Learning for
Hindu widows in Bombay. Hence, the Hindu Widow's Home Association was
organized in Poona in 1896.”

Since 1904, an Indian Ladies Conference (Bharat Mahila Parishad) has
been held discussing subjects affecting Women's life. In 1910, at seventh
Conference held at Allahabad, they passed following Resolutions:”

1. That in the opinion of this Conference, the best way of the advancement

of the country is female education and the Conference requests all
Indians to make arrangements for spreading female education.

2. That in the opinion of this Conference, it is not enough to teach girls
reading and writing. They ought to be taught how to manage the
household, how to attend a sick person, sewing etc.

3. That in the opinion of this Conference, child marriage is the root of all
evils. It is the duty of the well-wishers of the country to remove this evil.

4. That this Conference is of the opinion that it is absolutely necessary to
lessen the rigour of the Parda.

5. That this conference thinks that the children should not be made to wear
ornaments.

6. Thatthe condition of Hindu widows is pitiable, and in order to save them
from many troubles it is necessary to open Widow's Homes where they
canbe educated.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, a few women emerged who formed
organizations of their own. The Arya Mahila Samaj founded in 1882 for the general
upliftment and enlightenment of women, Bharata Mahila Parishad” (a branch of
National Social Conference formed in 1887), the Women's Indian Association
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(WIA) founded in 1917,* the National Council of Women in India (NCWI) founded
in 1925 as a branch of International Council of Women,” the All India Women's
Conference (AIWC) founded in 1927 for legal and Constitutional rights of women,
to name a few, were founded in both British India and the Princely States.” Women's
uplift, philanthropy, social work among poor and destitute women and social reform
were central to their work. These later developed into public activities in support of
women's democratic rights and contacts with women's groups and movements
outside India. Concern for the economic uplift of women was not absent but was not
an overriding issue. Women organizations were the first step towards their
participation in national movement.’'

From liberal homes and conservative families, urban centres and rural
districts, women- single and married, young and old came forward and joined the
struggle against colonial rule. Though their total numbers were small, their
involvement was extremely important. Women's participation called into question
the British right to rule, legitimised the Indian nationalist movement and won for
activist women, the approval of Indian men. Women who were already organised
under various organizations, mass supported the movement to rid the country of its
foreign rule. Even the male members of the society approved their political
participation. The number of women who played some role in this movement far
exceeded the expectations. The nature of their work actually influenced and altered
their perspective about their potential contribution to national development.”

In 1889, four years after the Indian National Congress was founded, ten
women attended its meeting. In 1890, Swarna kumari Ghosal, a woman novelist,
and Kadambini Ganguly, one of the India's first female medical doctors, attended as
delegates. From this time on, women attended every meeting of the INC, sometimes
as delegates, but more often as observers. A chorus of 56 girls from all regions of
India performed the song 'Hindustani' in 1901. Two Gujrati girls sang its translated
version at the opening session of Indian National Congress in 1901.”

The partition of Bengal in 1905 galvanised and transformed women's
participation in the national movement. The mobilisation of women was attempted
through the publication of pamphlets, public meetings held exclusively for women
and new nationalist associations (in contrast to the elite associations) which
emerged during the swadeshi period. Mass struggle militancy, armed struggle and
political agitations mark this period. Women of different classes were involved in
growing numbers in such activities in different parts of India, in both rural and urban
areas. The Swadeshi movement drew women out of their homes and called for their
active participation in the struggle for Swaraj in Bengal. Women for the part time
galvanized into political action when 500 of them held a meeting at Janikandi
village in the district of Murshidabad to protest against the partition “Vande Matram,
“hail the mother” was a rallying cry among the people.™ At the time of the partition
women joined the protest by boycotting foreign goods and clothes and buying only
swadeshi goods i.e. goods produced in Bengal province only. Other women also
took a vow to participate in the swadeshi movement.In Bengal lakhs of women led
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by Basanti, Urmila, Suniti Devi, wife, sister, niece of veteran lawyer, freedom
fighter C.R.Das, joined hartals, protest marches, picketing foreign goods/liquor
shops, courting arrest, singing patriotic songs, the bonfires of foreign goods
reflected their commitment to nationalism, inspiring women across India.”

