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Abstract: My focus in this article is on the beginning and growth 

of women's education in colonial United Provinces, staged in 
different spaces via colonial agencies. This article examines the 
institutions and ideals of education in the United Provinces, 
particularly those centered around women. The trajectory of 
women's education in the United Provinces exhibited a marked 
deviation from the Bengal renaissance model which has received 
abundance of scholarly attention. While claiming that women 
were quietly creating spaces in spite of such limitations, this article 
marks out the moments of quiet struggle with patriarchal 
institution within and outside the household. 
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1. Introduction 
 This article is an attempt to study different aspects of 

indigenous education for women in UP.iContrary to the general 
perception of women of the region confining themselves to 
supportive roles to the male members of their families, women 
of the North Western Provinces were actively involved in the 
nationalist as well as the peasant movements. Recent feminist 
historiography has created new visibility of individual women 
and groups of women in Bengal, Bombay, Maharashtra and 
United Provinces. The antecedents of women's large-scale 
involvement in the nationalist movement has been 
demonstrated by a few to be found in the numerous and 
consistent contributors to Hindi periodicals. This period also 
saw the growth of women writings in avant garde literature, 
from patriotic writings by Subhadra Kumari Chauhan (1904-
1948)ii to Mahadevi Verma's Chhaywadi (1907-1987)iii 
(romantic)poetry. Politics and literature were thus two 
important fields of public life women of this regioniv. Taking 
this cue I began to probe the different stages of the experiment 
that was most effectively if not singularly responsible for 
opening the public sphere to these women. Through a study of 
the initiatives of Indian and British reformist agencies in the 
field of educating women, I also try to situate the public sphere 
for the women of this province. 

United Provinces, or the NWP offers a case study different 
from Habermas or Freitag's description of the public spherev. 
Public sphere for the women of UP was more of a semi-public  

 
sphere, which retained a major proportion of its privacy, 
conforming to their ideals of righteous conduct. The rich 
domain of Hindi and Urdu manuals written for women by 
women themselves highlight this theory furthervi. Similarly, 
political activism of women in the Hindi heartland was almost 
always guided by the men in their family, drawing upon the 
nation as a family metaphor many a times.vii 

In the colonial period, Lucknow emerged as one of the most 
culturally significant cities of the United Provinces. Lucknow 
ranked fourth among the cities of India, after the three 
Presidency towns, and was the eighth largest city of the British 
empire in the 1880s.viiiIt had just come into its own as a state 
capital, was merely a century old in being so, and was also 
witnessing the growth of a strongly caste conscious middle-
class society. United Provinces presented a highly 
differentiated terrain, not only geographicallyix but also in terms 
of demography and culture.  

The corpus of work done on education of women is the result 
of different methodologies employed for situating Indian 
women in its history. From accounts of women’s history of 
which education is an integral partx,to comprehensive studies 
of history of educationxi ; a wide array of writings on this 
subject only lead to further queries on the issue. Case studies of 
reformist men and womenxii, and of pioneer women's 
institutions have xiii,besides providing the loci where to 
women's education can be situated in history, pointed to 
different areas that need further research. Though the education 
of women of UP has been studied in parts and as a whole in 
recent studiesxiv, one finds numerous gaps in the understanding 
of the subject. Rendering voice to the 'silent half'xv of the 
province has been the objective of most of these writings, 
wherein the rendering of voice and the silence both appear 
problematic, making the phrase more of a euphemism. Women 
in colonial UP were definitely not silent, they were speaking as 
Bi Amman in Khilafat Movement, writing poetry with patriotic 
fervour as Subhadra Kumari Chauhan in or even contesting the 
taluqdars as the unknown kisanins of Awadh, in a jargon 
conducive to contemporary norms, which needs to be 
deciphered and thereby contextualised through research. As a 
corollary, in order to be able to make a valid beginning towards 
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understanding the project of women’s reform in UP, an 
awareness of the context in which these women were situated 
is crucial, which probably has taken a backstage in the zeal to 
bring women to the fore.I begin this work with a study of the 
modus operandi in which colonial agencies encouraged and 
even hampered women’s education of women in the province  

2. Indigenous Forms of Education for Women in Colonial 
UP 

Di Bonaxvi argues that the indigenous education was much 
better suited to India's needs and should have been retained. 
However, a careful reading of Adam's Reportsxvii-as well as 
surveys conducted in Madras, Bombay and Punjab -do not 
convey that the indigenous education was strong and vibrant in 
the second and third centuries of the nineteenth centuries. 