But it was Mohan Das Karamchand Gandhi, who assessed, skilfully
harnessed women's capabilities, potential to serve familial, community, nationalist
projects to bring socio-political changes locally as well as nationally.” Women's
struggle entered a new phase with the arrival of Mahatma Gandhi on the Indian
political scene. Drawing from diverse sources including the Hindu scriptures and
literature, Gandhi venerated women as Shakti, Lakshmi; cited examples of Sita,
Durga, Draupadi, Damyanti, Savitiri, powerful, noble figures tempered by virtue;
these resisted unfairness in human relations, chose suffering, death, over
compromising feminine cause, honour.” Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi returned
to Indiain 1915. Soon after his introduction to Bombay Society, he met women who
belonged to women's social reform organizations. He was invited to talk to one of
these groups, composed of middle-class women, about the poverty of the masses.
He told and encouraged women to be leaders like their ancestresses like Sita, and
Draupadi.™ His speech deeply influenced the women.

With the end of World War I and renewed demands for self-rule, the
government passed the Rowlatt Acts at the beginning of 1919 prohibiting public
protest and suspending civil liberties. This was when Gandhi began to develop a
program for women. On April 6, the day marked for a general strike throughout
India, he called all the women by addressing “ladies of all classes and communities”
and asked them to join the Satyagraha movement.” Though this movement was
withdrawn because of massacre in Amritsar, but it was already clear that women had
joined the fight against the British. Gandhi urged them to take the swadeshi, vow to
giveup foreign goods and spin every day.

Gandhi encouraged women in various ways. He touched the hearts of both
Hindu and Muslim women. He explained to the women that there was a place for
them in the movement, then he expressed his faith in their courage. It was possible to
help the movement without leaving home or neglecting the family. He convinced
them that every act of them will be counted.”

Gandhi launched the Non Co-operation Movement in 1920 and gave a
special role to women. Women interested in politics held meetings to show their
support. At one of the several meetings which Sarojini Naidu addressed, women
decided to form their own political organization, Rashtriya Stree Sangha."

Times started to change. Women from all the provinces of British India
stepped forward in response to Gandhi's call. Gandhi's appeal went beyond
respectable women to women marginalised by middle class society. He had a
reputation as a political leader who believed women counted and had faith in their
capacity to help the nation and themselves. As Gandhi travelled and spoke, he urged
women to boycott foreign clothes, spin, and join in public defiance of British laws.
At the same time, women's organizations were petitioning the British government
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for the franchise. Gandhi responded that he knew all about the disadvantages of
Indian women but the problem was not with the law or religion but with the man's
lust. Real change would come when both men and women began to view their
relationships differently. He advocated celibacy instead of legal change.”

Sarla devi Chaudharani, Mathulakshmi Reddy, Amrit Kaur, and many other
women who followed Gandhi however did not abandon the franchise issue. They
were impressed with his empathy towards women but unwilling to give up their
work on civil rights. Women followed Gandhi for different reasons. Rajkumari
Amrit Kaur,” a member of the Ahluwalia royal family of Kapurthala state, served as
Gandhi's secretary for sixteen years." She admired Gandhi for his fight for justice.
Other women followed him because their menfolk accepted his leadership.

Gandhi launched Civil Disobedience Movement in 1930 which brought
large numbers of women into public life. Women's participation in the civil
disobedience movement of 1930-1932 differed qualitatively and quantitatively
from the early 1920's and won them a place in history. Bombay's women's picketing
and demonstrations from 1930-1932 received more press attention than women's
activities in any other part of the country. The number of women marching was in the
thousands and their pickets were organised and effective. That Bombay's women
took the lead seemed natural given the cosmopolitan nature of the city, its
transportation system, and the presence of Parsees and Christians, both
communities supportive of female education.”

Demonstrations and picketing continued in Bombay until 1931. During this
time women proved their effectiveness in agitation politics. The Desh Sevikas
organised a number of demonstrations that grabbed headlines and inspired women
all over India.

In Bengal, which was the heart of the revolutionary struggle, The Mabhila
Rashtria Sangha founded by Latika Ghosh, mobilised women for political work.
This organisation wanted to achieve swaraj and improve women's status. Latika
Ghosh wrote articles calling on women to wake up and take a good look at their
country, and told them that they were the Shaktis (power) of the nation.Calcutta
women formed the Nari Satyagraha Samiti in 1929 in response to the Congress call
for women to be ready to serve the nation.” Urmila Devi, one of the first women
arrested for political activities, was its president. This group had fifteen to twenty
women who were ready to picket and risk arrest. They all belonged to professional
families and were educated.”

Most of the women who became involved with revolutionary groups at this
time were students. But they had very little physical autonomy and were socialised
to behave modestly. Most of them joined secret societies after they had worked with
women's organisations and with Congress.

Whereas previously women had supported revolutionaries by keeping
house for them, spreading propaganda, collecting funds, hiding and transporting
weapons, and even making explosives, now they were directly involved in
revolutionary acts. Santi and Suniti,” two school girls from Comilla, shot magistrate
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Stevens to death in 1931. Later they were prisoned.” Bina Das, the young college
student from Calcutta who fired a pistol at Governor Jackson, is the most famous of
the revolutionary women.”

In North India also women from various parts joined public demonstrations
and shocked a public unused to seeing respectable women in the streets without
veils. Leadership came from a very few families for example Nehrus and Zutshis,
and most demonstrators came from schools and colleges. Unlike other parts of the
country, women's organisations were neither the training grounds nor recruiting
stations for politically active women.

In Allahabad, women from Nehru's family were the important leaders. They
made public speeches and went door to door urging women to join the movement. In
Lahore, Lado Rani Zutshi, the wife of Motilal Nehru's nephew and three of his
daughters, Man-mohini, Shayama, and Janak Kumari led the movement. When
Bhagat Singh and his comrades were sentenced to death, Man-mohini decided to
post women pickets at three colleges at Lahore: Government College, Law College
and Forman Christian College.” It was a wildly successful demonstration as male
students absented themselves from classes to cheer the young women.

While thousands of women joined the freedom movement in response to
Gandhi's call, there were others who could not accept his creed of non-violence and
joined revolutionary or terrorist groups. Their hatred of the British was intense and
their plan was to make attempts on European lives as widely as possible. They
believed in individual acts of heroism not in building a mass movement.

Women participated in the freedom movement because they were inspired
by patriotism and wanted to see the end of foreign rule. It is debatable as to how far
this participation liberated them. Women's participation in the freedom movement
did not lead to a separate autonomous women's movement since it was part of the
anti-colonial movement. While women who picketed shops, marched in
processions or went to jail or threw bombs did not question male leadership or
patriarchal values, it did generate in them a sense of self-confidence and realization
of their own strength. Many returned to their homes but others continued their
activities in the public arena. It transformed the lives of many young widows such as
Durgabai Deshmukh™ and Kamala Devi Chattopadhyaya.™

The participation of women in the freedom movement also shaped the
movement for women's rights. Most important it legitimised their claim to a place in
the governance of India. Women won respect for their courage and the large
numbers in which they participated in the freedom struggle and at the Karachi
session of the Indian National Congress in 1930, the resolution on Fundamental
Rights gave equal rights to women.

The women in the movement were educated and mentored by men but they
were not mere puppets of the anglophile elite or even of nationalists. Nor were they a
monolithic group. Some had been educated in English medium convent schools
others in pathshalas. Some were from princely families, others from ordinary
middle-class homes. Some of them were strong personalities with views of their
own.
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Inview of what has been discussed it can be concluded that Nationalism and
the social reform movement went side by side, each reacting upon and influencing
the nature and character of the other. As the character of our nationalism underwent
transformation, so the social reform movement also took a different turn.

Religious societies founded and successfully managed a number of
organization including education for women, orphanages to widow women,
hospitals, schools and many acts were passed for the welfare of women. Reformers
made an attempt to reorder society in the area of social behaviour, custom, structure
or control. Indian Nationalism, born under and growing as a reaction against foreign
dominations, aimed at the total representation of Indian life-religious, social,
political and economic. Dayanand, Vivekanand and Annie Besant and Gandhi
wanted social reforms to proceed on national lines.

Gandhi stood for the total emancipation of women, marriage reforms,
eradication of the evil of drink, removal of untouchability and ideals of social
services. He passionately desired the utmost freedom for women. Gandhi believed
that if women come out of their homes and participate in the national movement,
they would stand for their own rights in the future.
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