The impression that emerges from all these reports is that of 
widespread decay and neglect. The village Pathsalas were 
housed in shabby dwellings and taught by teachers who were 
arbitrarily appointed. Instruction was mainly limited to the three 
R's, reading, writing and arithmetic, (a phrase which, ironically 
first appeared as a space filler in 'The Lady's Magazine' in 
Britain in 1825xviii ),and the native Mahajani/zamindari 
accounts. Printed books were not used and most writing was 
done on palm leaf, plantain leaf or sand. Pupils were promoted 
whenever the Guru was satisfied of the scholar's attainments. 
There were no desks, benches, blackboards or seating 
arrangements. The decline probably started in the mid-
1700s.By the 1820s neither the village schools nor the tols or 
the madrasas were vital centres of learning.xix 

a) Indigenous education for women in UP implied 
instruction under three categories: semi religious, 
school-based education imparted in pathsalas, tols etc., 
where women were virtually negligible in number 

b) professional instruction provided in caste schools 
c) instruction in housekeeping and other skills imparted 

in their homes.xx 
 Data on the caste wise occupational set up in colonial UP 

shows those women were active, even though in modest 
numbers, in professions like account keeping and 
craftsmanship, which could possibly due to the existence and 
enthusiasm of the schools run by caste associationsxxi.Evidence 
is also available about women who were talluqdars, managing 
estates and matters related to land revenue. Any presumption 
about the status of education of these women, in terms of their 
ability to read and write will be tentative, and the possibility of 
proxy ownership cannot be denied. However, the presence of 
such data is significant for the bearing it has on the gender 
equations of the period, accentuated by a few interesting stories 
of assertion of power by these womenxxii 

 Most girls, in the generation that preceded schooling stayed 
at home and had to rely upon their educated male. The existence 
of ustanis as a service group is more frequently referred to by 
scholars,xxiii probably due to the fact that purdah rules were less 
stringent for Hindu women who could even be taught by pandits 
coming to their houses who used to come to teach their brothers. 
The scope of any form of education for Hindu women was 
minimal after this and it was only under exceptional 

circumstances that they received further instruction later in their 
lives. Grown up girls at home had little time for study, as most 
of their waking hours were taken up helping their mother cook, 
sew and look after the younger children, or helping to supervise 
other household chores. Their learning was for the most part 
oral now-learning household maxims and vernacularized 
episodes from the sacred texts (as recitation of the original texts 
in Sanskrit was a taboo for girls) from the elderly aunts or 
grandmothers or some widowed brahmani xxiv, panditayani in 
their large, extended families. Nita Kumar in her work on the 
widows of Benaras suggests that though not 'schooled' 
formally,the women of UP cannot be called uneducated.xxv 

"They had not, of course, been formally educated, but 
neither, for that matter, had most males. Although 10,000 
students were recorded as receiving schooling in Banaras in 
1890, Sherring's observation that the term 'schooling' was an 
exaggeration was biased but factually correct."

xxvii

xxvi The term 
'shiksha', Kumar observes, could not be happily translated into 
education (as we know that 'dharma' cannot be into religion) so 
that it would make little sense to Banarasis of 70 to 80 years 
ago to say that women were 'ashikshit', though they were, of 
course, unschooled.  

The situation was slightly different for Muslim women.xxviii

xxxii

xxxiiione of the important

xxxivIsolated as 
these instances are, not universal in their representation of 
educated aristocratic women, they nevertheless

 
After initial Koran lessons with their brothers, they had ustanis 
coming to teach them when they grew older. Many girls 
received no education beyond memorization of verse from the 
Koran; others learned to read some Arabic and Persian from 
their fathers and brothers. Writing was strictly prohibited for 
both Hindu and Muslim women. While Muslim classic texts 
prophesied calamity in the event of women learning reading and 
writing,xxix Hindu scriptures threatened them with widowhood 
even if they touched a book.xxxA handful of women, however, 
escaped this general fate of female education in the province. 
Women of the aristocratic families constituted throughout 
Awadh history one pole of potential power, through their 
influence on the nobles and the rulers. These women had greater 
knowledge of the full range of folk religious discourse, both 
Hindu and Shi'ite which allowed them to sometimes manipulate 
superstitious males. Bahu Begum,xxxi the wife of Nawab 
Shujaud Daula ,Badshah Begum  the wife of Ghazi ud Din 
Haidar and the mother of Nawab Wazid Ali Shah and Mubarak 
Mahal  wives of Nawab Wazid Ali 
Shah were women who by virtue of their religious genius made 
gender specific contribution to Awadh Shi' ism.

 do speak 
volumes on the access of the ladies of the harem to scriptural 
knowledge and even their monopoly in this field. The existence 
of such practice in Hindu aristocracy is conspicuous by its 
absence which could be primarily due to the fact that Awadh 
during this period was dominated by the High Tradition of Urdu 
and Persian learning.  

There was another type of indigenous school called 
Mahajani School which was to meet commercial needs of the 
community. Instruction was imparted about indigenous 
methods of book keeping and accounts along with reading and 
writing. Along with preparing bills and drafts the pupils were 
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taught mental arithmetic. This curriculum was obviously need-
based and gave vocational training for service with the trading 
community. Equally obviously women did not need to be 
trained for this vocation. Soon English was seen to be the means 
of getting jobs and of fulfilling the demands of efficient 
administration. The policy of encouraging indigenous 
education in U.P. was given up, though Pathshala and maktabs 
continued to function. in any case the Mahajani Schools were 
not dependent on governmental support for their existence and 
were supported by their caste associations. 

 It was in this climate that the first school for girls was 
established by the Deputy Inspector ofFemale Education from 
Agra in Gopal Singh xxxvi.In the 
next two years the schools spread

xxxvii. The movement spread to nearby districts of 
Mathura and Mainpuri also. Gopal Singh succeeded in 
establishing 288 schools for girls in the Agra District with 4927 
students on the rolls. Though the figures seem exaggerated the 
fact that cannot be overlooked entirely is that this was a 
significant number of schools. When interpreted in terms of the 
number of students in each school the figure however is a 
meager 17 students per school. A note by the Under Secretar

xxxviii

xxxvin the city of Agra in 1855
 to the nearby districts. 

Committees of the local gentry were formed to manage these 
schools and teachers were selected by the parents. The 
agricultural classes were found willing to make use of these 
schools though they were not prepared to go further and pay the 
teacher

y, 
Government of India on the State of Education in 1859-1862, 
recorded that "in the North Western Provinces Female 
Education by direct instrumentality was set on foot in several 
Districts in 1856.The cost was altogether defrayed either by 
Government or school cess".  In spite of poor attendance 
the motivating factor behind Gopal Singh's mission leaves 
scope for considering the possibilities of a change in male 

attitudes towards female education. But individuals with such 
driving force are rare, and the schools were swept away in the 
disorders of 1857, and recovered so slowly that in 1863 in the 
three educational circles of Agra, Mathura, Mainpuri, there 
were to be found only 144 schools with 2265 girls. After 1857 
a policy of social and religious neutrality was followed by 
British rulers for quite some time, which was not conducive to 
such initiatives. 

These schools were not revived but a fresh effort was made 
in 1859,now at the behest of Thakur Kalyan Singh who 
undertook the task of "training a class of native ladies, 
belonging to the families of his kinsmen as his school 
mistresses."xxxix1869 saw the publication of an award winning 
tale, Mirat-ul-Aroos ,sometimes regarded as the first novel in 
Urdu.xlThe objective of this book was to instruct young girls in 
the conduct of a virtuous family life"xli.It was considered ideal 
reading material for young women, especially in the classroom. 
Many other government sponsored textbooks for girls were 
being written around this time, both in Hindi and Urduxlii. 

Education of women was not completely non-existent prior 
to the coming of British nor did the onset of British rule solely 
and single-handedly bring about a sudden spurt in the educative 
ventures for women. There have been references to women 
influencing the transmission of scriptural knowledge amongst 
both Hindus and Muslims. Reformism of which education was 
an integral part,was a continual socio cultural change the logic 
of which lay embedded partly in the grand project of 
modernization of the Indian middle class and part in the hitherto 
pathetic condition of women itself. This continuum was worked 
upon by the interaction of native and colonial agencies different 
chronological phases of which will be studied in the first 
section.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
i In my MPhil dissertation I had explored political activism among women of 
Awadh, come across evidence s of a remarkable participation of women of the 
region in the peasant and the nationalist movements of the 1920s MPhil Thesis 
on Political Activism Among Women of Awadh,1920-25, JNU, New Delhi, 2001 
ii Born in Nihalpur village in Allahabad District, Uttar Pradesh. She initially 
studied in the Crosthwaite Girls' School in Allahabad and passed the middle-
school examination in 1919. After her marriage with Thakur Lakshman Singh 
Chauhan of Khandwa in the same year, she moved to Jabalpur. Her important 
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